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CHAPTER ONE
 

Kess went from sleep to waking immediately, eyelids flying open and eyes already searching the room for danger. It was a trained response by now. No more for her the slow slide into wakefulness. Nope, she was ready to fight or flee as soon as her eyes opened these days. She forced herself to lie still in the bed, trying to calm her breathing. Something had triggered her waking; one thing she had learned in her months on the run was that you listened to the little instincts that told you something was off. Ignoring them could cost you your freedom. Or worse.
The room she was in was empty. It was a long-term rental motel room, grungy and beat down from hard use. She slept with the lights off, but her pupils were larger than strictly human now so she had no trouble seeing in the dark. She slid off the bed, crouching next to it--letting it shield her--still trying to figure out what was wrong.
She heard it then—the scuff of shoes against cement outside her door. Keeping low, she slunk over to the door, ears straining for another sound that might give away whoever was outside. She was grateful the dilapidated window unit wasn’t on; it would have masked the sound with its wheezing and mechanical death rattles. She heard the doorknob turn. It was loose in the setting so it always jiggled a little in the door. It was one of the built-in alarms of the room, alerting her to uninvited guests in the middle of the night.
Kess grabbed her jeans off the rickety chair and slid them on, then stuck her feet into the shoes she’d been waiting tables in last night. Her bag was packed and ready to go. She’d gotten wise after the first and only time she’d had to run with what she had on her. Now, she was always ready to move.
She stopped and listened again. Nothing. It could be a thief looking for easy pickings or it could be someone looking for her in particular. Neither possibility made her want to stay one minute longer. She didn’t want to risk a look out the curtained windows in case someone was still out there. She pulled the duffle’s strap over her shoulder and edged over to the dresser. Keeping as low as she could, she stuck her hand behind it and removed the duct tape that secured a plastic bag to the backside of the dresser. The bag held her spare sets of papers and a stack of cash for emergencies. She stowed everything in various pockets and crept to the bathroom.
There was a window above the plastic tub/shower combo. It was part of why she went with a room on the end of the row. She’d already made sure the window was in working order when she first took the place; now she slid it open and popped out the screen. It made a slight clatter when it hit the ground, followed by the muffled thump of her duffle bag. Then she hoisted herself up on the small ledge and slithered through awkwardly. She stopped her controlled fall out the window by catching herself on her hands, the gravel of the lot digging into her palms. It was early morning, and the horizon was beginning to glow with the coming dawn.
She was in a narrow alley between the two rectangular motel buildings. Her car was parked a couple of blocks away. She didn’t like the walk, but it also kept her car and lodging separate from each other and she tried to do this wherever possible. She scooped up her bag and was slinging it over her shoulder when a man came around the corner from the back of the building. She froze.
"Kestrel Saleh?"
Damn. Her real name. He wasn’t a wereleopard, at least not one she’d know from her clan, which meant that he was probably one of the many private investigators her father had tasked with finding her. He was tall and bulky, dressed in a pair of khakis and a polo shirt, maybe in his mid-forties. She probably couldn’t outrun him, not with the bag and her shoes, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try.
She spun around and took off, pounding around the corner and trying to pick up speed when she was at the front of the hotel. He caught her arm after only a few yards. He pulled her backwards, towards his chest.
"FIRE!" she screamed. "FIRE! FIRE!"
His hand clapped over her mouth, cupped so she couldn’t bite down. He was still trying to pull her backwards, but she saw some lights coming on in several of the rooms. If she could break his hold, she could probably make a run for it when people started sticking their heads out of their rooms to see what was going on.
Her shoes had a heavy, chunky heel which she dug into his shin as hard as she could and dragged down the front of his leg. She heard him curse and his hand came away from her mouth. "FIRE!" she shrieked again, pretty sure that she would sprain a vocal chord with all of the screeching she was doing. His grip hadn’t loosened, so she stomped down on the top of his foot near his instep, grinding that chunky heel into the soft leather of his shoe.
His hold relaxed and she jerked aside, sprinting away as doors opened and her neighbors began filing out to see where the fire was. Adrenaline gave her an extra burst of speed and she crossed the few blocks of empty parking lots and closed businesses in a matter of minutes, checking for pursuit all the way there. She was panting when she reached her car, flinging her bag and herself inside. She struggled to get the key in the ignition because her hands were shaking.
Kess pulled the car into the street, not really sure where she was going, knowing only that she couldn’t stay where she was. Soon her father would know and that meant Sek would too. She’d need a new car, in case the P.I. reported this one, or new plates, but she’d worry about that after she’d put some serious miles between herself and California. Once she had some space she could figure out where she was going next.
She hadn’t even been in California three months.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWO
 

Sek prowled. Even when he wasn’t in leopard form he liked to think that he still moved with the lethal grace of one. His steps ate up the open expanse of grass between the back fence and the guest house, the guest house to the main building, a massive white house modeled after a Mediterranean palazzo that served as the main body of the estate. He prowled the limits of his domain, a jungle cat trapped in an expensive cage.
The sun was setting over the water, and dusk was bringing some relief from the heat. It wasn’t as bad as it was in high summer, but Miami didn’t have seasons, it just had different degrees of heat. The calendar read November but the temperatures made a liar of it.
He entered the house through the pool-side doors, the cold air like a slap against his sweaty skin. He passed room after room as he stalked down the hallway that ended at his office. The house was empty except for him and his father's advisor. He enjoyed the quiet of not having the clan sequestered here; he was a cat after all, and cats enjoyed their solitude. But he missed Kess and rocketing around the place like a marble in a maze only served to drive home her absence. Each time he walked a hallway or turned a corner, he expected to see her, and each time he didn't was like a fistful of claws to his gut. It was why he couldn't stand to go near her wing of the house very often.
Once in his office, he poured himself a drink from the bar by the door and turned on the large plasma television to hear of the day’s events. He found he couldn’t pay attention to the bobbleheaded anchorwoman spouting off the headlines. He felt too restless to concentrate. Sek rubbed his temples and took another sip of vodka.
A knock on the open door roused him. Bomani, his father's advisor, entered and from the look on his face he did not bring good news. Sek felt his neck tighten at the thought of more disappointment. "What is it?" His voice was rough from the alcohol and the tension building inside him.
"One of the investigators thinks he found your sister."
Sek felt himself rise out of his chair, but at Bomani’s upraised hand he sat down again. "The bad news?"
"He lost her."
Sek did nothing for a moment. Then he stood and flung his glass at the wall, smashing it and spraying the wall with liquor. He did not feel any better. He wanted to give his temper free rein to overturn desks and slash leather chairs and break furniture down to component parts. But Bomani was here and watching him. He clamped down on it, feeling his teeth grind together in frustration. "How?" he managed to grit out.
Bomani relayed the investigator’s report: the confrontation with Kess, her escape, the investigator's attempts to find her before giving up and calling an hour ago. Sek made an effort to listen, but the more the clan counsel talked, the more enraged Sek became. "Why would he try and grab her?"
"I would guess he feared losing out on the bonus you offered to anyone who found her."
"The orders were to observe only. I plan to collect her myself." He was seething.
"The man got greedy, Sek."
"Idiot." Not only was Kess gone and he’d have to start tracking her all over again, but the man had dared to lay his hands on her. "Call the Eaters."
Sek saw something flicker in Bomani’s eyes at the mention of the contingent of werejackals derisively known as the Eaters of the Dead. They were killers for hire and they excelled at their profession. "I think that’s a bit…excessive? He’s only a private investigator. A simple human contractor will be able to handle the job."
He touched her. "A simple human contractor won't be…thorough enough. I want the man to suffer."
"The Eaters kill clean," Bomani admonished him.
"Unless given instructions otherwise." Sek paced, his movements jerky with barely leashed anger. "Do. It." He paused. "And do not tell my father." He waved Bomani out.
Once he was certain Bomani was out of earshot, he gave in to his rage and when he left his office later, not a single stick of furniture was left in one piece. He closed the door softly behind him. He’d leave word that he was moving into a new office in the morning.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THREE
 

When Kess arrived in North Carolina, it was almost winter. Her car had begun making a weird knocking noise as it struggled up the steep winding roads through the mountains. The trees, excepting the dense evergreens, were bare, having dropped their leaves after the riotous color of autumn. The day was windy; the car had been pushed all over the road on her way up here, and her hands ached from clenching the steering wheel. She had driven through the night, stopping only for caffeine and fuel and was beyond grateful that she was nearing the end of her journey.
She’d never been this far north before. She preferred places with warmer weather, but she hoped that being up in the snowy mountains of North Carolina for the winter would buy her more time. It was the beginning of November now and already the temperature was unpleasantly frigid to her. She had the heat cranked up in the car as high as it would go. Kess reminded herself that if it was uncomfortable to her, it would be doubly so to her brother, since he was so used to the pulsing heat of Miami. She could deal with the discomfort if it bought her a little space and peace. She still had some months before April and her eighteenth birthday. She'd be an adult and neither her father nor brother could force her back home; so long as she could stay on her own until that time, she might be okay.
Kess pulled off the road and into a small parking lot adjacent to the three-story Victorian boarding house that she had been looking for. She had stopped in at a nice restaurant, where the locals ate, for a quick lunch and some much-needed information. Sitting at the tidy bar, she had gotten leads on both a job and a place to stay. Being adjacent to the university and ski resorts meant there was a lot of seasonal work and plenty of places to stay in town. Kess had left with a job application and directions to the boarding house where she now stood.
The house was a traditional Queen Anne with lots of windows, extensive gingerbread and a huge porch. It was well kept, but the color seemed a bit out of place; it was painted in a collection of dark purples and greys with accents in black. It resembled nothing so much as a giant bruise in the form of a house. Kess walked up the steps and rang the bell at the front door and waited, shivering when the wind cut through her jacket, which was clearly not going to be up to the challenge of a mountain winter.
Footsteps on hardwood approached the door, which opened to reveal a petite woman who Kess took to be in her fifties. She wore dark brown corduroy pants, a cream Fairisle sweater and boots. Her hair was ash-blonde and it was pulled back in a loose bun. She had smile lines around her eyes and mouth and her skin was the healthy tan of someone used to spending time outdoors. She exuded a feeling of maternal warmth. Kess found herself tentatively smiling at the woman before she’d said anything.
"I’m here about the room for rent?" Kess pointed to the small sign that advertised a vacancy. "They said down at the Barn to come see you."
The woman stood aside and beckoned her inside. "I’m Anita Creevey. My husband and I own the house." She held out her hand.
"Kess Saroyan. Nice to meet you." Kess knew it was risky using her own name, but after trying to remember any number of aliases--and failing--this made the most sense. It was embarrassing having someone call you by your assumed name and be completely unaware that they were talking to you.
Anita offered to take her coat, but Kess declined. She still hadn’t thawed from the chill outside. Anita stopped by a large desk in the front parlor and grabbed a clipboard, then led Kess into a spacious living room. A massive stone fireplace took up one wall. It was flanked by comfortable overstuffed couches. Built-in bookshelves lined the remaining wall space.
Anita motioned for Kess to have a seat and took one for herself. Kess took the loveseat adjacent to the fireplace that also gave her a good view of the door. She hated sitting with her back to an opening--it made her feel too exposed. As she sank into the pillows, she felt the tension of the long drive and the stress of the last few days hit her, and she knew she could easily curl up in front of the fire on this couch and fall asleep if she let herself. Anita sat on the sectional facing the fire and handed her the clipboard.
"So who recommended us to you at the Barn?"
Kess rested the clipboard on her knees. "Brian--he was working the bar. He said this was a good place in town where I wouldn’t be bothered by a lot of partying from the university students."
Anita laughed out loud. "Well, if you still showed up here, I am guessing that’s not your thing then. Brian tries to weed them out for me." She gestured to the clipboard Kess held. "You can start filling that out while I tell you a little about the house and rules. Then we’ll decide if this is a good fit for you."
Kess began writing in the information necessary--it was a basic application, asking for name, last address, phone number, age, and all of the other usual stuff. She filled it in with practiced eased, having memorized all of it a long time ago, and turned her mind to what Anita was saying about the house. Most of what she wrote was a complete fabrication. She was finished in a few minutes, and handed it back to Anita.
The older woman looked over the sheet full of Kess’ neat printing. Kess watched her cautiously, waiting for when Anita came to the emergency contact section. Kess blanked her features before Anita looked up, ready for the question. She hated this part of the game, but she was running short of options. A sob story usually got her a safe place to stay, at least for a little while.
"I’m going to need someone as a point of contact in case of emergency. Do you have anyone you could list?" Anita's eyes had narrowed, as if she was dubious about the lack of information on the page. "Parents maybe, even if you don’t talk to them?"
"My parents are dead. They died when I was sixteen." She was only half-lying at least, so that made her feel somewhat better about the lies that were to come. "I went to stay with my aunt, but she didn’t really want to be saddled with a kid. I left as soon as I graduated." She kept her face open and her voice soft and watched Anita’s reaction carefully.
"Oh, I’m so sorry, hon." Kess relaxed at the solicitous tone in the landlady's voice, but tensed again as she continued in a firmer voice. "There’s nobody who we should have on file, you know, in case?"
Kess shook her head. "No, ma’am. I lost touch with most of my old friends when I had to move away to live with my aunt. It’s just me now." She allowed herself a small smile. This too was true; it was just her now, though she did have a family she could lay claim to, had she wanted.
"And you’re eighteen?" Kess nodded. She thought she heard a hint of suspicion in Anita's voice, but dismissed it. Her ID, license, and a set of papers would prove she was eighteen, though she was still some months from it in actuality. "You attending school here?"
"I hope to. Right now, I’ve been working to save money so I can take a class or two while I try and get scholarships or grants for full time study." How she wished that were true. But she could never really apply for college and hope to attend. Not now at any rate. It was too dangerous to risk staying in one place with her father and Sek still searching for her. "I figured I’d get a job and get my feet under me--I picked up a job application while I was at the Barn." Now that she was moving away from the fabricated history of herself, she felt more comfortable.
Anita settled back in her chair. She smiled as she spoke of the Barn. "That’s a good spot. It stays busy the whole year since it’s a local’s place. The students stick to bars and restaurants closer to the school and the resort folks usually stay up on the high mountain rather than drive back down here. Oh, some venture down and they tip well when they do," Anita winked at her, "but you’ll make steady money there regardless."
Kess leaned back, luxuriating in the heat of the fireplace. She felt like she had passed some test with Anita. She hated lying, but it was the only way for right now. She had fled the last place after only a few months; she needed time to rebuild her finances so she could make a more permanent departure, maybe even out of the country. She thought that Sek wouldn’t find her so quickly outside of the U.S. And it meant that no one would be able to give him or his bloodhounds much to go on if she did have to bolt. The less anyone knew of who and what she really was, the safer they all would be.
"Come on, I’ll show you the rooms you can choose from," Anita said, offering Kess a hand up. She accepted it gladly. She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in almost three days, choosing to catch naps in the car at rest stops during the day. The couch and the fire were very tempting, but there were still things that had to be done.
As they climbed the stairs that led to the upper floors, Anita went over the payment schedule. "These are just the bedrooms with private bathrooms," Anita said as she led Kess down the hall. "We thought about opening up the other rooms, but people seem to like the privacy that having their own bathroom gives them."Anita keyed open a door off the right of the staircase. "Take a look in here while I open up the other one. You can pick between the two."
Kess went in to have a look. The one window in the bedroom looked out on the street from the front of the house. Too exposed-- it offered no way to come and go unseen. She dismissed this room without looking further and went to see what the other room offered.
"Anita?" she called when she was out in the hallway.
"Back here," came the muted reply. "Head straight back down the hall and then turn left."
Kess did as she was instructed and turned into another bedroom. This one was smaller than the first room, but after getting a good look, Kess didn’t care. The window at the back of the room showed her a view of trees and the back yard. This was the room she’d be taking. A fireplace sat on the outer wall flanked by windows on either side that looked out on the wooded back of the house. A rocker sat in front of it. A chest of drawers sat against the wall across from the bed.
"Closet is here," Anita said, holding open the door for Kess to peer into, "but the real gem is back here." She closed the bedroom door and opened another one that it had been hidden to reveal the bathroom. It was floored in white and black tile, but Kess only saw the white claw foot bathtub. It had been fitted with a shower head and circular shower curtain so it could function as one, but why would you want it to? This was the kind of tub that you could drown in if you relaxed too much. The sink and toilet were tucked close to an eave.
"This one--I’ll take this one. It’s great." Kess smiled a tired smile. This was much better than she’d been hoping for and light years better than the last place she’d lived.
 

************
 

The sun was setting by the time Kess had finished getting everything settled with Anita and brought her bags up the stairs. Anita had offered to help, but then the phone rang, relieving Kess of the need to politely refuse. The conversation and companionship in the last two hours was more than Kess had in the last three months--outside of work anyway--and it was going to take some effort to get used to it.
She dropped her duffel bag and backpack at the foot of the bed. Eyeing the bed, Kess stretched all five foot nine inches of herself, thinking nothing would be so nice as dropping down onto that mattress and letting sleep have its way with her. But sleep would have to wait a bit longer. First came something that was now a ritual when she settled someplace new. She never knew when she’d have to leave in a hurry and by means other than the front door.
Peeling off her jacket, she threw it on the rocking chair. Her shoes followed. She opened up the window at the farthest corner of the room that overlooked the back of the house. She stuck her head out to get a better look at both the trees nearby and the back wall of the house itself. The wind whipped her hair in her face and the temperature was taking a nosedive now that the sun was behind the mountains, but she ignored it. She groped her way out onto the sill, and craned her neck to find a thick enough branch among the foliage in the tree branches that grew near the house.
Holding on to the side of the window with one hand, she swung out a bit more, gazing at the perimeter to see if anyone was watching. There were no lights on at the back of the house. She knew that her pupils had grown to an abnormal size, catching any stray light they could so she could see clearly in the growing twilight.
Kess took a deep breath to steady herself. It had been weeks since she'd changed, and she was nervous. She didn't like letting even a small part of her animal self come through, and definitely not in a place where she might be discovered. She took another careful look around. Satisfied that there was no one to see her, Kess focused her attention inward, calling up the cat side of herself that slept dormant beneath her human skin.
Her fingers and toes began to morph, growing shorter, stubbier and lightly furred. Knife-sharp claws popped out of the skin between her finger and toes, making clicking noises against the sill. With one last look around, Kess leaped lightly to a thick branch a good ten feet away, latching onto it with clawed hands and feet. She scrabbled to the trunk and held still until the branches stopped shaking, then looked out through the needles. No one was there to see her.
She carefully made her way down the tree trunk, then crept through the backyard, finding her way mostly by hearing and touch, to the low stone wall that bordered the parking area. Satisfied that she had one escape route covered, she ghosted back through the yard and back up to the tree, pulling herself up using sleek, powerful muscles and clawed fingers. She couldn’t risk a full transformation to her leopard form now, but a little wasn’t going to hurt. She’d just make sure to eat well tomorrow to fuel the small transformation of tonight.
Kess inched back along the thickest branch until she felt it bend slightly beneath her weight. She stopped, backed up a bit, then launched herself toward her open window. She caught the frame, feet landing lightly on the sill, and slid into her room. She breathed out slowly, crouching on the rug, slowly letting her eyes and hands return to normal. When everything was as it should be, she stood and closed the window and curtains.
It was freezing in her room. She started a fire in the fireplace, content to watch the tiny flames begin to lick the kindling. This weather was going to take some getting used to. She had never ventured this far north before; her kind--werecats--preferred the warmer, more humid climates. This cold was not something she liked. If she could stay curled on the couch in front of the fireplace downstairs, then she might enjoy living up here, but she had to work, not hibernate. She was just going to have to deal with it. In the last year, it wasn’t the worst thing she’d had to get used to.
Adding another log to the fire, Kess eyed that bathtub. Oh, she wanted nothing more than a nice long soak in it, but tonight she needed sleep more. A quick hot shower was all she had energy for, so she stripped down and turned the water on as hot as it would go. When the bathroom was full of steam and condensation dripped off the mirrors and metal surfaces, she stepped inside, blissed out as the water pounded on sore and tense muscles.
She pulled her hair forward, working shampoo through the long strands. It was down to the waistband of her jeans now—she should probably get it cut soon. It would certainly make showering faster. But she liked her long hair; it was sleek and black and reminded her of the girl she used to be. As much as she disliked what she was and everything it had cost her, she wanted to keep some vestige of that girl from before.
With her hair over her shoulder, she soaped her back, feeling the raised scars of claw marks from previous fights with Sek. Weres healed quickly, but there were always white scars left behind from were-inflicted wounds. She quickly rinsed, not wanting to think about it. Bad enough he’d found her out at the last place. She would have to be more careful here. She turned off the tap and squeezed the excess water from her hair before wrapping herself in a towel.
When she opened the bathroom door, the billow of steam that preceded her fled like a ghost toward the ceiling. The bedroom was warmer now, thanks to the fire, but Kess still hustled to her duffle and pulled out a clean t-shirt for sleeping before returning to the sauna of the bathroom. The cool air was clearing the mirrors so she settled in to run a comb through her hair.
The girl she caught sight of in the mirror startled her for a moment. She hadn’t really had a chance to look at her reflection in three days. The face that stared at her was still hers, but subtle changes were working in it—the roundness of girlhood had been departing slowly over the past months, but now it was completely gone, leaving adult angular features set in a heart-shaped face. Her eyes were large, and a vivid greenish-gold. Her skin had long since lost its Miami tan and she was now paler than she’d ever been. There was a terseness about her mouth, and she knew she no longer smiled easily or often. She looked too thin, but that was due in part to being on the road and unable to eat regularly or well. She didn’t like to think about the werecat metabolic changes that required her to eat far more than was normal for a girl her size and to go heavy on the protein.
That metabolism was kicking into high gear as the moon waned. Legends said that werewolf changes followed the full moon and Kess took that as fact, since she hadn’t had occasion to meet one herself and didn’t really want to. But a werecat’s change tracked to the waning moon, and crested when there was no moon at all in the sky. That was when she and her brethren would be at their strongest. That was when the lure of the change would be at its height, and while no were had to change, there were consequences that came from ignoring your nature for too long.
She knew that as she grew, the integration of both parts of her—cat and human—would be seamless. The more often she changed, the more quickly it would happen. That was part of why she chose to fight against the change rather than embracing it. She’d seen what could happen if you let your animal instincts rule you.
Kess put her hands over her face for a minute. She hated what her life had become, and how messed up her family was. But she had to leave, for the good of her clan. They couldn't afford anything that might cause a clan rift right now so it was better for everyone that she left. And honestly, what could she expect her father to do about Sek anyway? Hospitalize him? Drug him up to his eyeballs? Kill him? None of those were options. The only thing that made any sense was for her to stay as far away from her brother as possible.
Knowing all of this still didn't help. She hated running, hated the changing, hated having her life dictated by something as stupid and distant as the moon. In her bag, she had a daily planner with the phases of the moon, but she didn’t need it, not really. Her body knew what it wanted and what it needed and when it needed it, and most of those needs weren’t in line with what Kess wanted for herself. And then bring the clan into it, and all of their wants and needs and expectations, and Sek…
She pushed away from the sink quickly. Nope. Not going to think of him, not here, not now, and certainly not when she was this tired. Kess gave her hair one last wringing with the towel and dragged her comb through it a couple of times. Everything else could wait until the morning. She padded back to the bedroom, dropped another log on the fire, closed the grate and climbed into bed.
In the warm darkness, she said a silent prayer to whatever might be listening that this time, in this place, maybe she could find some peace.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER FOUR
 

Cormac was jogging through the late autumn woods, pacing off the perimeter of his family’s property. The McNeils owned a couple hundred acres of the deeply forested mountains in western North Carolina and his family worked hard to keep it private and protected. Burke, his cousin, loped beside him in the form of a large grey wolf. Cormac had lost the rock/paper/scissors game, which meant he had to do the patrol as a human. It was faster and easier in wolf shape, but the pack's Alpha and Beta--Cormac’s and Burke’s fathers, respectively--had determined it was better, not to mention safer, for one person in each patrol party to remain unchanged.
It meant that he was the one responsible for calling for help if they needed it, for dealing with any interlopers on their property, and for keeping the clothes for the other in case a quick change was needed. And it meant that Burke got to run along tirelessly beside him, grinning his smug wolf grin.
Cormac's pack didn't look markedly different from regular wolves. The only difference that set them apart was size. Werewolves were larger, weighed significantly more and stood taller at the shoulder. Burke's wolf shoulder came up almost to Cormac's hip; an actual wolf would stand maybe three feet high.
It was getting on towards dusk and Cormac knew they'd be running out of light soon. He knew he slowed Burke down so he picked up his pace, only noticing that Burke wasn’t following him when he didn’t feel the occasional brush of a furry body against his running pants. Cormac stopped and looked behind him. Burke was moving up a game trail they had passed. It branched off to the left of the main trail. He beckoned Cormac over with a jerk of his head.
Cormac eased over, edging past Burke to see what his cousin had found. He moved slowly up the game track, on the lookout for what might have attracted Burke's attention. Hidden in the brush was a steel trap, probably meant for a bobcat or maybe a fox. It wasn’t one of the humane catch and release ones; this one was designed to snap on the animal’s leg and disable it until the trapper came back. Cormac found a heavy branch and triggered the trap, flinching as the metal teeth bit deeply into the bark. Burke growled low in the back of his throat and Cormac nodded.
"Someone’s poaching on our land. There may be more of these out here, so keep a nose out." Most traps were baited with a strong scent marker, so Burke would be able to sniff it out.
Cormac pulled out his cell, relaying the information in a text to his dad so that the next patrol would know to be on the lookout and the word could be spread throughout the pack. Trapping was allowed in North Carolina but this was private land. He knew no one in his family would have set those traps. They didn’t have need of another animal’s fur. Most of them came equipped with their own.
He and Burke continued on, covering ground quickly. They were almost finished with the sweep of their assigned part of the property when they heard something coming through the trees. They stopped and waited. After a few more minutes of rustling and thrashing, a short man emerged from another game trail carrying a bloody sack. In his hands was a rifle. He stopped short when he saw Cormac and Burke-wolf.
They stared at each other in silence for a few moments. "You're trespassing on private land," Cormac said, keeping a sharp eye on the man's hands. Burke put a little space between them, making sure the man had two targets.
"I didn't see no sign." The man held the rifle in a white-knuckled grip.
"Doesn't mean you aren't trespassing." Cormac chose to give the man the benefit of the doubt--maybe he hadn't seen the large posted signs strewn throughout the edges of the property or maybe he thought ignoring the signs was worth the risk. The man's clothes were worn and dirty and he looked haggard. He could be in desperate straits with the economy the way it was. And desperation made men do a lot of dangerous things. "What's your name?" Cormac asked.
The man looked uncomfortable. "Silas Turner."
"Well, Mr. Turner, now you know." Cormac spoke calmly. He wasn't really worried that he and Burke would be hurt; he was more concerned for the man's safety and the anonymity of the pack.
"Man's trying to make a living is all." The man nervously stared from Cormac to the wolf.
Cormac nodded. Trapping was a hell of a way to make a living, even as a supplement to regular income. He wasn't entirely unsympathetic, but he couldn't have traps set on his family's land. Werewolves were smarter and stronger than regular wolves, but they could still be hurt in a trap. And having a stranger traipsing through their property was never a great idea.
"You can take what's in the bag this time. My people will trigger the rest of the traps. You're done trapping here. And pass the word to your friends that this land is off limits." He heard Burke growl for emphasis. The man jumped at the sound and the rifle came up.
"I'd really advise you NOT to do that," Cormac said in a soft voice, watching the wavering rifle barrel. "He likes guns even less than he likes traps." He highly doubted that the rifle was loaded with silver shot--silver was poisonous, but not actually deadly to werewolves--but a shot from a rifle could still kill either of them if accurate enough.
"That ain't no dog." He backed away from Burke. The wolf's lips were pulled back in a snarl and the fur on his neck was standing at attention.
"Not entirely, no." A lot of people up in the mountains had wolf-dog hybrids. He decided to play that angle rather than outright tell the man it was a real grey wolf standing in front of him. If the man was desperate enough, he might decide it was a good idea to come back and try trapping wolves. A wolf pelt might fetch a nice sum. No need to tempt fate.
"He's pretty big. He yours?" The man lowered the rifle back to his side and there was awe in his eyes.
Cormac bit back a grin. Burke would be pissed if Cormac ever referred to him as a pet. He should start carrying around some Milk Bones just to mess with him. "He belongs to himself."
The man nodded, still warily watching the big animal. Now that the gun was not aimed at him, Burke had gone back to a relaxed watchfulness, snarl gone. "I'm gonna go now."
"We'll follow you out." Cormac let the man get a bit of a lead then walked after him with Burke following. Just because the man seemed suitably cowed didn't mean he wasn't dangerous. He had a gun. They'd be stupid if they just walked away without making sure he was off the property.
He sent a text to his father with a quick rundown of what had happened. It would be good for the pack to be aware that trappers were out and about on the fringes of the property. Then Cormac turned his attention back to the man in front of him. They were heading toward the road that bordered the west side of their land. An old black pickup truck sat on the shoulder. Burke and Cormac stopped at the tree line, watching as the man threw the sack in the back then climbed into the cab and started the truck. They didn't turn around until the truck was well out of sight.
Burke trotted off, leaving the trail. Cormac began walking back the way they had come. "Clothes!" came the call from behind a tree.
Cormac took a pair of jeans and a long sleeve shirt out of his backpack and tossed them into the woods where the call had come. A few minutes later, Burke emerged fully dressed, brushing pine needles from his short hair. "I hate trappers."
"We're going to need to make sure there aren't any more traps."
"We know there's at least one more judging by that bag. He probably just reset it."
"It's too late to go looking tonight." Twilight was almost gone; they'd reach the Lodge after it was full dark. "Doubt anyone will be out this far tonight."
"Your dad will make sure of that now." Burke indicated Cormac's phone. "He send anything back?"
"Nope."
"I hope Finn has to drag his ass out here tomorrow to search," Burke said. "I may volunteer him."
Cormac laughed. Burke and Finn were always trying to think of new ways to torment each other. Burke was twenty-one and Finn was nineteen--the same as Cormac--but the two brothers still acted like they were eight. Finn usually came out the worse for it. Cormac was glad he and his own brother weren't as close in age or in temperament.
Cormac rubbed the back of his neck. "I wonder how many more of them we have to worry about. Trappers, I mean."
Burke shrugged, barely visible in the fading light. "Don't know. We haven't had a problem with it so far. Probably just a one-time thing." When he didn't answer, Burke said, "What? You don't think so?"
Now it was his turn to shrug. "Maybe it's nothing. Sometimes I just wonder what would happen if we were found out."
Burke clapped him on the back. "That's not going to happen. We're careful and we've got all kinds of protections in place." He must not have looked convinced, because Burke asked, "What more do you want? We can't exactly fence off the entire property line."
Cormac didn't say anything else, content to let the matter drop. He knew change was coming; he felt it along his skin. They'd safely lived in these mountains for generations, but he couldn't help but wonder how much longer they could expect these mountains to shelter them. That was part of what drove him to get out of here, if only for a little while. He thought that a new perspective might serve the pack better. He only wished his father was more receptive to him being away from the pack.
They walked on in silence, long legs covering the ground quickly. They were back at the Lodge, the huge house where Cormac's parents lived, in just under an hour. Burke kept walking toward the front door, but Cormac veered to the back where his Jeep was parked. "Dinner?"
"Nah," Cormac called back. "Got some studying to do at the library."
"What about your dad?"
"You fill him in. I've got a test tomorrow." Cormac waved and fired up his Jeep, pointing it down the mountain and towards the university.
 

***********
 

Cormac was slinging his backpack over his shoulder and heading out the door to make his World Civilizations class when his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket, shooting his eyes skyward when he saw the number on the display. He'd been at the library until it closed last night studying for his test, so he'd missed his father's phone calls from that evening. Slamming the door to his cabin shut, he tried to keep the sigh out of his voice when he answered. "Hi Dad."
"You on your way to class?" Alaric's voice was its usual baritone rumble.
Cormac gritted his teeth. His father knew he had a nine a.m. course this morning. His father knew everything and never forgot anything. He felt he was a little old for his father to be checking on whether or not he got out of bed on time. "Kind of, yeah." He started his Jeep. "What's up?"
As Cormac navigated the gravel path to the main road, Alaric said, "I wanted your report of the incident with the trapper yesterday."
The hell? Why was his father calling him about this now? Trying to maintain a suitably respectful tone, he asked, "Didn't Burke already give you an update?"
Alaric's voice went stony on the other end of the line. "I wanted to hear your report, Cormac."
Since his father wasn't there to see him, Cormac goggled at the phone. Really? His dad wanted him to repeat everything Burke had already told him? For what reason? It wasn't like he was going to have any blinding insight that Burke hadn't. Burke was more likely to have caught something he might have missed since his cousin had been in wolf form during the encounter.
"Dad, I really don't…," he began, only to be cut off.
"The report, son. NOW." Alaric used the Alpha voice and Cormac had to tamp down on the whine that threatened to rise from the back of his throat. The Alpha voice wasn't something Alaric used often on him outside of direct pack orders, but he did so now. Cormac tried to bite down on his anger; he hated when his father used the voice on him.
Cormac pointed the Jeep towards campus. At least driving gave him something to focus on besides his father's phone call. He tried to keep his voice neutral as he gave his version of the report. "Burke and I were patrolling on the west side of the property. We ran across one trap--Burke found it by its scent marker--and we ran into the trapper coming off one of the side trails. His name was Silas Turner. I told him he was trespassing on private land and that he should pass the word that no trapping is allowed. I got his license number in case he comes back. We triggered the one trap we found, but there are probably more that he reset that we'll need to deal with." And Burke already told you all of this, so why are you having me do it again? Cormac knew better than to say that thought aloud.
"He have weapons?"
Cormac tried not to sigh. He knew Burke hadn't left out that part."A rifle. Probably at least one knife somewhere on him too."
"How'd he seem?" When Cormac didn't respond right away, his father's tone grew short. "Come on, Mac. What did you get off of him? How did he seem to you?"
Seem? He was a grubby guy who was having a hard time. He didn't seem like anything. Cormac knew that a smart-mouthed answer like that would do him no favors with his father. Instead he said, "Down on his luck. He didn't seem like he was out there for any other reason than what he appeared to be. He was nervous and scared, but having a guy show up with a wolf--especially one Burke's size--at his side is going to put anyone off their game." He paused, thinking. "I don't think we have anything else to worry about from that guy. Did Burke smell something off?"
He turned onto campus and checked his watch while his father took his time answering the question. He was going to be late for class if he didn't wrap this up. "No, he didn't."
"Do you think the guy is more than he seemed?" Cormac didn't understand what was with this whole conversation. He tried to relax, to force the muscles in his shoulders to unknot, but it wasn't working. He kept waiting for the bait and switch. Conversations with his father always seemed to turn into lectures somehow.
He pulled into the first available parking space and waited. Cormac wasn’t sure how the man did it—maybe some kind of powerful conversation warping talent that came with being the pack Alpha—but it always made him feel frustrated. He wasn’t a drooling moron, after all. He managed to pass high school and go on to college and dress himself all on his own this morning.
"You and Burke were there; you are the two best able to make that assessment." Alaric was maddeningly slow with his answers, and those answers were doing nothing to help Cormac's temper. Why was his father bothering him with this now, before class, when Burke had taken care of all of this last night?
He took the key out of the ignition and opened the door. "And did Burke come to the same conclusion?" Cormac knew Burke had, but wanted to know what his father was up to with all of this.
"He did." Cormac could almost feel his father's nod through the phone.
Cormac grabbed his backpack and swung down from the Jeep to pace in front of it. "So why are you acting like we're at DEFCON 1? He's just a trapper, that's all!"
Alaric's calm voice held an edge. "Because it pays to be careful and you, of all people, should know that." Here we go. This is where we get the usual talk about being the Alpha's son. His father continued on, his voice taking on the tones reserved for lecture. "We've been lucky up here, but luck doesn't hold forever. If I am to make informed decisions about possible threats to our pack, I need reports from both of you and Burke. I needed your assessment of the situation. Burke was in wolf form, but you actually spoke to the man. You may have picked up things that Burke didn't get as a wolf. Understand?"
Cormac stilled. "Yes, sir." He waited for his father to say something, but Alaric remained quiet. Finally Cormac said, "I'm going to be late for class, Dad."
There was a moment of tense silence, as if his father wanted to say more. It passed though and all he said was, "Get going, son. We'll talk more later."
"Okay. Talk to you soon." Cormac hung up the phone and took off through the maze of cars.
He loved his father and respected him, but sometimes he wished the man would back the hell off. Cormac wondered, not for the first time, if his father’s need for control over everything—and everyone-- had something to do with being pack leader. Or maybe it just had something to do with controlling him. Cormac couldn’t remember his father riding his brother so hard, but his brother wasn’t a werewolf either. Whatever caused the change had skipped both his older brother and younger sister, which meant his father lavished all of his considerable attention on his one furry son.
He sprinted across the lot, headed towards a squat, sprawling building that housed the history department. Cormac kept replaying pieces of the conversation in his head as he joined the stream of students heading in and out of the main double doors. He made his way to his classroom, still bothered by his father's reaction to the encounter with the trapper. Burke's report should have been enough. Unless there was something his father wasn't telling him.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER FIVE
 

Sek sat by the pool, gazing at nothing. Some of his clan lounged beside the pool or swam in it, clad in swimwear that showed off the lean lines of their bodies. Some wore nothing at all. It wasn’t like anyone was terribly body shy in this part of the world. He took a sip of vodka, leaning back to stare at the stars. He was almost glad the moon was still present in the sky; he had no interest in changing tonight, no interest in the hunt. When the moon was dark, it would mean he had to lead his brethren out as an example. Tonight he could just laze by the water and think.
She was always in his head these days. It was becoming difficult to focus on even the simplest tasks without thoughts of her intruding. All of his plans for the future hinged on her. He hated the idea of her being out there alone, without him, with no one to watch over her. No one to love her as he had tried to do.
His eyes roved over those sharing the pool with him. Their numbers were not what they should be. He knew all of the clan was not present--this was an informal gathering, not one of the clan's required amusements--but it was still less populated than he liked. They were dwindling.
His stomach clenched. Dwindling wasn’t the word. They were dying. At his father's orders, he had put Miami in a stranglehold to keep out intruders, to keep anyone from knowing how small the clan had become. They weren’t vulnerable--not yet--but it wasn’t going to be long before the barbarians would storm the gates. He refused to have his people swept away and lost to time. Not while he could do something about it.
If Kess returned all of this would change. He could revitalize the clan, they could be powerful once again. He talked to his father about the results of his research, but Darius dismissed most of it as ancient history, and would not even listen to what was required. He'd even ordered Sek to stop the research and stop searching for Kess. It was not the first time Sek had ignored his father's orders, but he had to be careful not to overplay his hand. He passed a hand over his eyes, head aching. When he removed his hand, Bomani stood before him, huge and silent as a sphinx.
"What is it?" Weariness made his voice rough. He cleared his throat and looked at the clan counsel.
"Another incursion," the older were said, voice neutral. "Hyenas. It has been dealt with and the parties involved have been removed from the area. I've already informed your father."
Sek got up. His father still handled their dealings with the clan of jaguars from South America. Darius allowed them to move their merchandise through Miami--and it was a good idea to not get too curious about what was being moved--but it was Sek who was in charge of protecting the clan's borders. This incursion was not the first, nor would it be the last. Miami was a jewel that many coveted, but the hyenas had been growing bolder lately. His methods when dealing with interlopers had always been harsh. It appeared the deterrent was no longer effective, or perhaps they were testing him. He had expected it.
He went inside. Bomani followed him without a word. Sek stalked through the halls, headed to the front of the house. He had discussed his plans for the future with Bomani before, but wasn't sure if the clan advisor really believed everything he had told him. He, with the help of genealogists, had traced their particular clan lineage to the Egyptian pharaohs, and he believed that until they returned to the purity of their ancestors, they would never be as strong as they once were. Their line had become diluted, sullied, polluted by lesser creatures. His plan was to restore their line and ensure their prosperity for generations to come.
But to do that he needed his sister.
He opened the front door and stepped outside, walking through the lush grass to face the ocean. He remembered how he and Kess used to take turns burying each other in the sand, the hot sun baking their bones until they thought they'd liquefy. He remembered the humid nights, the black canvas of sky pressing close on them as they raced side by side through the Everglades. He remembered and he missed her. He missed the scent of her, the sound of her voice as she talked about some ridiculous incident at school, her presence in the sprawling house they had shared. Everything felt so empty without her.
How could he explain the lack of her to anyone so they would understand? It had been the two of them for so long. Father had never gotten over the loss of their mother and had left them to their own devices. But he'd seen to it that Kess never wanted for anything, that she never felt the lack of their father.
And she'd left him.
"Any word?" he asked, as he always did.
Bomani's silence was his answer. "Hire more men. Find her."
"Your father..."
Sek cut him off. "FIND. HER." He didn't care what his father might say about it.
Perhaps Darius had led the clan astray; maybe they were being punished. That could be why the clan dwindled, why no new werecats had been born into the clan since Kess. Sek tapped his cheek absently. It bore more thought certainly.
He felt Bomani leave. Then he stood alone for a long time staring out at the blackened ocean.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER SIX
 

Kess awoke to a gnawing hunger in her stomach. She lurched up, confused as to where she was at first, then settled back down once she remembered the day before. Light was leaking in through the gap where the curtains met, but it wasn’t very bright. She checked her watch. It was only 7:30. She wanted to stay in the warm bed for a little longer, but her stomach groaned in protest and a stab of pain shot through her. Definitely time to get some food.
She rooted through her duffle for her only other clean pair of jeans and slid into them. The fire had burned itself out in the night and while the heat was on, it didn’t really warm up the monolith of a house, so she also nabbed an old sweatshirt and tossed that over her head before heading out in bare feet. Her hunger would not wait.
It was quiet, until she reached the first floor. The dining room was empty, but food was already set out. Baskets of muffins and breads sat near butter and jam and a toaster oven. Several boxes of cereal were laid out with bowls and carafes of milk sitting on ice. There was a row of small steam trays that contained scrambled eggs, sausage—both links and patties—and bacon. Juices and coffee and hot water for tea sat on a separate table. It was a ridiculous amount of food for just three people, but Kess wasn’t complaining at the moment. She could hear noise coming from what must be the kitchen. She put some bread in the toaster oven, piled a plate with eggs and sausage and stuck her head back there.
"Hello?"
Anita’s head popped up around the enormous refrigerator door that was blocking her view. "Hey Kess. How’d you sleep?"
"Like a rock," she replied, shoveling a huge forkful of egg into her mouth. "This is great, but do you always cook for an army? When you said breakfast, I didn’t expect so…much."
Anita laughed, then shooed her out. "My husband eats like an army. He should be down in a minute and you’ll see him inhale a metric ton of bacon before he leaves for work. Go get some before it’s all gone." Kess figured she must have looked quizzical because Anita clarified, "He works up on the mountain building log cabins. I pack him a lunch but he burns right through it."
Kess returned to the dining room and fixed herself some toast and a cup of tea. She went back and snagged some of the bacon and another helping of sausage and retreated to a chair at the end of the dining room table. She was going back for her third helping of eggs when the tread of heavy work boots clomped toward the dining room.
The barge of a man that entered caused Kess to choke on her toast. She had never seen anyone so built. Sure, there had been the hardbodies at South Beach and her own clan were no slouches when it came to size, but this guy looked like he could bench press the mountain and probably had. Repeatedly. He was easily six and a half feet tall, well over 250 pounds—none of which had bled to fat even though he looked to be her dad’s age—and solid as a redwood. Obviously he came and went through the doors of this house so he must fit through them, otherwise Kess might suspect they built the place around him.
"You’re Kess, right? I’m Bran." He engulfed her hand in one the size of a dinner plate. "Sorry I didn’t get to introduce myself last night."
He had dark hair shot through with streaks of grey, in both hair and beard. He was ruddy, the complexion of a man used to living outdoors. Blue eyes assessed her from beneath heavy brows. Then he smiled and his face lost ten years. Kess tentatively smiled back. "I went to bed early. I guess I’m not used to all of this fresh mountain air." She grinned ruefully.
"Mind if I join you?"
Kess shook her head and watched him as he packed his plate with the same amount of food it had taken her three trips to eat. Anita came out from the kitchen carrying a large metal lunch box and thermos. She placed these on the table, gave her husband a peck on the cheek and then went to get coffee for the two of them.
His loaded plate thunked down on the tabletop and Kess noted that Anita had not been exaggerating about the bacon. "Thanks, babe," he said in a pleasant baritone rumble as Anita placed a mug of coffee in front of him then sat down to drink her own. They began to talk about the day ahead while Kess finished off her breakfast and tried not to stare at Bran. Brawny, that was the word she’d been looking for. She let the wash of their conversation roll over her as she stared into her teacup. Such a convivial morning atmosphere was something she hadn’t experienced or participated in for a very long time.
"Anita mentioned you were thinking of checking out the Barn," Bran said, turning his attention to her. At her nod, he continued. "Tell Griffin hello for me if you head out that way."
"Um, sure. Who is Griffin?" Kess drew her thoughts away from her home, her real home, not the made up one that she used for housing applications and quick answers that didn’t lead to more questions.
"He owns the Barn," Anita supplied. "He’s there most days—old friend of ours. You’ll most likely see him if you drop off that application." She slid the lunch box and thermos over to Bran at the sound a honk. "Your ride’s here."
"Duty calls." Bran inclined his head to Kess. "Nice to meet you, young lady."
"Likewise," she returned. She watched Anita walk with him out of the dining room, then collected up the detritus of breakfast and brought it into the kitchen. As she rinsed off the plates and tucked them into the dishwasher, she thought about Anita and Bran. They seemed so open, so easy with each other.
It was a marked difference from her own family. Her mother had died when she was born, leaving her father alone to raise both her and her older brother. Sek was four when their mother had died and the loss had hit him hard. Her father, Darius, had withdrawn after her mother's death, leaving the two children to be raised by a series of nannies. Kess knew he had tried to be a good parent, but there was always a distance between all of them, like a vast gulf that none of them even knew how to cross.
Still, her father tried to connect with them when he could. He made sure she had everything she could ever want. If she needed to talk to him, he always made time for her. The rare times they took family vacations, he'd always been undeniably present, taking them on tours and playing with them for hours. As they got older, Darius spent more time with Sek, training him to be the next head of their clan. And while Darius had never been the "chaperone the field trip" kind of father, there was no doubt in Kess' mind that he loved his children.
But she and Sek were left to fend for themselves most of the time. It was the way with her clan; even had her mother survived, there wouldn’t have been such warmth and openness like she saw with Anita and Bran. Cats liked their solitude and their secrets, even with each other. She knew her people could love deeply—her father was proof of that—but they weren’t demonstrative or overt in their affection, unless it related to sex. Sek had been the only one she knew of in the clan who had been touchy-feely, which maybe should have been a sign that something was wrong.
Still, there was a part of her that missed that closeness. She and Sek had been inseparable for most of her life. There were a lot of good memories she still held on to: when she was eight and the two of them were making chocolate chip cookies in the kitchen and eating most of the batter before their usual Friday night movie; at five when she’d broken her arm roller skating around the circular drive of their house and Sek had been the one to wipe her tears and make her feel better during the wait at the emergency room; at ten when the two of them took turns wakeboarding out on the water, each trying to out-trick the other, both of them looking like drowned rats by the end. All that and more she remembered and missed.
Her hand tightened on the plate she was washing. There were other things she didn’t miss: Sek humiliating her when he came to find her and take her home when he found out she was on a group date, Sek listening to her phone messages, Sek spying on her, Sek setting her a new curfew and telling her who she could be friends with. Sek telling her how busy their father was, and how if she needed anything she could come to him instead. Sek being a colossal asshole and trying to control every aspect of her life, until the one night…
The plate slipped out of her soapy hands and banged loudly off the stainless steel sink. Kess scrabbled after it, startled at the noise. She finished washing quickly, not allowing her thoughts to drift to unpleasant topics.
Anita came back from seeing her husband off. "What are you doing? You don’t have to clean up."
Kess dried her hands on a paper towel and threw it in the trash. "Wanted to make myself useful." She shrugged, then smiled. "Thanks for breakfast."
"Quite welcome." Anita opened up the freezer door and removing what looked like a couple of frozen steaks. "And if you need other suggestions than the Barn, just let me know." Kess nodded and returned to her room. She had a job to find.
 

***********
 

Kess showed up at the Barn well before the lunch rush. The Barn was just that, a huge red barn that had been converted into a restaurant and bar. The entrance was lined with farming implements and benches, but once you entered the establishment itself, the farmy quaintness stopped.
The host area abutted the main dining room. A staircase opened to the left of it, leading up to another dining room that Kess was told could be rented out for special occasions, large parties or during high volume evenings. The bar was to the right of the host stand, separate from the main dining room and ran along the far side of the outer wall. It held a number of high top tables. This was where Kess waited, sipping a glass of water and looking over the lunch menu.
She had already turned in her completed application and spoken with the dining room manager. Now she waited to talk to someone else integral to the hiring process. She had gone with black pants and a black button down shirt, which just so happened to be the uniform at the Barn. She had let her hair hang loose, but she had stowed everything she needed to put it up in her bag, just in case she could start right away. Kess looked around, enjoying the atmosphere of the Barn; it was completely different than anything she would have found in Miami, or even the part of California where she’d been living until a few days ago.
She heard footsteps long before anyone came into view. A man who looked only slightly older than Bran had paused in the doorway to talk to Nancy, the manager she had already spoken with. He looked over to where she sat.
The man crossed the bar, stopping at her table. "Miss Saroyan?" he asked with a smile.
"Kess," she replied extending her hand to him. He took it in a warm grip and shook it firmly.
"Griffin, but everyone calls me Griff." He sat down in the chair across from her. He held her application in his hand.
"Pleasure to meet you." Kess took a moment to get a good look at Bran's friend. Griff was barrel-chested and broad, standing a little over six feet. His hair was sandy with grey streaking through it at the temples and streaking through his neat beard. His face was relaxed and open and he looked more accustomed to smiling than frowning. Kess liked him instantly.
"You're looking for a server position," he said, eyes flicking over the application before looking back up at her. She nodded. "You've got a lot of experience waiting tables."
"I've been waitressing since high school."
"Moved around quite a bit too," he noted. "Your last job was in California?" At her nod, he asked, "What brings you out east?"
"Needed a change. Trying to save up money to go to school and wanted a fresh start. California was nice, but I'm more of an east coast girl." She tried to keep her story sufficiently vague. If he was friends with Bran and Anita, they'd probably fill him in on her made-up past anyway.
He looked down at the application again. "I hear that. Couldn't imagine being away from these mountains. I like to travel but it is nice to come home."
Kess shrugged noncommittally. That might be true of some people and some homes. Just not hers. The farther she could stay away from her father's house, the happier she'd be. She shoved the thoughts of home from her mind and focused her attention on Griff and landing a job.
"So what do you want to know about the job?"
"Well, do I get it?" She grinned at him. Griff laughed, shaking his head in amusement. "Sorry, I couldn't resist."
"I appreciate the straightforward approach." He began to explain the ins and outs of the job, which were the same as most wait staff jobs she'd held. She'd already had a look at the menu; it was pretty broad with a nice selection of entrees of various prices. Griff detailed the hours, the shifts available, and the house rules. Kess listened intently, making mental notes. It sounded like a good place to work.
"So we'll try you out, see how you fit," Griff finished. "When can you start?"
"When would you like?"
"Lunch shifts are best--I can have you shadow with Rebecca today, if you're able. We've got a few holes in our roster to fill--a few folks left before the holidays so it leaves us in a bit of a bind. You wouldn’t think this would be a busy time for us with Christmas coming, but there’s graduation dinners, holiday parties, office lunches—you get the idea." He smiled at her and checked something else on her application. "I see you're staying at the boarding house. How do you like it?"
"It's great," she enthused. "Bran and Anita are pretty awesome. They say hi."
Griff nodded. "They are very awesome. And she makes a mean french toast on Saturdays." He got up, saying, "Go see Nancy to get your paperwork started. She'll get you set up. Good luck and welcome to the Barn." He offered her his hand again.
Kess took it, shaking it warmly. "Thanks so much, Griff." He winked at her, then headed back into the kitchen.
She took a moment to let it sink in. Server jobs were notoriously easy to get--it was keeping them that usually was difficult. If you couldn't hack it, you were let go, often after your first shift. Kess allowed herself a small smile of triumph. She knew she could do the work expected of her and more. Soon she'd have the money coming in to build back up her bankroll and she'd be in better shape if she had to leave quickly. The fact that she'd be able to work in a place that she actually liked was a bonus. She gathered up her things and went to find Nancy.
 

*********
 

Rebecca hadn’t been thrilled when she’d discovered Kess would be shadowing her. Kess could tell that the idea of having to split her cash tips on top of breaking in a new server was going to make Rebecca massively unpleasant to work beside today. Kess made a note to stay out of her way as much as possible.
She’d familiarized herself with the restaurant’s layout and seating chart, and she had already looked over the menu. She wasn’t thinking there would be much Rebecca could show her that she hadn’t already learned at other restaurants, but this place could surprise her. Rebecca ran through the specials quickly and Kess had jotted down a few notes in her book, but it hadn’t been necessary. Rebecca made sure she did all of the talking and Kess did all of the running.
The lunch shift was pretty brisk but not unmanageable. Kess watched Rebecca talk with customers and she noted the ones who seemed like regulars, paying special attention to make sure they never wanted for refills. She was getting frustrated that Rebecca wasn’t letting her do more, especially when the other waitress got triple sat and was falling behind on her orders, but Kess kept running sodas and coffees to the tables that needed them.
Another table of three was seated at table eight. Kess was getting some refills for table fifteen when Rebecca ran over to her. "Table eight just got sat," Kess told her. "I’ll get them some water after I drop these off."
"I’ve got table eight. Alone." Rebecca looked tweaked about something. "I’m going to put their order in now."
Kess blinked, brought up short. She’d been doing all of the grunt work for Rebecca so far; it didn’t make sense that the other waitress wanted to slog heavy trays of food and run drinks out there now. Unless…
Kess got a good look at the three guys at the table. The one closest to the wall had close-cropped blond hair, and a goatee that was a slightly darker blond than what was on his head. He wore a long-sleeve red t-shirt and jeans. He was thickly built, very blocky, but in a lumberjack kind of way, not like a gym rat. The one next to him was also big—making Kess wonder what was in the water around here to give rise to such big guys—with brown hair and thicker features. She thought they might be brothers; there was a similarity in the shape of their mouths and their eyes.
The third guy was built more lightly than the other two, but that didn’t mean he was small. He was slimmer, muscles less bunchy but still well defined if the arms in that green tee were any indication. He had dark brown hair, a little longer than his friend’s--the back almost brushed his collar. He was clean-shaven and had sharp features which softened when he smiled at something one of the others said.
Ah. Now Kess got it.
"And before you get any ideas, hands off of the one in the green shirt," Rebecca hissed, catching her looking. "He’s mine. I’ve been working on him for months."
Oh, wonderful. Rebecca was already unhappy about the shadowing thing. Now her guy was in here and she was going all Mean Girl about it, as if Kess even gave a damn about the three that came in. She had more important things to worry about. Although she did want to point out to Rebecca that if you had to work that hard to get a guy interested in you then maybe it just wasn’t going to happen.
Still, the other server’s snotty tone put her back up. She liked to project a no-nonsense attitude at work—it eliminated a lot of hassles and it never hurt for people to think you were tougher than you actually were. "Duly noted. You’ve pissed in those four corners. He’s your territory. Got it."
Rebecca flushed, and Kess knew that she could expect extra scut work for that one, but she didn’t care. She needed this job, true, but that didn’t mean she had to put up with someone’s attitude because said someone was overly possessive of an imaginary boyfriend. She grabbed her drinks for table fifteen and slid past while the other server tried to think of an appropriate response.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
 

Cormac stopped in mid-conversation with Burke once he noticed Finn staring intensely at something on the other side of the dining room. "Dude, what the hell?" He looked over to where Finn’s gaze lay and found himself staring too.
"Who is she and where can I get one?" Finn was grinning. Cormac expected him to start baying at any second.
But Cormac had to admit that the girl was ridiculously good looking. Not in that pretty, perfect Barbie way, but in that punch you in the gut, grab you by the throat kind of way. She had black hair, but not the blue-black that shimmered under the lights, this was deep black with no highlights. She had it up in some complicated style with chopsticks stuck through it. She was slim but tall for a girl. And her face was striking—prominent cheekbones, large eyes, a small pointed chin. She wasn’t traditionally beautiful but there was something about her that was enticing.
Burke was eyeing her too, but didn’t say anything and then turned to Finn. "You’ve got a little something there," he said and pretended to wipe drool from Finn’s chin.
Rebecca came over to greet them and take their drink order. Cormac tried to politely ignore her. She was their usual server, and she was nice enough, but Cormac didn’t want anything to do with her despite her flirtations. Definitely not his type. Plus Uncle Griff wasn’t real keen on them poaching the waitstaff—he’d banned Finn from even looking at his servers. She gave Cormac a wink and a big smile, which turned sour when Finn asked who the new girl was. "That’s Kess. She’s new--first day. I'm training her." She sounded none too happy about it. A manager’s voice called out that Rebecca had just gotten two more tables and she frowned. "Gotta go. You guys want your usual?" At their nods, she grinned. "Your cows will be up in a few."
Cormac kept his eyes on Rebecca who was marching over to the new waitress, Kess. From the look on her face, Rebecca was pissed. He understood some of the dynamics of power in female relationships—they were a little like pack dynamics only way more complicated. He watched Reb talk to Kess with a nasty look on her face. The new waitress took it without batting an eye, glancing over only once to their table and nodding.
Cormac saw that Kess was going to be bringing over their drinks. He was curious about her, and not because she was new. He couldn’t explain it, couldn’t put it into words. He found her fascinating, and his interest only increased when she walked. There was a slink to it, if that was any way to describe the way she moved. It was a shame when she reached their table.
"Rebecca asked me to bring these out for you. Who gets the sodas?" When Finn gestured to himself and Burke, Kess turned to him. "Then you must get the coffee."
Her eyes were like nothing he’d ever seen—a brilliant pure green shot with flecks of gold. A dark ring around the iris made the gold more pronounced. He got out a thanks and gave her a smile when she placed the mug in front of him, happy to look at something else because otherwise he was at risk of staring like a complete idiot. Kind of like Finn was doing.
Kess moved to set the cream down in front of him, but he waved it away. He only took sugar in his coffee, no cream. "Do you need anything else here?"
"I’d like to hear the specials," Finn said, a sloppy grin on his face as he obviously eyed her up and down. Cormac threw a look at Burke, who just half shrugged, as if to say what can you do with him? Cormac took a sip of his coffee instead of saying anything. If Finn wanted to make an ass of himself in front of the pretty girl, that was his own problem.
He saw a puzzled look flash across her face for a second and he thought her eyes narrowed. Then she smiled a slow smile at Finn and Cormac waited for the annihilation to begin. "Sure thing. Our soup of the day is seafood chowder. Our catch is a cedar-planked salmon with a bourbon barbeque glaze served with a garlic mash and seasonal vegetables. Our lunch special is a roasted turkey potpie with root vegetables." She paused, then deadpanned, "And since Rebecca already placed your order five minutes ago, I can only assume that this was an excuse to check out my rack. All done?"
Cormac almost scalded Burke with hot coffee when he burst out laughing. Burke slapped Finn on the back of the head. Finn, though chastised, didn’t look like he regretted it one bit. Burke said, "Forgive my brother, miss. He usually doesn’t go out without his special helmet," which caused Cormac to convulse in fits of laughter.
"I’m right here, man." Finn rubbed his head. He looked at Kess and apologized sheepishly.
She nodded. "You guys need anything else?" Cormac shook his head and she took off.
He grinned over at Finn and Burke. "It was totally worth it," Finn announced. "That’s the future Mrs. Finnegan McNeil right there."
"It’s hard to date someone when they have a restraining order against you," Cormac noted. "Maybe try for subtle next time." He saw Kess bringing refills to another table and checking on a third party that had just gotten seated. She seemed unperturbed by Finn or their party.
"Yeah, brother," Burke agreed. "There’s socially awkward and then there’s, well, YOU."
"Socially awkward is still netting me more girls than the celibate monk over there." Finn gestured broadly in Cormac's direction.
"It's called having standards. And taste." And a not unreasonable desire to avoid becoming an STD poster boy.
"Standards aren't much good when you're alone in the middle of the night." Finn leaned back in his chair. "I'm sure you and your hand will be very happy together."
Cormac opened his mouth to respond in kind, but Griff plunked three platters down in front of them. Then he slapped Finn on the back of the head. "Boy, you run off my waitress and we’re going to have a problem."
Cormac grinned again. His uncle Griff had an easy, open way about him and was much easier to deal with sometimes than his own father. It was a good quality in a Beta. "Your future wife ratted you out, buddy." He tucked into his steak.
Griff looked at him, laughing loudly. "Wrong there, Mac. She hasn’t said a word about it, just went about her business. Wish all of them were like that when you boys are around." He gave them each a look that said he knew the effect the three of them had on the younger members of the wait staff, stopping longest at Finn who was most likely to cause problems. "I noticed it in case I needed to intervene. The girl handled herself well." He turned a raised eyebrow on Finn. "Future wife, eh?"
Finn dramatically clutched his chest. "There’s no one else for me."
"At least until someone prettier comes along," his brother snorted between chews.
"Not likely," Cormac murmured. Three heads swiveled in his direction at the same time and he found himself flushing a little.
"We-ell," Griff said in an appraising voice.
Cormac realized what he’d said and how dumb it was to say it in this company. He knew everyone wondered about him, about when he’d bring home someone serious. Burke had been dating Lindsay for two years and it looked to last after they both graduated college next year. Finn always had a girlfriend, even if they only lasted a week or two. Cormac had dated—one seriously even, but no one that he could imagine being with long term. He found them just really…flighty. No substance to girls his age. He was nineteen but his mother often joked that he was going on forty.
"What?"
"See something you like?" Burke needled.
"I’d have to be struck blind not to like that," he answered, then shut up as she came over to top off his coffee. He nodded thanks, barely looking at her, then watched her walk away, that slink in her stride a thing to appreciate. He turned back around to find three identical grins. He rolled his eyes. "I’ll be right back."
He headed to the back, where the bathrooms were housed. He passed the kitchen entrance and waited when he saw Kess dropping off an order. He decided to apologize for his cousin’s rudeness. At least that’s what he told himself. When she came around the corner, he stopped her with a soft, "Hey."
She turned, an unhappy look on her face. "Hey."
Cormac ran a hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck. "Look, I'm sorry about my cousin back there. He can be kind of a jackass."
"He can?" She was looking pointedly at him.
"What did I do?" He honestly couldn’t think of what he might have done to offend her.
"Aside from staring holes in my ass?" She shook her head, then continued, "Look, this may be fun for you and your friends, but I need this job, okay? What I don’t need is trouble. Rebecca has already warned me away from you. I don’t need a run in with my boss on my first week here because you and the boys decided it would be cool to harass the wait staff."
"Whoa, whoa," Cormac replied, raising his hands. "First off, Uncle Griff is fine with the way you handled things with Finn. And I apologize if I made you uncomfortable with the, uh, staring. I’ll try not to let it happen again." He stared at her face, trying to see if she looked at all mollified by what he said. "As for Rebecca—there’s nothing going on th…"
"Not my business." Kess cut him off. "I’ve got to get back to my tables." She hustled out of there and Cormac tried not to look at her. He found it was harder than he thought.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER EIGHT
 

Kess grabbed her bag from behind the bar and clocked out at the computer. She waved goodbye to the bartender and stepped out into the biting mountain air. It was beginning to lightly drizzle and the rain made halos around the lightposts in the parking lot. She trudged up the hill to the back lot, tugging her jacket more tightly around her. She was looking forward to a hot meal with Anita and Bran and a long soak in the tub.
She threw her bag into her car and turned the key in the ignition. Nothing happened except a couple of clicks.
Kess tried again, muttering under her breath. Again nothing happened. She checked to see if she had left her lights on or the door ajar or anything else that might have drained the battery, but found nothing. Third time's a charm, she thought, turning the key once more. Except in this case.
She got out, hitting the hood release as she went. The rain was coming down harder now, no longer a drizzle. Her slim fingers found the catch and she raised the hood of her car, and stared down at the metal stuff that was supposed to make the car go. She felt like an oracle trying to read the future in some chicken entrails. She had no idea what she was looking at. She could fix a flat and check the oil, but that was the extent of her automotive knowledge.
Kess knew she shouldn’t be mad at the car. It was a good car—it had gotten her all the way from New Mexico to California and then here without much trouble. But she still had to resist the urge to kick it. She knew it was childish, but it was raining for God’s sake. And it was cold. She was going to have call a tow truck and get the car somewhere that could fix it and then find a way to her boarding house. There went her tips.
"Stupid car. You had to pick now, didn’t you?" Although now was probably better than when she was back on the road, fleeing from her family.
The sound of tires on gravel made her poke her head out from behind the raised hood. A Jeep was pulling in the lot, stopping right behind her dead car. The driver’s window rolled down and a male voice said, "Everything okay?"
"It’s fine."
But the guy was getting out of his car and coming over to where she stood looking down at her engine. Kess recognized him as the guy she’d caught staring at her on her first day. Terrific.
"Try and start it up," he said, leaning over her car to get a better look in the dim light.
"Look, I was just going to go inside and call a tow. You don’t have to worry about it." She really didn’t want to owe this guy anything.
"Just let me listen. If it’s something small, we may be able to fix it. Save you some cash."
Kess saw the logic in that and went back the driver’s side and turned the key in the ignition. Click, click, click. She stepped back out and shivered. The steady rain was soaking into her jacket, making her feel clammy.
"It’s your battery." He stuck his head out from behind the hood. "I’ll give you a jump and you can get somewhere to get a new one." He went over to his Jeep.
Kess opened up the trunk, getting her emergency kit, keeping an eye on him. He was being perfectly nice, keeping his eyes and hands to himself, focused only on the task at hand. He was also getting drenched, just like she was. His hair was plastered around his face and his overshirt was stuck to him. But he didn’t seem to mind it was much as she did.
He was looking for something in the back of his Jeep when she came up behind him. He held a flashlight and was muttering, "Jumper cables, jumper cables…"
"I’ve got some." She smiled when he jerked around, startled. She could move quietly when she wanted to.
"That’s good because I don’t know what happened to mine." He looked at her. "Kess, right? I’m Cormac."
"Hey." Maybe she’d been overreacting with the staring thing; she’d gotten worse in some of the places she’d worked. And he seemed perfectly pleasant and well-behaved now.
He seemed to shake himself, then turned back to his Jeep. "I’ll pull up alongside you and we’ll see if we can get you going." He handed her his flashlight and she took it and the cables back to the front of her car while he pulled in beside it.
Cormac worked quickly. Kess watched, trying to see what he did so she could do it if she ever found herself in this situation again. They huddled under the hood and he pointed out the connectors to her with the flashlight as his Jeep rumbled in the background. He pointed out a couple of other important parts, telling her how to diagnose some basic problems when she asked questions. With their heads so close together, she noticed that his eyes were grey.
After about five minutes, he said, "Give it a try."
Kess cranked the key in the ignition and it almost caught. "Try it again," she heard Cormac say. She did and the engine flared to life. She gave the car a little gas, revving the engine.
When she got out, Cormac had already unhooked the cables. He wound them in a neat circle and put them back in her trunk. Then he headed back to the front of the car for a final inspection. "You should be good to go," he said, letting the car’s hood down slowly until it clanged shut.
"Thanks. I really appreciate the help." She did. He’d actually been helpful, not just pretending he could help so he could try and mack on her while they waited for a tow truck.
Cormac ran his hand up through his hair and rubbed his neck. "No problem." He looked like he wanted to say something else, but then looked away.
"You’re soaking wet," she replied. To her, soaking wet was a problem, especially when it went hand in hand with being cold.
"Clothes dry." He shrugged. "There’s an auto parts store a few blocks over. You should be able to get a new battery there—I think they can even put it in for you."
"Thanks again."
He waited until she got in, holding the door for her. "Consider it penance for the staring." He didn’t wait for her to say anything, just closed the door after her. He waved goodbye and went back to his Jeep.
Kess backed the car up and left the lot. She checked her rearview and saw Cormac opening his passenger side door to retrieve a large box. He caught her waiting and she waved at him. He smiled at her, then ducked his head down and ran through the rain to the restaurant. She hated to admit it, but he had a very nice smile.
 

************
 

She’d been at the Barn for over a week and had gotten into the rhythms of the place. She’d only shadowed one other time, at her first dinner shift, before she’d gotten the go ahead to go solo. It was an easy, relaxed clientele which made it a lot easier to pick up the way things were run, not that they were much different from anywhere else she had worked. She’d learned the regulars’ names, found out what they usually ordered and drank, and made sure everyone she served was well taken care of. The only thing that seemed to change were the specials.
A few days later, Kess had reached the end of another night at the Barn. She was finishing up her first double with a load of sidework, mostly restocking salt and sugar on the tables and rolling silverware. Her last table had left twenty minutes ago and the likelihood of another dinner party coming in this close to ten was effectively nil. The kitchen would stay open for another hour serving apps for the bar crowd and then it too would close.
She rolled her last set of silver and stopped by the kitchen to check with Griff to see if there was anything else that needed to be done. Griff stuck his head out of the kitchen and took in the dining room with a practiced eye. "Looks good," he said, approval strong in his voice. "Tip out?"
"Taken care of. I’m all set."
"Did you get your meal?" Every server got a free meal from the menu for each shift they worked.
"Not yet, but…" Kess stopped, embarrassed. She wasn’t sure how to ask the next question.
Griff cocked his head quizzically. "What you got on your mind?"
"Are you sure we can order anything off the menu?" She reddened. The menu held a huge number of choices, from pastas to chicken and fish. She’d been sticking to the cheaper choices of pasta and chicken, but what really interested Kess tonight was steak. And those were some of the most expensive items on the menu. She didn’t want Griff to think she was taking advantage of his generosity.
He laughed easily and patted her on the back. "What do you want? I’ll put it in for you."
"Eighteen ounce ribeye, please?" She asked, wondering if he’d change his mind now that he knew she was asking for a high-priced entrée.
His blue eyes crinkled up at the sides and she could tell he was fighting a grin. "Baked or mashed?"
"Baked. Loaded. Veg instead of salad." She looked at him a little sheepishly. "Are you sure?"
Griff nodded. "How do you want it cooked?"
"Rare please."
He pushed her between her shoulder blades. "Go on and sit down in the bar. Unwind a little. It was a good night."
Kess breathed a sigh of relief and headed to a high top table in the corner, stopping only to grab a glass of water from behind the bar. She settled into the chair and pulled her hair out of the chopsticks, letting it tumble down behind her in a black fall. Having it up all day made her scalp ache and she lightly massaged her head, listening to the murmur of voices and the drone of the television set. The bar was at half-light and it soothed her tired eyes. It wasn’t light enough to read by, so she left the book she’d borrowed from the boarding house bookshelves in her bag, staring aimlessly out into space.
She knew she’d done well tonight. Even after tip out she still had about a hundred bucks and this was a slow night. She been waitressing since she’d left Miami; it was a fluid situation with unusual hours and you didn’t need a lot of experience to get started. Restaurants also turned out to be excellent places to purchase new papers--half the people working the kitchens were always illegally in the country and they knew where to buy fake social security cards. She’d worked in every kind of place there was--diners, chains, mid-level, high-end, cocktail joints--and she’d gotten better along the way. She knew that in many instances, she’d been hired because she was pretty; she wound up surprising most of her bosses when she turned out to be good too. And they never asked questions when she had to quit unexpectedly.
The Barn was a good place though. Nice clientele, good tippers for the most part, a solid staff. There weren’t a lot of managers to make things tough on you. Most of the staff were career—some had been working here for twenty years. Rebecca was the other most recent hire and she was one of the few non-townies on staff. Kess thought she knew why people were inclined to stick around: Griff treated everyone who worked here like family. For people like her, who didn't have any to speak of, it was a comfort.
He reminded Kess a little of her father. He and Griff didn't have much in common on the surface, but they were both responsible men who took care of people, although in different ways. She and her father hadn't been close, not really. He'd saved most of his time and attention for the needs of the clan, but he'd always been a presence in her life.
Initially, after she first left Miami, she would call every few months and leave a message that she was okay. She always dialed from a disposable phone and tossed it soon after--she made sure that she was almost done with the phone before she called in case it could be traced. She hated the idea of her father worrying about her. She tried to time her calls for when he would be unable to answer--she wasn't sure if she'd be able to stay away or keep quiet if she heard his voice. While he might have been a distant man, she had never doubted his love for her or her brother. He just didn't seem to have a good way of showing it; it was as if, after the death of her mother, he had walled himself off from anything else that might bring him pain. He kept them at arm's length to protect himself.
The last time she'd called him, he had actually picked up. Kess hadn't been expecting that, but she probably should have. Her father was probably primed to answer any strange or blocked number that appeared on his caller ID on the off chance it might be her.
Her breath caught in her throat when his sleepy voice answered. "Hi Dad," she said, surprised at the tears she felt in her eyes. She hadn't realized how much she missed him.
"Kess?" He went from slumbering to alert in an instant. She could hear the relief in his voice. "Honey, where are you? You need to come home."
"I'm fine, Dad. But I can't come home and I can't tell you where I am. I just wanted you to know I was okay."
"I can't pretend I understand this, Kess. What happened? Why did you leave?"
She'd ignored his questions. There wasn't enough time to get into it now--she was calling him while she was at work. She couldn't tell her father why she left. It would cause a rift between him and Sek, possibly a rift in the entire clan. They couldn't afford to splinter off, to take sides. Kess might not have been involved in the daily running of the clan's affairs, but she had eyes and a working brain. She knew that the clan wasn't getting any larger, and she couldn't remember the last time one of the females had gotten pregnant, let alone gave birth.
"I'm good. I don't want you to worry." Her tears spilled over, and she felt more alone than she had in months. There was another reason Kess wouldn't tell her father what Sek had tried to do to her. She was afraid of what she might see in his eyes if he knew. Of what she might hear in his voice. What if he blamed her? What if he couldn’t stand the sight of her anymore? As much as she missed him and wanted his help, she wasn't going to risk it. Better a self-imposed exile than a real one.
"Kess, I..."
"Please, Dad. Stop trying to find me." She heard someone calling for her--her break was over. "I've got to go."
"Is there anything you need? Anything I can do?" He sounded desperate to keep her on the line.
"Call off the goon squad," she said. "I love you, Dad."
"If I do, will you promise to call me any time you need help?"
"Dad, I..."
"Promise me, Kess. I'll call them off if you promise." There was a firmness in his voice that meant he spoke the truth.
She sighed. "Okay. I promise."
"I don't like this, Kess. But I love you. If you feel like you need to do this...well, I'm here for you." He sounded so sad. "I just wish you would tell me why."
She almost told him then. But the manager was yelling for her to come take over her tables. But she couldn't let him go without giving him some hint, a clue as to why she left. "And watch out for Sek." She ended the call before she had to explain further. She hadn't been sure of what she'd meant by that when she said it: whether she meant it as a warning for her father or to him. Sek was her brother and she missed the brother he once was to her, but she also knew what he could be driven to do. She wanted her father to be safe.
A few weeks later, a large envelope came to her at work. There was no return address on it, and the restaurant’s address had been typed. When she opened it on her break, she found several thousand dollars in small bills and a handwritten note in her father's familiar scrawl. It had read, Be well. All my love. She'd pocketed the money, unshed tears making her vision blurry. She made plans to leave that night. Even if her father respected her wishes, it didn't mean that Sek would.
That had been in New Mexico. It had been her longest stay by far; she'd been there almost six months before she'd had to flee for California.
She didn’t like thinking about her father. It made her homesick. She must be tired. She didn't want to think about things like that, not when the night had gone so well. Kess let her eyes travel around the room. Even the people at the bar were calm, a pretty quiet crowd for a bar. The college bars were where the students would be. Here it looked to be local businessmen, some husbands and wives having a nightcap before heading home. A few young couples on dates, maybe. Her eye passed the entrance and she saw Cormac walk in.
In the low light he looked even taller--over six feet easy, though probably not as tall as Bran, who was Kess’ new gold standard for huge individuals. And he was very good looking in that woodsman sort of way. He had on jeans and a heavy, dark work shirt over a dark tee that only enhanced his rough and ready appeal. He was completely comfortable in his own skin--a trait Kess envied--and his confidence just made him more attractive.
"Order up, Kess," Griff appeared at her elbow, setting down a huge plate of food. "Hey Mac!" He threw a wave to his nephew.
Cormac looked over in their direction and waved back. He said something to the bartender, then walked over to her table. Kess tucked her hair behind her ears nervously and began to unwrap her silverware from the napkin. He is not coming over here, she told her stomach which had started to do some strange fluttery thing. He may be smokin’ but it didn’t mean she needed to be all girly about it. He was probably just going to talk to Griff in the back anyway.
He stopped next to her table. She looked up to find him smiling down at her. "Can I join you?"
"Sure." She gestured to the empty chair opposite her. "Do you mind if I eat?"
"Nope." He got a look at her plate and she saw his eyebrows raise in surprise, but he didn't mention anything.
Kess had taken a few bites of her steak--which was absolute heaven--and the bartender had dropped off a cup of coffee for Cormac, when he finally spoke. "Thanks for letting me sit with you." Then, suddenly serious, he said, "I really am sorry about the other day. I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable."
She took another bite, appraising him as she chewed. He looked at her with hooded grey eyes, obviously unhappy that he might have offended her. She found it rather sweet.
"You did make up for it with the car. Penance, remember?" She smiled. He looked relieved.
She felt her smile spread into a real grin as she decided to really let him off the hook. "I used to cocktail at a dive in Memphis. It would take a lot more than a few stares to make me uncomfortable." She shook a finger at him. "It still was rude though. Nobody likes being gawked at."
"Teaching me a lesson?"
"Did it work?"
He shook his head, a rueful smile on his face. "So you're from Memphis?"
"Among other places. I didn't stay long." She was glad she had her dinner to keep her hands busy.
"Did you see Graceland?"
"Of course," Kess answered, mock offended. "Elvis is the king."
"You like Elvis then." He said it as if he was taking a census.
"Everybody likes Elvis. He's ELVIS."
"Where are you from originally? You don't sound southern." Cormac took a sip of his coffee, watching her the whole time.
"You ask a lot of questions." Kess looked at his hands rather than meet his gaze. They cupped the coffee mug gently and she traced the lines of his long fingers with her eyes.
"Can't help it. You make me curious." He put his mug down, hands uncurling from the white ceramic.
She pointed her fork at him. "Curiosity killed the cat, you know."
"Good thing I'm not one." He gave her a smirk.
But I am, she thought. Sort of. She had relaxed now that her stomach was full. He was flirting with her. But was she seriously flirting back? She couldn’t date anyone! It was just a bad idea, and not because she could turn into a big black cat at will. Relationships were not something she could afford right now, not with Sek and her father tracking her.
She decided to move the conversation away from her. "Those guys you were with—friends?"
Cormac nodded. "And cousins. They're Griff's sons. Burke and the one so obsessed with you is Finnegan—everyone calls him Finn."
"Do you have a lot of family around here?" Kess put her chin in her palm, elbow resting on the table.
"Yeah. I've got an older brother and younger sister, and there's Griff's family. There's some other extended family too. We've got a pretty big clan and we've been in this same area for generations. What about you? Big family?"
Kess frowned at the use of clan; it reminded her too much of Sek and her family in Miami. She took another forkful of food to buy some time. Finally she said, "Nothing much to tell. No family. Just a waitress at your uncle's restaurant."
"That's not all you are."
She stopped, staring at Cormac across the table. What did he mean by that? Did he know something--had she somehow given away what she was? "I'm sorry?"
Cormac smiled again. "Waitressing is what you do. It's not who you are."
Kess looked down at her plate. That was the problem, right there. She didn't know who she was. Or who she wanted to be. She just knew what she didn't want to be, but there wasn't a fix for that.
She looked up to tell him she should go and was caught in his gaze. He stared at her as if she were the only thing in the world worth having and it made her shudder. How could he look at her like that? If he knew what she was, she doubted he'd be able to look at her at all.
She dropped her eyes, uncomfortable. "So you and Rebecca, huh?"
He sounded irritated when he spoke. "There is no me and Rebecca. And don't think I didn't notice the change of subject."
Kess soldiered on, trying to keep the conversation from coming back to her again. "She thinks there is."
"Some people think they are really blue people from another planet but they are just as mistaken."
She chuckled at the thought of Rebecca as an alien. Cormac grinned hugely. Kess realized she hadn't laughed in a long time. "Okay, no you and Rebecca."
"No me and Rebecca," he confirmed. Staring at her, he said softly, "She's not who I'm interested in."
Kess looked down again, playing with the remnants of her meal. There was a longing welling up inside her that made her want to cry. She didn't know if she'd hurt him even if she could date him. But dating wasn't something she could risk; she wasn't staying. If she stayed too long Sek would find her. And if she happened to be with someone else when Sek found her...she didn't want to think of that.
"Hey," Cormac said, still softly, for her ears alone. The concern in his voice almost made her tremble with a need she couldn't name. "Is something wrong?" His hand lightly touched hers.
She looked up quickly, then slid from her chair. "I need to go." She gathered up her bag, holding it in front of her like a shield. She needed to get away.
He stood up. "I'll walk you out."
"No, stay here." She tried to slide past him.
"I'll walk you out," he said again, this time with an undercurrent of iron in his voice. "It's late and you don't need to walk out to your car alone."
Kess almost laughed. The only person she had to worry about was hundreds of miles away in Miami. Cormac was nice and all, too nice maybe, but she couldn’t risk getting involved with anyone, let alone a human guy who wouldn’t understand why she’d have to bolt eventually. And he wouldn’t stand a chance against her brother.
He kept pace with her and she knew she was acting like a mental patient. She slammed through the doors, shivering as the cold air whipped at her. That steadied her a little and she was able to rein in the emotions that were running too close to the surface. She looked up at the sky, searching for the moon that she knew was slowly fading to a sliver and would soon be nothing at all. Cormac walked beside her as they crossed the front parking lot, headed for the back lot that was reserved for overflow parking and employees. Only a few cars were in it at this time of night.
They came to a stop in front of her blue Civic. She fumbled in her bag for the keys, but dropped them in her haste. Cormac leaned down and picked them up, then turned and unlocked her door. But before she could open it, he leaned against the door and said, "All I want is the chance to get to know you, Kess. I don't bite, I promise." He moved away and handed her the keys.
She took them from him slowly, not sure what to say to that. He was nice and normal and imminently dateable, and she couldn’t have him so it was stupid to keep entertaining this fantasy. She wasn’t staying. "Yeah, I know you don’t," she finally said. The problem was that she knew someone who did. She quickly got in her car and drove off.
She checked her rearview mirror before she turned onto the main road and Cormac still stood in the parking lot, staring after her. She felt that fluttery sensation in her stomach again and silently told those butterflies to go straight to hell.
They didn't listen.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER NINE
 

Cormac walked down Queen Street, backpack slung over one shoulder. It was a Saturday and actually sunny for once. Autumn tended to be rainy in the mountains but when you got a clear day, it was like nothing else in the world. He'd just finished with his Bio study group--it was a cram session for the last test before the final exam--and now he planned to hit the Parkway for some hiking.
He looked into the store windows as he passed them: art supplies, bookstore, head shop, laundromat. He slowed as he walked by the laundromat, the windows half fogged from the heat of the dryers. He saw a familiar dark head bent over a book.
Should he go in? The last time they'd been together had been a little strange. He'd been doing alright, he'd thought, making her laugh, getting her to open up a little bit. He hadn't expected that part to be so hard--all the girls he had dated loved to talk about themselves. It was getting them to stop talking that was usually the problem. But Kess, well with her it was like chopping down a tree with a spork. He had no idea what he'd done wrong besides telling her that he was interested in her.
Still, one good thing had come out of their talk—out in the fresh air he'd gotten a good chance to smell Kess' scent. To wolves every human had a signature scent: Kess' was spicy, like cinnamon and something else he couldn't name, mixed with the heady aroma of sunshine--not the mountain sunshine that dappled the trees in the woods where he and his pack ran. No, she was deep tropical sunshine, the blinding heat that made your limbs heavy and slow until the relief of nighttime. It was intoxicating to him, so different from anything he'd smelled before.
Remembering her scent decided him. He’d been honest with her that night—he did want to get to know her. He still did.
Pushing open the door, Cormac felt like he was being beaten with a wet washcloth. Way too hot. He was glad he never had a reason to spend a lot of time in laundromats. He shucked off his overshirt and walked over to Kess. She was wearing a tattered sweatshirt and sweatpants and looked like any other college student down to their last set of clean clothes. He realized he hadn't even asked if she was a student here.
She was reading Pride and Prejudice. He cleared his throat, but she didn't hear him. "Kess?"
She startled, eyes flashing up. He stared, struck again by their unusual color. "I, um, saw you through the window." Man, that was deeply lame. Maybe he should ask Finn for some pointers.
"Hi Cormac." She pulled her feet down off the bench. He sat down. And had no idea what to say. Great. The lameness was in full effect.
"That for class?" He pointed at the book.
She looked down at the book spread in her hand. "No. I'm not in school."
"You're not? I kind of assumed you were." She shook her head, eyes distant. "So what are you doing here if you're not a student, if you don't mind my asking?"
"Working. Today, I'm doing my laundry. It's a thrill-a-minute life I lead, let me tell you." Her voice was dry.
Cormac laughed. "Yeah, you're not really missing anything."
He'd just said it to have something to say, but the look on her face made him wish he'd kept his mouth shut. She looked so wistful for just a second and then the expression was gone from her face. He wished Burke was here to slap him upside the head.
"You headed to campus?" She gestured to his backpack. Cormac was grateful for the subject change.
"Study group. Just finished up. I was going to head to the Parkway." She looked confused. "Blue Ridge Parkway--you can drive it just to look at the mountains, but there are lots of places to hike and walk and commune with nature if you're into that sort of thing. Get away from everything that's bothering you." He smiled at her, struck with an idea. "You wouldn't want to come with me, would you?"
Kess looked at him out of the corner of her eye. "I don't think that's a good idea."
"Why not?"
"My stuff isn't dry yet." She sounded tempted though.
"I can wait." He ticked off a finger. "Next."
"I'm not dressed right." She plucked at her sweatshirt half-heartedly.
He shook his head."It's the Parkway, not dinner with the President. Next."
"You're kind of annoying." She was smiling when she said it.
"Well aware of that. Next." He watched as she looked down, biting her lip like she was trying not to laugh. "Is that it?"
"Are you always like this?"
When there's something I want, yeah. Aloud he said, "It's just probably one of the last really nice days we'll get up here before winter kicks in for good. Living up here, I know you don't waste a day this nice. I'd hate for you to miss it being cooped up inside."
"What if I like being cooped up inside?" Her voice was teasing.
"After three months of snow, sleet and icy rain, I bet you'll change your mind. It drives my sister nuts." She shuddered at the mention of the winter. He'd been right. She wasn't much of a cold weather person.
He watched the expressions on her face as she turned his words over in her head. Cormac was amazed at all the flashes of emotion that crossed her features. She looked eager to go one moment and sad the next; her features hardened, then softened.
He thought he'd add another argument in his favor when it looked like she was wavering. "It won't-" He broke off when he heard his phone ring. "Hang on a sec." He pulled his phone out of the front pocket of his backpack and saw it was Burke calling. "What's up?"
Burke's tinny voice came through the phone. "Mac, we've got a bear on the property. Need you up here now."
"On my way." He snapped the phone closed. Of course, it would have to be now.
"Everything okay?" Kess' brows were drawn down in concern.
He nodded. He'd been so close. "I'm really sorry, but it looks like the Parkway has to wait. Family stuff. Raincheck, okay?" She nodded and he was out the door, sprinting down the street towards his Jeep.
Cormac made it to the Lodge in record time. Bears were serious business, dangerous and unpredictable at this time of the year. It was probably a black bear. But even a black bear, though small, would prove a problem to the pack if allowed to remain in the area. They’d need to relocate it to somewhere safe and make sure that nobody went near it.
Everyone was already there when he pulled in. Most of the pack had grouped off into twos and threes. No one had changed yet, all still waiting for orders from the Alpha. Cormac’s father, Alaric, was striding around giving out orders. Cormac went over to stand by Burke and Finn.
"What’d I miss?"
Burke didn’t take his eyes off of the Alpha. "Patrol sniffed out a bear in the upper reaches of the forest on the western side of the property. We’re going to see if we can’t scare it off to a better location."
"Let’s just get going already." Finn fidgeted in place. Cormac nodded in agreement. Now that they were all here, he couldn’t wait to run. It wasn’t every day that they all got to work together.
His father came over to their little group. The man was tall, as tall as Bran, but not as broad. He was more rangy in the shoulders and chest. But he was still imposing. He had chiseled features and the grey eyes that Cormac had inherited. His dark hair was threaded thickly through with silver now and there were lines around the keen eyes, but he was still a powerful presence that took up most of the available space in any given room.
"You three head straight up the mountain. You guys are on the bear's last trail. The other groups will be heading up either side." He looked at Cormac, Finn, and Burke individually. He stared especially long at Finn, as if to drive home the seriousness of what they were doing. "If any of you see or smell anything, howl to bring the rest of us." Alaric clapped Cormac on the shoulder and moved off to the next group.
Cormac led the way over to the copse of trees where they’d change. "I’ve got point," he said.
"Why you?" Finn sounded petulant.
"Because I’ve got a better nose, that’s why." He shucked off his clothes quickly.
"Bigger maybe."
Cormac grinned. "So you finally admit your, ah, shortcomings." And then he triggered his change so Finn couldn’t have the last word. It was swift, his body collapsing in on itself, his muscles and bones pushing out into new configurations. It hurt, but the pain was gone quickly, followed by an intense pleasure, like finally being allowed to stretch after being folded up too long in one position.
He raced off, his cousins behind him. They all knew this land by heart, could find their way through it blindfolded, using only scent as a guide. Cormac led them up, loping tirelessly, scenting the smells of the forest. Burke and Finn followed behind him so they formed an inverted V, also sniffing at random intervals in case he missed something.
They were halfway up the mountain when Cormac caught it. The heavy musky scent of bear was strong, and fresh. He barked once to his cousins and took off, following where the trail led. The bear was on the move; he’d expected to run across the scent much farther up the mountain.
Burke howled, telling the other groups they had found something. Cormac followed the bear, nose only for the scent that kept pulling him forward. He smelled water too. The bear may be heading for the stream to get a drink, or possibly to try to fish. He slowed his pace.
Finn shouldered his way forward and Cormac snapped at him. He had point and he knew what he was doing, but Finn was impatient. Cormac glanced over at Burke, who had also slowed. He knew how dangerous a cornered bear could be. They didn’t want to get in a fight with the thing; they only wanted to herd it out of their territory.
The trees opened up a bit and Cormac stopped. He growled instinctively and heard an answering one from Burke and Finn. It wasn’t a black bear that dipped its great head to the water, but a huge grizzly bear. He'd seen enough nature shows to recognize one when he saw it. They were much larger than black bears and far stronger. And, usually, a whole lot meaner.
Cormac could feel his hackles rising. Grizzly bears weren’t native to the North Carolina mountains. Where the hell had this one come from? And how were they supposed to relocate it without getting killed?
The bear lifted its head, watching them now. Cormac stayed still, not wanting to rile it. He saw that Burke was doing the same. But Finn was creeping forward to get a closer look or something--sometimes Cormac had no idea why his cousin did the things he did. He barked at his cousin, trying to get him to draw back and wait for the others.
The bear charged and they scattered. Cormac was amazed; he’d seen bears move, but seeing something so big move that fast was impressive. He and Burke dodged one way and kept moving. Finn ran the other way. The bear chose to go after Finn. Cormac and Burke looked at each other, communication flashing in eyes and facial muscles. If a wolf had an expression equivalent to dumbass, Cormac was pretty sure that’s what Burke’s look was conveying.
They ran after the bear, barking and growling, trying to distract the thing. Burke sent up another howl, this one asking for help. Cormac swerved dangerously close and nearly got swiped for his troubles, but at least the animal was no longer after Finn. It stopped and the three wolves circled it, trying to contain it until the rest of the pack got there.
The bear didn’t like that at all. It reared up on its back legs, letting out a roar that shook the trees. It towered above the three of them and Cormac realized that they were in a world of shit. There was no way they’d be able to herd this thing, not without losing some of their pack in the process.
Cormac and his cousins kept up the circle, running around the bear, wary of its claws and massive paws. It tried to move out of the circle, lumbering slowly and Finn snapped at it in warning. That was the wrong thing to do. The bear lunged forward, taking a huge swipe at Finn. Cormac crashed into his cousin, sending them both rolling, but at least their heads were still attached to their bodies. The bear was moving, running back toward the stream, Burke hot on his heels.
Cormac untangled himself from Finn and stepped on him as he got up to show Finn he was unhappy. Cormac barked once and took off after Burke. The bear had turned and was taking swipes at Burke who was weaving in close and then dodging away in an effort to keep the bear distracted until the reinforcements came. Cormac joined him, snapping his jaws at the bear’s flank and dancing away. The bear roared again.
Someone behind them yelled, "Wait!" Cormac didn’t take his eyes off the bear, who was still swinging.
"STOP!" Alaric’s human voice echoed in the woods and Cormac and Burke both froze. There was no denying the voice of the Alpha. Cormac turned his head to look behind him and the bear caught him with a half-hearted backswing, sending him flying across the small clearing. He smashed into a tree and crashed down to the ground, dazed.
Cormac shook his head to clear it, shaken but not badly hurt. He would have a stellar set of bruises, but at least it had only been the back of the bear’s paw. If those claws had caught him, he’d probably have been seriously injured or dead. Burke came over to him and sniffed at him. Cormac snapped his jaws with a click, indicating that it wasn’t a big deal.
He watched his father and this other man approach the bear. The man was saying, "Sorry, Alaric. He’s new to all of this and it just got away from him." Cormac wondered who the man was and how he knew his father.
"He needs to be accompanied by you at all times until he learns what he’s capable of." Alaric's voice was tight and clipped, almost strangled. Cormac recognized the restrained anger in it. "He almost took my son’s head off."
Thanks for the concern there, dad, Cormac thought. If he hadn’t used his Alpha voice, Cormac might have been able to dodge out of the way. But his father wouldn’t see it that way. He knew his dad would just say that Cormac should never have taken his eyes off the bear. They were both right, but try getting his dad to admit that. It was never going to happen.
The man was speaking to the grizzly, slowly and softly. The bear snuffled, coming back down on all fours and lowering its huge head so that the man could pet him. Okay, this was going from confusing to really strange. Then the bear was shrinking, changing, and before long a naked teenage boy stood before the group of men and wolves.
Cormac stared. A werebear? Here?
"This is my charge," the man was saying, hugging the boy. "He didn’t mean any harm."
"I’m really sorry." The kid ducked his head. "I didn’t know about wolves being up here. I got scared." He looked at Cormac. "Sorry I hit you."
Cormac rolled his shoulders in the wolf approximation of a shrug. His mind was too caught up trying to process werebear to be angry. If the kid was new to changing, and it looked like he was, he hadn’t even known his own strength. It made him more dangerous, but not necessarily malicious.
"Go on home, boys," Alaric said, dismissing them. Cormac, Burke and Finn turned and melted into the woods, leaving the werebear and the Alpha behind to sort things out.
They made decent time back to the Lodge, despite Cormac’s slower pace. He was starting to get sore now that the adrenaline was wearing off. He dropped back behind the other two, content to walk and let his mind wander.
Finn was already babbling when they got to their clothes. "Holy crap! That was a werebear!"
Cormac triggered his change back to human. It was more painful this time, the change readjusting already sore bones and muscles. He pulled on his pants, leaving his shirt off so he could test out his ribs to make sure none of them were cracked.
"Yes Finn, we know. We were there." Burke came over and inspected Cormac's ribs and back. "How’s it feel?"
"Nothing broken." Cormac raised his arms above his head, checking for range of motion. There was a twinge of pain, but nothing he couldn’t handle. He’d be all healed up in a day or two.
"Dude, you should have seen the way you flew when he hit you!" Finn sounded giddy and Cormac had to resist the urge to punch him. "It was awesome!"
"I felt it, thanks. And awesome is not how I would describe it." Cormac pulled his shirt on.
"Right, right. Sorry."
They trooped to the house in silence. Cormac was tired and starving. Two changes in a short time had ramped up his metabolism. Lunch was a distant memory and dinner was far too many hours away. He knew his cousins would be feeling the same.
His mom was prepared. She may be out with the pack, but she knew what would be needed most when they returned. Tray after tray of cold cuts and rolls were laid out on the counters in the kitchen. Burke went to the fridge and pulled out giant buckets of potato salad, coleslaw and macaroni salad. Cormac peeled the plastic wrap off the trays while Finn grabbed condiments and sodas.
They took their plates into the living room, propping themselves up on various couches, feet up on low tables and ottomans. Finn took a huge bite of one of the five sandwiches piled on his plate and asked between chews, "What are we doing now?"
"Eating," Burke answered.
Finn shot his brother a dark look. "I meant after, jackass."
Cormac swallowed a forkful of potato salad. "I had talked about going to the Parkway."
"With who?"
"Kess," Cormac mumbled into his sandwich.
Finn leaned forward, dark eyes interested. "You dog! Have you gotten her number yet?"
Cormac shook his head. "I thought I might be able to get her to come out with me, but then the call came."
"Sorry, man." Burke shrugged.
"No problem. Pack business comes first." Cormac understood that, but he still felt like he had missed a chance with her. She’d seemed pretty close to saying she’d go when Burke had called.
"Have you made any headway with her?" Finn thought he was the resident ladies man. Cormac thought he had a very limited view of male/female relationships.
Cormac shoveled another bite of coleslaw into his mouth. He thought he had. He’d helped her fix her car. She didn’t seem to hate him for the staring thing. He had sat with her while she ate dinner and walked her out to her car. These were all good things, right? Then why did he feel like he was no closer to her than before?
When Cormac didn’t answer, Finn laughed. "You are so screwed."
"What? Why?"
"She’s not interested, man. And you’re obsessing over her. Just give it up. There are plenty of other girls out there that aren’t as much work."
"I’m not obsessed. I just think she’s…intriguing."
Finn rolled his eyes, then bit into his sandwich. "Whatever."
"Don’t listen to asshat over there," Burke said from his corner of the couch. "If she’s who you want, then she’s who you want."
Cormac nodded to himself. Now if he could just figure out if he was who Kess wanted. That was going to be the harder part.
 

***********
 

It was Monday evening when he finally got a chance to see her again. It was towards the end of the dinner shift, so he waited in the bar until she was free. He sat drinking a cup of coffee and folding and unfolding a cocktail napkin into freeform origami shapes. Here's a goat and this one's a pterodactyl and this one's a remarkably accurate depiction of the Buddha during his moment of Enlightenment complete with tree and snake. Cormac dropped his head into his palm and hoped he wouldn't make an ass of himself.
He scanned the bar for what felt like the hundredth time and saw her sit down at her usual table in the corner. He waved to catch her attention. She looked surprised to see him, but then she waved him over.
"Hi," he said, taking the seat across from her.
"Hey, how'd everything go the other day? With the family stuff?" She took a bite of steak.
"Oh that. Fine. Totally fine." If you count a teenager turning into a really pissed off bear that can hand me my ass fine, then yes, the family stuff was a rousing success. "So, um, about that family stuff. I believe I offered you a raincheck on the Parkway."
"I never said I'd go with you, if you remember." A slight smile played around her lips. She rested her fork on her plate and tucked her hands under her chin. She looked positively devilish and Cormac had to resist the urge to touch her lips with his fingertips to feel her smile.
"Ah, but you never said you wouldn't." Cormac took a breath and plunged on. "And since the weather is somewhat erratic this time of year…"
"It rains all the damn time…" She sounded grumpy.
"…I thought raincheck coffee would be a better, drier option." He waited.
Kess sat there for a second. "Are you asking me out on a date?"
Cormac tried not to grin stupidly. "Yes. Yes I am."
She toyed with one of the chopsticks she'd been wearing in her hair. He wanted to put his hand over hers, to somehow reassure her. She seemed to be holding some kind of inner debate and Cormac wondered what she could be thinking about. It was coffee and him. She was either into one or both of those things or she wasn't.
"I don't know if that's such a good idea. I mean, I work for your uncle." Her hands had stilled.
"Oh, are you talking about the Finn rule? Don't worry about that." He waved his hand around dismissively.
"What Finn rule?" She sounded amused.
"Finn's not allowed to date the servers here. Griff says none of us are, but it's really just so Finn doesn't feel bad about it."
Kess burst out laughing. "Seriously? There's a rule for him?" Cormac nodded, pleased that he'd gotten her to laugh. "He's that bad?"
Cormac nodded. "Burke and I are the good ones." That wasn't even remotely true, but he tried to look angelic.
He saw Kess shake her head. "Yeah, right. You just don't get caught." She smiled, as if coming to some kind of decision. "Okay. I'll get raincheck coffee with you."
"Excellent. You free Wednesday?" He didn't want to wait too long before he saw her again.
"I'm working lunch, but I'm off that night."
"I'll pick you up."
Kess' face went blank for a minute and then she said in a tight voice, "I'll meet you. Just give me the time and place."
What was that about? Was she afraid to get in a car with him? Afraid for him to know where she lived? If he really wanted to know that, all he had to do was ask around. The town wasn't so big that he wouldn't be able to find out where someone new was staying. Still, if it bothered her, he wasn't going to force the issue. He gave her directions to the coffee shop and they settled on seven for the time.
He felt it would be good to leave now before he did something stupid that made her want to renege on the whole raincheck coffee date. But he had one more thing to give her. He reached behind him into the waist of his jeans and pulled out a book. He held it out to her.
"Here. I thought you might like this after I saw you in the laundromat."
Kess took the book from him, eyeing the grotesque cover curiously. "Pride and Prejudice and Zombies?"
He grinned at her. "Because everything is better with zombies. Didn't they teach you that in school?"
She smiled at him. "Thanks, Cormac."
"See you Wednesday."
 

*********
 

Cormac settled himself on the couch. His dad had a called a meeting of the full pack to go over the werebear incident. Cormac wasn't sure what there was left to go over—they'd discovered the bear they had been trying to relocate was actually a werebear, and that the werebear had someone looking out for him. They'd had were-visitors before, and while the pack usually had notice of them being in the area beforehand, it wasn't unusual to find out about it after the fact from a friend of the family.
He checked his watch. He still had about an hour before he needed to meet Kess for coffee. He hoped that the meeting wouldn't be a long one. His father would be ticked if he tried to sneak out early for a girl, but Cormac wasn't going to miss this opportunity with Kess.
Burke dropped down onto the other side of the couch. The large room was beginning to fill up. Griff and Finn had also arrived. Finn joined them, but Griff went to stand next to Cormac's father. The two older men stood silently, staring out the large picture window. Cormac watched the rest of the pack trickle into the room in twos and threes.
When everyone finally arrived, they numbered fifteen. It was large for a pack, one of the largest on the east coast. The core group was Cormac's family, but there were some distant relatives and friends who filled it out. The low murmur of conversation made the room sound like a bee hive, which died when Alaric turned around to address the assembled group. Griff stood behind him and to the right.
"You all are aware that we had an unknown werebear in our territory a few days ago. The issue has been resolved. He's under Bob Garrett's watchful eye now—some of you know him—so I don't think we need to worry too much about him."
Cormac nodded. He'd never met Bob, but knew that werebears tended to be solitary creatures, not gathering in familial packs like wolves did. It was possible this new werebear had only come to the mountains to get a handle on his changing and then would be moving on; he didn't think two male werebears were likely to get along in the same space for long periods of time.
His father continued. "This does bring to light something Griff and I have been concerned about. Our borders become harder to secure the more the world shrinks. This werebear is a testament to that. We had no idea that a strange were had come into our territory. We were lucky in that this one was not an enemy. But it's dangerous to have an unknown werebeast in our mountains. If any one of us had been caught out by this werebear on our own and he did mean harm, the encounter would end in something bloodier than just getting thrown into a tree."
Gee, thanks Dad. I'm so happy to be reminded of that particular highlight. He felt Finn nudge him in the ribs and had to resist snapping his teeth at his cousin. Next time he'd make sure Finn was the one that got smacked around by a bear.
Alaric paused, letting that sink in. Cormac had to give it to his father; the man was good at speeches. He waited like all the rest of the pack for his father to continue. But Alaric turned to Griff, who took up where the Alpha left off.
"We need to know about every were that comes into our territory so they can be evaluated as a threat. We don't want to get blindsided like we were with the bear. We were lucky, but we can't count on luck."
Burke raised his hand, waiting to be acknowledged. "How can we tell if there's an unknown were in town? It's not like there's anything that marks weres as different from regular humans."
Cormac looked at his cousin. That was the problem right there. There was no good way of telling someone was a were until they changed, and even then, unless they changed right in front of you it would still be hard to tell. Even in animal form, a were didn't look much different from the animal they changed into. Even their scent changed when in animal form.
"You can't and that's not what we're asking you to do," Griff answered with a wry smile. "We're upping the patrols. Keep your noses peeled for the scent of anything strange in the woods. Animals that shouldn't be here, non-pack wolves, anything out of the ordinary. You smell, see, or hear something strange, you report it to me and the Alpha."
"And not just on pack land. Even if you're taking a run on the Parkway or the other side of the mountain," Alaric looked at him pointedly and Cormac ducked his head. His father knew how much he enjoyed running the Parkway forests in wolf form. "If you smell anything odd, you call it in and leave the area. You don't do anything alone. We're a pack and we're strongest when we work together."
Cormac spoke up. "So what are we going to do with any new weres that we do run across?"
"That will depend on who they are and what they want." Cormac's father gave him a pointed look and he knew to drop that line of questioning. Cormac guessed they'd deal with it when they had to rather than go round and round with endless speculation.
Alaric and Griff continued to answer questions and to go over perimeter patrol schedules. Cormac felt his attention drift and he was glad when the pack meeting broke up. He wanted to rush out of there and head straight to the coffeeshop and his date with Kess, but he needed to talk to his father first.
The Alpha had withdrawn to a spot over by the fireplace, where he prodded the burning logs with an iron poker. His father looked very far away, and for a moment, Cormac thought about just leaving him alone. But his questions wouldn't wait.
"Has something happened?" His voice was low and urgent. "Is there something you're not telling us?" The pack had never been particularly concerned with strange weres coming into the area. The patrols were mostly to keep trespassers from setting up on pack land, and they'd never made it a point to actively sniff out and identify unknowns.
"Why do you say that?"
Cormac noted that his father didn't deny it, but he let it pass. "Extra patrols over a werebear? Seems like we're being too careful."
"That werebear you're dismissing could have killed you." His father's voice was pitched low, but his eyes were intense when he looked at Cormac.
He saw then just how scared his father had been for him. Alaric was a man of few words; his eyes and facial expressions were what he really used to communicate, both as a wolf and a man. Cormac knew that split second of him flying through the air must have felt like an eternity to his father. But Cormac was fine. He'd come out with only bruises. There was something else driving the patrols.
"And that's really all there is?"
Alaric sighed. "There's less and less land available for territories. We've been fortunate so far, but we can't count on that forever. I want us to be more careful."
"You're expecting a fight."
"No. I am not. But I'm trying to be prepared for that eventuality. We are a strong pack and we've been here for generations. But if someone does come here and means us harm, we'll deal with them in whatever way we have to."
Cormac stared at his father. There was steel in his words and he knew his father would use any means necessary to protect his pack. That was part of what being the Alpha meant. Someone called his father's name and Alaric left, putting a hand on Cormac's shoulder as he went. He was bothered by the way his father was thinking, even though he had expressed similar concerns to Burke only a few weeks ago.
He shook himself out of his fog and checked his watch. Cormac swore under his breath. If he didn't hustle, he'd be late for his raincheck coffee with Kess.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TEN
 

Kess had showed up a few minutes early for her date with Cormac, in the hopes that she could get her nerves settled. When he'd first asked her out, she'd been flattered and excited. She'd never been on a date by herself before. Sek had put a serious damper on any kind of boy/girl activities and dating hadn't been anywhere near a top priority in the year that she'd been running. But as the day of the date grew closer, Kess found herself getting more and more knotted up about it.
She liked Cormac. She really did. He was funny and handsome and seemed pretty genuine about getting to know her. In all the other places that she'd lived, she'd kept to herself to the point of being antisocial, which didn't really encourage forming friendships or making dates. She hadn’t allowed herself to like a guy in so long, she had kind of forgotten what it felt like. It made everything feel new and interesting again; even a place like the Barn where she worked almost every day seemed to brighten when he would show up. It made her feel a little dorky to be so attuned to somebody else's presence in such a good way.
And that was a problem. She shouldn't have started anything with him. She certainly shouldn't have accepted his invitation for raincheck coffee. Kess knew she would probably only get six months here at the outside before she'd have to take off again to keep ahead of her father's private investigators. How would she be able to do that if she got involved with Cormac? How could she leave him behind if her brother showed up?
But he'd been so adorable when he'd asked her out. And she did miss feeling like a seventeen year old girl instead of a humorless fugitive with nothing to look forward to except more running. It might not hurt to just hang out with Cormac and see what might happen. Didn't she deserve a little fun?
Kess mentally smacked herself. She'd been interested in someone in Miami and that hadn’t worked out well. Or at all, really. Greg had been a year ahead of her, but they ran into each other a lot between classes and he was in her choral group. He was pretty cute and sweet and he'd made a few tentative remarks that made her think he'd ask her out. She was excited at the prospect, giddy that her crush might turn into something more.
She'd made the mistake of mentioning it at home. Sek had gone ballistic, asking all kinds of crazy, way too personal questions about Greg and their relationship, not that they had one. Kess had told him it was none of his business but that had only made him angrier. She was almost positive that he'd been the one who convinced their father to pull her out of her private high school--God knew what stories Sek had made up--and arranged for her to be homeschooled after that. Kess knew that her father had always been concerned for her safety and anonymity, especially now that her first change had happened, so it probably hadn't taken much prodding on Sek's part to get Darius to agree.
Kess refused to let her brother control her life and she'd rebelled. A mutual friend gave her Greg's number and she'd called him. She'd been right--Greg had liked her and wanted to ask her out, but hadn't gotten the chance before she'd left school. Kess jumped at the chance to prove to her brother that she could make her own decisions about who she was going to see, and made a date with Greg then and there.
Somehow Sek had found out about it. On the appointed afternoon, she'd snuck out to meet Greg, only to find her brother waiting for her with Greg nowhere in sight. She'd been furious, her anger only growing when Sekhmet dragged her back home, telling her that the boy would never be bothering her again. She'd never found out exactly what Sek had done to Greg, but she was positive she didn't want to know for sure. Deep down, Kess was afraid she already had a good idea. And without proof, she didn't want to risk going to her father; no doubt Sek would have a believable explanation, one that would paint Kess in the worst possible light.
Right. Okay. So she'd thank Cormac for the invite and then make up some excuse and get the hell out of there. He was a good guy. He deserved someone who didn't come with so much baggage, someone who could give him what he wanted. A girl who didn't have to hide parts of herself. A girl who wasn't her.
Yeah. This sucked.
She took a deep breath and opened the door to the coffeehouse. It was called the BeansTalk, and it was a fairly large, open space, filled with two and three-top tables. A display case of pastries and desserts stood adjacent to the register. The place wasn't terribly busy, so she wandered over to check out the desserts rather than securing a table.
Kess was leaning down over the display case, weighing the merits of the red velvet cake versus the caramel apple pie when she saw someone standing beside her in the reflection of the glass.
Cormac put his head down next to hers, peering into the case. "So which one are you getting?"
"It's between those two," she said, pointing to the different choices. "But I really can't st-"
Cormac was already telling the guy behind the counter which desserts they'd like. He turned back to her and asked, "What would you like to drink?"
Kess sighed. Okay, she would eat her dessert and go. That was it. "Jasmine tea, please." She waited while he took her tea and his coffee and followed him to a small table at the back of the room. He made sure she had everything she needed before getting up to go collect her dessert.
He set the plates down in the middle of the table and handed her a fork. "Which one do you want?" He paid for them so she figured he got first crack.
"Neither. They're for you." She raised her eyebrows at him. "What? Why should you have to choose between two things you like? I got you both."
Because life is all about choosing one thing over another. You don't get to have everything you want. "You are so helping me eat them."
He shook his head."I'm not big on sweets. Unless it's something my mom made--she's a great cook." He checked his watch. "Sorry I was late. I was talking to my dad and it ran a little long."
"Obviously I didn't notice being so distracted by the desserts," Kess teased. He had maybe been a few minutes late, nothing unforgivable. She noticed he sounded irritated. "Everything okay? I mean, if this is a bad time..."
"No. It's a great time." He ran a hand through his hair. "My dad just has this tendency to forget that people aren't always at his beck and call. Comes with being in charge, I guess." He perked up. "But I don't want to talk about him tonight."
"Okay, no talking about fathers. What can we talk about?"
"Have you started that book I got you? Is it any good?"
She laughed. "It's Jane Austen cracked out. There are ninjas in it. And zombies."
"It did say that in the title. But the ninjas--that's unexpected." He tapped the table with his index finger as if to emphasize his point.
"Nobody expects ninjas. That's why they're so effective." She took a bite of the cake as a way of resisting the urge to stare at his hand. He had long fingers, his hands scarred from working outdoors. "Masters of the black arts of silent death and all that stuff."
Cormac laughed. "Did you grow up watching bad kung fu movies?"
"Some," she admitted. "Mostly we watched a lot of movies with explosions in them."
"We?" He leaned in closer.
"My brother and I." Kess fiddled with the apple pie, unsure of what to do with his face so close to hers.
"God, did your brother make you watch whatever he wanted to watch? Whenever it was my brother's turn to pick, he'd always get some historical war movie that involved a lot of marching. And possibly swords. Boring." Cormac leaned back. She thought he looked disappointed for a moment.
Kess picked at her cake. She hadn't meant to mention Sek at all. "No, my brother usually let me pick the movie." He usually deferred to her wishes, especially when she was younger. She made an effort not to let thoughts of Sek ruin her evening. "When I was little, I had this thing for talking animals. I think I saw every Air Bud movie made, even the direct to video ones."
"My sister--her name's Lenore--went through a phase like that. It was pretty embarrassing." Cormac smiled at her.
Kess found herself smiling back at him. It was kind of interesting sharing something personal with him. She found she wanted to tell him things about herself. "Deeply embarrassing. Please don't tell anyone--it would ruin my street cred."
Cormac nodded sagely. "Because you need that around here. I completely understand."
Kess flicked her fork at him. "So now it's your turn to tell me your most embarrassing childhood movie."
"Oh no, I'm not going there. You were foolish enough to reveal your secret to me--you think I'm going to do the same? No way." He shook his head, arms crossed over his chest.
She had an idea. "I bet I could ask Finn what it was. He'd tell me."
Cormac sat back in his seat, relaxed and easy. "I don't think so. Mutually assured destruction."
"Come again?"
"I have so much dirt on Finn, he would never risk telling tales about me. If it were to get out that he, say, is still a bed wetter, he'd never get another date around here."
Kess almost spewed tea all over him. She wiped her mouth with a napkin and tried not to fall out of her chair from laughing. Cormac was laughing too and it took them a minute to get themselves together.
Kess forgot about the time and her decision to leave early. She was having too good a time just talking and laughing and debating things with him. His grey eyes would flash when he made an especially wicked comeback and she was growing to like it. He made her laugh like no one ever had. And he did a lot of nice little things too: making sure she had refills of tea, bringing her more napkins when she was out, pulling her chair out for her when she came back from the restroom. Plus he didn't say a word when she polished off both desserts.
They were sitting closer together now, heads almost touching. She wasn't sure when that had happened. They'd gotten into a heated debate over who was better--Batman or Superman. Kess had rifled through her brother's comic book collection when he'd outgrown them so she had pretty strong feelings on the subject.
"I'm just saying, Batman doesn't have superpowers and he still manages to fight crime. Using his brain." Kess reached over and touched Cormac's temple.
Cormac caught her hand before she could draw it back. "Yeah, and all the gazillion toys that the millions he inherited from his daddy can buy. Just look at the movie--he's got a military research arsenal at his disposal."
Kess looked everywhere but at Cormac, who still held her hand. "He's got a tragic back-story! His parents were killed right in front of him."
"And Supe doesn't? Survivor of a dead planet, sent to Earth by his parents! Way more tragic. And he didn't turn into a sociopath that dresses like a flying rodent." His hand rested warmly against hers on top of the table.
"Oh, that's right. He just wears tights. And he was raised in Kansas. They don't grow angst in Kansas--just corn. And let's face it, the Batman reboot was way better than the Superman one."
"I'll give you that one. The movie really was terrible. But did you just call Superman corny?" He threw his hands up. "You just called Superman corny."
Kess idly wiped imaginary crumbs off of the table to do something with her freed hand. "Batman risks his life every night he goes out to fight crime. He's human. Superman risks what exactly? His perfect coif?"
"He has to worry about kryptonite!" Cormac looked thoughtful. "And apparently angst-ridden scripts."
Kess laughed. "There's no comparison. Batman wins hands down, even though I prefer the comics. Supe's people are going to have to bust out something really amazing to top The Dark Knight."
He took her hand back, brushing his thumb across the back of it lightly. "You're going to throw the Joker in my face, aren't you?"
"Hey guys, we're closing!" The counter guy was wiping down the dessert case.
Kess looked at Cormac, then at her watch. It was almost eleven and they were the last ones there. She helped Cormac take their mugs to the dish tray. He slipped a ten dollar bill into the tip jar, telling the guy thanks on their way out. Kess approved of good tippers.
She shivered when they stepped onto the street. The night was cold and there was a chill wind that cut through her jacket. She began walking to her car, Cormac falling into step beside her. She found herself unable to stop smiling.
It was the best night she'd had in possibly ever.
"We never even got around to Spiderman," he said as they walked.
"Ick. No thank you. Too emo. Too much wisecracking and not enough ass kicking."
Cormac laughed. "I don't think I've ever heard emo used to describe Spidey." He stopped when they came to her car. "I had a really great time tonight."
Kess ducked her head, suddenly shy. "Me too. Thanks for the tea."
He took her hands in his. It was weird, the contact. She wasn't used to it, hadn't been raised to it and she hadn't had any human physical contact in all the months of running. It made her feel awkward. She raised her head back up, catching his eyes. They were sort of iridescent in the light from the streetlamps. His voice was soft, pitched for her ears alone even though there was no one on the street. "I'd like to see you again, if that's okay with you."
No. Yes. Maybe. Damn it. His words in the coffeeshop came back to her. Why should she have to choose? More to the point, why couldn't she choose him? If only for a little while?
"Kess?"
She slipped her hands out of his. Tonight had been wonderful but it couldn't happen again. Just because it would make her happy didn't mean it solved any of the problems she'd been worried about at the beginning of the evening. She was still a wereleopard. She was still on the run. She still had her brother to worry about. Tonight had been a vacation from all of that. Now it was back to real life.
"Cormac, I had such a good time tonight. More than I've probably ever had. But I just can't do this right now. I'm sorry." She was sorry. More than he'd ever know.
His eyes were a mix of confusion and hurt. She hated that she'd put it there. He opened his mouth to say something and closed it again. He stood there, looking at the ground. "I don't get it."
"I know you don't." She sighed. "I wish I could explain it to you, but…" she trailed off with a shrug. She felt horrible.
He picked up her hand again. "Look, I'm not asking you for anything. I swear. I just think you're really cool and I like spending time with you. No strings, no promises. Just talking, maybe some coffee. If you want to get crazy we can even get something to eat." He smiled. The hurt was still there, but he wasn't giving up on her like she expected him to. He was making it really hard for her to walk away.
He opened her car door for her. "Just think about it, okay?"
Kess sat down and put the key in the ignition. He hadn't closed her door yet so she looked up at him. He looked so serious starting down at her. He was waiting for her answer. "Okay." Weak, that's what she was. Pathetically weak.
Cormac's smile was faint but there. He gave her a nod. Before he shut her door, he said, "You don't need to throw something away just because you're afraid of how it might turn out."
He closed the door and walked to his own car, leaving her to mull over the things he said on her way back to the boarding house.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

Sek wandered the house aimlessly, opening windows as he went to let in the ocean breeze. Night was falling, but Miami would still be lit up as if it were day. The wind off the water ruffled the silk shirt he hadn't bothered to button so that the tails of it flared out behind him like a cape. He was just waking up, having slept most of the day. He preferred to maintain night hours; most of the clan business was done at night, the city was at its most alive at night, and it was in keeping with the animal side of himself. Leopards were nocturnal beasts.
That wasn't all they were. Sek was very pleased with the findings of his research team. Leopards had a long history in Egypt, even being linked to the god Osiris. Leopard statuary had been found in King Tut's tomb. They'd confirmed what he'd believed all along. He'd been looking for ways to change the looming future that played out in his imagination every day. He'd been correct to look to the past for clues to reverse his clan's trajectory.
The ancient Egyptian rulers knew to keep the bloodlines pure. Sek thought this might be the solution he'd been looking for: two full weres were more likely to pass on the shifting anomaly to their offspring. While it wasn't guaranteed that the child would be a were, the chances were significantly increased. And, in his case, it would consolidate the lines of power, just like it did with the pharaohs of ancient Egypt; it would ensure his family line and genes would continue on.
He yawned hugely. He would have liked to take the boat out, but he had calls to make and guests coming later. Still, he wanted to feel the wind in his hair, feel the rush of speed as he piloted the boat at high speeds, making it leap like a salmon over its own wake. He'd make a note to pencil in some time to do that tomorrow.
Sek ran his hands through his black hair, cut short and worn close to his skull. His head ached, a holdover from the drinking and entertainment of the previous evening. He looked out at the ocean, eyes tracing the shoreline, watching as the neon glow slowly mapped out the border between land and sea.
He walked into his temporary office. He wasn't pleased with it--it wasn't as secure as his old one--but he needed a place to work while his old one was repaired. He shut the door and dialed the main contact for the private investigators who were scouring the country for Kess. He'd hired a new group of men after the screw-up in California. He'd been meaning to check in with them for a few weeks but had been distracted by a rogue werecreature in the territory that had been eluding them for weeks. He'd found the interloper--a werehyena from Samara's crew--and disposed of the scavenger. He'd sent the head back to the matriarch of the hyena pack overnight express. If she was a spy, he hoped the information she'd gathered had been worth her life.
The man picked up after three rings. "Charles, it's Sekhmet. Have you found anything new?" Sek didn't believe in wasting time on meaningless pleasantries with the hired help.
He heard the surprise in the investigator's voice. "Ah, we haven't been looking for anything. We were taken off the case weeks ago."
He nearly crushed the phone's receiver. For a few minutes, Sek was unable to speak. Father. The only one who would have called off the search was his father. Darius had already called off his own investigators, but Sek had his own secret team working on finding Kess. His father must have found out about them and dismissed them out of some misguided fatherly affection.
"You're back on it," he said when he could speak without screaming. "Orders are the same. Find her. Spare no expense." He slammed the receiver down. His father was now actively interfering and trying to stop him from finding Kess on his own. Son of a bitch.
Rage consumed Sek, so much that he thought he would choke on it. It filled him, making his skin feel tight and his head ache. He wondered what would happen if he opened his mouth--would a series of vile words just burst out or would he be unable to speak words at all? Would it just be gnashing of teeth and animal noises? He was long past the point of caring. His father—their father—had found her once and then had let her go. That had been Darius' mistake, and it was one Sek had no intention of repeating.
He stomped down the hall to his father's office, interrupting a meeting between his father and Bomani. He didn't care. He ordered the counselor out with a glare. Darius nodded at the wereleopard and Bomani left them alone. Sek paced before the large desk, nearly spitting with fury.
"I assume I have displeased you in some way?" his father began mildly, eyebrow quirked. Sek had been careful not to display too many acts of temper in front of his father, trying to keep his frequent mood swings under wraps. But today he had no interest in controlling his anger.
"You called off my private investigators! How did you even know about them? Are you spying on me now?" He waited for an answer, for something. His father said nothing. "Answer me!" he screamed.
Darius' expression hardened. "I did know about the men you hired and I did call them off," his father said, voice and expression unreadable. "There is precious little that goes on in this house that I do not know about. I am still the clan leader here and my decisions still hold weight. Kess is not your concern."
"Not my concern? Not my concern! She's my sister, damn it!"
"And my daughter." There was steel in that tone. "I spoke with her and we reached an agreement. She does not wish to return home at this time, but she has promised to call me for help should she need it. I will honor her wishes for the time being, giving her the space that she seems to require, in the hope that she will work through whatever is troubling her." He looked at Sek sharply. "We need her to come home of her own volition. The clan needs her, yes, but not if she doesn't want to be here."
Sek rolled his eyes. He and his father had had this argument several times before, his father taking the misguided stance that Kess had to come back to the clan on her own terms. "That was months ago. She's not even eighteen--you don't have to honor anything!" Fear shot through him and Sek wondered how much his father knew. His father had never said what they spoke about, just that Kess had called. "Did she say why she didn't want to come home?"
His father shook his head. "She only said that she couldn't." He paused, then asked, "You wouldn't know anything about that, would you?" Sek thought he heard suspicion in his father's voice.
Sek gritted his teeth. "No. I would not." He couldn't be sure if his father was playing with him or not. "This is ridiculous. She belongs with her people."
"If I make her come back, I risk losing her for good. And so do you." He locked eyes with his son. "I forbid it."
Sek shook his head, unwilling to listen. If it were left to him, Kess would not be given the choice. She belonged here. With him. But his father would not see it this way. His father was standing in his way of what was best for the clan. As to forbidding him, well, what could the old man do to stop him? He was the future of a clan that had precious few options available to them. It was too late to change succession now.
"You're weak," he said, coming to a horrible realization. His father had to go.
"And you are too easily led, Sekhmet. I've listened to some of what you tell the others and I've made inquiries into this genealogical research of yours. Everything that researcher of yours told you about ancient Egypt and our place with pharaohs is pure, unadulterated fantasy."
"He verified it." Sek had dug and sorted through old family histories and genealogies, reading books on animals and worship in ancient Egypt, hiring people to do more in-depth research. His research team had found a link to a cult revolving around the goddess Bast that could be related to them.
"No, he verified your belief in it, Sek, that is all." His father sounded regretful. "You will not save our clan from extinction by believing in some ridiculous mumbo-jumbo. There is no mystical reason to explain the loss of our numbers. It comes down to genetics, plain and simple. Which is why we have doctors working on the problem."
Sek knew that his father was trying to steer the conversation away from the real issue: Kess and her return. "I'm not here to talk about that. I'm here to find out what you propose to do about Kess."
"And if I say nothing?"
"Then I will do it myself," Sek snarled.
"You forget your place."
"I don't think so." He made a decision then, one he’d been toying with for weeks. His father could not be allowed to continue this way. There was only one door left open to him. "You've forgotten what it is to lead. Without me, this clan would be dead or dispossessed already." His father looked sad, but said nothing. Sek continued, determined to force his father's hand. "I invoke rite of challenge."
Something like disappointment flashed across his father's face, but Sek didn't care. His father was old, bound by outdated thinking. The clan would be better off with him at the head. His father could always acquiesce and declare Sek his heir and leave the clan to him. Live out his days in peace. That would be the smart thing to do. Sek was young, in his prime, and he'd been leading this clan in all but name anyway. He had the clan's best interests in mind. He was the future.
Darius' next words surprised him. "As the challenged party, I decide the time and place. Midnight tomorrow. We'll do it in the Everglades."
Sek swallowed. He hadn't expected his father to fight him, not really. He thought that if pushed, the old man would back down. It had always been accepted that Sek would assume leadership of the clan when Darius no longer wanted it or died. But if his father was determined to consign their clan to oblivion, Sek had to step up and take his rightful place. And if he had to go through his father to get it, so be it.
"Bomani will be my witness. I trust you will have one of your own." The sadness in his father's voice threatened to make Sek ashamed, but he pushed those feelings aside. He was right to challenge his father, but it didn't mean he had to be happy about it.
Sek nodded and turned to leave. He paused at the threshold as his father spoke again. "Kess warned me to watch out for you. I had thought she meant to protect you. I see now that I was mistaken."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWELVE
 

Kess knew in her bones that tonight she needed to change. She hadn’t been in her leopard form for the weeks she’d been here and it was costing her dearly. It grew harder and harder to control that part of herself and she realized that tonight she needed to let it free. The moon had waned and no longer hung like a scythe blade in the sky. It would begin to wax again in another night or two. She almost felt like her skin rippled with the need to morph, to run, to hunt.
Work had been especially hard that day and she was glad she hadn’t picked up a double shift, even though it was a Friday night and she could always use the money. She wouldn’t have been able to concentrate on taking people’s orders or able to handle the large trays of plates without dropping them. Better to get it over with and done and get back to real life. The longer she kept it in, the harder that side of her was to control.
She stopped by her boarding house to change into her rattiest jeans and an old sweater. The sun had already set and she knew Anita would be busy making dinner, so she stuck her head in the kitchen doorway to ask her a question on the way out. "Hey Anita," she began, startling the older woman who was elbow deep in flour, "is there an overlook or someplace like that nearby? I wanted to take in some of the nighttime scenery."
Anita looked at her oddly. "You aren’t going in the woods, are you? It’s easy to get lost out there, especially in the dark."
"Wasn’t planning on it," Kess lied easily, not worried at all about losing her way in the dark. "Just want to get out a little, stretch my legs, see the stars." She’d been scoping out the area surrounding the town for a place suitable for a good run. She’d been disappointed. The college was large with a lot of ground, including a number of off-campus natural observation areas but the risk of running into a student out there was too great. The resort was off-limits up at the top of the mountain. That left the Parkway, but she’d not gotten a chance to really get out there and scope it out. Now she couldn’t wait and would just have to rely on instinct, and hope for a quick and successful hunt.
"Head out of town going north and get on the Parkway. You should run across an overlook after a couple of miles. Just make sure you have plenty of gas—there are no stations once you hit the parkway." Anita looked at her closely. "Be careful, okay? It’s not a good idea to go walking out there alone."
Kess grinned, not worried in the slightest. "I’ll be fine. I’m not planning on going too far and I’m certainly not going to run around out there like this." It wasn’t technically a lie.
"I’ll leave a plate in the fridge for you." Anita’s eyes bored into her, as if accounting for every pound that had dropped from Kess’ frame. "You’ve lost some weight. You need to take better care of yourself."
Kess shrugged, her default answer for anything she didn’t want to talk about. She knew she’d lost weight recently; it was one of the costs of not changing when she should. As the moon disappeared, her body required more and more food to power the change that was to come and Kess didn’t have that kind of cash. She always got a free meal for each shift that she worked, and she tried to order the biggest piece of meat on the menu at any given time, but that, combined with gorging on sausages at breakfast, still wasn’t nearly enough. She planned to bag a deer tonight if she could scent one and that would go a long way to setting things to rights. Raw meat always did.
"Thanks, Anita. See you in the morning." Anita waved a floured hand and Kess headed out.
She followed Anita’s directions, making sure she was at least at half a tank, before turning right onto the Blue Ridge Parkway. There weren’t lights out here, so she flipped on her high beams, fairly certain that there wouldn’t be a lot of cars out here now that night had fallen. It was hard to appreciate the beautiful mountain vista in the dark. She skimmed past the first overlook she came too, choosing to continue on in the hopes of finding an area that wasn’t quite as open.
She drove for a couple of miles before pulling over to the left onto a graveled half circle off of the parkway. Kess sat for a minute, gathering her thoughts. The view would have been breathtaking in daylight, the open space between mountains and trees and limitless sable sky yawning like a great mouth in the darkness, broken only by the faint light of the few stars that had begun to appear. Kess resolved to come back when she had a day off and enjoy everything the view had to offer during sunlit hours.
Kess locked the car up, then ran across the road and into the woods on the other side. She walked along a well trod path for a few minutes before leaving it to push deeper into the woods. She made her way along what she thought was a small game trail, trying to put as much distance between herself and the road until she felt far enough in that it was safe. She could hear the faint gurgle of a stream flowing over stone farther ahead and to the right. Kess stopped and began to strip down next to a large outcropping of boulders that marked the border of the stream. She placed her clothes behind the rock on the stream side, walked forward several feet and crouched, allowing the change to take her.
It was painful and pleasurable all at once. As her body morphed and shifted, sparks seemed to snap all along her muscles, the pain intense but bearable and over quickly, followed by a feeling of heat that slid across her bones as they melded and lengthened. There was a tightening in her skin, like a maddening itch spreading across it. The process took several minutes—it would have taken less time if she’d been properly fed and been in better practice—and when it was over, she looked out at the suddenly clear forest through the eyes of a black leopard.
It was good to be in this shape again. She didn't have the same concerns as human Kess. She could put aside thoughts about Cormac and longing and running and just be something else for a little while. Instead of trying to plan for every eventuality, of having to agonize over every decision, she could just give herself over to instincts. She was grounded in the physical and it was a relief.
Kess padded over to a tree and stretched upwards, dragging her claws down the rough bark, the wood peeling down in curlicues. She rubbed up against the tree, its roughness digging into her soft, short fur. Her senses were amped to the extreme in leopard form and her instincts were unbound—she always marveled that she never lost the thinking part of herself when she was in animal form; it just took a backseat. Scent and hearing ruled. She could reason, but it was the animal hungers that drove her. Now, the hunt called her and from the myriad scents of the forest and earth, she picked out the one she wanted to track: deer.
She moved through the forest quietly, pausing to catch the scent again and determine where the wind was coming from. The darkness was no hindrance to her--her whiskers and eyebrows were long and incredibly sensitive, serving to guide her as much as her eyes. Her paws moved silently over the ground, the large pads enveloped in thick fur that allowed her to move soundlessly through the woods. She moved forward slowly as the scent of the deer grew stronger, taking care so she didn’t miss out on her meal. She was fast, but she wasn't built for a long chase. She slunk closer. When the deer was in sight, she crouched, creeping in as close as she dared. It was a young male, if the size was any indication.
Kess saw the buck’s head come up and she leapt at it, hitting it with her claws across the rump. Her weight threw it sideways but she buried her claws in its shoulder, clamping onto its throat with her powerful jaws to strangle it. She held on as it fell, digging in with both sets of claws as it struggled, until it finally stilled. She didn’t release her jaws from its throat until she was sure it was dead, even though she’d stopped hearing a heartbeat a few moments before. It only took a few minutes to open up the young buck and hollow him out with her teeth.
She dragged it to the base of a large tree. Using the muscles in her shoulders and front legs, she pulled herself and the deer up the tree. She paused to get a better grip with her back legs then lunged upwards again, then again and again. She walked out on a horizontal limb, carrying the carcass in her mouth. There she deposited the deer, letting it flop onto a web of pine branches. Then she settled down so she could eat her kill in peace.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

Cormac was on his way back from the latest build site. Fridays were supposed to be his study day, but his father had needed an extra hand in order to stay on schedule. He’d wanted to finish the roof before a round of rain and snow came in. This was the last house they’d be building this year; it was too dangerous and costly to build the huge log cabins in January and February. Of course, it didn’t mean they were idle. They would still clear land slated for development and mill the timber from it, in preparation for the spring building season.
He was heading home in his Jeep, tired from a long day of stabilizing heavy roof timbers and general carting and toting building supplies around the site. He didn’t mind the work, but it seemed like his father was trying more and more to pull him into the business side of things, which while fine, wasn’t what he necessarily envisioned himself doing. He wanted to build things, yes, but bigger things than custom log homes--mountain mansions really--for those special few who could afford it. He loved bridges and large open spaces, cleanly designed. He hoped to incorporate his buildings with nature, much like Frank Lloyd Wright did with his Falling Water house--one of Cormac’s favorite architectural accomplishments.
His classes were done, and exams would be starting next week. He knew he’d done well this semester, as he always did, and he’d gotten registered for all of his spring classes. His older brother and his family were coming up in a few weeks to join them for Christmas and he planned to talk to him about the best way to handle their father’s ongoing lectures--the ones Cormac liked to refer to as the How You Should Live Your Life series. He was happy his dad didn’t know about his girl troubles; he could only imagine the talks those would generate.
He'd been staying away from the Barn lately. Burke and Finn hadn't said anything about it, but he knew they noticed. He was trying to give Kess the space she needed to figure things out for herself. He didn't want to push her into anything. He thought they had the potential for something pretty great, but she didn't seem to want to admit it. He would still swing by every once in a while, but it had been easier to avoid the place with the flurry of studying for finals.
The coffee date with Kess had been a lot of fun and he knew that she had felt the same. He couldn't understand why she kept backing away from him. She'd open herself up a little, put herself out there, and then shut him down completely. He wondered if it was a previous bad relationship that made her so gun-shy. It would certainly explain the fear and mistrust.
If he was truthful about it, it was as much for himself as for her that he stayed away from the Barn. It was kind of hard to see her and not want to sit down and talk to her. He wasn't worried about Kess not being a were--Burke's girlfriend Lindsay wasn't and she was accepted into the family, so he knew it wouldn't be an issue on his side. It wasn't ideal, but it wasn't a deal-breaker either. Unfortunately, it looked like he'd never get the opportunity to find out if it could work out since she seemed so determined to strangle whatever it was between them before it could really get started.
Cormac was passing one of the many overlooks that liberally spotted the mountainside when his headlights illuminated a familiar blue compact car sitting there. He made a U-turn to check and he was almost positive it was Kess' car. She'd traded in the California plates for local ones since the last time he’d walked her out to the Barn’s parking lot at the end of her shift, but everything else was the same. He parked his Jeep next to her car and got out.
She wasn’t in her car. He took a quick look at it and didn’t see anything wrong with it--no flat tires, no leaking oil. He tried the doors and found them locked, then placed his hand on the hood. It was cold. With the temperature dropping so fast now that full night had fallen, that didn’t tell him much except that she could have been out here for a while. That was a deeply stupid idea in early December, especially when you didn’t know the area really well--or, like, at all.
Cormac opened up his senses a bit more, letting his wolf-self come further to the fore, and the first thing he caught was smell. He let his nose lead him across the road and into the underbrush, then followed her scent as it beckoned him deeper into the woods. As he walked he noticed that her scent remained constant. He didn’t pick up the acrid undertone of fear that would indicate she had been coerced out here. He didn’t see broken branches or anything that indicated she was panicked or lost when she came through here. Cormac kept going, walking at a steady pace in the darkness, following where his nose led. He knew almost every stretch of forested land on this side of the mountain.
When he came to some rocks that bordered a stream, he stopped. The scent was stronger here so he leaned over to see if she may have rested. With his heightened vision, he found her clothes and shoes folded neatly in a pile behind one of the larger boulders. He sat down for a second. He’d run into some of the New Age wiccans that liked to get back to nature and preferred to practice outdoors. Some chose to do it naked. Granted, it wasn’t usually in December, but he didn’t make it his business to know wiccan worship. A lot of strange people came up to these mountains, but he never would have picked Kess for a skyclad. She was way too uptight. Still, she did come from California….
He wasn’t sure what to do now. Keep going to make sure everything was okay? Leave her to it--whatever it was--and maybe read about a frozen naked wiccan that died of exposure in the paper in a week? Cormac took another look at the neat pile of clothes, running a hand through his hair and rubbing his neck. It was a nervous habit.
The wind shifted, and Cormac made his decision. He'd continue tracking her, just to make sure she was okay, then he'd head back. He didn't want to startle her and certainly didn't want to intrude, so he made another decision--things would go much better if he happened upon her as a wolf. He could always run away, acting the scared wild animal and that wouldn't make things awkward between them if he happened upon her naked, as a human. With that resolved, he began to quickly strip down himself, placing his clothes off to the side of the trail. And focused on all things wolf within him.
The change was quick, like it always was, but more painful. The night held no moon, the phase time when wolves were at their weakest. The full moon was when he and his pack raced through the woods, the light from its fullness singing through their veins. Like all werewolves, he could change at any time, but not without a physical cost. He shook as the change finished, anxious to be gone.
The smell was more intense as a wolf. The sweet, spicy smell of Kess was intoxicating; it made him think of beaches and suntan lotion and snickerdoodle cookies. He filled his nose with her scent. Cormac took off, nose low, padding quickly through the forest. After a few hundred yards, he stopped. Kess' scent faded out, leaving him with no idea where she went. It was possible she had doubled back, but then why were her clothes still there? Cormac decided to continue on, to be sure Kess was okay. It was possible he'd pick her scent back up.
He’d been loping through the trees for quite awhile, intent on trying to find the girl, when a new scent overpowered everything else: blood. The meaty red smell blotted out everything. Cormac ghosted ahead, ears pricked forward, listening for anything that would give away Kess' presence. Maybe something had found her way out here, although he was most likely the only predator—aside from the odd black bear—in these woods. But she still could have gotten hurt. He feared he was too late to help her if she had gotten into trouble, astounded at the gulf of feeling that opened up within him at the thought of her injured--or worse. He told himself that he had only met the girl a couple of times, it wasn’t like he had any special bond to her. It didn’t help.
He stopped near a pine tree, where the scent was strongest and looked up. A low growl of warning sounded from a black shape perched up in the branches with a half-eaten deer. His lips curled back in a snarl, hackles rising to the challenge. He answered the growl with one of his own. He saw the creature shift, pulling its feet under itself, and he howled out a challenge.
The head of the beast turned toward him and he was held by the sight of green-gold eyes like the ones that had become so familiar in the last few weeks. Kess? he thought incredulously. Then the cat was springing past him, a little piece of night cut loose from the larger fabric around them.
He gave chase. Wolves were built for the chase, sometimes following prey for miles. Wolves hunted in a pack or alone, taking down much larger animals by tearing at their hindquarters, weakening the animal until it could be pulled down. He had no intention of killing the cat, but that didn't mean he was just going to let it go. He bounded after it.
The cat was fast--which surprised him considering how heavily built it looked--strafing through low brush and pushing off tree trunks, changing direction on a dime. He pounded on, not as agile as the cat, but fast enough and he knew these woods, knew where they’d end up and wasn’t worried. It was exhilarating, the chase, the hunt, racing through ink-dark woods in pursuit of something new and he reveled in it. Kess or not, it was the some of the most fun he’d had in weeks.
The cat was taking him deeper into the woods, towards Crystal Peak Falls. It was pretty tame as far as falls went, maybe three stories high, but hikers and climbers loved to climb it and jump off. Cormac could already smell the water as they closed and he put on a burst of speed to bring himself closer to his quarry. The cat’s hind feet hit a patch of pine needles, causing it to scrabble off balance, giving Cormac the opening he needed. His teeth bit into its left flank, scoring a hit. The cat roared and turned back around, ears plastered to its blunt skull, lips pulled back to reveal impressive canines. It was about as big as he was, but he felt confident that he could take it in a fight.
But the eyes. Those were Kess’ eyes, he would lay money on it. It would certainly explain her hesitation to start anything up with him.
He sat down.
The cat still snarled, growling low in the back of its throat. It was backing away a little. He waited a second, pulling a back leg up to scratch at the back of his neck. He watched it to see what it would do. He saw the ears pull forward a little bit, heard the growling pause. And then, with a great leap, it disappeared into the trees and was over across the water.
He took his time going back the way he’d come, to give her plenty of time to get back to her clothes. When he padded back to his own and changed back, he gave a quick look and, sure enough, they were gone. Cormac smiled to himself and stretched widely, supremely satisfied. He had about a million questions roiling around his head, but he was happy for now. Kess certainly wasn’t dead, as he'd feared. If what he thought was true, she was more alive than he could ever have expected.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

Kess had been on the edge of panic all shift. She'd been wrong that work would take her mind off of her encounter with the wolf; instead all she did was jump at every sound and flinch away from people. She'd come back from her woodland excursion last night completely exhausted and had fallen directly into bed, bloody clothes and all, and into a dark dreamless sleep. But she'd been obsessively turning over the events of last night in her head since she'd woken up this morning. And doing that was not helping her one bit.
She'd tried to order things logically in her head: she'd been out hunting, she'd run across a grey wolf, she'd run, it had chased, she'd gotten bit, she'd escaped, she'd changed and went back to the boarding house. No problems so far. Except that she'd found Cormac's scent near her clothes. Except that she'd found clothes that could have been his discarded nearby, almost as if someone had hurriedly taken them off to change. Except that it was his Jeep that had been parked next to her car.
She tried to keep calm, but her mind had been running through a thousand exit scenarios as she prepped for the lunch shift that was just about over. Kess wanted to believe that it was just a coincidence, but she knew it wasn't. Chances were good that it was a werewolf out there and that the werewolf was Cormac. The wound on her side was a confirmation; it hadn't healed up by the morning like a normal animal bite would have. Were bites healed much slower and left silvery-white scars behind. It was too soon to tell what the scar would look like, but Kess didn't think she had the time to wait and see. She needed to come to some kind of decision soon.
That was the problem. Her head told her what she should be doing: gathering up her tips, packing her stuff and putting this town in her rearview mirror as soon as she could. That's what she'd always done. Her heart was telling her something entirely different and a lot more dangerous. She wanted to stay, to see what would happen, in the dim hope that Cormac was exactly what he appeared to be—a nice, normal guy. One she wanted and who wanted her. The thought of leaving crushed a part of her that she hadn't even realized was there; the part of her that would miss the way his presence filled a room with warmth, the way his eyes crinkled when he grinned at something funny she'd said, the way he looked at her.
Kess ran through the events of the previous night again. One thing kept sticking out to her. The wolf had stopped. It hadn't chased her until it caught her. It had nicked her, almost like it was trying to get her attention, and then it had sat down. She didn't know much about wolves, were or otherwise, but she was pretty sure that wasn't normal behavior.
So if it was Cormac, what would he be doing right now? Calling the pack together? Planning her destruction for trespassing on his land? Picking out wallpaper? Her thoughts tangled together as she tried to reconcile the guy that she knew with the wolf from last night. Cormac didn't seem like the kind of person who could just kill someone for being in his territory.
She'd already decided she wouldn't fight him if it came to that. She didn't want anyone to get hurt. Especially not him.
Kess only had her own clan as a model, and if she went by that, it meant death. Most likely hers. She was on her own, solitary, with no territory of her own. Whether or not Cormac was a great guy wouldn't mean anything if his pack decided to get rid of her.
She finished her sidework with a sigh of resignation and gathered up her things. Her decision was made. She would leave. It would be better for everyone if she was gone by sunset, even if the thought of leaving made her heart clench in her chest. Working a double was out of the question. She needed to plan out where she'd be heading next, get her stuff and get out. She pulled her hair out of her chopsticks and fought off the allure of a nap. She couldn't afford to wait, no matter how tired she still was from the night before.
It was freezing outside, the temperature colder than anything she'd experienced now that it was December. Maybe she'd try heading south again. Trudging up the gravel path to the back lot, she stopped short before she reached her car. Cormac's Jeep was parked beside hers, just like last night. He sat on the ground, his back against her driver's side door. He got up when he saw her, brushing gravel from the back of his jeans. She got a thrill seeing him, equal parts pleasure and fear. She'd missed his presence--she hadn't realized how much until now. But she was also afraid for what seeing him right now meant for her.
Kess thought about running, but gave that up. He'd catch her--he was faster in human form than she was, plus she still had the bite in her side. It would slow her down. She'd have to be smart about this. She took a look around to see if she could see anyone else, but it looked like they were alone.
"Hey," he said, voice casual. "I wanted to ask you something." He hadn't tried to close the distance between them, just stayed where he was beside her car.
Do I turn into a big black cat? Why yes, I do. And do you turn into a huge wolf? You do? How marvelous! Shall we celebrate over something soft and furry? Somehow she doubted it would be that simple.
She moved closer to him, but made sure to stay out of reach. "Shoot."
"Were you out on the Parkway last night? I thought I saw your car out there."
She shook her head. "Wasn't mine." She tried to play it cool and had to resist the urge to add unnecessary details. That was a surefire way to get caught in a lie—get all intense with the additional information.
"Oh." He sounded disappointed, but he was staring at her as if he were trying to come to some kind of decision. "Thought you might have been."
"No, not me. What were you doing out there?" Kess didn't think she was off the hook for anything, but he wasn't attacking her, which was the best she could hope for right now.
Cormac shrugged. He walked a few steps away from the door of her car so he wasn't blocking it anymore. Kess realized she'd look strange if she tried to skirt around him. If she was trying to convince him that she was completely normal and harmless, she needed to stop looking like she was suspicious of him. He'd given her no reason to be.
"Here, let me help you with that." His hand went to her shoulder to take her bag from her, a gentlemanly thing to do and one he'd done for her in the past.
Kess tried to jerk away without looking obvious. She didn’t want him that close to her. But his other hand hit her hip to steady her and she flinched when he touched the raw wound. They both froze, staring at each other.
Damn.
"It was you," he breathed. "In the woods last night." Suddenly he smiled, a look of pure joy and excitement flashing across his face, like heat lightning. "This is so great!"
Kess gaped at him, shocked. This had not been the reaction she'd been expecting. He was fine with a strange werebeast being in his territory? This was new. Her clan was very insular and didn’t mingle much with other clans of werecats, let alone different species, and they were ruthless about keeping rivals out of their land.
She slipped away from him, still confused. "So, you're okay with me being here?" She said it tentatively, still not believing what she was hearing.
"I am." His face was abruptly serious. Kess noticed the pronoun. He spoke for himself, but not for the pack. That worried her. "So you're a were, but I've never met one like you before. Cat?"
"Leopard. And that means you're the wolf." He nodded slowly. "Does anybody else know about me? Are you going to tell anyone what I am?" Cormac might be okay with it, but it didn't mean his pack would be.
He looked abashed. "I don't know. I hadn't gotten that far in my head. I was really just hoping that you were like me after last night." Kess saw that he was smiling at her, clearly ecstatic that she was a were. "I thought we could maybe talk about it and figure out what to say together."
Okay, this was completely not like anything she'd ever experienced. She shifted from foot to foot, unsure what to do. Cormac seemed genuinely pleased to have found out about her and that was something, but how much did he differ from the other wolves? She was wildly different from her own clan.
Cormac's voice interrupted her train of thought. He was serious again, the joy in his eyes tempered with worry. "Look, can we go somewhere and talk?" She watched as Cormac looked around the lot. They were close to the woods. He pointed to a small cluster of trees at the edge of the parking lot. "How about right over there?"
Kess let him lead the way and get comfortable in a nest of roots before she found her own seat nearby. She was close enough to hear him, but far enough away that she could still run if she had to. Once she was settled, she turned to him, wanting him to be the one to start.
When he spoke, he didn't ask what she'd expected. "Why did you ask if I'd told anyone about you? I didn't even know it was you until just now."
Kess gathered her hair across one shoulder and pulled it forward so she could run her hands through it. The action soothed her and bought her a little time to collect her thoughts. She debated over how much to tell him and decided to go with a little of the truth. She didn’t see where that would hurt.
"Where I’m from, my clan used to destroy any were that wasn’t expressly invited into our territory. I don’t know anything about werewolves, so I assumed you did the same."
Cormac looked disgusted. "No way. My pack isn't like that. We don't just kill random weres that happen to show up on our mountain if they aren't causing trouble. I mean, we monitor anyone that comes into our territory, sure, but if they mean no harm, we usually allow them to stay. The pack had a run-in with a werebear a couple of weeks ago that got a little tense, but we worked everything out."
Kess raised an eyebrow. A werebear? Really? Is that why Cormac didn't chase after her last night once he realized what she was? Were solitary weres accepted here? "Okay, so you aren’t like us. My clan, I mean." But she already knew that. Even if Cormac had been strictly human, he was still nothing like the leopards she knew.
Cormac ran a hand through his hair. "What are you doing here? Why aren’t you with your family--your clan?"
"It's pretty complicated," she began, unsure where to start. Or how much to share.
"What, do I need to understand the nature of wormholes to know where your pack--sorry, clan--is?" Kess saw that he was serious now and didn't snap at him. "I'm going to have to tell my father something."
"Your father?"
Cormac nodded and his eyes were dark. "He's the Alpha. Griff's the Beta. I'm required to inform them of any stray weres in our territory."
"Griff? He’s one?" Okay, she was beginning to think that maybe they should all have some kind of sign on their heads: WOLF, CAT, BEAR. "Wait, so Burke and Finn?"
"Yep."
Kess groaned and put her head on her knees. Everyone she knew was a were. Terrific. She heard a noise and raised her head. Cormac had scooted over to sit next to her. She thought he might try to do something like put an arm around her, but he stayed out of her space. She couldn't decide whether to be disappointed or grateful. "So you were going to tell me about your clan?"
She shivered. She didn’t want to talk about it, not now, maybe not ever. But she had to tell Cormac something. Weres just didn’t hare off by themselves if they had a territory or group they could claim. It was dangerous to be solitary. You had no one to fall back on, no status or crew to protect you. You only went solitary if you had no other options.
"My clan is in the south," she began, trying to balance what was safe to tell him with what he would need to pass on to his pack Alpha--his father. Oy. Leave it to her to run with the pack Alpha's son.
"My dad is the clan leader. I have a brother that’s still down there." Kess looked into the trees, trying to figure out what her next words should be. Cormac was quiet beside her, waiting. "It wasn’t safe for me there anymore, so I left. I’ve been on the run ever since." Let him take whatever he wanted from that.
"How long?" His voice was soft, concerned. She felt him take her hand in his. She let him. It felt just as good as when he'd done it outside the coffeeshop.
She had to think about it. All the places she’d been kind of ran together. "A little over a year, I guess. I got my GED at sixteen--I was homeschooled once I showed signs of the change-- and I left pretty soon after that."
"Are they looking for you?"
Kess nodded. "I've been all over the country, getting to stay for a couple of months, longer if I'm lucky." She shivered again; it was cold under the trees now that she wasn’t moving.
"You’re freezing." Cormac started moving, scooting himself at an angle so he was sort of behind her. She heard him open up his jacket. "Come over here and get warm."
Kess turned her head to look at him. It was her decision. She studied the strong bones of his face, the grey eyes soft on her. He wasn't making demands on her. He just stared back and waited for her to make up her mind.
She leaned back, letting him gather her inside his jacket and wrap it around the both of them. He was warm, putting out heat like a human furnace. She reveled in the warmth of him and his closeness. This was the first time in ages that she’d let someone be close enough to her to just hold her. She’d missed it.
After a few minutes, she asked, "When are you going to tell your dad about me?" Her voice was quiet, barely a breath.
She could the tension in his body, so she glanced up. He was thinking, his gaze on some distant place only he could see. After a few moments, he turned his attention back to her. His grey eyes were serious. "I think I’d like to keep this just between us for now, if that’s okay?"
Kess turned in his arms, wanting to look at him face to face. He’d keep her presence from his pack Alpha? From his father? It was a wonderful thing to do for her, but the risk he was taking was huge. If a pack ran anything like a clan, this was something that just wasn’t done. Keeping something like a strange were in the territory from the leader was a punishable offense.
"Are you sure you want to do that?" For me? Could she risk letting him? "Why?"
Her answer was a gentle kiss that silenced any other argument she had thought to make. Kess felt the softness of his lips on hers, his arms holding her lightly, careful not to box her in or trap her. She kissed him back, giving him an answer of her own.
She felt him pull away and opened her eyes. He was smiling at her, like she was the greatest prize he could ever hope to win. Kess felt her cheeks flush—he needed to stop staring at her like that. She wasn’t worth all that, but it was nice that he seemed to think she was. She turned around, snuggling her back against his chest.
She felt his head against hers. Cormac had leaned down so he could brush his lips against her temple. "Why? Because I think I’ve been waiting to meet you for a long time."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

Sek panted in the close, humid air. He and his father circled each other, snapping jaws and bared claws feeling the other out, looking for a weak spot. Bomani and Sek's witness, Masud, remained in human form, watching and waiting for the outcome, bound by ancient rules not to interfere.
Darius plowed into him, tangling the two of them up. His father in leopard form was strong and fast, and Sek was momentarily stunned by the ferocity of the attack. He fought the chokehold his father tried to get on him, slashing out with his back feet. Sek caught a lucky angle, raking at Darius' tender belly. They broke apart, circling each other again. His father's blood dripped onto the packed earth, but Sek knew it was a glancing blow at best.
They came together again, two black snarling balls of muscle and sinew, each fighting for leverage against the other. Sek had expected the fight to be over quickly; he was younger and stronger than Darius. He had originally planned to strangle his father into unconsciousness using his powerful leopard jaws, but release him while he was still alive--only his father wasn't cooperating. So be it. He would prove he was the right cat to run the clan the hard way.
His father slashed at him and Sek responded in kind, catching him across the face, blinding him in one eye and scoring red lines down his muzzle. Darius snarled in pain and pulled away. Sek followed after, pressing his advantage, but his father was fast. Sharp claws latched onto Sek's right flank and tore through fur and muscle. He ripped away, leaving a spray of blood in his wake.
Sek had lost count of how many times they rolled and sprang apart, how many times they crashed together and slashed each other. He bled from a dozen different gashes, but the worst was that large gash on his leg that was beginning to hamper his mobility. His father wasn't much better. The eye that Sek had clawed was useless. They were both tired.
Sek knew that this would be his last pass--whatever happened. His leg threatened to give out; he had maybe one more leap left in it. He launched himself at the other leopard, coming at him from his blind side. Sek bowled him over before he could recover and locked his jaws around his father's throat. Instead of holding on, Sek yanked backwards, tearing out his father's throat in a spray of blood and muscle. Darius went limp, his blood staining the ground in great gouts.
Sek stood still, coated from nose to chest in his father's blood. He triggered his transformation, the pain from his leg making it more difficult to navigate the pathways back to his human form. Then he stood, naked and human, over the dying wereleopard.
He watched as the life drained out of his father. He knew the smell of that much blood would soon draw the other beasts and scavengers that lived in the swamp. He turned to Bomani and Masud, standing beneath the sliver of the moon covered in gore. He had won. The clan was his now.
"By rite of challenge, you are now the one to lead us," Bomani intoned, his expression unreadable. Sek knew that he had been Darius' counselor for decades. He wondered what was going through the man's mind. Then he dismissed it; he was the clan head now and Bomani was duty bound to advise him until the next counselor was appointed. Counselors sometimes served four or five clan leaders before stepping down, depending on how bloody-minded or contentious the clan was.
"By rite of challenge, I am now the one to lead you," Sek replied in a tired voice. He felt a great weight settle onto him and looked back at his father's leopard body. He had thought he'd feel different, released. Instead he felt more caged than ever before.
He thought of Kess. She was why he had done this. She was the hope of their clan and now he had the means and authority to bring her home. He turned away from the body and began to clean himself with the water they'd brought with them. He was anxious to be gone from there, to begin the work that would need to be done to secure their territory and the clan's continued survival.
Bomani knelt beside the dead leopard, beginning to gather it up for transport back to the house and proper burial. Sek snapped, "Leave him."
"Sekhmet?" Bomani sounded unsure, as though he'd misheard.
"Gators have to eat. Leave the body." He finished cleaning himself and walked to the cars, not waiting to see if the others followed.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

Cormac watched Kess move the tiny portions of food around on her plate. The easy banter of previous encounters had been lost as soon as they entered the restaurant. It had been an awkward first date so far and they weren't even through the appetizers yet. He had taken her to one of the fancier restaurants trying to make it memorable but it didn't seem to be working out that way.
"What's wrong?" he asked. Kess was subdued, even for her.
"Nothing." Her forced smile was unpleasant to look at.
"You're totally not comfortable here, are you?"
Kess made a face. "What gave it away?" Cormac laughed, reaching a decision.
Kess shrugged. "I guess I'm more used to serving people in restaurants like this, not eating in one." She kept her voice soft, as if afraid of disturbing other diners.
He motioned their server over and asked for the check. Kess looked shocked, but he smiled at her. He paid the bill then helped her into her coat. "Then let's get out of here."
"Thank you."
He took her to Spanky's. It was a college eatery that specialized in enormous sandwiches, beer specials and epic milkshakes. It was also loud and busy, so there would be no way Kess could feel self-conscious or like she didn't fit in. You could be wearing a muumuu, a hat made of live marmosets and leading in a penguin and nobody would look at you twice.
They were tucked into a small booth along one of the side aisles of the restaurant. Kess looked immediately happier and more relaxed. "Much better," she breathed, a small smile on her face.
He rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt. "Agreed." He smiled at her.
She looked up from her napkin. "Thank you for thinking to take me to such a nice place. Unfortunately, it's wasted on me."
He frowned. "Why do you talk about yourself that way? Nothing is wasted on you."
She didn't answer him, instead opening up her menu to take a look at what was offered. It was an effective way of changing the subject. She was good at that. "This is much more like it. What's good?"
Cormac told her what he usually got, with the warning, "It's pretty big." At her look, he grinned. "Right. I keep forgetting. You've got an appetite like I do."
"And I'm starving."
They placed their orders, which included a chocolate milkshake for him and a strawberry one for her. The talked of this and that until their food came and then Cormac asked her what he'd been wanting to know since he'd found out she was a were.
"So what's it like for you?" He put his sandwich down.
"What's what like?" she asked around a mouthful of roast beef sandwich.
"You know. Being a cat."
She shrugged and he was beginning to learn that it was what she did when she either didn't want to answer or didn't have one. "I don't know. I've never had to explain it before. I would imagine it's a lot like what you feel when you're a wolf."
"Do you have to change at a certain time?"
Kess nodded. "No moon. But I can change any time, just like you. Are the legends true about werewolves? Do you go at the full moon?"
"Yeah. But we're weaker when there's no moon in the sky. You?"
"Same with us, except at full. I guess we come at the change from opposite sides." She took a sip of her milkshake and wound up sucking in her cheeks. Cormac smiled. The drink was so thick, Kess needed to use her spoon.
"I really want to know--what's it like being a leopard?"
Kess took another bite of her sandwich, a thoughtful look on her face. "It's weird. It's like I'm a passenger in my own head. I can grab the wheel at any time--I'm right there with my human thoughts--but I'm behind all of the instincts and urges that have nothing to do with what makes me human." She popped a potato chip in her mouth. "The cat doesn't take over or anything like that. It's like it just moves to the front and I move over and let it. Is it that way for you?"
He wrapped his hands around his milkshake glass to keep from grabbing her hand. He wanted to touch her, to be in physical contact whenever he was around her. "That's exactly how it is. But it's also like the wolf part is always there too--in the back of my head. So I'm never totally one or totally the other. Just different sides."
"Exactly."
He smiled. He'd never told another person who wasn't family what it was like for him when he changed. And he didn't even tell them because it seemed redundant. They knew what it was like. But being able to put it into words with her was different.
"The best thing is the chase," he explained. "There's nothing like going after a deer beneath the light of the full moon. I could run for hours on those nights. It's like being completely free. It's the best feeling in the world."
Kess looked uncomfortable. She fiddled with her spoon, picking up spoonfuls of milkshake and pouring them back in the glass. "What is it?" Cormac asked.
"I haven't spent a lot of time in leopard form since I left. It's too hard..."
Cormac waited, watching her face. It looked like she wanted to continue her thought, but she stopped, instead picking at her sandwich. He didn't know what to say, so he reached out and took her hand. She tensed, the muscles in her hand contracting as if she wanted to snatch it away, but after a moment, they relaxed beneath his soft grip. He rubbed the top of her hand with his thumb.
"It's okay if you don't want to talk about it." Being solitary had to be difficult for a number of reasons, the change being the least of them.
Kess threw him a relieved smile. She was about to say something else when he heard a familiar voice shout, "MAC!"
Finn appeared in front of their table, his arm around the waist of a tall blonde. "Hi Finn."
"And Kess! Well, this is a surprise." Cormac put his hand over his eyes, trying to will his cousin to be quiet. "I never thought--"
"Who's your friend?" Cormac interrupted, inclining his head to the girl. "I'm Cormac and this is Kess."
Finn introduced his date and Cormac promptly forgot her name. He didn't do it maliciously; Finn just went through so many girls that it didn't make sense to try and keep them straight. When Finn finally dated a girl for more than a month that would be when Cormac made a point to remember her name.
Kess was watching the new couple curiously, as though not entirely sure what to make of them. She sat there with a bemused expression on her face. Cormac tried to catch her eye, but Finn grabbed his arm.
"I need a minute with this guy. You don't mind, do you Kess?" Before Kess could say anything, Finn had pulled him from the booth and over to a corner.
"What?" Cormac had no idea why Finn had interrupted his date, but hoped it was for something important and not just for a practical joke.
"Did you talk to your dad today?"
Cormac felt his stomach plummet to his feet. "No, not yet. Why?"
"One of the pack found something on the Parkway. Claw marks on some trees. Maybe a mountain lion or something bigger, but here's the weird thing--there was no scent. Nothing that could tell us what kind of animal it was. You run across anything like that?"
Cormac fought to keep his emotions off of his face. This is what he'd been dreading, but it was happening a lot sooner than he'd expected. He thought about telling Finn who and what Kess was but decided against it. If he was going to tell anyone, it should be the Alpha and Cormac wasn't ready to do that yet. What if his dad decided Kess was a threat and asked her to leave the territory? He didn't want to be the reason she was sent running again. "No, not that I remember."
"They said your scent was on the path. Thought maybe you had been out there and noticed something."
"I was out there a couple of nights ago, but it was clear. No sign of anything. But if there was no scent, I wouldn't have caught it anyway." Crap. He was in deep water now; if his father asked him outright, he'd have no choice but to tell him about Kess. He couldn't keep news of her from his father forever.
"Okay. Just figured I'd ask." Finn slapped him on the back.
"I'll keep an eye out next time." He tried for light and unconcerned, but felt like he failed miserably.
Finn didn't appear to notice anything wrong though. "So you finally got her to go out with you. How'd you manage that?" Finn sounded surprised and happy, and maybe just a little bit envious.
Cormac extricated himself from under his cousin's hand and walked back to the table with him. He didn't feel like joking about anything right now. He wanted to think. But banter was expected with Finn. "I hit her with a tranq dart and brainwashed her."
"That's the only way you could get someone that good looking." They had made it back to the girls and Finn collected his date from the table. "Come on, babe." Finn turned to Kess. "Always a pleasure." Kess nodded at him and then Finn and his date were gone.
"What was that about?" Kess was looking at him intently.
Cormac ran a hand through his hair, moving it down his head to rub the back of his neck. "Finn had some news for me."
"That doesn't sound good." Her brows were drawn down and it made Cormac want to rub smooth the little wrinkle between them.
He shook his head. "It's not. Someone in the pack ran across my scent on the Parkway from the other night and your claw marks on a tree." At the worry on her face, he tried to reassure her, "We're still in the clear, but I don't have much time before I have to tell my dad something." He paused, thinking of what Finn said. "It's pretty good for us that you don't leave a scent marker."
"Makes me harder to track--all the leopards in my clan have that though." She worried her napkin into papery bits, looking down at the sliver of sandwich that was left on her plate. "Cormac, I think you can't put off telling your father about me."
"I know and I will. And it will be soon. I just want to make sure it's the right time when I do." That wasn't the reason, but he didn't want to tell Kess that. He didn't want to spook her. She wasn't a threat to their pack, but he had to make sure his dad saw it that way. His father could be unbending sometimes. Cormac had to handle this exactly right.
"I don't want you getting in trouble over me."
"Don't worry about it." He smiled at her, trying to appear far more confident than he felt. "Look, there are a couple of spots on the backside of the mountain that I can show you that should be safe if you need to change. The pack doesn't have much reason to go out that far, so you shouldn't run across anyone. That should keep the questions to a minimum, at least until I tell my father about you."
She gave him a dubious look. He smiled even bigger, trying to reassure her. It was no good. Her eyes went someplace distant and Cormac knew that the lightness from earlier in the evening was gone. They sat in silence for a few more minutes before he grabbed the check and got them out of there.
On the walk to his Jeep, he took her hand again. He kept it on the drive back to her boarding house. He'd sneak glances at her as she stared out the window. So he wasn't surprised when she turned to him and said, "I don't like this."
"My driving?" He knew what she was talking about, but wanted to tease her.
She smacked his arm. "No, not your driving. This whole situation." Kess flapped a hand to indicate the two of them and the world outside the Jeep. "The longer you keep me a secret from your father, the worse it's going to look."
Cormac nodded. That was true. He knew he was dancing along a very fine line with how long he could wait before telling his father--no, telling the Alpha. "Do you want me to tell him now?"
Kess leaned back against the seat. Cormac pulled them into the parking lot of the boarding house and turned to look at her. She'd pulled her hair forward and was running long fingers through the black strands. "I don't know what I want you to do." She sounded frustrated.
He waited. He knew he had precious little to take to his father that would work in Kess' favor besides Cormac vouching for her. He didn't know where she came from—not really—and he didn't know what kind of family problems she was running from. He believed her, but his father was going to need more, especially with his new mandate about unknown weres. She could either come clean with Cormac or answer the pack Alpha's questions directly. Cormac had a feeling that talking to him was the more preferable of the options. But she needed time, and that was something they didn't have a lot of.
"I'll do whatever you want, Kess." He didn't want to push her, afraid it might send her running.
She continued with her finger-combing, as she struggled with her decision. Again, Cormac was fascinated by the play of emotion across her face that tracked to her internal debate. Her brow twitches, her eyes narrowing and widening, her mouth going hard and then relaxing—it was like watching a wolf's face and reading that language of expression. Finally, Kess' face smoothed out, her decision made. "You know your father. If you think it's best to wait, I'll follow your lead." She looked down at her hands. "But I don't like that it's your ass on the line with the Alpha."
It's both our asses, really. Cormac knew she wasn't happy with him putting himself on the line with his pack for her. He wasn't either, but he thought what he could have with Kess was worth it.
He put his arm around her and pulled her closer to him. He was tired of talking about pack business. Finn's sudden appearance had already put a damper on the evening. "Tonight didn't go exactly as I'd planned. Care to try again? And this time, I promise no cousins interrupting, no fancy restaurants--just you and me and dinner somewhere quiet."
"Okay." She leaned against him. "But tonight wasn't all bad." There was something sly in her voice.
"Really? I mean, nobody spontaneously combusted so I guess that goes in the win column, but it wasn't one for the record books."
"Kissing you raises the evening's score by quite a bit."
"But I haven't…"
"Cormac, shut up and kiss me."
"Yes, ma'am."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

Kess was beginning to regret having said yes when Cormac asked if he could pick her up for their next date. It was only their second real date and Kess wondered if she would survive it. Up until tonight she'd only driven with him in town, and he was a fine driver on regular roads. He'd taken her to a quiet little restaurant the next town over—to avoid uninvited family interruptions, he said—which had been great. The food was delicious and plentiful and it was a quiet place that allowed them to talk and joke with each other.
After the meal was cleared, Kess wasn't in any hurry to leave, but eventually the place closed, forcing them to find somewhere else to go. Only now she was seriously rethinking her decision to go back to Cormac's place. It wasn't that she didn't want to go, it was just that she wasn't sure if she would actually make it there in one piece.
The drive up the side of the mountain had been breathtaking, but not in the good way that people always meant. Switchback turns and steep grades made Kess grab onto the door handle on any number of occasions, especially considering Cormac's definitive unconcern with things like actually watching the road or keeping both hands on the wheel. He had spun the wheel with two fingers and slammed the Jeep into a lower gear as they turned down a small gravel road. Kess gritted her teeth, trying in vain to appear relaxed, reminding herself that Cormac knew these roads blindfolded and had lived here all his life. It wasn't helping. She was grateful when he pulled up in front of a small log cabin.
He got out, which gave Kess a few seconds to get her nerves together. She came from a place of flat expanses and few hairpin turns. There weren't hills in Miami. And there certainly weren't roads that would drop you off the side of a mountain and down a ravine to end in a fiery crash. She wiped her palms on her jeans before accepting his hand as he helped her down from the Jeep. He led her to the cabin beneath the slivered moon.
"Come on in," Cormac said, unlocking the front door to his place and throwing it wide. "Welcome to Chez McNeil."
Kess went in a few steps, letting her eyes adjust to the dimness inside before walking in further. No sense in bumping into a table or falling over the back of the couch. She heard Cormac close the door and turn the lock before he clicked on the lights in the room. "Give me your coat," he said as he shucked off his and threw it over the back of a leather recliner. She shrugged out of her jacket and he draped it over his.
She looked around as he went to get them something to drink. The cabin had a high ceiling, rough beams exposed throughout. This room was the living room. On one wall was a huge stone fireplace with a large hearth that anchored the room. A recliner sat adjacent to it and the couch faced it and a low, scarred table that crouched in front of it. A large television was cattycorner to it, opposite the recliner. Bookcases stood along the wall, stuffed with books of all sizes and on a multitude of subjects. A small kitchen was off to the right, from which Cormac emerged holding two huge glasses of water. These he placed on the table and then plopped down on the sofa.
He patted the sofa cushion beside him. "I'd give you the tour, but this is basically it. There's just my bedroom and a bathroom left to see and those aren't very exciting." Kess noticed that he had stripped off his overshirt and sat in a dark grey t-shirt that picked up the grey in his eyes.
"It's great! Did you build it?"
"Yeah. It was my high school graduation present. My dad and I built it together. It's on family land."
"The compound?" Griff had made a joke to one of the cooks about the McNeil family compound--it seemed everyone in town knew about it.
Cormac nodded. "This is on the back side of it. Lots of room and privacy--I think my parents keep hoping if they give me enough space I won't leave. This got me to stay through college at least."
Kess came around the back of the couch to perch on the arm behind him. "You're thinking of leaving? Why?"
Cormac turned his head to look at her and in a long-suffering voice replied, "If you are just going to sit there like a vulture, do you mind if I stretch out? I'd like to see you when I talk to you." He toed off his boots and slid to the other side of the couch, putting an arm behind his head.
"You don't need to see me to talk to me," Kess snorted, kicking off her shoes and swinging her legs over the couch's arm so her feet rested on the cushion near Cormac's.
"I like looking at you," he said simply. "It's one of the perks of being with you."
"Yeah, like there are tons of those."
She saw Cormac frown but he didn't say anything, instead choosing to take a big swig of water. He answered her other question instead. "I want to get out of here for a while. Not for forever or anything. But I want to design and build things, beautiful things, not just big houses for the people that can afford it, you know?" He paused to look at her, running a hand through his short hair. "You know the architect Frank Lloyd Wright? Stuff like his, that fuses nature with architecture. That's the kind of stuff I'd want to do."
Kess knew what he was talking about. You couldn't live in Miami and not see some amazing houses on the waterway or ocean-side that fit that description. Those houses usually cost millions of dollars. Kess had lived in one. "How do your folks feel about it?"
"I haven't talked about it much with them. I mean, they know. But it isn't something we've sat down and talked about. I think they worry--it's dangerous for weres out there alone. But I don't have to tell you that."
Kess caught his eyes with her own. "Depends on how dangerous home is. Sometimes it's better to be on your own." She got up, pacing behind the couch. She found pacing soothed her when she had to think about unpleasant things. Movement helped her, and pacing was better than rocking in a corner and eating her hair.
Cormac sat up to track her, the light from the kitchen throwing half his face in shadow. She looked down, tucking her hair behind her ears. When she didn't say anything, he asked, "How was it?"
Kess shrugged. "I know it's going to sound weird, but it wasn't all bad. Managing the changes was the hardest part. I had to make sure I was close enough to somewhere I could go to hunt. It was hardest in the cities." And it hadn’t been food that had been the problem. Leopards could hunt and eat almost anything, from mid-sized mammals to insects, fish, rats and snakes—they were imminently adaptable. It was trying to stay hidden in an urban area that didn’t have a lot of cover or natural area. She didn’t want to wind up dead or in a cage.
"Like Memphis?" He grinned up at her.
"Yeah, like Memphis. There's not a lot to hunt in the Jungle Room." She took a smack at his head.
Cormac grabbed her hand and pulled her over the back of the couch. "Much better," he announced once she lay sprawled on top of him.
Kess pushed off his chest, torn between wanting to stay there, draped over him like a blanket and needing to keep her distance. Cormac made that hard, both by being so damned attractive to her and by his desire for close physical contact. She wondered if it was because he was a guy or because he was a wolf. The closest thing she could compare wolves to—that she had any experience with, Cormac excepting-- were dogs, and while that would probably be insulting, she knew that dogs liked companionship and physical touch. Cats seemed far more solitary and didn’t need the close contact. Even though her clan had lived in the same city, only she and her brother and her father had shared the sprawling estate that could have housed a family six times the size of theirs. Wereleopards enjoyed their space.
But there was a part of her that enjoyed the closeness Cormac gave to her and that craved his touch. There were certain passions that weres seemed to have, that could only be met by another were. In a way, Kess understood Sek’s idea that weres should only mate with other weres, although she didn’t think it was important for breeding nor did she share his hang up about diluting the bloodlines. It made sense that you’d want to be with someone who could match you in every way, to not have to hide a part of yourself away.
Rivaling that need though was her fear, both of herself and for herself. She was afraid of what could happen if she allowed her passions to drive her, to rule her; she’d seen it happen to those in her own clan. Some of them had become cruel and twisted, passion a dark and painful thing, while others had thoughts for nothing but their own pleasure to the exclusion of everything else. Then there was Sek. Because of him she was tied in knots; everything had been warped and twisted, and things that should have come naturally were now unnatural. She knew she was broken. She just didn’t know how to fix it.
She realized she’d gone quiet. Cormac was looking at her, a thoughtful expression on his face. "Sorry," she said, sitting up so she could watch him. She crossed her legs Indian style.
He sat up too, resting his back against the arm of the sofa, shifting his legs so his feet now crossed behind the small of her back. "You were far away there for a minute."
Kess pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around them and rested her head on them. He asked, "Want to talk about it?"
"Not particularly," came her muffled reply.
"Okay," he said easily. She heard him maneuvering around on the couch so that when she looked up, he was face to face with her. "So I’ll talk."
Kess listened as he told her about his life here; his classes, his friends who weren’t pack, Burke and Finn, the tensions between him and his father, Alaric, over leaving the mountains. He spoke of his mother, Emmeline, who was full were and of his brother and sister, who were not. He smiled a lot when he spoke of his baby sister, Lenore; he obviously doted on her. His husky baritone was the only noise in the room and Kess felt herself falling into a kind of trance where she saw the moonlit woods, trees limned in the light of the full moon, and through it streaked Cormac and his family, fur silvered and molten and so free and beautiful it made the heart stop.
He said more names that she didn’t recognize and she assumed it was more of his cousins and uncles and aunts. They were a productive group, certainly. Some seemed to live in other areas—Colorado was mentioned, and Vermont—but all of them kept in touch. Kess sighed and tried not to feel envious.
When he had stopped talking, they sat in a pleasant silence. Cormac had his arms around her and was tracing patterns on the back of her shirt absently when she asked, "So Bran’s one, right?"
"Mmmm-mmmm," Cormac hummed. Kess felt him gathering up her hair. He laid it gently over her shoulder and then continued his patterns.
Kess shivered with a wary delight. She was enjoying the mindless feeling of his fingers on her shirt, wanting more but worried about where it might lead. It reminded her a little of being out by the pool on a Florida summer day and having a masseuse tease tired muscles after a particularly grueling night in the swamps. She forced herself to continue with the thread of conversation.
"That’s a surprise. The man is huge."
"He carries the gene--he’s a cousin on my mother’s side. But he’s never changed. He never had any kids, but there's a slim chance they would have been were because he has that gene."
She felt his breath as he lowered his head to hers. She heard him inhale and then breathe out, "You smell so great."
Kess turned and found his eyes were like pools of mercury, alternately scorching and drowning her. This time she initiated the kiss and what started out soft and sweet didn’t stay that way for long. She pressed him back, her lips hungry for his. She noticed that he seemed to hesitate then returned the kiss with enthusiasm. She closed her eyes, giving herself up to sensation alone; no overthinking, no worrying, just touch and caress and the tropical heat of his mouth on hers. He was everything she’d ever wanted but wouldn’t allow herself—temptation fashioned in gorgeous flesh.
Her mouth moved along the strong cords of his throat and she could feel the beat of his pulse beneath her lips. He made a growling sound as she nipped lightly at it, wanting but staying the impulse to bite harder, to rend and tear, and then his hands had tangled in her hair and he was saying, "My turn."
She lost the capacity for conscious thought as he wrapped his arms around her and brought his lips to her throat. His mouth trailed hot kisses along her collarbone, his teeth grazing lightly across it in a way that made her shudder and close her eyes in pleasure. He moved forward, pushing her back against the cushions, his knee between hers, but he kept the weight of his body off of her. His hand skimmed up her leg, coming to rest on her hip and Kess remembered her brother: his hand on her hip as he tried to pull off her shorts, his mouth on hers, her narrow escape from her bedroom in Miami.
"Stop it!" she yelled, slamming her palms into Cormac's chest, shoving him away from her. Then she was racing out the door and into the woods beyond.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

Cormac sat on the couch, stunned for a half second, before bolting after Kess. He had no idea what had just happened, but he knew it couldn't be anything good. He tried to see where she had gone and saw her sweater lying on the ground near the edge of the woods, along with one of her shoes. He gathered them up, trying to figure out what he should do so he didn't spook her further when he heard the howls of several wolves rise up from the forest.
"Shit," he muttered, putting her clothes on the hood of his Jeep. He shucked off his clothes quickly, shoving them on top of hers, before jogging to the edge of the wood and changing.
He was off, following the signs of her passing. He howled to let the others know he was out here. He had no idea how they'd react to a black leopard in the woods—in their woods, for this was on the compound proper. An unknown werecreature showing up uninvited in their territory--on their property--would not be well received and Cormac knew it. And with Kess freaking out, he had no idea what she would do if she felt threatened. Or what the pack would do to her to protect themselves.
He ran, a streak of silver-tipped fur beneath the dark canopy of evergreens. His huge front paws thudded into the frozen ground. He heard another howl, this one different from the first, a call to hunt. He recognized Burke's answering howl--he could always pick out his cousin's wolf voice, even if he had problems with some of the others. If Burke was out, that meant Finn was too. So at least two of them were running tonight. He heard a third howl, but this one was farther away and Cormac hoped it stayed that way. He hoped to find Kess well before the pack did.
Another howl, this time closer and Cormac pushed himself to go faster. Burke's scent crossed over Kess' tracks so he knew his cousin had found her. Kess was fast, but he didn't know much about her endurance; wolves were used to covering a lot of ground in a day. Burke could follow her for hours unless she could give him the slip, which he doubted she’d be able to do—not in their own backyard. Burke was tenacious and if he thought the safety of the pack was threatened he wasn't likely to let that go.
The sounds of snarling and a feline roaring came to him over the still night air from somewhere far ahead of him and to his left. He bounded off, big paws thudding into the barren ground, eating up the distance in a ground-devouring sprint. He didn't hear the sounds of fighting yet, which gave him hope that he could make it in time to prevent anything stupid from happening.
He found Burke and Finn snapping at a dark shape that was backed against a tree. The leopard batted at the two wolves who bristled and snarled back, angling for an opening to take the beast down. He heard the low rumble of Kess' growl. He barked at the other two, trying to get their attention. The slight distraction allowed Kess to climb up the tree and crouch in the low braches. Finn howled and kept scrabbling at the trunk, doing nothing but tearing off bark in long strips, but Burke finally turned his head in Cormac's direction. He loped over, and followed Cormac a few feet away, but kept his eyes on his brother and the tree.
Cormac changed, the cold night air chilling him. "Burke. We need to talk." Burke-wolf whined, looking back again at his brother. "Trust me."
Burke changed, but the look on his face told Cormac that he needed to talk fast. "What the hell, man? There's some kind of big cat we ran across..."
"It's Kess."
Burke gaped at him. "What?!"
"Kess is the cat. Wereleopard actually. She's scared and I need to get her down but I need you two to back off before somebody gets hurt."
"How long have you known about this?" Burke's face went still, eyes narrowed. "You haven't told your dad." He shook his head. "You are in some serious shit, you know that?"
Cormac nodded in agreement. He needed a way to make Burke understand. Things were so clear to his cousin—you did what you were supposed to do. Burke was probably going to be the next Beta after Griff. Burke's eyes were accusatory.
"I know I am. And I'll tell my dad tomorrow, I swear," Cormac said, glancing at Finn who was just prowling the base of the tree now. "I'm sorry, man. Just let me get her down."
"Finn!" Burke beckoned his brother to him as Cormac walked over to stand beneath the tree.
Cormac stared up, barely making out the dark outline of the wereleopard. "Kess, you can come down now. It's okay." He saw the glint of her green-gold eyes, then he heard a rustling as she began to move. He backed up, giving her plenty of space. He checked on Burke and Finn, both back in human form. Finn looked like he'd been struck on the back of the head with a board, so Burke must have filled him in.
The leopard climbed down the tree head-first, then leaped lightly to the ground. She came to stand at Cormac's right, not quite within touching distance. Her ears were laid back, but she didn't snarl or growl, content to watch and wait.
"Holy crap," Finn breathed, eyes huge.
"I'm going to take her home," Cormac said, looking at his cousins in turn. "You don't need to worry about her tonight."
"Tell your dad," Burke warned. "Or I will." He grabbed his brother and led them back into the woods.
"Come on, Kess. Let's go." Cormac changed back into a wolf and led the way back to his cabin.
At the Jeep he changed back, pulling on his frigid clothes. Kess disappeared behind the vehicle, and groped for her sweater and jeans after her own change. They walked in silence back to the house, both barefoot. Cormac lit a fire in the fireplace before heading to the hall closet to snag a blanket for Kess.
She looked miserable. She was still stunning, but sadness enveloped her, making her seem small. Her eyes were red and swollen and she hadn't stopped shaking. He was worried about her, but worse, he was worried about them. He would have to talk to his father—to tell him what Kess was. And now that Burke and Finn knew, it would have to be soon—tomorrow. He wasn't sure if he was ready. Or if she was.
He draped the blanket over her shoulders and put a kettle on the stove. She was clutching the blanket like it was a lifeline, but otherwise hadn't moved. She didn't look up when he sat at the other end of the couch from her. He was still trying to figure out where to begin when she spoke.
"Thank you. I'm sorry I got you into trouble."
He rubbed the back of his neck. "Can you tell me what happened? I mean, did I do something..."
"No, no, it wasn't you," she whispered. In a small voice, she said, "You are wonderful." Cormac couldn't help but smile at this stroke to his male pride. He saw the muscles in her jaw jump as she gritted her teeth and he wondered exactly what was going on in her head. A tear leaked out of her eye and she dashed it away angrily. Finally she spoke again, as if she had come to some kind of decision. "It's my brother, Sekhmet.
"My brother, he has these ideas. About purity of the line and a lot of old Egyptian stuff. He wants the clan to breed true. He used to talk about it all the time when we were together in Miami." She shuddered and Cormac stiffened. He had a bad feeling about where this was headed. Were/were pairings were more likely to produce a were offspring, although it wasn't guaranteed. It was like a recessive gene--you could try and stack the deck in your favor by only mating with a known werecreature, especially if they descended from a full were-pairing themselves. "He was a little too interested in me, I think, because of it. I tried to talk to my dad about that, but Sek was somehow always there. I didn't get to see much of my dad without Sek."
Cormac listened to the story of Kess and her brother, of what happened that set her off running in the first place. She didn't go into detail, didn't seem ready to do that, and Cormac was grateful that she didn't because he wasn't quite sure if he was going to be able to sit still very much longer. To take a trust like that and twist it, it was unfathomable to him. He thought of his younger sister and couldn't understand how Sekhmet could do that to Kess.
"He's unbalanced, I think," Kess finished. Cormac had to bite his tongue from saying what he thought Sek was. She didn't need his anger. "I've done some research about his behavior patterns, some of the changes that he went through. I think there’s something mentally wrong, maybe bipolar, maybe something else. Then he’s got all these ideas about ways the clan should be and I just don’t know what's wrong with him. But his obsession is not normal, even for us." She shivered and he got up to bring her a cup of tea.
She accepted it with murmured thanks. He sat back down. "And you never told your dad what he did?"
Kess took a sip, then shook her head. "I was afraid of what would happen. The clan isn't in the best of shape, and this would probably only make things worse. I didn't want to be the cause of it." She looked down. "And I was afraid. Of what he'd think of me."
Cormac looked at her, trying to read what was going on inside her head. He thought that she was in earnest when she said she didn't want to cause any more upheaval in the clan. But the idea that she was worried that her father might blame her for what happened, or take Sek's side against her, or worse, not believe her at all, was far worse than any thought of clan upheaval to him. He didn't know what to say that. He put his arm around her.
She finally looked at him. "I shouldn't have brought you into my mess. Now you're in trouble with the whole pack."
"Last I checked, it was me chasing you," he said, trying to lighten the mood. He'd known what he was doing when he decided to keep the information about her to himself. He didn't regret it.
"Bet you wish you never caught me."
"Not even a little bit." He smiled at her startled expression. He put his hands on her shoulders, rubbing them through the blanket. "I'm not going anywhere."
He got up, taking her hand, leading her back to his bedroom. She hung back when she realized where they were going. He gestured for her to go in, but didn't follow her. "Get some rest in here, okay. I'm fine on the couch. If you want to change, there's t-shirts in the top drawer."
He was turning to leave when her light touch on his arm stopped him. "Cormac," she said, lifting her eyes to meet his, "I had a really good time tonight. You know, before...," and she leaned up and lightly kissed him on the mouth.
He brushed the back of his hand across her cheek. "Me too," he answered, a soft smile playing around his lips. "Good night, Kess."
The door closed softly behind him. He went out to the living room, grabbing another blanket and pillow as he went. Stripping down to his underwear, he lay staring at the fire for a long time as it jumped and flickered. He had no idea what he was going to say to his father.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

Sek paused in front of the closed bedroom door. It was the door to Kess' room and it had remained closed since she'd left, only opening for the cleaning service. He didn't like to spend much time in this wing of the house. It reminded him of what was missing. But since the death of his father, he found himself walking the halls when he was unable to sleep.
He opened the door, the first time he'd done so since he'd discovered she was gone. It still looked the same as when she left it and when he entered the room he felt like he was back in time. He could almost hear her quick feet slapping against the tile floors, her laughter as she spoke on the phone to one of her friends. He could envision her flopped on the bed, as she had been the night before she left...
Sek shook his head to clear the memories that clung like webbing in his head. He remembered wanting to show her how much she meant to him, how much he loved her. He hadn't wanted Kess to go away to school; both he and his father thought it best that she stay within clan territory. He wanted to convince her that she could have everything she ever wanted right here. With him.
It had gotten away from him though. He'd been rough with her, more than he ever intended, but he hadn't expected her to fight him. Sek knew Kess loved him. He had chalked up her distance and moodiness around him to teenage rebellion. He thought that once she was over this phase, they'd be closer than ever.
Instead she'd fled like smoke.
His cell phone rang. "Hello?"
"Sekhmet? It's Charles." The investigator's voice crackled over a bad connection. "I've got a lead on your sister."
Sek stiffened, barely believing the words his investigator spoke. "Where is she?"
"Don't know yet. She's headed back east though." He broke up. "...men on it."
"Do whatever it takes," Sek ordered, clamping down at the thrill that surged in him. They hadn't found her yet.
But they would.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY
 

Cormac dropped Kess off at Bran and Anita's boarding house before heading over to campus to drop off the last of his library books from the semester. As he was leaving the boarding house lot, he got out his cell phone and called the Lodge. His mother picked up the phone after a few rings.
"Hey mom," Cormac answered. "Is Dad around?"
"He's out in the workshop. You need me to get him?"
"No, but I'm coming by to talk to him. Make sure he doesn't leave, okay? I'm coming from school so I should be there in a little while."
"Everything alright?" There was concern in her voice, but then again, there always was when it came to her children.
"Mmmmhmmm. Just need to talk to him about something before he hears it from someone else, that's all. Nothing big." Cormac didn't want to worry his mother--that would come later, once he told his father.
"Okay, sweetie. See you in a bit."
The drive over to the library helped him clear his head and get a handle on the events of last night. Burke and Finn now knew that Kess was a were. Cormac knew he had a grace period with Burke before his cousin went to tell Alaric, but it would not be a long one. Truth be told, part of the reason he was heading to the university and not directly to the Lodge was because he was procrastinating. He had no idea how to bring this up to his father—he had hoped to have more time with Kess and more time to introduce her to his family before having to bring up her were status.
Cormac had no idea how his father would react. Alaric was the pack leader and the safety of his pack--of his family--was his primary concern. That was part of what had put up walls between the two of them: Cormac wanted to leave, if only for a little while to find out who he was without the pack, and Alaric was trying everything he could to change his son's mind. His father warned that it was dangerous and difficult for solitary weres far from home with no pack to rely on, but after meeting Kess, Cormac wondered how much of that was mere supposition. She had done okay for herself and that was without a pack's backing. Cormac would be in a much better situation than she was, since he wouldn't be fleeing for his safety and since it would only be a temporary absence.
If it were Griff, he'd have no problem coming clean about Kess' nature. Griff worked with her, had hired her; he knew that she wasn't a threat. But Alaric was the Alpha, Griff, the Beta. It was Alaric's decisions that counted. Cormac got along better with Griff too. Their easy natures complemented each other; Alaric was more subdued and serious. It made him less approachable. Cormac knew that his father wanted only the best for him. Unfortunately, his idea of what was best for his son and what Cormac thought were sometimes wildly different. Cormac was afraid Kess would be one of those things.
He pulled his Jeep into the No Parking zone at the rear of the library, close to a book drop. He hopped out of the Jeep and dumped the books into the metal repository. His semester was officially over. With that, he could put off the inevitable no longer.
Cormac tried to use the drive to come up with a strategy for breaking the news to his father. He wasn't entirely sure why he dreaded telling him. Originally, after finding out Kess was a wereleopard, he told himself it was because he wanted to earn her trust and protect her secret until she was ready to tell others. But he had known he'd be violating one of the pack rules by doing so. He had numerous opportunities to tell his father and had still held back. He wasn't sure where his hesitation was coming from, just that he had it.
He pulled up the long winding driveway that led to the Lodge and followed it around to the back of the house. He pulled into his usual spot right outside the back door and went in, dropping a kiss on his mother's cheek as he passed her in the kitchen. She was prepping a chicken for dinner. He loved her roasted chicken, and regretted it when he had to turn down the invitation to stay. He didn't expect the conversation to go well and didn't feel like an uncomfortable dinner afterwards.
"Where's Dad? Still in the workshop?"
His mother shook her head. "Study. Go on, he's waiting for you."
Cormac had to fight against gulping in dread like a twelve year old boy who got caught breaking the neighbor's window with a badly thrown baseball. He nodded his thanks and headed out of the kitchen and down the hall. His father's study was on the left.
He knocked on the closed door, waiting for his father's deep voice to invite him in. Alaric's study was off-limits to everyone but Cormac's mother without express invitation. Cormac had only seen the inside of it a couple of times and that was when Alaric wanted to talk to him about something important. The study contained a huge antique rolltop desk, a couple of chairs and bookshelves that lined the walls and were full of books and memorabilia that was important to Alaric. If any room inside the house was his father's, and his father's alone, it was his study.
"Come in," came the muffled command. Cormac let himself in and closed the door behind him.
"Hey Dad."
Alaric raised a brow. "Your mother said you needed to talk to me. What's going on?" He gestured to one of the leather chairs that faced the one at his desk.
"There's something I need to tell you," Cormac began, taking a seat. He hoped that a seated conversation was less likely to become heated. At his father's curious look, he continued. "There's another were in the area."
Alaric was instantly alert, body shifting from relaxed to tense in a nanosecond. "Bear?"
Cormac shook his head. "Leopard. She's alone."
"She?" Alaric raised an eyebrow.
"It's Kess."
Alaric's brows drew down in a thunderous frown. "How long have you known?"
"That she was a were? I don't know," he hedged. "A couple of weeks, maybe a little longer."
"You chose to disobey a pack order? " His father's voice was quiet, but there was no mistaking the anger it held. "You chose not to tell me this?"
Cormac ran a hand through his hair and rubbed his neck. "She's not a threat, Dad. She's just looking for a place to stay."
"And you are qualified to make this call how exactly? Last time I checked, I was still the Alpha." Cormac could see his father was building up a good head of steam. "You should have reported her to me as soon as you knew. Those are the pack rules. Cormac, you know that!"
Cormac lowered his eyes, not wanting to challenge his father. Everything he said was right. He should have told the Alpha as soon as he knew; he just hadn't wanted to. "So what now?"
"First, you do what you should have done weeks ago and you tell me. Everything."
Cormac told his father everything he knew of Kess and her clan in Miami. He even told him about Sekhmet. After it was all out in the open, Cormac watched his father carefully. Alaric was not pleased.
"She could have killed someone in the time she's been allowed to run loose." Then his voice rose to almost a yell. "She could have killed one of us! Do you understand that?"
"Yes, Dad. But she didn't and she wouldn't," Cormac argued. "It was an accident that she was even out the night she ran across Finn and Burke."
"And if you hadn't followed after her, what then, son? If she'd been left alone and been treed by one of us, what then?" His father sighed, rubbing his temple with a large hand. "She's a leopard, Cormac. We don't know much about them, but what we do know is that they are cunning and treacherous and very, very dangerous. And you let one run around our territory, our people, your pack, all because of some kind of infatuation?"
Cormac looked up, eyes flashing. "It’s not just an infatuation, Dad. Don’t make it sound like that."
"Then what is it exactly? What on earth about a total stranger could make you take complete leave of your senses?" Alaric’s voice was hard as the frozen earth.
"I don’t know what it is!" Cormac exploded. He challenged, "Did you know what it was when you met mom?"
Alaric stilled, and Cormac saw his father eye him strangely. When he spoke, his voice was quiet again. "Is that what you think this is between you?"
Cormac shook his head, realizing what he had said. "I don’t know." He got up to pace a bit, unable to sit still any longer. "I like her, more than any of the other girls I’ve been with. But it’s more than that she’s not like the others--I can’t really explain it since I don’t get what’s going on myself."
"Wolves mate for life. Leopards don’t," his father warned.
That we know of, Cormac amended silently. "That’s skipping ahead, don’t you think? I’ve only been out with her a couple of times."
Alaric stared at Cormac for a long time, making him uneasy. At last his father seemed to come to some decision. "I'll have to talk to Griff about this." Cormac took a breath. Of course, he was stupid not to think of it. Griff would also be able to vouch for Kess. He'd been employing her since she got here. For that matter Bran and Anita could also confirm her conduct. He began to feel a little better when his father surprised him with his next question. "What do you propose we do about her?"
Cormac sat back down in the chair, thinking for a minute. He was beyond grateful that his father had asked his opinion of the situation; it was more than he hoped for after keeping Kess’ were status from his father. He knew that if his suggestion wasn’t a viable one, his father would disregard it and keep to his own counsel--he still might do that anyway. "Tell the pack what she is but that she means no harm." He paused, still thinking. "And tell the pack that I’ll vouch for her. Her behavior will be my responsibility."
His father raised a brow, frowning. "That means if she missteps, you will be held accountable."
Cormac nodded. "She won’t though."
"You have a great deal of faith in this girl," Alaric sighed, as though realizing his son would not be talked out of it. "Fine. I’ll put the word out. Griff and I will discuss your punishment for breaking pack rules later. But for now, patrols every day until I say otherwise. And you'll do it as a human."
Cormac nodded, ducking his head. It had gone better than he had ever expected. He didn't like the idea of extra patrols, or the fact that he wouldn't be able to do it in wolf form, but it was fair. He could handle whatever pack justice was meted out as punishment. He looked at his father gratefully. "Thank you, Dad. Kess won’t be trouble for us—I’ll make sure of it." He walked to the door.
"Those she runs from will bring the trouble," Alaric said before Cormac left the study. As much as Cormac wanted to disagree, if only for Kess’ sake, he knew his father wasn’t wrong.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 

It was with a dull feeling of dread that Kess returned to the Barn after her discovery by Burke and Finn. She knew Cormac had talked to his father and that she was being allowed to stay, for now. That meant that Griff knew what she was—and that she'd had a run in with his sons. She wasn't sure what kind of reception awaited her. Would she still have a job? Nobody had gotten hurt, but Griff was the pack Beta--sort of a second in command, if she understood what Cormac told her about the dynamics of wolf relationships.
It was very strange to her. With her clan it was more of a first among equals thing because nobody actually believed you could order a cat to do anything and expect obedience. The clan leader held power, sure, but the leopards in her clan were allowed to be pretty autonomous so long as they didn't cause trouble.
She had put her things away and went in search of Griff. He was in his usual spot in the kitchen and when he saw her, he broke into a familiar grin. Kess found herself smiling back.
"Walk with me," he said as he left the line. She fell into step beside him and let him lead her through one of the side doors and out into the parking lot.
"I'm really sorry," she apologized. She wasn't sure why--it wasn't like she had known she was working for a werewolf who happened to also be pack Beta. But it was his sons that could have gotten hurt out in the woods that night in what amounted to a simple were misunderstanding.
"Nothing to be sorry for, girl," he said. "My boys are fine and actually a bit excited to meet a fresh face."
"But Cormac's father..." she began, trailing off because she wasn't sure of what to say. "I got the impression that he isn't too fond of me being here."
"He isn't," Griff answered honestly, and Kess appreciated that he didn't try and coddle her. "But I've seen you work and I hope I know a bit about you. I don't think we have anything to worry about from you. It may just take him a bit of time to see it." He put an arm around her and gave her shoulder a squeeze before letting her go.
"So I can get to work?"
"I certainly hope. You don't expect me to wait tables, do you? I'm terrible at it."
She was grateful to Griff for accepting her and letting her continue on with her job. And she believed him when he said there were no hard feelings between his boys and her. But he had the luxury of that kind of easy affability. He wasn’t the pack leader. Ultimately, it was Alaric’s decision that counted.
At the next Thursday lunch, Burke, Finn and Cormac were sitting at their usual table. Kess walked over, pad in hand, although she had placed their order for them as soon as they walked in. She had their drinks already waiting for them before they'd sat down. Finn still stared at her but now it was with curiosity. Burke nodded his head to her. It didn't look like they were holding a grudge.
"How's it going?" she asked the table.
Cormac smiled at her, but it was Finn who spoke. "Can I ask you a question?"
"Sure."
He leaned forward conspiratorially. "So, if I gave you some catnip would you act all weird and stoned?"
Cormac looked thunderous. Kess found it didn't bother her. From someone else it might have been insulting, but this was Finn. From everything she’d heard and witnessed, his maturity had been arrested somewhere around the age of twelve. Finn wasn't going to be happy until he got the ribbing out of his system. And maybe not even then. "I don't know. If I throw a stick, will you fetch?" She smiled sweetly at Cormac's cousin.
Burke made a choking noise, covering a laugh with his hand. Finn screwed up his face, as if in disgust. "Dude. I am NOT a dog."
"And I’m not a pampered house cat." She could hear Cormac chuckle but didn’t look at him.
"Yeah, why can’t we all just remember we’re lethal predators and get along?" Burke said, quiet now. Kess looked at him. She really liked Burke, maybe because he reminded her so much of his father. But the look he gave her was questioning. Finn may have accepted her, but Burke seemed to be more cautious.
"Now that we’ve convened the first meeting of the shapeshifter mutual admiration society," Cormac began, amusement in his voice, "are we all good?"
"One more question." Finn had a smirk on his face. "Do you use…"
"If you say litter box, I will empty that pitcher of water on your head." She thought for a second and added, "Before I slash the tires on your car."
"My baby?"
Kess grinned. "Kidding! I'd just key it." She turned to Burke who was smirking at the look on his brother's face. "Is he always like this?"
"Worse usually," he drawled, eyes hooded. "Family holidays are especially bad. We’ve learned to tune him out."
"Hello? Girl threatened my Jeep over here!" Finn was pretending to be offended.
"Calm down, sweetheart. It's not like you're particularly careful with it anyway." Cormac dodged a lazy punch from Finn.
"You just don't understand the bond between a man and his vehicle. Heathens."
She laughed easily, surprised by how much she was enjoying their banter. "I’ve got other tables to check. Be back in a few. You guys good?" At their nods, she took off to look after her other guests.
It was a busy lunch and she was grateful that she wasn't working with Rebecca. When Rebecca had discovered that Cormac was coming by to see her all of the time, her attitude toward Kess had changed from barely tolerant to downright hostile. With this many tables to see to, working with someone who didn’t actively hate her was a relief. She heard a burst of laughter erupt from Cormac’s table and fought down a smile. She wondered if they ever were serious about anything when they got together. She doubted it.
Kess swung by the kitchen to pick up their orders. Cormac was laughing hugely about something and she took a moment to watch him. Something very close to delight filled her. She actually wished she could sit down and join them. She dropped the plates off at their table, but couldn’t stay to talk beyond asking if they needed anything else. Another four-top had just been seated and she needed to get them settled.
She was coming back from refilling table fifteen’s drinks when Cormac caught her beside the drink station. "Hey," he said, trying to stay out of the way of the staff. "There’s something I need to ask you."
Kess nodded and put down her tray. She took his arm, leading him back down the hall that led to the bathrooms and storage area. "What’s up?"
"My parents always have this huge party for New Year’s Eve. The whole family and about half of the town comes. It’s usually a pretty good time. My mom will have cooked for an army of people and will be urging everyone to eat at every opportunity. My dad will probably hold court by the fireplace. My sister will have escaped to the movie room with her friends so they can all roll their eyes at the adults uninterrupted." He stopped, running his hand through his hair and rubbing the back of his neck. "I…I thought it might be a good time to meet my family, too. There’ll be plenty around to distract them so they won’t have time for their regular interrogation techniques."
Kess looked down at the floor. She wasn’t sure she was up for meeting his parents, especially when she knew that his father already didn’t like her. And there would be a lot of people around. She wasn’t sure about the idea of being in a roomful of strangers. She chewed her lip as she tried to make the right call. The very thought of being in the same room with the pack Alpha made her a little nervous.
She felt Cormac’s hand under her chin and raised her gaze to meet his. "It’s not a big deal. No pressure. If you don’t have a good time, we can leave and go back to my place." She still must have looked hesitant because he smiled and said, "This isn’t a quiz, Kess. There’s no wrong answer."
She smiled back at him. Sometimes she really hated living in her own head, where she felt compelled to map out every move ahead of time to try and see the possible outcomes of a situation. It must be so relaxing to not worry about things like that, to just let stuff happen. "Okay. I’ll go."
Cormac leaned down to kiss her lightly. "Burke thought I should invite you to Christmas dinner, but I thought that might be cruel and unusual since there’d be no escape plan."
"Bran and Anita invited me to join them for dinner, so I couldn’t go anyway." She was suddenly grateful that she had other plans. The idea of spending a long holiday evening with Cormac’s parents as a first meeting was not something she wanted to entertain. And Christmas was usually a pretty personal celebration for families anyway, or so she’d heard. Her own family didn’t celebrate that holiday. Still, Kess thought Cormac looked a little disappointed that she had other plans.
She pushed up on her toes so she could give him a proper kiss, quick but with heat. She didn’t want Griff catching them because she knew there would be no end to the teasing, but she wanted to make Cormac smile again. She broke it off when it threatened to become deeper, whispering, "I’ve got work to do."
She walked away, putting a little more sway in her stride, then turned around. "Are you staring at me again?" she teased.
His slow, wicked smile contained promises of intimacies to come. "I told you I would try not to. I never promised I’d be successful."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 

The Lodge was a massive stone and log building that sat in a clearing surrounded by old pine growth. It blended in well with the landscape, a testament to the design and the use of natural elements in its construction. It soared up two stories with an attic at the top of the house. A huge wraparound porch held rocking chairs where you could sit and look out over the mountains. Kess could see why Cormac loved this place.
"Wow," she breathed as she stepped down from his Jeep. "Um, it's kind of enormous." She only had her house in Miami to compare it to—itself no slouch in the size department—but even it was dwarfed by the scale of the Lodge.
"Wait until you see the inside." Cormac pulled her hand to lead her over to the double front doors made of oak and iron and beveled glass.
The noise and heat crashed over them like a wave once they stepped inside. Cormac ushered her in, closing out the cold night air. Kess slipped off her coat, looking for somewhere to hang it while she took in the space.
Kess thought the outside of the Lodge was impressive, at least until she got a good look at the inside. The main room was anchored by a huge stone fireplace that looked large enough to cook a whole pig. The room opened up the full two stories, peaked by heavy beams and an enormous black antler chandelier. People wandered about, talking and laughing, moving between the buffet tables and the bar. Music and the dull roar of many conversations going on at once filled the large room.
"Where should I put this?" she asked, swinging her coat. When he didn't respond right away, she turned her head to find him staring at her. Was what she was wearing really so different? "Hello? Coat?"
He snapped out of it and grinned at her. "Hang on." He opened a closet and pulled out a hanger, draping Kess' coat over it and putting it back. "Care for a tour?"
Cormac took her hand and snaked his way along one end of room until they came to the bar. "What would you like to drink?" He had to put his head close to hers to be heard.
She shrugged, not sure. "Water?" He looked at her, quirking a brow, but handed her a glass that he filled with bottled water. He grabbed a beer.
It was all a little overwhelming. Someone came up to Cormac and shook his hand. Cormac introduced her and she smiled and nodded like she should, but it was a lot to take in. She tried to relax, letting herself settle into the scene around her. Cormac slid his arm around her waist and drew her further into the press of people. He began introducing her to random people he passed, getting drawn into conversations with old family friends, while Kess tried to look like she fit in.
Kess remembered the preparations for the parties her father threw, sometimes for business partners and sometimes for clan. She was never allowed near the business parties, and Sek had kept her away from the ones for the wereleopards even after she'd had her first change. He had said it was because those parties tended to get out of hand, although he never explained what out of hand meant, and he didn't want her exposed to it. She hadn't really minded because it meant that Sek was occupied with something other than tracking her whereabouts and she was able to sneak out with her friends.
They stopped beside an attractive older woman chatting with a younger man, and waited until she noticed they were next to her. She turned and Kess immediately saw the family resemblance. The bones of the face and Cormac's coloring came from her. Kess wiped her hands on her skirt as his mother gave him a hug.
"Hey mom!" Cormac yelled, leaning down to give his mother a kiss on the cheek. "This is Kess. Kess, this is my mom."
"Mrs. McNeil, it's a pleasure to meet you." She extended her hand.
Cormac's mother gave her son a strange look. "Oh girl, that won't do." And she enveloped Kess in a hug. Kess stiffened for a moment, then hugged back. When Mrs. McNeil drew away, Kess looked at her, stunned. She hadn't expected a welcome like that. "And call me Emmeline," she said warmly.
"Um, okay. Emmeline." Cormac was grinning at her and she realized she must have looked like someone had smacked her. "You have a gorgeous home."
"It'll do," she said winking. "Go grab yourself some food. I'll tell your father you're here." Then she was off, winnowing through the crowd with ease and grace.
"Not even thirty seconds," Cormac said, taking Kess' hand again, this time leading her back to the kitchen.
"Huh?"
There was no one in the huge gourmet kitchen. Cormac leaned against a granite counter and pulled Kess into him. It was blissfully quiet. "It took her less than thirty seconds to start shoving food at you." He looked at her carefully. "How are you doing?"
"Good, I think. Your mom is kind of great."
"Beyond great." He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her even closer so she leaned against the length of him. "Speaking of great, that word doesn't even come close to describing how you look tonight."
Kess flushed, pleased with the compliment. If he had known how long she had obsessed about what to wear tonight, finally deciding on the pencil skirt that had been part of her uniform at a high end steak house and the red sweater, he would probably have laughed at her. For the first time since leaving Miami, she'd actually missed her enormous closet filled with girly, pretty clothes.
"Yeah?"
"Oh yeah," he breathed, his hands tangling in her hair as she lifted her mouth to his.
"Cormac." A deep voice interrupted their reverie. Kess pushed away from Cormac and turned to see who had walked into the kitchen.
He was a little taller than Cormac and built like him. His features and eyes were almost exactly mirrored in his son. Awesome, Kess thought. Great way to meet his dad, with me draped all over his son like a skank. If the floor would just open up and swallow me right now that would be perfect. Cormac didn't seem bothered at all, still lounging against the counter as if he didn't have a care in the world. There was part of her that wanted to hit him.
"Hey Dad."
"This is Kess, I assume?" He turned his attention to her. "I'm Alaric McNeil."
"Yes sir." She didn't know why she said that, but couldn't really help it. The man seemed to exude an almost martial air. Kess had to fight against the urge to salute or something. If this was what being in the presence of an Alpha was like, she was incredibly happy her clan didn't have one. "Nice to meet you."
Alaric's face didn't change but he made a strange low noise in his throat. Then he looked back at his son. "Didn't mean to interrupt...things. We'll talk later." He glanced at her, eyes cloaked beneath heavy brows. "Enjoy the party."
Kess didn't let out the breath she was holding until Alaric had disappeared down the hall. "Terrific. Your dad totally hates me." She paced across the kitchen, low heels clicking against the travertine floor.
"He does not." Cormac sounded like he was about to laugh.
"It is NOT funny, Cormac."
He had opened his mouth to say something when an explosive yell of "MAC!" sounded from the doorway. Finn and Burke trooped in, ruddy from the cold air. The cousins greeted each other and began to talk about some of the people in the crowd out in the main room. Kess busied herself with straightening dish towels at the sink and gave the guys a chance to talk. She tried not to feel left out.
"I thought Lindsay was coming," she heard Cormac say. She had to admit that she'd been curious about the girl dating Burke. It would have been nice not to be the only outsider at a family party.
"She'd planned to, but she's snowed in." Kess saw him grin at Cormac. "She's pissed that she's missing it." Cormac laughed.
"So anyone feel like a run?" Finn asked the group. "I need to get out of here before I slip into a geriatric coma."
Burke nodded. "Mac? You in?" When Cormac looked toward her, Burke asked, "You up for a run, Kess? It's a beautiful night out."
It took her a minute to realize what he was really talking about. When she did, she looked at him quizzically. Was it really a good idea for a bunch of weres to be running around the woods on New Year's Eve? With this many people around? People would be drunk, sure, but she doubted there was enough booze to wash away the sight of three grey wolves and a black leopard running through the nearby forest.
Seeing her hesitate, Burke added, "Safest time to be out. Everyone will be here, celebrating until midnight. We'll be deep in the woods. Nobody will see us." He gave her an encouraging smile.
Kess smiled back. It looked like Burke had made up his mind about her. She felt good about his invitation, happy to accept. A run did sound way better than this party, especially after meeting Cormac’s father. And she’d never been big on crowds. She looked at Cormac and nodded.
 

*******
 

She rocketed through the trees, wolves trailing her. She’d been fighting for control for so long, over the change, over everything in her life that seemed so out of control, that it was nice to be able to accept this side of herself. It was better than nice, it was exhilarating. The crystalline air practically tinkled like bells beneath the moonlight, the trees standing like sentinels against the sloping earth. Kess urged her body to go faster, powerful leg muscles pushing her forward while her tail helped balance her against the tight turns she made to avoid trees and rocks. It was really the first time in ages that she’d gotten to let loose, fully awake in her leopard shell as she pushed its body to the limit.
Kess heard Burke and Finn veer off, intent on some new smell. She’d scented it, but deer wasn’t what she was interested in tonight. She didn’t feel the urge to hunt at all. She just wanted to revel in the physical sensation of her paws pounding against packed earth, the wind ripping past short fur, of bound and speed and leap and twist. It was a powerful thing to loosen the bonds she’d placed on herself; for the past year she’d always been so careful in her changes, never staying in her leopard form too long, only changing when the moon compelled her or she needed to hunt to keep from starving. This she was doing for pleasure, pure and simple. Despite the cold and the strange terrain, it reminded her of the times she, and sometimes Sek, went out to the Everglades to train and spar and enjoy her other nature.
Cormac loped along beside her, keeping pace but not crowding her. At one point, he lifted his muzzle and howled, giving voice to his joy. Two answering howls sounded, coming closer and she knew Burke and Finn were on their way back. Kess glanced at him as he ran, the lean lines of him keeping even with her. She spurred herself to go faster, seeing if he could keep up.
The two ran through the woods, leaping over streams and bounding through the few clearings between the densely packed trees. She would pull ahead sometimes and he would chase, snaking through the trunks and undergrowth, finding shortcuts so that he would lead and she would follow. They played at this until the other two wolves joined them and then they all slowed to any easy amble. Kess felt her sides heaving as she caught her breath. The light from the moon illuminated the large boulders that jutted out from certain rises in the ground, painting them chiaroscuro.
She leaped from one boulder and climbed up an oak, the branches bare now that winter was truly here. She dug her claws into the bark, pulling herself up until she found a suitable limb to drape herself across, legs hanging down on either side. Burke and Finn took off again, but Cormac chose to sit beneath her tree, staring off into the distance. She wondered what it was like to change to a wolf, what the air tasted like, if his vision was sharper than hers, what needs drove him and how they differed from hers.
Kess stretched, muscles languid with fatigue. She didn’t know how many miles they covered, or where they were, but she trusted that Cormac could lead her back to his place unerringly. She yawned, opening fanged jaws wide. Now that she wasn’t running, the night was cold. Cormac was looking up at her on the branch now, and gave a low bark, moving his head to indicate she should come down. She gave herself over to one last stretch, bunching and flexing the muscles that had done the most work before heading down the tree to meet Cormac on the ground below.
He gave another howl, this one different from the last. Again two howls answered. Kess had no idea what was being communicated since her clan used posturing and body language and expression more than sounds for communication. He pushed against her, as if to make sure she was paying attention. He began to walk and Kess followed, walking beside him. She was happy and tired, pleased that she had taken them up on their suggestion of a moonlit run. If this is what it was like for Cormac and his pack all the time, it was no wonder he had such an easy nature. And it was no wonder that there was no conflict between his two selves. For him, it seemed as easy as breathing.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 

Cormac guided the Jeep carefully over the back roads that led from the Lodge to his own cabin. It was on the backside of the property and the way to get there was really just a series of ruts dug into the open track from his Jeep passing through. It wasn’t far and he’d be grateful when he could stretch out on the sofa and relax sore muscles. The clock on the dash read that it wasn't midnight yet which made him happy. He'd get to ring in the New Year with Kess in private.
Kess sat beside him, relaxed and quiet. It was probably the most relaxed he’d ever seen her. Her head leaned against the head rest, her eyes closed but she wasn’t sleeping. They’d padded back to where they’d left their clothes, Kess disappearing into the night as a cat and returning as a fully clothed girl. Cormac had no such shyness—he’d never been raised with any since both his parents were werewolves as was his extended family. Nudity was sort of the order of the night depending on the moon’s phase.
He pulled his Jeep close to the door and Kess was already hopping out, not waiting for him to come around and give her a hand down. He unlocked the front door to his place and waved her in, following behind. She was kicking off her shoes, rubbing her arms against the chill. He began building a fire in the fireplace. He wasn’t used to keeping the heat at a normal temperature—he tended not to feel the cold unless it was extreme—so his house was chillier than Kess was used to. He got the kindling burning, then turned his attention back to his girlfriend who sat huddled on the sofa under a blanket.
"You want something warm to drink?" She shook her head no, then patted the seat beside her.
He gladly dropped down beside her, putting an arm around her and pulling her against him. She melded to him with a sigh. Cormac would have been happy to stay that way all night, but Kess began rummaging around in her messenger bag, coming up with a large square package wrapped in green paper and tied with a cream ribbon.
"Happy Christmas," she said, handing him the package.
He took it from her, weighing it in his hands. "It’s obviously a book," he said, examining the wrapping and size of it. He loved to try and guess presents before he actually unwrapped them. It drove his mother crazy and now she never put his gifts out until Christmas morning so he couldn’t guess what they were in advance.
He saw Kess roll her eyes. "Are you going to commune with it or open it?"
"Hang on a sec." He got up, heading to his room to retrieve the small gift box he had for her. He hadn’t been sure if she would have accepted the gift which was why he had waited until now—Kess, he’d found, was funny about receiving certain kinds of gifts—but now that she’d given him something, it seemed only fitting. He flopped back down on the sofa and handed it to her.
"Happy New Year."
He looked at her, then tore into his present. From the shredded green paper he took out a large coffee table book. He turned it over—it was a book on modern architecture. He began flipping through the pages, noting all of the different houses, including a photograph of a Frank Lloyd Wright. He closed it after a few moments and turned to Kess who still hadn’t opened hers. "Thank you. It’s great."
"You like it?" She was looking at him nervously. "I kept the receipt so you can take it back and get something better, if you want." He put a hand on hers to stop her babbling.
"It’s great," he said again, meaning it. "You got me an awesome gift. Thank you." He smiled at her. "Your turn."
She took a deep breath and began unwrapping the box. She removed the lid to find a simple silver crescent moon on a chain nestled in white cotton. Cormac had seen it and immediately thought of her; its grace, clean lines, and unadorned beauty. And the crescent moon split the difference between them: he was full moon, she was no moon. They could meet in the middle beneath the crescent moon like they’d done tonight. Made perfect sense to him.
"It’s gorgeous," she whispered, pulling it out of the box to hold it up against the firelight. He pulled her hair up so she could fasten it. "Thank you!"
It fell to just below her collar bones. He let her hair down, pressing a kiss between her neck and shoulder. "I’m glad you like it." He picked a pine needle out of her dark hair.
She turned in his arms, kissing him lightly. Cormac didn't pull away and didn't push forward, letting her set the pace. He let her explore, the feel and taste and scent of him, staying as still as possible. She moved over him like water, hands skimming over his shoulders, back, chest. He closed his eyes, balling his hands into fists to resist the urge to reciprocate in kind. She needed to feel in control. He could be patient and wait while she came to terms with her brother and what he'd done.
He leaned back against the cushions and she flowed like smoke, following him, her hair tickling his face as her lips grazed across his available skin. He let her remove his shirt, lifting his arms to help, still not touching her. This was her show to direct. Her hands were cool against his skin, despite the warmth of the fire and he shivered involuntarily. Her mouth was back on his and Cormac shifted a bit--a corner of his book was digging into his back—and she stopped, immediately pulling away. Damn.
He sat up and removed the book, placing it gently on the coffee table. Kess was carding her fingers through her hair, face flushed. "I'm sorry," she said.
"I'm not," he responded lightly. "That was quite enjoyable from where I was sitting."
She shook her head angrily. "I just wanted to show you how much I liked the gift. I wish I wasn't so stupid!"
"Whoa whoa whoa." Cormac caught her eyes to make sure she was listening. "First off, a gift with strings is not a gift worth having. I didn't expect anything when I gave you that necklace." When it looked like she didn't believe him, he said, "Did you expect something from me when you bought that book?"
"No!" She sounded shocked and hurt. "I bought it because I wanted you to have it!"
"So why would I be any different?"
She looked at him ruefully. "Because you're a guy?"
"Thanks for noticing. But I'm not that kind of guy. I don't expect sex for jewelry." Kess blushed but didn't turn away. He wondered what kind of crowd she ran with back in Miami if this was what her expectations of men were. "As for the stupid part, where'd that come from?"
"This," she said angrily, flapping her hand at herself. "Me and my hang-ups. I like you. A lot. And I want to be with you. A lot. But I can't seem to get past being scared and then I end up thinking about things I don't want to and...it's really damn frustrating!" He might have laughed if she wasn't so serious.
"Are you on some kind of timetable?" She quirked a brow at him, confusion clear on her face. "I'm in no hurry. You've been through some stuff and you need to work through it. I'm okay with that. We can work on it together. You can tell me when to stop and I'll listen, okay? We'll just take it one step at a time."
He got up and pulled her with him. Slowly he walked back to his bedroom, not dropping her hand. She didn't let go, even though she hesitated at the doorway. He pulled his hand from hers, planning on going back out to the couch, when she caught it up again. "Stay with me? Just to sleep?" she whispered.
"You sure?" He knew it was a big deal for her to even consider sleeping in the same bed with him and he didn't want her to rush anything.
She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I'm taking a step."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 

Sek stretched slowly. He hadn't been sleeping well lately, uncomfortable with his memories, plagued by dreams. He had been tormented by thoughts of Kess lately, and oddly enough, their father. He wasn't sure why he was remembering his father now of all times.
The clan was doing well. He stabilized their territory and was cementing old alliances. Now he just needed to find Kess and he'd be able to relax, to enjoy the product of his efforts. His sister belonged here, with him. He missed her beside him like he would miss a limb, she had become so much a part of him. He couldn't just wait until she was ready to return home—if ever—as his father had counseled.
A beautiful woman slid beside him. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Zahra. One of his playthings. She had on a black leather collar adorned with a silver circle from which was attached a heavy chain. Her hands slid across his back. "Not now," he said, walking towards his office. "Business first."
He buttoned up his shirt and tucked it into the black linen pants he wore. Time to look presentable. The werejaguars were in town from South America to check out their operation and introduce themselves properly to him. He'd known most of these men all of his life, but it was a mark of respect that they came to meet with him. But it was also a sizing up. His clan was responsible for moving and distributing what their South American cousins smuggled into the country and they would want to ensure that their cartel operations would not be disturbed by a change in leadership. He'd been overseeing most of the clan decisions for years, but they needed to see that nothing would change.
Sek planned to prove to them that they had nothing to worry about. The rooms were set up for them after the meeting, and food, entertainment, and whatever else they might require had been provided for them. He was confident they would be happy and leave tomorrow with their concerns assuaged.
He was flipping through an appointment book when Masud entered. Masud was one of his lieutenants, still young, but bound to Sek and his ideas to protect and strengthen the clan. Bomani was the clan leader's advisor, but when he was ready to step down, Sek planned for Masud to take his place. Sek waved for him to speak.
"The jaguar contingent just pulled up, Sek." He paused, as if there was more he had to say.
"What else?"
"The investigators. They've found your sister."
Sek sat down, taking in the words that he'd just heard. The investigators had picked up his sister’s trail in California and that had taken several months of searching. To find her this quickly again was surprising. His father had always argued that Kess should be free to make her own way, but Sek was never swayed by it. And now here she was again and he could finally bring her home.
"Where?"
"Some place in North Carolina." Masud made a vague gesture, as if the where wasn't important because it wasn't in their territory.
He steepled his fingers and leaned them against his chin. This couldn't be attended to now. Sek knew he had matters in Miami that needed his immediate attention. But once he had those in hand, he would go and find her and bring her back to take her place at his side. Whether she wanted it or not.
"Make sure they keep track of her." There was an edge of excitement in his voice that he had to fight to contain. "I don't want her running again without my knowing where she ends up." He had waited years for her. He could wait a few days more.
He stood up and slapped Masud on the back. "Let's go greet our guests," he said, keeping his hand on the back of Masud's neck and leading him from the room. He felt better than he had in months.
Kess would soon be back where she belonged: with him. And that was all that mattered.
 

 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 

Kess had never seen snow before. It fell past the window in Cormac's living room, where she sat safely ensconced on the sofa with a cup of tea. She had to say, she was less than thrilled by it. It looked cold. And wet. As far as she was concerned, this was as close as she wanted to get to it.
Cormac came to sit with her, eyes still sleepy. Seeing the snow, he perked up. "Awesome!"
"What's awesome? The snow?" Kess couldn't understand his excitement.
He was pulling her up off the couch. "Come on, we've got to get to the Lodge."
There went her idea of just staying inside all day. "What? Why?"
"You'll see." He stopped and looked at her critically. "You're going to need some better clothes. We can borrow some ski gear from my sister when we get there."
"We're going skiing?" The only skiing Kess had ever done had been the water kind.
"I didn't say that. Get dressed in whatever's warm—Burke and Finn are probably on their way." He was smiling slyly.
Kess debated about asking more questions, then shrugged it off. Cormac wanted to be all secretive so trying to get something out of him was going to be useless. She went back into the bedroom to find something warm to wear.
 

**********
 

She stood in the snow with her arms crossed over her chest. Cormac had given her a pair of his sister's old ski pants to wear over her jeans and a waterproof jacket. Kess had squeezed her feet into a pair of his mother's hiking boots, made more uncomfortable by the wool socks he'd thrust at her. At least she had her own fleece hat pulled low over her ears to keep the wind out, but otherwise, she felt ridiculous. And cold.
Burke and Finn had arrived shortly after they did. When they saw Cormac, they all whooped and hollered and did other manly greeting things. Emmeline seemed to know what was going on and she gave Kess a brief smile before she went back to assembling a row of pot pies that were presumably going to be lunch.
Cormac trooped over to her, leaving wide tracks in the powdery snow. It was still coming down in thick waves of flakes, but it wasn't wet, which surprised her. She ran her gloved fingers through a drift, watching the snow fly away in the slight breeze.
"It's not the best for packing, but we're going to try this anyway." He gestured over to his cousins who seemed to be conferring about something.
"You dragged me out here for a snowball fight?"
"Now that would be lame. This is so much better." His grin was manic. "It's part hide and seek, part tag, and part assassin. The idea is that we all head out into the woods and then we try to take each other out. With snowballs. When you're eliminated, you head back to the Lodge."
"So we're hunting each other?" Cormac nodded. "And then we throw snowballs?"
"Kind of. The idea is that you track somebody and try and tag them out without letting the other players know where you are. And you can use anything at your disposal to win. The only rule is no blood, no foul."
"You guys are insane." But she smiled. The game reminded her a little of what she and Sek and some of the other clan members did to test their hunting abilities. Weekend long games of hunting and evading. Hide and seek in the Everglades.
"Ready? We take off and count to one hundred before we start."
They walked over to Finn and Burke. At Burke's cue they all began their countdown, scattering into the forest. Kess ran, taking a wide path to the left, using the trees for cover. There was less snow here which made it easier to walk and left less tracks. She pulled a low pine branch loose and used it to obscure the tracks she made.
When she reached one hundred, she stopped and took a look around. Kess had an idea of where she was in relation to the Lodge, but had no idea where any of the others might be. She tentatively sniffed the air, but all she found was cold air and the scent of pine and moist earth. That didn't mean anything; her sense of smell wasn't nearly as keen as it was when she was a leopard.
The thought made her hesitate. Cormac did say anything at their disposal and that the only rule was not to draw blood. Did that mean that the guys would all shift into wolf form as soon as they were out of sight? She walked on a bit, working her way to the right, basically making a huge V from where she started.
She wondered briefly what her presence was doing to the game. People liked patterns, but she was a new player; she didn't know how that would throw off the way they usually played. And she wondered if they'd gang up on her to tag her out first since she was the newbie.
Kess had gone a few hundred yards when she decided a higher vantage point was in order. Stripping off her gloves and shoes and socks, she went over to an old pine tree that would offer her a pretty good view if she could get high enough. She tied the laces of the boots together and draped them around her neck. Letting a bit of her leopard nature come through, she triggered the change in her hands and feet. Kess pulled herself up the damp bark of the tree using her arms and legs with an assist from the claws. She stretched out along a tree limb and took a look around.
There was movement to her right, barely there out of the corner of her eye. He was still a good distance away, but Kess could tell it was Finn by his jacket. He was bent low to the ground, moving carefully, and he was coming in her direction. He must have scented her. Kess knew that as a human, she had a scent; it was only in leopard form that she didn't, which made her much more difficult to track. But Finn hadn't changed so she felt it was a little unfair to him for her to do so.
She had an idea. The pine trees were pretty close together here. With Finn's wolf nose, he would be able to tell that she'd gone into the trees, even be able to tell which tree she'd climbed. But would he be able to track her if she jumped from tree to tree? Her scent would be faint, if he'd be able to smell it at all. Kess might be able to surprise him. Originally Kess had planned to let herself get tagged out early and head back to where it was warm, but now she realized she wanted to win.
She leaped from one tree to another, making an oddly shaped circle, then reversed it. She stopped when she was almost across from her original tree, sequestered against the trunk of a thick pine with heavy needles. Kess doubted Finn would be able to spot her up here, but to be safe, she reversed the jacket she wore so that the dark lining was visible instead of the rather garish purple exterior. She settled in to wait.
Finn came toward her hiding place slowly. He stopped at the tree she climbed and said, "Here kitty, kitty." He was trying to look up base of the tree, his head bobbing and weaving trying to see into the tangle of branches and needles.
Kess needed him closer. She untied one of the boots and lobbed it high. It hit a neighboring tree with a crackling noise and Finn spun. He ran over to it, his head up so he could scan that tree for signs of movement. She waited until he was in range, then pushed off from her branch. She dropped down like an arrow, slamming into Finn and taking them both to the ground.
Kess gathered up some snow in her hand, now normal, and ground it on Finn's head. "Tag!"
Finn lay there dazed for a few seconds and Kess climbed off of him. Her feet were freezing in the snow, but she stood there, offering him a hand up. "Ugh," He took it and she pulled him up. "You hit like a truck." He gave her an impressed grin. "Nice one."
"You okay?" She pulled on her socks before going to find her boots.
"Fine." He helped her shake some of the low branches of the tree and her boot came down from where it had gotten stuck. "You're pretty good for a first timer."
She ducked her head. "Thanks." No sense in telling him it wasn't her first time doing something like this. It never hurt for people to underestimate you, although she doubted Finn would make that mistake in the future.
"See you back at the Lodge. I didn't get anybody, so Mac and Burke may still be out there." He waved and took off while Kess was still pulling on her boots.
So that left two. Kess continued moving to the right of where she'd started, keeping eyes and ears open for anyone nearby. The woods were silent, the snow muting everything, including her footsteps. She came across some faint tracks--wolf prints--but these were almost filled up with snow. She kept going, cautious now.
She walked another few hundred yards and squatted down. The snow here showed signs of a struggle. Bare patches of earth were showing through the accumulated snow and everything looked kind of churned up. She searched the surrounding area, but couldn't find anything else that would tell her what had happened. Obviously it had to do with Cormac and Burke, and one of them had to go back to the Lodge, but which one?
Kess stood back up, dusting snow off of her. She did a slow sweep of the area but again found nothing. Something was prickling her senses; she felt like she was being watched, but it could also be her imagination. The quiet was getting a little freaky. Feeling exposed, she left the area, moving further along the path she'd set herself. She'd only gone a couple of yards when she saw a jacket lying against the base of some rocks.
She walked over to it, eyes narrowed for the slightest sign of something off. It was Cormac's jacket, but there weren't any other clothes lying around and no wolf prints to indicate someone had pulled a change. So where was he hiding?
Kess felt the hair back on her neck standing on end and her instincts told her someone was near. She was halfway through turning around when she got a faceful of snow. She goggled at Cormac as he came completely out of the drift, shedding snow in all directions.
"Tag!"
Kess wiped the melting snow from her face. She hadn't even noticed the huge drift next to the rocks. She'd walked right past it, focused on the jacket and a possible attack from the tree line. It was an inventive strategy, hiding himself in the snow. "That was impressive. Is that how you got Burke?"
Cormac stepped out of the snowbank and snagged his jacket. "Nah. I'm having to be more creative since I can't change. I actually thought I 'd get Finn with this." Cormac's punishment for breaking pack law was that he wasn't allowed to change into wolf form for the next month. Kess knew how hard that was for him--it was like having half of yourself locked away just out of reach.
"He's back at the Lodge." She brushed some snow out of her hair.
"You got him?" She nodded. "Cool! How'd you do it?"
"Jumped out of a tree on him and smashed his face in the snow."
"Nice."
"That's what he said." She began to walk back, the cold getting to her now that the game was over. "What do you get since you won?"
Cormac took her hand. "Just bragging rights until the next snow. They'll be gunning for me next time."
Kess glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He seemed so relaxed right now and very pleased with himself. She realized she had enjoyed herself—the game had been fun. She was actually hoping that she might get the chance to play it again.
"Thanks for bringing me along," she told him. "I had fun."
He dropped a kiss on her head and didn't say anything.
 

*********
 

It was almost full dark when they got back to Cormac's cabin. Kess was tired from the running around and fresh air and worn out from the cold. They'd gone back out after lunch for a real snowball fight. Cormac's sister, Lenore, joined them, so they tried to keep it relatively low key. It still degenerated into a free-for-all with everyone chucking snow wildly at anyone who moved. They mostly just got wet since the snowballs tended to break apart before they even hit anybody, so it looked like a low level blizzard was occurring in the Lodge's front yard.
All she wanted to do was lie down. Her belly was full of Emmeline's stellar potpie and apple cobbler. She just needed a blazing fire and the couch and then she expected she would be unconscious before she even got her shoes off.
She made a nest of blankets on the couch while Cormac got to work on the fire. Kess liked watching him set it up—it almost seemed like a kind of ritual to her. It only took a few minutes before flames were licking at the kindling and he came to join her. She moved so he could spread out and get comfortable, then let him pull her down on his chest.
"What did you think of your first snow?" His voice rumbled against her ear.
"Cold. But fun." She bit back a yawn. She heard his laughter in his chest.
"You're going to have to get over this whole cold thing if you're going to stay." She tensed and she knew he could feel it. He raised his head up to look at her. "You are going to stay, right?"
Kess burrowed the side of her face against him. She hadn't thought about it. Things were going so well with her life right now. She had friends, a job she liked, and him. She hadn't wanted to spoil the time she had here thinking of anything else. In the back of her head though, she'd always had the countdown clock going, ticking off the days on a calendar until she would need to put her back to this place and these people and find someplace new. It was a habit, ingrained in her, like brushing her teeth before bed.
But now that he put the question to her, Kess did want to stay. She was tired of running. She'd found a good place here, even if it did suffer from cold winters. For the first time in a long time she felt happy. She didn't want to give that up.
"Kess?"
She met his eyes and saw fear there. Sitting up, she gathered the blanket around her shoulders and answered him honestly. "I don't know. I want to stay here—stupid cold weather or not—but I don't know if I can. My father and brother are probably still looking for me." If she could just figure out a way around the investigators, she might be able to stay.
Cormac lifted his hand and brushed a stray hair away from her face. "But you do want to stay?" His voice was soft, unsure.
She looked at him then, full on so he could see she meant what she said. "More than anything."
He pulled her down to him, eyes bright. Her lips met his in a frenzy of longing and impatience. Kess gave herself over to the sensations of his hands on her body, of his own beneath hers and to the exhilarating pleasure of his kisses. Cormac drove thoughts of running and cold and fear from her head until she could think of nothing but his mouth and his touch and, damn it, reality could just wait until she was ready for it to begin again….
 

**********
 

Kess awoke slowly. The fire had died, leaving the living room in darkness. They were sprawled on the sofa: Kess rested on top of him, held tight in one of his arms. His other arm hung over the edge, resting palm up against the floor. She sat up, looking at him like she never would if he were aware. His face, so expressive when awake, was smooth as he slept, the strong bones of his cheek and jaw and brow more visible to her somehow now that his eyes weren’t distracting her. Kess ghosted a finger along his cheekbone, following it up to his temple. He looked younger in his sleep and unguarded. She had always thought he was very open, but here he looked positively vulnerable. She almost felt the leopard part of her raise its head as though scenting quarry and she shushed it.
With a sigh, she rested her cheek against the crook of his neck, her head on his shoulder. He smelled like moonlit woods and coffee. She breathed him in, wishing they could stay like this forever, where her brother could never touch them. Cormac's arms wrapped around her and he shifted in his sleep, so that his back was on the outside and she was nestled between him and the couch's back cushions.
She listened to the metronome of his heartbeat, his breathing steady and slow. He was like earth, solid and unbending and strong. Kess felt safe here, and grounded like she'd never been before. He'd given her that. She had been honest when she said she wanted more than anything to stay. The where was immaterial, so long as she was with him.
Kess closed her eyes, listening to his heart beat in the darkness for a long time before sleep claimed her again. And when she dreamed, it wasn't of a nightmare house on the water in Miami. It was of laughter in the winter woods and a snowball catching her in the face.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 

Sek stared out the window of the large mountain house he'd rented. Snow was melting but it was still bitterly cold out. How on earth Kess could stand it up here was beyond him. It was wet and cold and very, very brown. He suspected that was exactly why his sister had stopped in this shitty little town far from anything resembling reasonable society; it would be the last place he'd think to look for her.
It had only taken him a few days to put everything in order: securing the mountain house, arranging plane tickets and rental cars, choosing the wereleopards who could be trusted to accompany him. Throughout that time he'd worried that she would take off again for parts unknown. He knew he shouldn’t have been too concerned--he’d had the investigator stick a tracking device on her car--but his sister had proven remarkably adept at eluding him. He’d tried to keep her from the less savory side of the clan’s business dealings, but perhaps something had rubbed off on her anyway. If it hadn’t infuriated him so much, he’d have been proud of her.
His mood vacillated between relief and anger and excitement. He was so close to bringing her home now, so close to seeing her that it made him impatient. Then he would remember the morning he’d found her gone, the betrayal and hurt he’d felt, and the anger would roil his insides. He fought it down, but it was simmering beneath the calm façade he carefully maintained. Bomani watched him cautiously, making it clear that he had to remain in control of himself.
That infuriated him too, but for a different reason. He hated feeling like he was being managed, but that was exactly what he thought Bomani was trying to do. The clan counselor had advised him to wait, but Sek had ignored him. He'd left the territory in good hands, even if it meant he wasn't traveling with as large a contingent as he would have liked. Sek could feel Bomani watching him while they were up here, constantly appearing out of thin air to check on him when Sek wanted to be most alone. There were times Sek thought he’d grind his teeth to nubs fighting off the need to lash out at Bomani to leave the counselor bloody or worse.
He'd been laying low since he and his people had driven up the mountain, trying to scope out the town and surrounding areas. Sek's investigators had tracked her to this area and had informed him of her routines. He'd wanted to immediately confront Kess when he arrived, but had been afraid that he would act too rashly and she'd elude him again.
Anger flared in him again, at the possibility of her continued defiance. He wasn’t a monster, but her continued running away from him pushed him past the bounds of patience and there was a part inside him that wanted to punish her--to hurt her in the same way she’d hurt him. The way she continued to hurt him. It warred with the side that wanted to be kind and understanding of her fear, and he managed to throttle it down somewhat, but it was still there, waiting. He had indulged in some of those darker impulses with Zahra over the past weeks in an effort to check those desires when he saw Kess and he could only hope it was enough.
At the thought of Zahra, he frowned. He hadn’t been gentle with his toy before he left. He had let his anger at Kess cloud his judgment and had pushed the girl, who had been high on gods alone knew what, past her own endurance of pain and pleasure at once. It both pleased and repelled him that he had broken her irrevocably, but he thought it for the best in the long run. With Kess returning with him, he wouldn’t have need of such playthings again.
He grabbed a jacket and let himself out into the frigid air. He wanted to see her, just catch a glimpse of her. He needed to get an idea of her movements for himself, so that he could approach her when she would be alone and willing to listen to him. The town wasn't that big; he was fairly sure that with what he knew of her routine, he'd be able to find her and observe her for a time.
He pulled the black H-2 into a parking lot a few blocks away from the restaurant where she worked and walked the rest of way. The car was not what anyone would call inconspicuous, and he didn't want to tip his hand too early. He walked slowly, wondering what Kess saw in this place. He wasn't sure if she'd be working--the investigators said that she didn't work a set schedule--but it wouldn't hurt to check.
He was crossing the front parking lot when he saw Kess. She was walking a tall young man out the front door of the restaurant. Sek felt every muscle in his body tense and he crouched down next to a nearby car. He saw them walk around the side of the building, heading towards another parking lot around the back of the property. They were close to each other, too close, and Sek saw that they held hands.
The breath froze in his throat. He watched in horror as the kid leaned down and kissed his sister--his Kess--on the mouth. Kess wrapped her arms around his neck, returning his kiss and Sekhmet had to fight not to rush out and eviscerate the two of them right then. He dropped against the side of the car and squeezed his eyes shut until he saw white spots dance against the blackness of his eyelids. When he opened them again, both Kess and that boy were gone.
He wandered back to his car, his mind full of the image of Kess kissing a stranger. Sek had been killing himself trying to find her, driving himself crazy with thoughts of her in his head day and night. He'd killed his father because of her. And here she was, making out and being pawed by some random guy like she was some kind of whore.
His hands shook as he started the car, making it difficult to drive back to the cabin. Sek pulled the car back into the drive and sat for a moment in the silence. He had originally planned to bring her home with a minimum of fuss, but after what he'd just witnessed, he thought that his sister might need a reminder of what constituted proper behavior. It was time to teach her a very harsh lesson.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 

It had been a very slow night at the Barn so far. It was January now, the month when everyone stayed inside, recuperating from the holidays and waiting for spring. Kess also blamed the lack of customers on the weather, a wet drearily cold night that nobody in their right mind would want to be out in. She had gone to the back to get some window cleaner and towels, thinking she could get a head start on wiping down all of the glass surfaces, when the hostess found her.
"I just sat a two-top in your section. Table sixteen."
Kess checked her watch. It was close to 9:30. Her boyfriend--she still had to resist the urge to laugh with delight when she thought of getting to have a boyfriend like Cormac--would be coming to wait for her soon, but with the kitchen this slow she figured she could have them out of here in an hour, unless they decided to camp. She put back the cleaning supplies and headed to the dining room. She grabbed a couple of waters for them and headed over to table sixteen.
It was a round table, set back from the noise and bustle of the rest of the restaurant. It was one of the more private tables, and it was usually reserved for couples on a date or the odd person dining alone who wanted some quiet. She was halfway to the table when she faltered. She could see the men sitting there. One was broad-shouldered and tall, his face the dark tan of a man who lived in the tropics. He was dressed in a black suit, custom tailored, and worth a small fortune. He was Bomani, advisor to the wereleopard clan leader.
The second man was her brother.
Sek looked as he always did: sleek, well-fed, and very dangerous. He had her bone structure and the same dark hair, but his eyes were the almost black of their father. He was handsome in the way a sword was—well-made and deadly and not something you wanted to find yourself on the wrong end of.
They hadn't seen her yet and she backed away quickly. Her pulse was pounding at her temples, as if she'd just run a race, and she felt like she was going to throw up. She managed to put the water glasses down before she dropped them, then she leaned against the kitchen wall and tried not to slide down it. She was out of sight for now, but the voice in her head was screaming at her to run, to get away, to hide again before Sek found her. But she couldn't seem to do any more than shake so hard she had to wrap her arms around herself to try and keep from falling apart. She heard a clacking sound and realized it was her teeth chattering.
Kess remembered the last time she had seen her brother. She'd been in her room, looking through college brochures, trying to decide where her future would take her. She was ready to be out on her own, to gain a little distance from her family. She'd been home schooled for the past two years and she missed the freedom of going somewhere other than her house for school. Her tutors had been excellent, but she was sixteen now and wanted the chance to stretch her legs. And she wanted to be away from her brother's attempts to control her life.
She felt the bed dip with the weight of someone sitting on it. Sek sat there, having come in from the French doors that led out to the pool. He had closed them behind him, cutting off the breeze. She frowned as she looked at her older brother. He’d been moody a lot lately, switching between highly infectious good humor and violent rages followed by bouts of sullen depression. She wasn’t sure what to expect.
"Don’t you knock?" she asked, rolling back over to continue sifting through the information packets.
He lay down on his stomach next to her, picking up forms and glossy flyers idly and tossing them aside. "I can’t believe you’re thinking of leaving me."
"It’s just college, Sek." She rolled her eyes. Over-dramatic was the order of the day. "I’ll be back."
"I’ve told Father you should attend U of M. He’s told me he can make some arrangements."
"That’s great, except I don’t know if I want to stay here for school." She was irritated. He'd gotten increasingly weirder in the last couple of years, more possessive and strange. He’d gotten more erratic since his own change hit, but now Sek was always trying to make decisions for her and it was driving her nuts. She wasn’t his toy to move around like he wanted. He’d been worse about it recently, especially since her own change happened. She was pretty sure it had been his suggestion to their father that she be homeschooled. He kept tabs on her when she went out with friends, sometimes showing up to take her home well before she was ready to go. She knew he loved her and worried about her safety, but he was smothering her. On the few times she had snuck out without him knowing, he’d been furious.
"What have you been up to all day?" Kess decided changing the subject to something Sek was interested in would derail any further talk of school. "More meetings?"
Sek grinned, eyes glinting in the light from her reading lamp. "Research actually."
"More leopard stuff?" Her brother had been fixated of late on finding out where their clan of wereleopards might have originated. It seemed a little weird and unnecessary to Kess, but it was keeping him busy and sort of out of her hair.
He nodded. "Egypt is looking more and more likely. Maybe even descended from the followers of Bast." He grinned at her. "How'd you like to be a goddess, little sister?"
She shrugged. "I'm not sure how that would really be important, you know, now." Kess eyed him dubiously. It was all fine to look back on ancient history, but she couldn't understand what good it would do them today. Sekhmet had never really been interested in their origins before. She wondered what might be going on with him to change that.
"The old ways are sometimes the best ways," he remarked. Kess frowned at his cryptic words. Best ways for what exactly?
He was playing with her hair. She swatted at his hand, but he grabbed one of her pillows and popped her in the head with it. She rolled, snagging one of her own and swung wide; he dodged out of the way lazily. Then they were running around her room, each trying to smack the other, knocking over picture frames and lamps in their near misses. She leaped from the bed at him, putting all her weight behind the swing and sent them both over toppling over. They fell to the carpet, laughing in a tangle of limbs and Kess remembered how much she dearly loved her brother sometimes.
He rolled on top of her and began to tickle her. She was very ticklish along her belly, which Sek knew and used to unfair advantage now. She tried to throw him off, but she was laughing too hard and finally, when she thought she might puke or pass out, she screamed through the laughs, "Enough!"
He stopped but didn’t let her up. "Say uncle," he panted, having winded himself trying to hold on to her wriggling body.
"Uncle," she said, worn out from the scuffling. Sek looked down at her, one of those looks that made her so uncomfortable on his face. "I said uncle."
His mouth swooped down on hers and Kess was too stunned to do anything at first. Then she pushed at his shoulders, breaking the kiss. "Get off," she hissed. His mouth came down again, but she moved her face so he worked at her neck. "I mean it Sek," she shouted. "Get off!"
"I love you," he whispered against her ear, but she shook her head, trying to buck him off of her. His grip loosened and she twisted out from under him, breath coming in short, sharp bursts. He was up off the floor in a second, all feline grace and stalk.
"Get. OUT!" She was furious and revolted. He was her brother for God’s sake. They weren’t animals.
He lunged at her, slamming her into the wall, holding her there. Familiar dark eyes stared back at her, but that wasn’t her brother in there anymore. It was a stranger who tried to kiss her again. When she turned her head away, he muttered, "Don’t fight, Kess. It's supposed to be like this with us."
"I'm your sister!" She remembered all of his talk the past months about the Egyptian pharaohs, all of his research into ancient Egypt. She felt her stomach tighten with dread. Osiris and Isis were brother and sister.
"So? Cats mate with their sisters all the time."
"We’re not cats! We're NOT ANIMALS!"
"But we are," he whispered, mouthing her ear and pressing up against her, pushing her harder against the wall. "Not all the time but the same needs drive us. We need to mate, to reproduce. You’ve felt it. I've seen it. You're like me."
Kess dropped, using gravity to break his hold on her and skittered away from him on hands and knees. The house was huge, and no one usually was in her wing of it except her. No one would hear her screaming. She had to get away. For the first time in her life she was well and truly frightened.
Sek grabbed her from behind, pulling her back to him and spinning her around. He was on top of her then, not gentle and not caring how much he hurt her. She screamed at him and he backhanded her. His face was twisted in a snarl, pupils mere slits. He didn't look anything like her brother; he looked like an animal. One of his hands slipped down to her hip, working at the waistband of her shorts.
Kess had one option left to her and she took it. She changed beneath him, the force of it throwing Sek off of her. She spun, her shape now that of a black leopard, and hurtled through the glass doors and out into the Florida twilight. She'd fled Miami that same night.
Griff was suddenly in front of her--she didn't know when he walked up--and helped her over to a barstool in the corner. He disappeared for a moment and then was back, a highball glass with amber liquid in hand. "Drink," he ordered, handing it to her, but her hand was still shaking so much that she sloshed some of the liquid down her shirt. She gritted her teeth and gripped the glass in both hands. Going into hysterics was not going to help her now. She needed to think. She swallowed it in one gulp, surprised at the burn as it went down. At her questioning look, he said, "Whiskey. You needed it. What's wrong? Is it those guys at your table?"
"What?" Kess wasn’t sure how he knew, but was grateful he did.
"I can smell trouble a mile away, girl, and those guys reek of it. And you’re so white I could use you as a tablecloth. What’s going on?" He crossed his arms over his burly chest and looked at her sternly.
"That's my brother out there. He’s come to take me back." Kess wasn’t sure how much of her past Griff had been told. She knew that Cormac had told the pack about her and her were-status, but he didn’t go into details and she didn’t think it wise to pry in pack business, especially after they agreed to let her stay. That had been more than she'd ever expected.
"Did he see you?"
Kess shook her head. "I don't think so."
"Good." Griff sounded relieved. "When’s Mac getting here?"
She checked the clock on the wall. "Any minute." Then she stood up as she came to a horrible conclusion. "Sek can’t see him." Kess knew that if her brother ever found out about Cormac, he wouldn’t be safe.
"I’ll take care of it. And we’ve got to get you somewhere safe for a start." His eyes were dark as he looked at her, weighing the options open. "Stay here. I'll send Mac to you when he gets here."
She sat there in the kitchen, huddled as small as she could make herself. She wanted to know how Sek had found her so quickly--unless he’d been tracking her since she left California or even New Mexico. She thought she’d done a much better job at hiding her tracks this time. She wondered if he her father was with her brother or if he had stayed back in Miami. She had thought that when she'd received his package in New Mexico that it had been his way of saying good-bye, of respecting her wishes. She'd been wrong.
Someone was in front of her, calling her name as if from a long way away. She slowly came back to herself. Cormac was crouched down, his face next to hers, saying her name. He held her bag and coat in one hand. She blinked slowly, looking around, not entirely sure where she was.
"We have to go," he was saying, handing her the coat. "Griff is taking care of them." Kess nodded and forced herself to focus. She could fall apart later, when there were miles separating her and her brother.
They went out the back way and were met by Burke and Finn. Kess was surprised to see them, but knew she should have expected it. Pack protected pack. A threat to Cormac meant a threat to all of them. Griff must have called them as soon as he realized something was wrong.
It was raining harder than it had been when she'd come in and she flinched as the drops pelted down. The four of them ran quickly through the parking lot, toward Cormac's Jeep. They were drenched before they were halfway there but she didn't care. The cold and wet made her as unfeeling on the outside as she felt on the inside.
"Finn, follow Cormac. I'm going to wait here for Dad." Burke looked each of them in turn, but when he came to her, Kess couldn't meet his eyes.
"We'll meet you at the Lodge. Call if anything changes." Kess felt Cormac wrap his arm around her as he spoke. "We've got to let my dad know he's in town."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 

Cormac hustled Kess over to the Jeep and shoved her in, eyes open for an ambush. Finn was waiting in Kess' car, ready to drive it over to the compound. He climbed in and started the Jeep, turning the heat up as high as it would go. Kess hunkered down in her seat, water dripping from hair and clothes, a study in misery. She held her bag to her chest and stared out the window.
Cormac drove on in silence, looking over every once in a while. At one point he caught the telltale glimmer of tears tracking down her pale cheeks, but she cried quietly, no sobs or sniffles, as if she didn't even realize she wept. He clenched his hands on the steering wheel, wishing it was Sek's neck. Griff had grabbed him as soon as he came in the bar, whispering that Sek had shown up, and led him to the kitchen to spirit Kess away before her brother saw her.
He reached over and took Kess' hand in his. It was ice cold, but her fingers squeezed his tightly for a moment. She still wouldn't look at him. He kept his eyes on the road, flicking up to check the rearview mirror frequently to make sure Finn still followed. He doubted Sek and the other one would try to follow them up the mountain, but Finn knew how to watch for a tail and if Sek did try it, well, Cormac would enjoy removing him from pack land. Permanently.
He drove past the low stone wall that marked the beginning of the property and continued up the gravel road to the lodge. He drove around back, parked the car and went around to help Kess out. She slowly raised her head to look at him, the pain in her eyes almost a thing apart. "Come on, babe," he said, scooping her up and holding her against his chest. He ran through the rain, to the back door and let them in. She buried his face in his neck, holding on tightly. He climbed the back stairs up to the room that was still his even though he had a place of his own.
The room was dark and cold, so he turned up the thermostat. He set Kess down in a chair by the bed and began pulling off her boots. He took the bag from her and peeled her out of her sopping coat. She let him, limp as a rag doll. Occasionally a shiver would break out along her entire body. "You need to get warm," he told her. She looked at him dully.
"I'm scared," she said without warning. "I don't want to go with him."
Cormac gathered her up in his arms. They were both wet and cold, but if she was talking now, warming up would have to wait. "So you won't. It's your decision to make, not his."
"I'm scared for you too. If he found out about you…" She trailed off, winding hanks of wet hair around her hands, yanking on the strands. He placed his hands on top of hers to get her to stop. "You don't know what he's like."
"It's okay," he assured her. "I'm right here, right now. I'm fine. And I intend to stay that way."
She turned in his arms, facing him. Her face was drawn and serious. "You don't understand."
"I do," Cormac insisted. "He's dangerous. He's not in his right mind and he's obsessed with you. And anyone he finds you with is in trouble. I know all that, Kess. And I'm not worried because he can't make us do anything. He can't make you go home with him, he can't make me stop loving you. These are our choices. Not his."
She looked up at him, surprised. "You love me?"
He pushed a strand of wet hair behind her ear. "Yes. I most definitely do."
She wrapped her arms around his neck. Her mouth was turned up in a slight, sad smile as she put her face close to his. "I don't want to lose you," she whispered in his ear. "I just found you."
"You won't." He held her tighter. He felt her lips tracing the line of his jaw. He clenched his teeth to keep from growling in the good way.
He broke away reluctantly. He'd be content to sit here all night, but the pack would be arriving soon and Kess would need to be ready. This time she'd be in attendance since the problem directly affected her and her safety as well as their own. Much as he wished he could keep her from this, he knew she should be there, if only to make them aware of how dangerous Sek was. If Sek was any indicator of how wereleopards behaved, they would have to move carefully. Their pack was large and strong--one of the largest on this coast--but that didn't mean they'd want a war with another were clan.
He pressed a kiss into the palm of her hand. "Get in the shower and get warmed up. I'll go find us some clothes."
When she was safely in the bathroom, he went down to find his father. Alaric stood at the large glass windows at the front of the house, looking out into the night. "Hey Dad," Cormac greeted.
His father turned, putting his back to the window. "You're a mess. The girl's with you?" Cormac nodded. "Might as well get cleaned up. It's going to be a long night tonight."
"Mom around?"
"In the kitchen."
Cormac padded back there to the huge kitchen that could feed an army and did on most holiday occasions. His mother was putting out food for the coming meeting. She stopped what she was doing to kiss him on the cheek. "You okay?" she asked, turning a critical eye on him.
"Just wet," he replied, shaking his hair at her. She snapped a dishtowel at him. "I need some clothes for Kess. Ours are soaked."
"I can see that. I'll bring up some of Leonore's sweats for her. And you guys can drop your wet stuff down here—I'll throw it in the laundry."
"Thanks, mom."
"Off with you."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 

Kess pulled on the borrowed clothes that Cormac’s mother had dropped off. The shower had done some good, warming her up and calming her down. The dread inside her was yielding to anger, leaving a slow burning heat. She was furious, for the first time in a very long time. She was tired of running from Sek, tired of being afraid of him and what he might do. She was tired of letting her fear of him control her actions. He'd cost her enough—too much.
She heard a soft knock at the bedroom door. Cormac stuck his head in, hair still wet from the drenching he took outside. He wore a pair of faded jeans and one of his ubiquitous dark t-shirts, looking sinfully good in the dim light from the stairway.
"They’re here," he said. Kess took the towel from the bed and wrung her hair out in it to soak up some of the water from her shower and followed him down the stairs.
She wasn’t sure what to expect from a pack meeting. She had already met some of them: Cormac’s parents and Griff and his sons, but never in a situation like this. The Lodge thrummed with tension, like the way the air gets charged before a summer thunderstorm. She knew it wasn't going to be all, since not everyone would be able to make it on such short notice, but whatever was decided tonight would be passed along to the rest after the meeting. She understood that Alaric didn’t want to panic anyone with the threat of a battle between clans, especially when it was barely a threat at present. It wasn’t like Sek had shown up with a battalion of wereleopards staking claim to the mountain and all that lived there. He just wanted her back.
If a war was threatening, Kess would go. The wolves hadn’t asked to be dragged into this. She knew that if it came to a fight, she’d leave--draw Sek’s attention away from them. But she was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. She had finally found a place worth staying, and someone worth staying with. She didn’t want to give that up unless she absolutely had to.
Alaric and Emmeline were talking in front of the huge window that, had it been daylight, would have shown the winding drive that led up to the property framed by evergreens and backed by the tops of mountains. Griff was standing next to the fireplace, using the poker to stir the burning wood before placing another log on the fire. Finn and Burke had their heads together, talking quietly, although Finn was gesturing broadly. When Kess and Cormac entered the room, the respective conversations stopped. Kess walked over to one of the couches and sat, curling her legs under her. Cormac perched on the arm of the couch.
Alaric began without preamble. "We’ve got a situation. These two wereleopards—are we sure there aren’t more?"
Griff shrugged. "We don’t even know where these two are hiding. With the rain washing away any scent traces, they’re going to be impossible to track."
Kess cleared her throat uncertainly. She felt awkward sitting there, trying to enter the conversation, but what little she knew could be of help. Alaric turned his silvered gaze to her and she swallowed nervously but went ahead with what she was going to say. "I would assume there are more. Sek is going to be the next clan leader—he wouldn’t travel outside of his territory without backup."
"How many more?" This from Burke.
"No idea," she said, shaking her head. "But he won’t be able to be away from Miami long. There are too many factions to watch and he’s my father's right hand. He can’t afford to let control of the territory slip--there are too many other clans who’d want it." She remembered the constant skirmishes from other, rival clans encroaching on their area. It had gotten so bad that her father had ordered all strange weres that were on clan land without prior approval be destroyed.
"We wait them out?" Cormac asked.
"We could do that, yes," Alaric answered, seeming to weigh all of the options he saw in his mind. "Or we could set a trap for them. Draw them out to see how many there are. If the numbers favor us, we could drive them out." He looked at each person in the room, but Kess thought he looked at her a bit longer than the rest. "They want the young lady."
"You want to use Kess as bait?" Cormac was bristling beside her, anger in the lines of his body.
Kess didn’t like it any more than Cormac did, but she could understand Alaric’s suggestion. She knew his father didn’t approve of them and he didn’t like her, but she didn’t think he offered up the option out of spite. This was an excellent way to draw Sek out. It scared her, even though she understood the reason for Alaric's suggestion.
"As a last resort, perhaps," Alaric continued, ignoring the glares his son was currently giving him. "The leopards haven’t actually done anything to threaten our pack or our territory."
"We know Sek wants to take her back against her will!" Kess could feel the tension in Cormac’s body as he struggled to remain seated.
"Our pack. Our territory," Emmeline reminded her son gently. "She’s theirs."
"So because they haven’t done anything to us directly, we do nothing?" Kess watched Cormac look at his parents, incredulous. For her part, it wasn’t anything that wasn’t expected. She wasn’t part of their pack and so there was no reason for them to step into harm’s way on her behalf. They were right to be wary too. Conflict between the leopards and the wolves would mean the possibility of violence and death, and possibly exposure to the regular world. It was not something to be undertaken lightly.
"Not nothing," Griff answered. "We watch and we wait."
"If the girl is correct," his father continued, "then they will need to return to Miami very soon. And in the meantime, we protect ourselves and anyone we care about. We can see what happens after a few days. It may all come to nothing."
Kess could tell Cormac didn’t like it, but she could see where Alaric was coming from. He had to look out for the interests of the pack--not her. Right now, there was nothing that required him to hand her over to her brother, not since Sek hadn’t actually threatened the pack. There was really nothing for them to do until the leopards did something that could be construed as an attack against them. But there was nothing, besides his son’s feelings for her, that required him to protect her from Sek.
She felt Cormac squeezing her hand. She squeezed back, taking a look at his face. What she saw there was a riot of emotions and she felt badly for him. His father was being practical, but Cormac wasn’t seeing it that way. She had been raised among a certain amount of politics and knew that leaders sometimes had to do some very unpleasant things, including things that hurt their family.
Alaric walked over to the two of them. He gestured at her. "If you can spare a minute from my son, I’d like to talk to you privately." Kess nodded, placing a restraining hand on Cormac’s arm.
"Be right back," she whispered to him, trying to ease the suspicion from his face. It didn’t work. She got up and followed his father into his study.
When Alaric spoke to her next, it was direct. "Any chance you’ll be leaving soon?"
"Not with Sek, I won’t." Kess found the blunt approach refreshing after some of the veiled conversations her clan preferred.
"And without?"
Kess thought about for a minute or two. She could leave, racing away in the night, leaving everything behind. It would draw Sek away from the wolves. Then she thought of Cormac and found that the idea of leaving was something she didn’t want to think about. She shook her head slowly. "I don’t think so." She met the pack leader’s gaze with her own. "It may be selfish to you, but I don’t want to fight this alone anymore. I’m tired of running. This is my home now and I want to stay here. With Cormac."
Alaric looked unhappy. "You’ve put my son at great risk." His eyes were hooded in the shadows cast from the green desk lamp.
"I know you’d prefer if I said I’d willingly leave now—with Sek or without. It would solve a lot of problems for you. But I care about Cormac and he cares about me. I don’t want to lose that. I guess I am selfish." She paused, then plunged on. "I could lie to you to make you feel better and then just do what I want anyway, but I’m thinking you’d prefer honesty."
Alaric looked at her, assessing. She couldn’t read him, but she knew he wasn’t going to start being the president of her fan club anytime soon. "If Cormac is hurt…" he began, his voice a low rumble of menace.
"I don’t plan on letting anything happen to him." And this was true. She would leave with Sek if it looked like Cormac would be in danger. Right now though, she was hoping that she could actually convince him to leave her alone, that she would never come home.
Alaric stared down at her. She stared back. If she was willing to defy Sek to stay with Cormac, she could certainly stand up to his father to do so. He scared her a lot less. She put everything she felt for his son into her eyes, hoping he could at least see how much Cormac meant to her. When she said she wouldn’t let anything happen to him, she meant it. As much as Cormac planned to protect her, it was as much as she planned to do for him.
"Very well," Alaric said, seeming to soften a little. Kess took a deep breath, unaware that she’d been holding it. While he still didn’t seem pleased, he seemed a bit less overtly threatening. He opened the door to his study and ushered her back to the living room.
Cormac was waiting for her. "Anything I should know about?" he whispered in her ear as his father rejoined the group now standing by the fireplace.
Kess shook her head. "Your father and I came to an understanding of sorts," she whispered back, not willing to drive a wedge between father and son. Alaric had only his son’s best interests at heart--and while that may not include her--it didn’t give her the right to damage their relationship. Much as the petty side of her might wish it.
"And you're not going to tell me anything about it, are you?" His eyes were crinkling at the edges as he fought back a smile.
"Nothing you need to know about, other than that your father loves you very much." He's not the only one. It made her excited and frightened all at once to feel this way about someone else. She never expected she'd fall in love, not like this. Not now.
Cormac got a funny look on his face, almost as if he didn't believe his father would say something like that to a relative stranger. Kess smiled up at him and nodded. She might not get the chance to tell him how she felt. Sek might not give her the chance. "He and I have something in common."
A huge grin crossed Cormac's face. "Yeah?" he said, putting his face close to hers.
"Yeah," she agreed quietly. Then she leaned in and kissed him.
"Hey, Romeo and Juliet," Griff called out from the fireplace, amusement edging his voice. "Care to knock off the smooching and pay attention to the matter at hand?"
Kess ducked away, embarrassed, but enormously happy. For now she got to stay with him. That was all that mattered. They joined the rest of the family. Griff began to fill them in on what they had missed.
"We keep our eyes open," he warned. "See, smell, or hear anything with even the faintest hint of leopard--Kess excepted--and you report back to me and Alaric. I want everyone to watch themselves. I'm not going to require everyone to travel with a partner, but don't be stupid. Don't take chances." He turned to her. "Kess, you are the exception. Since you're the one your brother wants, you will be guarded. Don't go anywhere alone. I don't think I'll have a problem finding a volunteer to watch out for you." He grinned at his nephew.
"If Kess is right," Alaric continued, "then they won't be here long. That means though that they will have very little time to implement whatever plan they have in mind. Don't get complacent and keep your wits about you."
"Looks like you're stuck with me," Cormac murmured. Kess settled into his arms. Whatever happened, they would face it together.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY
 

The day dawned in a glory of blue sky and watery sunshine. Sek paced in his sister's room at the boarding house, waiting for her to come back. He wasn't worried that she'd be alone--he had no plans to start trouble, not right now, anyway. He could behave himself if she showed up with that interloper.
He'd had a most interesting chat with his waitress last night. Rebecca had been only too happy to confirm where Kess was living and who she was dating once she knew he was Kess' beloved brother come for a surprise visit. Rebecca had even thoughtfully supplied the boy's name--Cormac. He'd sent a few of his men out to find out the boy's habits.
Before the sun was up, Sek had climbed up the side of the boarding house, using Kess' particular scent as a guide to which room was hers. He found her window cracked, something she must have done deliberately, in case she needed to enter in the same way he had. He'd levered himself in smoothly and made himself comfortable.
Hours passed. Sek didn't bother looking though her things. He wasn't a thief looking for money or jewelry to pawn. The one thing he wanted wasn't here, but soon would be. She had to come back to her room eventually, if only to grab her paltry things and flee to the next locale. But now that Sek had her trail, he'd never willingly let her go again. He fought down anger at the very idea of having to start the chase up all over again. She was leaving with him one way or the other.
Kess was his. He'd raised her, loved her and looked after her for all of those years when their father brooded and grieved, only able to give small parts of himself to his children while he tried to care for the rest of the clan after burying the greater pieces of himself with his wife. He watched her grow from toddling nuisance to shockingly bright child to beautiful young woman. He was as proud of her as if he had sired her himself.
He had kept her away from the wereleopard gatherings, the dark sensuality, the instability of them, not wanting to see her get hurt or become tainted by some of the less savory aspects of their clan. He'd kept her removed from the business of the clan, in the dark about the jaguars and the product they allowed the South American cats to move through the territory. He had wanted her protected. Innocent. It wasn't just to keep her for himself, although that was a part of it. There was something in her that called out to him, a like roaring to like from the depths of their isolation. She was like his other half, at one time so close to him as to be inseparable. He missed that closeness.
But the clan was faltering. Their clan hadn't sired a were since Kess. She was the last. She was his last hope to revive the clan, to make them strong once again. There were other wereleopard clans out there, as well as other species, interested in their territory--he knew because they were already making sorties into Miami. It was a plum real estate: wealthy, debauched, and tropical. He needed to make her understand. She had to come back with him. In time, he knew he could win back her love, make her see his way of thinking, make her realize that the brother she had once cared for was still there beneath the layers of responsibility and concern. Make her see that his way was the only chance their clan had for survival.
Sek didn't want to hurt her. He'd never wanted to hurt her. She had run scared and kept running, hiding herself away so that he could never explain or apologize. Their father had paid private investigators to find her and they had looked without success for months while he grew more and more withdrawn from everyone. Sek thought his father was almost grateful when he'd finally challenged him for supremacy. Sek hadn't wanted to do it, but they were in danger, all of them, and his father was unable or unwilling to see that.
Things had just gotten out of control the night Kess left, Sek told himself. He had scared her, pressed too fast. He wouldn't make that mistake again with her. He'd be more attuned to what she wanted, taking their courtship slowly. The pharaohs of ancient Egypt had married their sisters, as they were the most suitable brides for the line and they were descended from those beasts that had once walked beside them. Even the gods Osiris and Isis were brother and sister as well as husband and wife. There was only one suitable mate for him and he had to get her to see that.
Sek heard the key in the lock. He entertained the idea of greeting Kess from a seat on her bed, but thought better of it. No use in being overtly antagonistic. Instead he took himself off to the bathroom to wait until she had come in. He heard footsteps on the wood floor, waiting until they crossed onto the carpet before he came out of the bathroom to block the way out.
"Hello, Kess." He drank in the sight of her. She'd changed so much in the year that she'd been gone, growing taller and sleeker. She'd thinned out as she grew up, her cheekbones becoming more pronounced, her chin more pointed. No one could have possibly been more beautiful. "It is very good to see you again."
She whirled from her packing; she'd been stuffing clothing into a duffel bag. Her eyes were wide as they darted from him to the door. She began to back away from him. He put up a hand. "I've only come to talk."
Kess did not relax, not that he had really expected her to. Still, her fear disturbed him. He had not been gentle in the past but that was because his cat nature had gotten the better of him. It was hard to control his urges around her but he had a better rein on them now. He was hoping for the chance to explain.
"I don't have anything to say to you." Her musical voice shook with emotion. "Did Dad send you?"
"No, he didn't." Sek didn't want to get into their father right now, not when Kess was so obviously upset. "Please, Kess." He watched as she shoved the garments she was holding into the bag with shaking hands. He was not used to pleading, but he would do it if it meant having her back with him. "Just listen to what I have to say."
She wouldn't meet his gaze, no matter how hard he tried to catch it. Taking her silence for acquiescence, he began, "I'm sorry. For everything. But it is time you came home."
"No. I had a good reason for leaving," she said, dropping her eyes and playing with one of the straps of her bag.
Sek took a few steps closer to her. He tried to touch her face, but she flinched from him, and he subsided, hand curling into a fist. "I know, and for that I really am sorry." Her eyes flashed up into his and he smiled at her. "I will take more care with you in future."
A look of disgust marred her lovely features and his smile died. Why must she look at him like that? Why didn't she understand how much he loved her? They had been raised together, he had been the one to guide her through her first change, to hunt with her, to teach her to fight, to protect her from anyone who would have stolen her away. There had been a boy when she was going to school that had come sniffing around her skirts, but Sek had made sure the young man was removed before he became a problem.
They weren't cats and they weren't human. They were something else entirely. Human rules and distinctions did not apply to them.
"I love you," he whispered, letting the longing he felt color his voice. "Remember when we would go swimming in the ocean? Remember how I would read to you every night before you went to bed? Remember how we'd make pancakes every Saturday morning? Don't you miss that?" Don't you miss me, he wanted to ask, but he was afraid of her answer.
She nodded. "I do miss it sometimes."
"You can have it all again. Come home with me. You'll never want for anything. I can make you happy."
"I want my brother back," she said in a small, almost inaudible voice.
He rocked back. He didn't understand. "I'm right here," he said, grabbing for her hand but she pulled it from his grasp.
"No, you're something else. You stopped being my brother the day you tried to force me." She looked at him sadly. "I'm not going with you."
He was growling, low in his throat before he realized it. She was watching him warily and he forced himself to quiet. "Sis, please..."
"Don't call me that!" She hugged herself, backing away. "Please Sek, just go home. If you truly love me like you say you do, just leave me alone."
She was denying him. Again. He closed the gap between them, grabbing her arms in a bruising grip and slamming her up against the wall. She gasped and he saw the fear flash in her eyes, but he didn't care. She had to understand what he had done for her, how much finding her had cost him.
"Leave you alone? Do you know what I've done for you? What I had to do to come here--to bring you back?" He shook her with each question.
"What are you talking about?" She was staring at him now, eyes huge in a face gone pale.
"Father's dead." Sek bit off the words, wanting to hurt her as she had hurt him. He had been so happy to see her, overjoyed that she was safe and well, and she had reacted like he was worse than the lowest creature that crawled. He couldn't stop the whip-crack of anger that demanded he return the hurt in kind.
Kess was staring at him, clearly not comprehending what he said, not at first. "I don't understand. How?"
"Rite of challenge." Sek let the words hang in the air between them. He kept his hands on her upper arms, pinning her against the wall.
"You?" It wasn't a word, merely a breath. He nodded. "How could you?" Unshed tears gleamed in her eyes. "All you had to do was wait and the clan would have been yours anyway."
"You weren't there. You don't know what it was like." He felt a tightness in his chest. He did not like talking about how lonely he had been without her, moving through the landscape like a ghost.
"What is wrong with you?" she whispered, staring at him as if she didn't recognized him. His grip slackened and she pulled herself free. She grabbed her bag and went into the bathroom, shoving toiletries in the bag and wiping tears from her cheeks.
He followed her in there, fury making his movements sharp and quick. "Wrong with me? I didn't run away from my family! I didn't break our father's heart with worry and grief!"
She whirled to face him, eyes glowing. "No, you just murdered him!"
He reeled back, stunned that she couldn't see why he had to do invoke the challenge. "I had no choice! He wasn't going to do anything--he had stopped looking for you! I had to do this to get you back. The clan needs you. I need you!"
She took a step back at the force of his words. There was nothing in her eyes that said she loved or cared about him. There was only anger and hurt. "Don't you get it? I'm not coming back! I'll never come back to you. Don't you understand that I can't after what you did?"
"Kess..." His voice sounded so strangled he almost didn't recognize it.
Her hands came up, like she wanted to push him away. "No, Sek! Just leave town. Please. Before anyone gets hurt. Just go!"
Like your boyfriend? he wanted to ask, but felt a great roaring in his head as rage filled him. She was not the one to dictate terms to him. He had tried to be kind, he had tried to be reasonable with her and let her make her own decision. If she could only understand the things he had done to be with her, to protect her, the costs he'd paid. But she still continued to defy him, even tried to order him around as if she had a say in the matter. In two strides he crossed to the bathroom and grabbed a fistful of her hair at the base of her neck.
Putting his lips to her ear, he whispered, "I'm not going anywhere, Kess. You don't get to make the decisions anymore." He slammed her forehead into the vanity mirror. Glass shattered. She cried out, staggering as blood began to seep down her face and he released her, leaving the bathroom as if he hadn’t left a part of himself behind, as shattered as the mirror.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 

Kess put a hand to her forehead. She was dazed and could only stare stupidly at her hand when it came away bloody. Sek's words ran through her head on endless loop. She was the reason her father was dead. He was dead because of her. If she had stayed, he'd still be alive. She remembered the last time she spoke to him, her warning to him, his saying he loved her. She'd never thought it would the last time she'd hear his voice. She remembered the envelope of money and his note to her. Be well. All my love.
She heard Cormac's voice at the top of the stairs, calling her name. He'd been waiting for her in the Jeep while she ran to grab some of her things. She must have taken too long. She came into the bedroom. Sek had stopped in the center of the room as Cormac's frame filled the doorway.
"Kess?"
She saw him look from her to her brother. It only took a second and then he was moving, launching himself at Sek. He landed a thundering punch that sent Sek staggering back. She heard Cormac growling, saw his eyes glowing silver even in the soft light of morning as he drew his lips back from teeth that were suddenly too sharp to be human. She knew he wouldn't fully change because of the punishment his father had meted out and she felt relief. She didn't want to start an all out were-war.
Her brother wiped the blood from his mouth, answering with a snarl of his own. Kess had no doubt that he would recognize Cormac for what he was.
"Touch her again," Cormac warned, "and it will be the last thing you ever do."
Sek looked from Cormac to her, eyes narrowed into slits of hate. "Dogs?" he asked, disgust and dismissal and something like pain in his voice. "You would lie down with dogs?"
She could see Cormac bristle at the insult Sek had given him, but he stayed where he was. She moved past her brother cautiously to stand beside Cormac. "Given my other choices?" She took Cormac's hand in hers. "Yes."
She saw Sek go still. It was the stillness of the stalk, that split second before a leopard exploded into motion to try and bring down its prey. She knew she should be scared, but there was a coldness spreading deep inside her. The words from her father's last note to her kept playing through her head, like a song on repeat. Be well. All my love. With every repetition she felt herself growing more and more distant. Be well. She let it happen. All my love. She'd known what her brother was capable of, better than anyone. Be well. She had no emotions any more: no fear, no hurt, no grief. Just absolute numbness, a freezing chill inside her.
Her brother managed to get himself under control, but the smile he gave her was lethal. He shook his head. "There seems to be one thing you haven't taken into consideration, Kess." His eyes flared with the light. "You see, I'm your legal guardian now. Despite what your papers say, you aren't eighteen yet. You're still a minor. And I'm your only family left of legal age."
Cormac growled again. Kess could feel his tension as he stood beside her and tried not to rip her brother's head off at this last ditch effort to leverage the law to bring her home. She felt the chill inside her and was glad for it. It allowed her a little space to think and in that moment, she had it. She knew what she could threaten him with that might make him back off, or leave altogether.
When she spoke, it was in a voice as soft and cold as snow. "No. You're going to have to get a court order to make me go with you, and that's going to take some time, no matter how many lawyers you hire." She closed the distance between the two of them, so she could hiss, "And somehow I don't think you are going to do that, brother. Because I might just need to tell them about the night I left Miami and a few other things besides. And that will lead to all kinds of unpleasant questions for all of us."
Sek looked like he was having trouble getting in a good breath. "You'd stay here, letting the dog sniff up your skirts? Throwing yourself at him like some kind of bitch in heat?!" His hands clenched and unclenched with his anger.
Cormac lunged at him, but Kess hauled him back when she saw Sek's eyes begin to change. Cormac couldn't change--not if he didn't want to risk further punishment from the Alpha—and she wasn't going to risk him getting into it with her brother in leopard form. Kess watched as Sek regained control of himself. He sneered at them, but the glare of hatred he reserved for Cormac sent a shiver down her back that had nothing to do with the cold room.
"Okay, Kess." His voice was quiet and she didn't trust it. "I'll go. You've made your decision." Sek walked past them, his face a mask she couldn't read. He stopped at the door and looked at the two of them, making a point to stare at where her hand held Cormac's arm. "Let's see if you can live with it."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 

Cormac opened the door to his place and held it for Kess. She shambled in, kind of like a lovely zombie. She hadn't said more than two words all the way here. She just sat, pressing her hand to her forehead, even after the bleeding had stopped. She hadn't said a word about what had gone on between the two siblings that necessitated him slamming her face into a mirror.
He tried to be patient, but he wanted to do something. A very specific something actually: find Sek wherever he was hiding and pound him into oblivion. You didn't treat people you cared about like this. This wasn't how you dealt with someone you loved.
"Come on," he said, leading her to the couch. "Let me have a look at it." He reached over and turned on the lamp.
Kess blinked, as though she were coming back from somewhere very far away. She pulled her hand down. Dried blood caked her face. Cormac went and got a wet washcloth to clean her head so he could get a look at the cut. It looked like it was already beginning to heal. He put the dirty cloth down and turned her face to the light to get a better look.
"My father is dead," she whispered into the quiet, as if unsure what the words meant. "Sek killed him." Her eyes wandered along the walls, not really seeing anything. "He said it's my fault." She sighed, a soft, defeated sound. "I think he might be right."
Cormac held her hands in his. He tried to catch her gaze, but her eyes refused to settle on any one thing. "It's not your fault. You had nothing to do with it. Sek is the one that did it, not you."
"What's wrong with me?" she breathed, voice husky with unvoiced pain. "Why don't I feel anything? Why don't I feel anything?"
"It's okay," he assured her, "people feel things in different ways. You just need some time."
"It's NOT," she said, jerking her hands out of his and getting up to pace the length of the room. "I should be crying, screaming--something. I don't feel anything!"
"Kess--"
"I knew what Sek would do. I knew it! And I just gave my father some pathetic warning and took off again, like a coward." She took a deep breath, as if to scream and then let it out, deflating as he watched. "Maybe I am a monster, just like him."
Cormac crossed to her, grabbing her arms to shake her. "You are nothing like him. Don't even say that. He did this--he killed your father, he's throwing the blame on you to break you down, to drag you in the gutter where he is. It was not your fault. None of it was your fault."
She looked up at him, eyes a dull gold in the dim light. "I want to feel something, Cormac. Make me feel something." She pressed into him, her lips on his, her hands pulling at his clothes. She slid against him like liquid heat and he let her because she was everything he'd ever dreamed of. She was hunger and need and want, her flesh blazing hot on his cool skin. She dragged his mouth down to hers, fingers wrapping in his hair. He wrapped his arms around her, lifting her up and she twined her legs around his waist, strong arms locking around his neck. He nuzzled her throat. Her mouth was on his again, more demanding as she pleaded against his lips, "Please."
It was the please that got him. He pulled away gently and set her down on the couch, holding her hands in his. He lightly kissed each knuckle, then wrapped her in the blanket that he now kept draped across the back of it specifically for her. She looked up at him, confused and a little hurt.
"Any other time, Kess, I would. But it wouldn't be right if we--if I--keep going. Not like this. I don't want you to regret anything about us. So, as much as it kills me, I have to say no." She nodded, ducking her head. He put a finger under her chin, forcing her to meet his eyes. "Believe me when I say I want to. More than anything. But when it happens, we both deserve it to be real." He kissed her again, trying to tell her without words everything he felt for her.
Without words, she answered.
He pulled back finally, leaning back on his heels before her. Kess opened her eyes slowly. "Thank you. For not taking advantage." She took his hand and pulled him up beside her.
Cormac leaned back, taking her with him, so that she was nestled against him, cocooned in the blanket. It was a while before she spoke again. "Cormac, do you remember what you said when you first found out I was a were?"
"Which part?" He idly stroked the soft strands of her inky hair away from her cheek.
"The part where you said you'd been waiting for me for a long time?" Her voice was muffled by the blanket.
"Mmmmm-hmmmm." He wondered where she was going with this.
"I think I've been waiting for you for a long time too."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 

Cormac dashed from his last class over to the library. He had signed up for an evening class this semester, but it was full night by the time it let out. He was supposed to meet Finn over at the student union as soon as he was finished so they could go to the Barn together for their turn on Kess watch, but he needed to grab an article for his required reading. There were still plenty of students roaming campus even though it was dark so he felt safe in getting it out of the way now rather than dragging Finn along.
It only took him five minutes to photocopy the article he needed and return it to the reference shelf. He tucked the article into his backpack, slung the bag over one shoulder, and headed back out into the freezing night. He sniffed the air--it was probably going to snow again later tonight. Students trundled past him, weighted down with books and parkas, head bowed against the cold. To Cormac it was a beautiful night, one that made him want to change, except that he was still under Alpha rule to stay human. The moon was missing from the sky, so he didn't feel the urge to change, but man was it going to suck to go through a full moon trapped in his human body.
He cut across the quad and took a side street between the old gymnasium and the science building. The gym was undergoing construction; scaffolding and equipment lined the walk and the exterior of building. He skirted a pile of debris. He'd forgotten about the renovation since he usually came to the student union from the other side of campus. The light was almost nonexistent here since the buildings were taller than the rest nearby--it was an accident of architecture that the lamp posts nearest these buildings were placed where they wouldn't shed much light down the street.
Cormac felt a tingling along his spine and stopped. He opened his senses more, trying to smell anything strange, but the scent trails were muddy and filled with the countless smells of students and faculty. He turned around to go back the way he'd come—he could skirt the library and take the long way to the student union--and stopped. A strange man stood at the other end of the street, blocking his path.
He heard the whisper of movement behind him and to the right. Cormac threw himself to the side, but not fast enough to avoid something heavy smacking into the side of his head. He went down on his hands and knees, his vision blurry. Then he felt that same heavy something crash into the back of his skull. He didn't even feel himself hit the pavement.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 

Kess was glad the Barn was busy--it kept her mind off of less pleasant thoughts. Since Sek had appeared, her life had gone into lockdown, and while the people she shared it with were excellent company, she still missed the freedom she'd had before he'd found her. She wondered when he would return to Miami. Sek's last words to her made her think that he might have finally given up, but that didn't match his actions over the last year. He'd kept searching for her until he found her; it wouldn't be like him to quit now. Unless he had finally realized he could never have her the way he wanted to and decided to go home to lick his wounds.
Although now that she thought about it, she wondered how anyone would know that he'd left town. It wasn't like he was keeping a high profile as it was, nor was he likely to send a politely worded note. For what seemed like the millionth time, she weighed the prospect of leaving, surprised once again at the pain that thought brought her. She wanted to stay here, with Cormac. She didn't quite know what to do with that feeling but knew how important it was to listen to it.
She put in table four's order and retrieved the appetizers for table ten. The evening was passing quickly and soon Cormac would be here to see her safely to his place. She'd be staying on pack land until the threat was over. Alaric had suggested she and Cormac bunk at the Lodge for safety's sake, but Kess was grateful that Cormac had insisted on staying at his cabin. She already knew she wasn't in Alaric's good books; being under his roof would make an already tense situation worse.
She distributed refills to all of the diners at table eight and ran to grab a cocktail from the bar for another customer. The bustle of the dining room was soothing with the low rumble of voices serving to block out her less welcome thoughts. It was a comforting bit of normalcy to focus on her job.
She thought about her father in the quiet moments. She realized there was nothing she could have done. Once the rite of challenge was invoked, no one could interfere. Even if she had been there, she wasn't sure she could have saved him. She probably would have bought him some more time, but that was all. It didn't make her feel any better, but she would have to learn to accept it.
Kess was surprising herself with the way she was handling the proximity of her brother. She was still amazed that she had stood up to him. She never would have done that before. But before, she never would have thought about staying either—she would have piled as much stuff as she had on her in the car and taken off for parts unknown. For the longest time, the very idea of her brother had been the stuff of nightmares, but now it felt manageable. Sek still frightened her and she was rightfully wary of him, but it wasn't the paralyzing, mind-numbing fear that she'd been holding on to since she'd run away from Miami.
That didn't mean she didn't think he was dangerous. He had killed their father, a fact that she was still coming to terms with. He was ruthless and cunning and unbalanced--and unhealthily fixated on her. She touched her hand lightly to the rapidly healing cut on her forehead in remembered pain. As frightening as all that was, Kess still felt like she had options, limited though they were. She had never really felt that before.
She was in the middle of boxing up some leftovers when Janice told her there was a phone call for her. She asked Janice to finish them up and run them to table seven and went to the host stand to take it.
"Good evening, Kess. Hope the dinner crowd is tipping well." Sek's voice was calm, with a hint of gloating in the background. "Now don't say a word to your lupine friends--I wouldn't want them to spoil our fun. Just listen to me."
Kess felt around for the pad of paper usually kept at the stand for messages. A lump had formed in her stomach, a ball of cold dread that grew the more Sek spoke in his pleasant tone. "I have a friend of yours here. He's a bit the worse for wear, so if you don't want anything else to happen to the young man, you will get in the car waiting outside for you and you won't mention a word of this to anyone."
"How do I know Cormac is still alive?" She was trying to control her breathing in an effort to keep the panic at bay.
"Silly girl. You don't."
"Where am I going?"
"Now you're just being stupid. I'm not going to tell you anything you can pass along to your doggy friends. Get in the car, Kess." He hung up.
Kess scribbled a note addressed to Griff--it read simply Sek has Cormac--and left it at the host stand where Janice would see it and hopefully deliver it to him. Then she walked out the front door. A black Hummer was idling right in front. The back door opened and she stepped in.
Sek was waiting. He leaned back into the leather upholstery, looking very pleased with himself. Bomani was in the front seat, sitting beside a driver Kess didn't recognize. He was holding his cell phone, which he put back in his pocket.
"Excellent timing. I trust you didn't speak to anyone?"
Kess didn't say anything, just trying to find the seat farthest from her brother as the car started moving. Sek moved so he was sitting next to her. She knew that if she moved he would keep following her all over the car, and while it might have been amusing in other circumstances, she didn't want to anger him. Not with Cormac's life in the balance.
"Where is he?" She kept the fear from her voice, striving for calm. Sek didn't need any more weapons in his arsenal against her.
"You'll see him soon enough. We're going someplace more private to hash all of this out. My men are bringing your pet there now." His voice sounded strained, as if he were having a problem keeping his temper in check.
Kess decided to try a different tactic. Cormac was in danger so long as Sek had him in his sights. If Kess could distract her brother, perhaps she could make sure Cormac got out of this in one piece. She was trusting that he was still alive, hoping this was the case. She lowered her voice, trying to draw Sek closer to her. "Why do we need to do that? You've already got what you wanted—I'm here aren't I?"
He looked at her, clearly weighing if what she said was true. "You are." He paused, and Kess couldn't tell what he was thinking.
"So? I thought you wanted this? That you wanted me?" She lowered her eyes, unsure if she could do this, if she could be convincing.
Sek slid closer and she felt his hand under her chin. She met his gaze and he was smiling a deeply unpleasant smile. "Do you think I'm stupid, Kess?" When she tried to draw back, he grabbed her jaw, forcing her to stay where she was. His fingers dug into her cheek. "Do you think that I would believe you'd be willing to leave with me?" He moved closer until they were nose to nose. "You'll leave with me, that much is true. But only after I've dealt with your boyfriend."
Kess tried to jerk away, but he held her tight. Then he forced his mouth against hers, painfully prying open her jaw. She pushed against his chest, shoving him back and he let go, subsiding against the seat. He was in control of himself, calm and assured. She was afraid of what he had planned for tonight.
"You'll never have me if anything happens to him," she warned. The car was off the main road now, she could tell by the ride of the car. And they were climbing. They were headed into the mountains.
Sek looked at her, eyes glittering. But he said nothing and they rode in silence. Kess stared out the windows, but could see nothing but blackness. She knew why he had struck tonight--the sky was dark. It was their time, when they would be at their strongest. Her wereblood sang to her, longing for the change, and it would be singing in him too, making him crueler, more animalistic.
The car was slowing, following a winding road. Sek rummaged in a bag by the door and pulled out a silver knife. She eyed him warily, not liking the look of this. Silver wouldn't hurt her, but it was poison to werewolves. He turned to her. "I can't have you interfering. You've upset me and I'm afraid you need to be punished for that."
"Sek, no," she began, her voice breaking. "Please, I'll go with you, I'll do whatever you want. Just forget about this, please."
An arm circled her throat and she felt the sting of a needle as it entered her neck. She tried to struggle, but the arm around her neck made it hard to breathe. As whatever drug they'd dosed her with entered her system, she felt her limbs grow heavy and her thoughts slow.
"You made your decision," he reminded her. "Let's see if you can live with it." She saw Sek lean forward. "His pelt will be your wedding dress," he whispered in her ear as she went limp in Bomani's arms.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 

Cormac came to awareness slowly. Pain was all he felt at first, limited to a few locations. First, and most distracting, was his head. He had a vague memory of leaving the library and being jumped by someone near the old gym. After that there was just blackness.
Second was the dull ache along his side. It felt like he might have some cracked ribs and he wondered what had been done to him while he was out. He felt upholstery beneath his cheek and heard the low rumble of an engine--he was in a car. He opened his eyes slightly, but could only dimly make out his immediate surroundings, which were the floorboards of the back seat of a large SUV. He found it painful to move his neck.
This brought him to the third locus of pain: his neck. This was slight in comparison to the pounding in his head which, combined with the motion of the car, was threatening to make him sick. There was something digging into his neck--not metal, more like stiff leather or something like it. It made it hard to move his head and it definitely made it harder to breathe.
Cormac kept quiet, letting his other senses work. His nose picked up the scent of two men, ones that he had never smelled before. They must be in front. He took greater stock of the state he was in--his arms were bound behind his back, but his legs were free. He saw his backpack was lying on the ground beside him. His cell phone was in there, but he knew he couldn't get to it, let alone dial anything without his hands and without letting the men up front know he was awake.
He heard the two men talking in low voices from the front seats. He couldn't make out what they were saying. He switched his focus to the car, more specifically the sound of the tires. They were on a paved road, but not going very fast. He thought that the driver was not familiar with the mountain roads and was taking his time. He had no way of knowing how long he'd been out or how far they already were from campus. He had been due to meet Finn after class and then they were meeting Burke at the Barn, but he didn't know if Burke and the others had missed him yet.
He heard the change in pavement--they were on a rutted road, unpaved with a little gravel. The steep incline meant they were climbing into the mountains and the way the car slid around the ruts, he didn't think they were in a populated area, like a resort. Probably headed toward one of the many private vacation homes that dotted the mountainside.
They were on it for maybe ten minutes before they stopped. Cormac kept his eyes closed. Perhaps he could gain an advantage by playing possum, though he doubted it. He already wasn't at his best with the moon being in a phase unfavorable to werewolves. The knock to the head just made it worse. Still, he planned to be ready if an opportunity to escape presented itself. If he could make it into the woods, he was sure he'd have a fighting chance until he could get some help--these mountains were his home and they had yet to fail him.
The door opened. He lay still, trying to be as unresponsive as possible. Rough hands grabbed him, dragging him out into the freezing air. He opened his eyes to see who held him and get an idea of where he was. Two men, darkly tanned and enormous, were next to him. One was talking on a cell phone, the other was holding him up. He noticed Cormac eyeing him and turned away to check the woods. They were in front of massive house done in the Tudor style, but no lights were on. There was no sign of Sek.
The second man ended the call, and gestured to the other one. Each of them took one of Cormac's upper arms and forced him to walk away from the house and into the outlying woods surrounding the property. Cormac lost an idea of how long they walked—the pounding in his head getting worse, the nausea harder to manage. He knew he had a concussion and it was all he could do to stay upright and not revisit his dinner.
When they reached their destination, they threw Cormac against a tree, where he was content to sit for a few minutes and catch his breath. The thing around his neck chafed and he could feel blood trickling down his back from where it cut into his skin. He tried to get some slack in the ropes that bound his hands, but they were tied well. He had to be content with watching his captors and waiting to see if a chance to escape presented itself.
He knew escape was unlikely, especially since he couldn't change. The ropes he could probably deal with, but whatever was around his neck would probably strangle him during his transformation. And that was without the Alpha's edict forbidding him to change until the month was up. When his dad gave him his punishment, he had used the Alpha voice, effectively binding Cormac to obedience. He couldn't disobey, at least not without incapacitating pain.
Cormac heard the sound of someone coming nearer through the trees. Sek walked into the small clearing, followed by the man Kess referred to as his right hand. That made four wereleopards and Cormac knew the likelihood of him making it out of here without help from his pack was effectively nil, especially when what Sek carried with him caught the light. He held a long silver knife in his hand and when he saw Cormac looking at it, he smiled.
Kess' brother beckoned his men to bring Cormac closer. He struggled when they hauled him up, which only earned him several vicious punches to his midsection and a hard cross to his face. He spat out blood and was forced to stand face to face with Sek.
"I'll never understand what my sister sees in you." Sek circled Cormac, venom in his voice.
"Where is she?" Cormac demanded, fear icing through him at the thought of what he would do to Kess. "What have you done to her?"
Sek punched him in the kidney, sending him to his knees. He panted for a moment, then staggered back up. Sek was in his face, hissing, "She is no longer your concern, dog. She's back where she belongs now and it's going to stay that way."
"Whether or not she wants it? How do you plan to keep her with you when you know that she despises you?" Cormac paused, weighing his next words carefully. "It must really be pissing you off that she ran as far as she could from you, only to wind up with someone like me."
Sek hit him again, this time in his jaw. Cormac's head snapped back, the collar digging in to the flesh at his neck. "She'll be made to see my side of things." The undertone of something dark and twisted in his voice made Cormac shudder. "But there's still the problem of you."
Cormac felt the shirt he wore rip as the two men who held him up tore it in two. He shivered involuntarily as the frigid air hit his skin. Sek came closer, brandishing the knife. "My sister has formed an unhealthy attachment to you. It clouds her judgment and she needs to be taught the error of her ways." He smiled a hangman's smile. "I'm afraid that will be extraordinarily painful for you."
Sek slashed with the knife, opening up a long gash in Cormac's chest. He cried out, the pain from the silver weapon burning like a brand along his skin and down into his blood. Silver wasn't fatal to his kind, but it was painful and poisonous to them, weakening them to a dangerous degree. He saw Sek smile, the expression perverse as he took great pleasure in the agony he caused.
The wereleopard stepped back, surveying Cormac in way that made his blood run cold. "It's a pity I can't force you to change," he mused. "I had promised Kess your pelt as a remembrance." He stepped in, slashing again. Then he grabbed Cormac by the hair, pulling his head up at a painful angle. Cormac forced himself to meet the maelstrom of Sek's eyes, as he said, "I suppose your head will have to do."
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 

Kess didn't know how long she lay there, half in and half out of a twilight state of consciousness. She knew somewhere deep inside her that something was wrong, that she needed to move, to go. But a languid heaviness filled her limbs and she seemed unable to muster up the physical energy for the urgency that battered at her mind.
But there was something else in her mind, something apart from the human fear and worry. There was a need crouching there, an instinct that twitched muscles she didn't have, an other that had waited for weeks and now knew that its time had come to act. Kess understood on a deeper level what it was, and that it was her only hope of surviving this night and she gave herself over to it completely.
The change swept through her, easier than it had ever been. She didn't fight it on any level. Clothing ripped and tore as her form twisted and morphed, the drug coursing through her human system burning off as her leopard self took primacy. She came back to herself, fully aware of Sek and his final promise. Her eyes saw the driver, still in the seat, turning towards her and she scrambled over the seats, claws ripping through the leather as she drove forward into the front.
She heard the driver hit the door locks, and he fumbled at the handle, yanking it open. She was on top of him, the two of them falling out of the car. She landed on top of him, growling. He was were, but young, and obviously not used to changing quickly. He had reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun, but Kess latched onto his arm, digging in with teeth. He yelped in pain, but didn't let go of the gun and Kess bit down harder, hearing bone crunch. The gun fell to the ground, but now she smelled something beyond the fear scent of the man in front of her. She lifted her eyes to see a wolf standing before her.
The wolf changed and Burke stood in front of her. She released her hold on the driver and changed shape herself. They stared at each other for a moment and then Kess ran to the back of the car, searching in Sek's bag. She found rope, and a spare change of his clothes. She pulled on the pants, rolling them up and slid into the shirt before running back with the rope.
"The others are on their way," Burke told her as he bound the driver. She tried not to look at him; even focused as she was on the danger her brother posed, Kess was still uncomfortable with his nudity. She was grateful when he ran back to his car and pulled on pants. "Finn freaked when Cormac didn't show up and Dad had me watching the parking lots—I saw you get into the car and tailed you, then called them when I saw where you were heading. They should be here in a few. "
"Sek has Cormac. I'm going after him. Follow the scent, but do not change unless you have to."
"How will we know when that is?"
"When I die. Look, I don't want a were war and neither do any of you. I want to keep this within the clan. You and yours are not to engage them unless absolutely necessary. Tell the others when they get here. I'm going to keep this between me and my brother." A cry of pain split the night and Kess bolted into the woods. Burke was pulling out his phone.
She was running, tearing through the forest, not waiting for Burke and the others to catch up with her. Sek was out here and he had Cormac. It was the time when no moon lit the night sky, when the wolves were at their weakest and leopards were at their peak. Kess followed scents she knew like her own: the warm cypress, juniper and pine resin of Cormac and the vetiver and musk of Sek. There were other scents too, all human. Sek didn’t travel alone. His contingent of muscle went with him.
Far behind her she thought she heard Burke as he ran to save one of his packmates. She hoped he heeded her warning and hadn’t transformed, at least not yet. She was hoping she’d be able to handle Sek on her own. Even if it meant going back with him; she’d do it to save Cormac.
The scents were stronger now. She was getting close. Another cry of pain split the night’s quiet. Kess was flying over the ground, ripping off clothes and pitching them behind her, intent on only one thing--getting to Cormac before Sek could kill him. She ran silently, bare feet making no noise. She picked up speed again, shucking off the last of her clothes as she came across the clearing, eyes already sharpening to wereleopard precision in the darkness.
Cormac was held between two huge men that Kess had never seen before. His hands were bound behind his back. He had been badly beaten, blood seemed everywhere and he struggled weakly in their grip. He was stripped to the waist and wore a spiked choke collar fastened around his neck that was so tight it cut into the tanned flesh there. Kess could feel the snarl rising in her. It ensured Cormac couldn't shift and Sek would find it amusing.
Sek and Cormac were of a height, but Sek was all sleek muscles and lean build and sharp angles. He stood in front of Cormac holding a huge silver knife that dripped with blood. Cormac’s chest and back had been laid open in a number of places already. Silver wouldn’t kill a werewolf, that much Cormac had told her, but it did significantly weaken them and it hurt like all hell. Another werecat--Bomani--stood behind her brother.
Sek was gesturing to his men to force Cormac to his knees. Cormac struggled and one of the men punched him in the side of the head. Cormac reeled and dropped.
Kess saw Sek raise the knife for a killing blow and her change took her in mid-stride. Her screamed protest ended in a full-throated leopard roar. The shift blasted through her like a lightning strike and she bounded forward on cat’s feet, leaping to put herself between the knife and Cormac. It sliced into her side, dragging across her sleek coat, but she was already slashing with her claws at Sek’s face.
She twisted, landing between Cormac and Sek, growling at her brother in warning. The wound along her side would do little to slow her down; silver had no effect on leopards. Sek had his hand clapped to his face and when he took it away, she could see the marks from her claws across his cheek and jaw. "Little sister," he hissed at her, then motioned for his men to let Cormac go. The young werewolf staggered back to his feet slowly, backing away until he rested against a tree and Kess paced him, carefully keeping herself between Sek and Cormac.
Kess could hear the rest of them arriving. Alaric, Burke, and Finn moved slowly into the clearing, inching their way over to Cormac. The odds were still slightly in the werecat’s favor, Kess knew. The wolves would be concerned with protecting the wounded member of their pack and at a fraction of their full power. They’d be hard pressed to fight off four wereleopards at the height of theirs. Even with Kess on their side, it still meant the risk of injury or death. Kess was hoping it wouldn’t come to an all-out fight.
She faced Sek, who was smiling, blood running down his face. "Let’s see how badly you want to keep your pet, Kess." He looked at his men and gave a warning. "No one intervenes." He was changing, not even bothering to remove his clothes, just letting the transformation shred them.
Sek circled her, ears flat against his blocky head, canines on display. She did the same, mimicking his movements. Sek launched himself at her, powerful jaws trying to catch her around the throat. She twisted away, feeling his teeth graze her nape and shoulders, as she kicked back at him and leaped away.
She lunged at her brother. They were evenly matched--Sek had only a few pounds on her and he would be as fast and agile as she was. Sek danced out of the way, but not before she got the chance to smack a paw against his head. She hooked her claws into the flesh she caught and heard him growl in pain.
He tackled her. They were tumbling, each of them struggling to find purchase, to get a hold on the other. The sound of their growls and spitting echoed through the clearing. Sek was a blur, his black coat blending with the darkness, but Kess could see just fine. She came in low, angling for his throat. Sek dodged, snaking out of the way.
Kess made sure to keep an eye on Cormac. His father was helping him up, releasing him from the ropes and collar. Burke and Finn flanked them. Unbound, Cormac was mobile at least. Burke, Finn, and Alaric should be able to get him out of here.
Sek tried to bowl her over, but she surprised him. Instead of fighting his momentum as he smashed into her, she went with it, flipping over backwards. She grabbed onto him with her front claws and pushed off with her back paws, sending him over her head. Blood flew, the iron scent of it thick in her nostrils.
Her brother was on her again, on top of her, trying to dig his teeth into the fleshy part of her nape. His weight hampered her. He shook his head back and forth, trying to disable her. Kess rolled, pinning him for a second. The hold on her broke and she leaped away. Sek managed to smash her in the face with his paw, but he didn't claw her. They went back to circling each other.
She realized that she had the upper hand in this fight. Sek was fighting to disable, not kill. He didn't want to hurt her if he could help it. That gave her a distinct advantage, since she didn't have that problem.
Sek tried to take out her flank. He drove forward, aiming for her back legs. Kess flung her body sideways, out of the way of his teeth. She hit the tree she was aiming for, using it as a springboard for her back feet and propelled herself right back at him. He wasn't expecting it. She hit him with her full weight, sending him flying.
She watched Sek right himself. He stared at her, cat to cat. She saw him get lower on his legs, a sure sign he was going to attack. She braced herself, watching for the twitch of those back legs that would signal his leap.
His legs launched him into the air, but it wasn't at her. He went for Cormac. Kess saw Alaric shove his son out of the way before he rolled in the opposite direction. Kess was already moving, but Sek was fast. She didn't think, just let fear and adrenaline propel her forward, bounding closer with every second.
Sek landed lightly and jumped again, claws out and jaws open, still focused on Cormac. Cormac was trying to get out of his way but he was wounded. He'd never be fast enough to dodge. Alaric and the others were already moving, but Sek was closer. They'd listened to her and stayed human, counting on her to handle her brother and prevent a war neither side wanted. She had to win.
Kess cut a hard right and flung herself at her brother, slamming into his side. Sek's throat was right above her shoulder. She latched onto it, jaws locking down like a vise. He struggled to break her hold, but nothing short of her death was going to make her let go of him until she was ready.
His claws slashed at her. She raked his stomach with her back claws. More blood scent filled the cold air. Kess could feel him weakening beneath her. His body was moving sluggishly. She still hung on. Sek whined deep in the back of his throat, a pitiful sound, before finally going limp beneath her.
She let go. His heartbeat was faint in her ears, but still there. Kess stared at the sad, broken heap of fur before her. As much as she hated him, he was her brother. She wouldn't kill him. She wouldn't have that on her conscience too.
She limped over to where Cormac was sprawled and nudged him with her head, rubbing her cheek against him. He put his hand on the side of her neck, rubbing the strong muscles. He was alive, though the silver knife had done a number on him. His grey eyes were glassy but he gave her a weak grin. She huffed a breath at him in return.
Kess faced the other wereleopards. The two younger ones were snarling, their faces morphing and becoming more catlike as she watched. She drew her lips back in a hiss that bared bloody fangs. She slid forward, giving herself plenty of room to move.
"ENOUGH!" Bomani's deep voice shattered the quiet. He stepped in front of Kess, facing the other two wereleopards. "She has defeated Sekhmet in a fair challenge. You will not attack the new head of the clan."
Kess blinked. The two wereleopards returned to normal, their usually impassive faces stunned. She hadn't fought Sek for control of the clan--that hadn't been her intent at all. She didn't want it. But apparently, she had it now.
She changed back into her human form. She could see steam rising from her skin where the cold air hit it. Bomani inclined his head towards her, almost in deference. "You defeated him in single combat."
"For Cormac’s life. We fought over that and nothing else." She tried to keep the panic out of her voice. How could she get out of this?
"It still stands. The clan is yours." Bomani looked almost pleased.
No. Absolutely not. She had no desire to go back to Miami, to live a life plotted out for her. She would make her own life, and she wanted to make it here. She looked from Bomani to the still form of her brother. He wouldn't let her go, not really. He'd be back if she tried to stay. Unless…
"I don't want it." When Bomani opened his mouth to protest, she held up her hand. "But I will take it, on two conditions. The first: that a proxy holds the clan in my absence. Bomani, that's you." He shook his head angrily. "It has to be you. Sek can be a figurehead for all I care or you can lock him in the basement, but you will be my voice while I'm gone. Because I'm staying here. I want to go to college, to have a life."
Bomani frowned. "This is not the way things are done."
Kess ignored him. "Second: he is never to contact me again. The clan is to keep him away from me at all times. If I see him near me or mine again, I will not be so forgiving."
"And if we don't agree to this?"
Kess made her voice hard and cold, like black ice. "He dies now and I send you packing back down to Miami. And you'll tear each other apart trying to figure out who gets to be the next clan leader until nobody's left to hold the territory." She held Bomani's gaze with a steely one of her own, putting every ounce of strength she had into it.
Slowly, he nodded. "You give us little choice. Agreed."
Kess didn't relax, even though her bluff had worked. "Swear it. All of you."
"By rite of challenge, we swear to these conditions," Bomani intoned in his powerful voice. He looked at the wereleopard to his left and inclined his head, indicating it was the young man's turn to speak.
"I swear it."
Bomani looked to the wereleopard on his right and inclined his head once more. "I swear as well."
"It is done." Bomani gestured for the two men to pick up Sek's unconscious form. Then he turned back to Kess. His eyes were intense when he looked at her. "The clan is yours by right any time you want it. That cannot be undone. Do not forget it."
She nodded. "Get him out of here."
The three turned and left, carrying Sek between them.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 

Cormac awoke to see that he was in his old bedroom at the Lodge. A fire had burned down to embers in the fireplace and he lay in a bed the size of some small countries. He checked the clock on the bedside table—it read a little before four a.m. His chest still stung underneath the clean white bandages that encased him from neck to navel. The silver cuts were going to take a long time to heal. He was just grateful that it hadn’t been worse.
He tried to sit up a little against the massive quantities of pillows and bolsters then gave it up when they sank beneath his weight. He looked to his left and saw Kess curled in the club chair by the fireplace, head pillowed on her arms. He stared at her, pleased to see her face unlined by worry in sleep. She deserved some peace.
Cormac was debating about getting out of bed and moving her to a more comfortable position when the door to his room opened, letting light from the hallway spill inside. His father, massive against the doorframe, stood there staring at his son. "Good to see you awake," he said in a voice pitched low to avoid waking the girl. "Your mother wanted me to check on you."
"I’m okay, I think," he answered, trying to read his father’s expression in the dim light. "How’s everyone else?"
Alaric closed the door behind him and took a seat at the end of the bed. "Your mother is none too pleased, I’ll tell you that. But Burke and Finn are fine. Burke saw the cats down off the mountain and out of town. Griff didn’t run into any problems either with the boy that was holding her." He nodded towards Kess’ sleeping form. "And she seems to be just fine." He held up his hand to quiet his son when Cormac opened his mouth. "She was so dead-set on guarding you that your mother had to drop a posset in her tea just to make that girl get some rest."
His father stood up and stretched. "As if anything could get into the compound unless we wanted it to," Alaric added, grinning down at his son. "Wereleopards or not."
"She knows what they’re capable of better than we do," Cormac warned.
"Because she’s capable of it herself." Cormac started to push himself up, but his father waved him back with a lazy hand. "I’m not saying anything against Kess. She proved herself tonight--you don’t fight for someone like that unless you really love them." He looked like he wanted to say something more, then stopped and said instead, "Get some rest, Cormac. There’s plenty to go over when it’s daylight."
The door had just closed behind Alaric when he heard Kess say, "I knew the tea was drugged, you know."
He turned to watch her stretch out against the arm of the chair, lithe muscles along her arms flexing and bunching. She finished her stretch and settled back. She’d gotten cleaned up and wore a t-shirt and sweat pants at least two sizes too big for her. Her damp hair gleamed in the dull light of the fire. "Mom does that to everyone at least once. It practically means you’re family." He smiled at her. "Would you come over here and get in bed, please?"
She stood up, raking hair out of her face. "I should go. I was only staying until I knew you were okay. Which you clearly are if you are trying to get me into bed with you." He made a face at her and she laughed. Then her face grew serious again. "I think it's better if I go."
Cormac sighed. "You are going to make me get out of this bed and come get you, aren’t you?" He sat up, wincing as the stitches pulled uncomfortably. "It is not better if you go. I want you here where you are safe and I want you with me and I don’t care who thinks it’s better if you go. I don’t. Now get in the damn bed!" He flipped back the covers.
Kess slunk to the bed, eyes downcast. "You are so bossy for an invalid," she complained as she slid in beside him.
"Oh great, and you’re freezing too." He pulled her into him and felt her stiffen. He relaxed his hold but didn’t let go. He nuzzled her hair, breathing in the magic scent of her. This felt right. He waited until she had relaxed against him before he tightened his arm around her, pulling her close to him. He wanted to feel every inch of her against him. He could feel the padding of bandages on her from her fight with Sek. He rubbed her back in slow circles until the last of the tension left her and she was warm and pliant in his arms.
She faced him, tracing his cheek and jaw with gentle fingers, ghosting over the bruises and cuts her brethren had inflicted. Her eyes were heavy lidded, the gold a soft glow beneath heavy lashes. "You sure you didn’t drink that tea?" he asked, amused to see her zoned.
"Mmmhhhmmm," she murmured. "I flushed it down the toilet. It smelled funny." Cormac barked out a laugh. Everyone did that. He wondered why his mother even tried anymore. He watched Kess' head drop back, her neck a long graceful expanse of white against the darkness of her hair. His chest constricted and he pressed his lips against her neck, hearing her sigh softly as she arched against his mouth.
"That feels nice," she whispered. "You have about a million years to stop." Her eyes had slipped closed. He moved to try and reach more of her, but grunted in pain as the cuts on his chest and back protested.
Kess’ eyes flew open at the sound. She sat up, putting space between them. Cormac lay back with a defeated sigh. "Invalid, huh?"
Kess snuggled into the crook of his shoulder, careful not to disturb his wounds. In a husky voice, she said in his ear, "Don’t worry. I’ll give you a sponge bath tomorrow." Cormac laughed again, kissing the top of her head. She was soon fast asleep.
It took Cormac a little longer and a lot more time spent thinking about baseball and juggling kittens.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 

It was late in the morning when Kess walked down the stairs beside Cormac, watching him carefully for any sign of a misstep. He seemed to be doing okay, though he still moved slowly from the silver wounds Sek had inflicted. He'd told her those would take longer to heal than normal. The bruises were already fading from his face and body, his were-healing handling the worst of the damage. Even the raw spots on his neck from where the collar had drawn blood were healing up nicely.
He must have sensed her looking at him, because he looked over and smiled at her. "I'm not going to keel over, you know. You can relax."
She was trying to come up with a clever retort when they entered the living room to find Burke, Griff, and Finn arrayed on various couches, inhaling omelets. They called out greetings to the two of them. Cormac settled himself next to Burke, and Kess caught the slight grimace he made as his stitches pulled. She looked around for Alaric and Emmeline, but didn't see them although she caught the sound of pans and dishes rattling from back in the kitchen.
"Hey Kess," Finn called around a mouthful of food, "some pretty fancy moves you pulled out last night. Impressive."
"Didn't know I had it in me?" she asked, trying to sound lighthearted and for the most part succeeded. "So no more cat jokes?"
"Now I never said that," he replied, shoving another forkful of food in his mouth, then giving her a smile around cheeks stuffed full like a squirrel's.
Emmeline and Alaric joined them, each carrying two plates and silverware. Alaric handed one to his son, while Emmeline gave one to Kess. As she did so, she whispered, "Thank you."
Kess looked at her strangely, not understanding. Emmeline smiled and clarified. "For my son."
She dropped her eyes, unsure what to say. It was because of her that he'd been hurt in the first place. "I'm sorry," Kess said, eyes on her food. "It was my fault."
"Nonsense," Emmeline said briskly, giving her an encouraging smile. "Eat your breakfast."
Kess took a seat beside Cormac. He grinned at her before attacking his breakfast. Everyone ate in silence for a few minutes. Then Alaric spoke. "The cats are gone," he said without preamble.
"We're sure?" Cormac asked, glancing at her. He was still worried for her, even if she was not.
Griff nodded. "Both cars left last night--we followed them down the mountain and out of town. And from what I heard, that boy is in no shape to be threatening anybody. I'm betting they'll stay gone too, if I'm reading the situation right." They all turned to look at Kess and she flushed under the scrutiny.
"They should," she answered after a few moments. "Bomani won't allow Sek back here and neither will the clan. They swore to keep him away from me. And they don't take oaths like that lightly."
"Do we have to worry about retaliation?" Alaric asked her.
She shook her head slowly, trying to work it out in her mind. "No. Sek may be my proxy, but I guess I'm still the clan leader. And they aren't a big enough clan to spread out over two fronts, especially with the home territory vulnerable. It's part of why I made sure to tell you all not to interfere last night unless it was in defense of Cormac. I didn't want to give them a reason to come back for you."
Alaric inclined his head, as if in thanks. "So we're in the clear?" Finn asked.
"Looks that way," Burke responded, putting his empty plate on the floor and stretching out on the sofa. "Now what?"
Kess saw Griff and Alaric exchange a look. They may say it was over, but it appeared the Alpha and the Beta were not going to take any chances. Cormac also seemed to pick up on it because he nudged her leg with his. She avoided his eyes and took a bite of her omelet. It was delicious, but anything Emmeline made usually was.
Griff answered his son. "We do what we've always done. We protect our own."
Cormac put his plate down and wrapped an arm around Kess, drawing her close. But Kess stared at Alaric, who was watching her with clouded eyes. Finally, they seemed to clear and he gave her a small nod. She returned the gesture, a feeling of relief running through her. While he may never accept her like Griff and Burke and Finn had, by that gesture he had offered her something she hadn't ever expected. Wordlessly, he'd said, Welcome to the pack.
She sank back into the cushions of the couch, sliding her arms around Cormac's waist. It was more than she ever could have hoped for when she left Miami years ago. Yet here she sat, feeling like she'd been granted everything her heart desired.
Kess felt Cormac's hand beneath her chin and she looked up into those cool grey eyes, like the clouds that gathered before sudden summer storms from her childhood. "Welcome home," he breathed. She lightly pressed her mouth to his in the briefest of kisses, still shy in front of his family, then snuggled into his embrace.
Yes, she thought to herself. I think I finally am.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 

Sekhmet burned, awash in fever sweat. He lay huddled in his huge bed, covers over his head to block out the world. He had not left his bedroom since they'd returned from the mountains of North Carolina. Without her.
His wounds were slow to heal. He could speak again—not that he wanted to—his injured throat repairing itself. His stomach and chest would hold thick scars eventually, but right now they were a mess of deep lacerations and barely closed gashes. She'd come very close to eviscerating him--a little deeper and his guts would have spilled out. Sek almost wished she had.
She wasn't coming back. Not to him. Kess was fooling herself if she thought she wasn't as ruthless as the rest of them. It would have been kinder to kill him.
Bomani had a doctor and nurses brought in to tend him. He tolerated their interruptions, but he really wanted nothing more than to be left alone. He was a wounded animal; he wanted to hole up and lick his hurts and ignore the outside world. Unfortunately, such things were not possible. He knew he would need to get up soon and put on a brave show for the clan and any outsiders watching for weakness. He would need all of his strength to salvage his clan's position and power.
But for right now, he wanted to lay in the darkness and remember his sister now that she was well and truly lost to him.
 
 


 
 

CHAPTER FORTY
 

The winter had passed, releasing its snowy hold on the mountains slowly. Kess wasn't sorry to see it go, even though it meant rainy days as spring tried to get itself together enough to make the flowers bloom. It also meant warmer days and nights and she and Cormac were taking advantage of it. She changed more frequently now, no longer trying to keep that side of herself on a leash. She no longer felt it was an all or nothing proposition. She was learning balance.
She'd noticed a difference in how Alaric treated her too. He referred to her by name now, and not just when she was around. He seemed to have come to an understanding with his son and Kess found her presence around him accepted and even welcomed, rather than merely tolerated for Cormac's sake. She didn't want to push her luck, but she liked to think she'd proven just how much his son meant to her, and that it was enough to satisfy the pack Alpha.
Her eighteenth birthday had come and gone with little fanfare. Cormac had asked her what she'd wanted to do for it and she had wanted to spend it with him, with no fanfare or party or gifts. She was pretty sure she had everything she could want for right now.
Life had fallen into an enjoyable rhythm. She still went to work at the Barn, she still kept her room at Bran and Anita's boarding house. She still saw Cormac almost every day. She had made a few friends outside of the pack circle and was trying to get used to the idea of being able to put down roots, to stay. She'd gotten what she'd wanted most in the end and at a price she was more than willing to pay.
 

***********
 

It was a slow Tuesday night at the Barn and, for once, she wasn't working. Instead, Kess sat at the bar looking at a course catalog with Cormac. They were trying to plot out her first year of college, which she hoped to start in the fall, at least part time. He was pointing to a particular course in the book and telling her how it correlated to her requirements when the bartender interrupted them.
"Hey Kess," he said, wiping down the bar with a rag. "I think someone's looking for you." He pointed to the doorway.
She slewed around in her seat, wondering who could possibly be looking for her. The last time she had seen the man who stood in the doorway he was carrying the limp form of her brother out of the mountains. Bomani.
Cormac had turned around too and she felt him tense beside her. He shifted his eyes to her and raised a brow. She shrugged. She had no idea what he was doing back here, but there was a very simple way to find out. She squeezed Cormac's hand as she slid down from the barstool, then left him as she went to greet the wereleopard.
"Bomani," she said, keeping her voice low and calm. "What brings you back here?"
He stood looking down at her, impassive as always. "I have come with some news for you. And some paperwork that I think you will find interesting. It is from your father." Before she could ask, he said, "Sekhmet is not with me. I came alone."
Kess released a breath she hadn't realized she was holding and gestured to a bar table. She waited until he was seated, then seated herself. "Do you need anything—something to drink or eat?" She was trying to be polite. Until she heard what he had to say, there was no point in being otherwise. She remembered Bomani from when her father was alive, and while the man was not what she'd call warm, he had always treated her with a careful respect. She tried to hold onto that now.
"No thank you." He took out a sheaf of papers from the black satchel that he carried. "Your father always wanted you and your brother to be provided for. Since Sek had reached his majority when your father passed," Kess noticed how he didn't mention the circumstances of her father's passing, "these weren't necessary for him. He came into his part of the inheritance automatically.
"But you just turned eighteen recently. He had your part set aside in a trust until that day. I came up here to have you sign the papers and leave you with all of the account and trust information." He slid the stack of papers over to her while she tried very hard not to gape at him.
"My father set all of this up?"
"Of course. He couldn't be certain who would succeed him as the head of the clan or when. He wanted to make sure you and your brother were taken care of. He did this many years ago, soon after your mother died."
"Oh," she whispered, flipping through the pages. She remembered the last time she'd spoken to her father. She'd told him she loved him. She was glad she'd gotten to say it one last time.
"I understand that it is difficult to process. You can look those over at your leisure." He waited a beat. "However, this was not the only reason why I came. I must speak to you about something else as well, something unpleasant. Your brother."
She stacked the papers together neatly and folder her hands on top of them, trying to give her body something to do. The thought of her brother still made her uncomfortable, but he didn't frighten her like he had before. "How is he?" she asked quietly.
"Unwell."
"Physically or...um...emotionally?"
Bomani met her gaze with a frank one of his own. "Your brother was never what could be called stable. Your...falling out... has made it worse. More pronounced. I have allowed him a certain amount of autonomy within the clan, but I fear that will not be enough for him. Some still look to him as a leader. Unless..."
Kess' narrowed her eyes, not liking the way he let that word hang. "Unless what?"
He leaned forward. "Come home. You are the rightful clan head; you could stabilize the clan and counter your brother. And Sek could live out his days quietly."
Kess sat back. "I won't do that. I don't want the clan," she reminded him.
"But we need you," Bomani answered. "You are a wereleopard, Kess, and you are one of us no matter how you may wish it otherwise." He smiled slightly. "You cannot run forever."
Kess met his gaze again, deeply uncomfortable with the conversation. She had thought she had settled all of this months ago. It appeared she'd been wrong. She decided to change the topic. "Do you really think that Sek would relinquish what power he has willingly? To me?" She knew better.
Bomani subsided back in his chair. "He would. If it meant he got you home."
Kess felt sick. She could not go back there; not while he was there. Maybe not ever. The idea of staying in the same house--the same city--with him was not something she could contemplate.
"I can't," she said, meeting the older man's eyes. "Not with him there. I've got a life now, a future."
"Kess, we need a strong leader if our clan hopes to hold our territory. Even now, we are threatened as outside factions learn of our weakness. Would you condemn us all to death?" Her eyes flashed up as anger filled her.
She kept her voice low so that others wouldn't overhear, but her tone was harsh. "Would you blame me?"
Bomani pulled away from her at the anger in her voice. "You can't blame all of us for Sekhmet's behavior."
"You didn’t stop him," she spat, leaning forward. "None of you did. Not when he was hunting for me and not when he killed my father."
"Kess, you know I couldn't." He sounded sad, and she realized that Bomani had known her father longer than she'd been alive. "Rite of challenge prohibits intervention."
She calmed down a little. "Putting me in an impossible position will not make me more sympathetic to your situation." She paused, then added, "You know I don't like being herded."
Bomani inclined his head. "My apologies. I did not mean to presume. But I thought you should know how precarious our position is." He looked away for a moment and Kess thought he was trying to decide what to say next. She waited.
"Please, think about my offer. It does not have to be today." He tapped the pages he'd given her. "You will find your father's attorney and financial advisor's contact information among the other information should you have any questions. Sign the papers and follow the instructions to return them." He stood up. "My card is in there as well should you need anything."
Kess walked him to the doorway. Before leaving, he turned and said, "Kess, it is...unfortunate what happened between you and your brother, but do not punish your clan for that. All I ask is that you think about what I have said."
He turned to leave, but she stopped him. There was something that had been bothering her for the past several months. "There is one thing I've been wondering." He quirked a brow at her. "You lessened the dosage of whatever drug you gave me that night, didn't you? There's no way I should have been able to burn a full dose off that fast." Her metabolism burned through drugs quickly, but not so quickly that she would have been able to save Cormac.
Bomani smiled like a sphinx. "You are the clan leader," was his reply.
She nodded and watched him leave the restaurant, not sorry to see him go.Kess chewed her lower lip. He had asked her to think about her clan's survival, about her brother's, and she would, but it upset her that she had to. She had renounced the clan when she'd beaten Sek. It should have been enough. She took the papers he had given her and returned to her chair next to Cormac.
"Everything okay?" he asked.
She nodded. "I need some time to process it before I talk about it, but yeah. Thanks." She began to read the first page and came to a number that made her blink. Then she let out a laugh that startled Cormac.
"What is it?"
Kess pointed to the paper and Cormac read what was written there. The amount of money referenced was enough for ten colleges, for travel, for a house, for anything she could possibly want. Her father had indeed provided for her and had done so very well. Cormac put his arms around her and she felt warm and safe and loved. Tomorrow she would send back the papers and go to the bank and handle everything related to her trust. And perhaps in the coming weeks she'd consider her clan and Sek, and think about Bomani's offer.
But for now, for right now, she felt she had earned the right to enjoy her happiness. She'd worked hard to find it. Her father's words came back to her: Be well.
She would be.
###
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PROLOGUE
Bomani stood on the front lawn of the white house, looking out at the water. The sun was setting, turning the sky a molten orange-red. It looked like the water should be boiling with the fire sinking below the horizon. Feathery light clouds crossed over the deep pinks, hot oranges, and wicked reds that painted the sky in colors of conflict.
And conflict was coming, Bomani had no doubt about that. He'd been clan counselor to two wereleopard clan leaders; he could tell when change was in the air. He'd watched when Sekhmet had killed his own father—and Bomani's lifelong friend—to replace him as leader of their clan. He'd looked on when Sek had fought his sister Kess and been defeated and very nearly killed.
That had surprised Bomani. He'd been counting on sister killing brother. Sek was not a stable leader for their clan. Kess was an unknown, having been away from Miami for over a year, but he was willing to risk everything on the hope that she was more sane than her brother.
That she had let him live was unexpected; that she had not accepted the mantel of clan leadership, mind-boggling. Kess had specified that Sek was to remain clan leader in her absence, with the condition that he never attempt to see or contact her again. Bomani, and all others in the clan, were under her orders to make sure Sek abided by that rule.
It was proving more difficult to enforce that edict than even Bomani had been expecting. The first couple of months after their return from North Carolina, Sekhmet had been focused on healing after his disastrous attempt to bring Kess home. He hadn't had the strength or energy to continue his pursuit of his sister. But now that he was fully recovered, with only silvery scars on his face, throat and stomach as reminders of his ordeal, Sek was more obsessed than ever.
Masud stepped out of the house, the younger wereleopard walking over to where Bomani stood. The clan counselor waited until Masud was close, then asked, "How did he take it?" Bomani was certain he already knew the answer to his question.
The other wereleopard wiped at the blood dripping from a cut on his forehead. "About how you'd expect." When Bomani pointed at the wound, Masud shrugged. "He threw two glasses at me this time. I ducked the first one, but…."
The two of them stood there in silence for a few moments. Bomani knew Sek was becoming more erratic, descending into black pits of depression, followed by days of manic energy. His periods of calm were becoming fewer and farther between, especially now that Kess was denied him for good. Masud was an almost constant companion to the ill clan leader, and Bomani was grooming him to be his successor as counselor. The young man had a good head on his shoulders; it just remained to be seen if he could handle the less savory work that the position sometimes required. He was also the only one that Sekhmet seemed to trust lately, although that seemed to be on the wane.
Bomani knew that drastic measures would need to be taken to ensure their clan's survival. Samara and her hyenas were already sniffing around the territory, sensing weakness. He'd already gone back to North Carolina to try and convince Kess to come home; to drive home how desperate they were becoming. She had said she'd think about it, but he had yet to hear from her.
He was vexed.
Masud spoke. "I supposed I should go back in and check on him." He was reluctant.
"Make sure you dose his drink. He needs a good night's sleep."
Masud nodded and went back inside the house. Bomani stared at the ocean for a while longer. Then he put his hand into the interior pocket of his jacket and withdrew a disposable cell phone. He walked down to the boat dock, dialing the number that would put him in contact with the Keepers of Divine Order. They were the werecreature problem solvers, and it was not lightly that Bomani called them.
He quickly explained what he required to the contact at the other end of the line. The Keepers were implacable and circumspect. They would not fail. Bomani negotiated the transfer of funds, although he had already made the arrangements before placing the call. He hung up, saddened for a moment that the plan was in motion.
Kess would soon return to Miami. One way or another.


CHAPTER ONE
 

The incense was the thing she remembered most about her marking ceremony. It had been heavy, almost like another presence in the room. The smoke from it had sent up a thick plume that threaded through the air like a serpent, undulating in the drafts. At fourteen, Laila had been fascinated by it. It gave off a powerful scent of funerary herbs, of things she'd been smelling since the cradle. Myrrh of course, and dragsonsblood, and something almost floral--possibly yarrow. It dulled her other senses and Laila felt herself slipping into a kind of half-trance.
Her father was speaking, although there wasn't anyone else there to witness the marking. It was just her and her father, and if she really believed in such things, the jackal-headed god Anubis. They sat in the basement room that served as the center of worship. The marking ceremony was a private thing, held when the initiate was fourteen. The closest thing that Laila could compare it to was a Catholic's confirmation--the time in the participant's life where they were actively choosing to follow in the faith that, up until that point, had been chosen for them. With the Keepers of Divine Order, it was the same. If you were serious about service to them, and to Anubis, you were marked with a bronze knife at fourteen somewhere on your body.
The Keepers of Divine Order have been around since ancient times. It was thought that the very first Keepers originated in ancient Egypt, where people with a need would go to the edges of cities, near the necropolis or cemeteries where the jackals and other night scavengers gathered, and leave their request along with an offering. The werejackals in the area would evaluate the requests and decide whether to grant them, depending upon the offering left or whether they felt the request met their requirements. Laila highly doubted that the first werejackals had been terribly picky.
Laila had been raised knowing that this was her path. She had wanted nothing else. Weaned on stories of the Anubis Knights and their exploits, reared by a highly respected Keeper and sister to another, Laila thought her marking ceremony was a foregone conclusion. There was no other choice for her. She'd been in training since she was old enough to walk, even if she hadn't known it at the time. Her wrestling games with her father and brother had been precursors to the martial arts lessons that soon followed; private piano lessons honed swift and flexible fingers that could strip and reassemble a rifle in record time. At fourteen, she stood before the small statue of Anubis with more fighting and weapons knowledge than most enlisted military men.
The old bronze khopesh knife was placed in the center of the low table, wreathed in smoke. Laila stared at it, unable to look away. It was almost as long as a man’s forearm, the blade shaped somewhere between a claw and a sickle. She’d seen it plenty of times--it was her father’s after all and he carried it with him almost everywhere he went--but it scared her now. She felt sweat break out across her face.
Her father finished intoning in his deep voice and he slewed around on his knees to face her. Her father, like everyone in her family, wasn’t tall for a man, but his lean frame was incredibly strong. Most people underestimated them because of their size. It was a mistake they would not repeat, usually because they were dead.
He lifted the blade in both hands, like an offering. “This supplicant comes before you, seeking admittance to your Divine Order. May you receive her and deem her worthy.”
She said the words that she had memorized. “I offer unto you my life and my service, great Lord Anubis. You are the Opener of the Way and the Lord of Order. I will be your eyes and hands here on earth. I ask that you find use for them.”
Her father knee-walked over to her, the knife still held before him in one hand, a chalice in the other. He gave her an encouraging smile. “Ready?” he whispered.
Not trusting herself to speak, Laila nodded. Her father drew the knife down her forehead in a vertical line above her left eye. Blood spilled out, dripping down her brow bone and into the cup he held against her face. She closed her eyes so he could continue cutting, beginning again just beneath her eye and stopping the line parallel with the tip of her nose. The smell of blood, even this small amount, was thick in the closed room.
“By blood and by bone, by earth and by darkness, by life and by death, so I offer my oath.” She clenched her hands into fists, feeling hot and nauseous in the little room. Blood still dripped down her face and suddenly Laila was swept with the urge to fight, to hurt, to lash out with teeth and claw. It was almost overwhelming at first and she shook as the sensations passed through her. It was a little like when she changed forms, although she was still relatively new to it since her fourteenth birthday. When she changed, she was always in charge; it was simply another part of her that was taking precedence. This new feeling was edgier though, almost like she danced on the edge of control. It was scary and dangerous and she was a little appalled to find out that she kind of liked it.
Her father pressed a clean white cloth to her face. She would have a scar matching his and her brother's. She was a were, which meant she’d heal quickly and that the scar would be slight. Only wounds inflicted by silver or those from another were would leave telling marks behind. If her father’s scar was any indication, no one would be able to see it unless they knew where to look by the time she was his age. Her brother’s scar was still noticeable, although not glaringly so, but it too was fading with time.
Her father told her to lie down. She heard him open the door and felt the circulation of fresh air as it carried out the cloying smell of the incense. He was rattling around, gathering up bottles of salves and unguents that would help the healing process. Laila didn’t care about the cut; she was more interested in this new feeling. It was still there, quiet now, having subsided back into the recesses of her head since there wasn’t anything to feed its bloody desires.
She wondered briefly if this is what being consecrated to Anubis meant. Did this feeling mean the ritual worked? Or was this one of the by-products of being a werejackal? She hadn’t smelled blood since her first change, so maybe this was some kind of were response? Everything was still so new. She’d known she came from a family of werejackals and the odds were good that she would be one too, but knowing and knowing were vastly different, as she was finding out.
Her father returned, cool hands removing the cloth from her face. As he worked at the cut, she thought about asking her father about this new feeling. She knew she could talk to him about anything, but this she felt hesitant about and she couldn’t explain why. It wasn’t like he could look at her like she was a freak--she was exactly like him and Mebis. At the thought of her brother, Laila had her answer. She’d talk to Mebis about it when he got home. He’d know and would be straight up with her. He always was.
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