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Talia swam up from the inky darkness that surrounded her and blinked at the bright light shining in her eyes.  Her head felt as if it had a hive of extremely angry bees trying to beat their way out and her arms were on fire from their odd position behind her back.  The last thing she could remember was Ganya pushing her into his car, then some stars dancing around behind her eyes and then the darkness had engulfed her.  The moan that escaped her lips was completely involuntary as the bees in her head miraculously multiplied when she tried to move to get a better look at where she was.

Ganya fumed in the driver’s seat of his car.  They had been sitting in front of the gate for nearly ten minutes now and no one had yet to come out to confirm that he was there with Talia in tow.  He had called his contact inside the Rowan House while he was still on the road, just to make sure this sort of thing didn’t happen.  He had just pulled onto the street as his father and sister were pulling out of the driveway, causing him to have to swerve into the nearest side street and circle back around so as not to be caught. 

The quite moan from beside him pulled the Russian man’s attention away from the still closed gate.   He knew he was taking a chance hitting her over the head that way, but he didn’t want to take the chance that she would try to escape while they were at a stoplight or something.   It would completely ruin his plans if she got away form him.  This was his one chance to shame his angelic sister and tarnish the perfect child image and regain his place, he didn’t want to screw it up.

Sneering at the wincing figure next to him, Ganya reached over and grasped a thin arm wrenching it cruelly toward his side of the car.   Talia’s entire body followed the tied arm and she nearly fell over into the man’s lap, crying out in pain as her bound wrists ground together.  Snarling at the man holding her the blonde were could feel the wolf raging inside of her but the memory of Ganya’s warning made her struggle to keep it in check. 

“Relax and it won’t hurt as much.”  Ganya told the blonde with teeth bared in a feral grin.  “This will all be over very soon, and you will be where you belong and I can regain my place in the order of things.”  The smile slid off his handsome features at the short bark of laughter from his captive.  “What the hell could you find so funny?”

“I just hope I’m there to watch when Susan tears your throat out.”  She had no doubt that was exactly what her lover would do when she found out what her brother had done.  

With a low growl the Russian backhanded the woman across the face as anger exploded in his brain like a crimson fire.  “Just shut up and sit there.  If you say another word your not going to have to worry about seeing anything or anyone again.”  

Before Talia could begin to respond to his threat the gate opened and a tall blonde man waved them in.  Sitting up, she glared silently at the man next to her and simply waited for whatever would be coming next.  It only took a few minutes for them to reach the main house and to be escorted into a large office.  

The house itself wasn’t as big or lavishly decorated as the Ivanov House, nor did there seem to be as many people living there.  The halls were deserted as they were led through them.  The blonde man that had let them through the gate showed them into the office and told them to sit down.  Openly defiant, Talia remained standing near the door and refused to acknowledge the stern glances the man gave her for her disobedience. 

Only a few moments after they had been shown in, another door opened again to admit an elderly man who bore a remarkable resemblance to her mother entered and stopped just inside.  Stormy blue-gray eyes peered curiously across the room, and Talia felt that every place on her body that they touched was somehow tainted.  The old man was appraising her like a prize racehorse or a piece of meat.  She could feel his eyes lingering hungrily on each curve of her body, on every feature of her face and every attribute, consuming her with his eyes. 

Glaring back at the man that looked so incredibly like her, Talia had to fight off the urge to retch.  She felt so corrupted by just his look that she wanted to take a boiling hot shower just to wash off the gaze that seemed to cling like oil to her skin.  She wanted to run screaming from the room, to scream until she blacked out, anything to get his eyes off her.  

 As the man stared to walk toward her Talia shook her head and backed as far as the wall would allow her to go, biting her lip until it bled just to keep the cry of terror from bursting from her lips.  The blonde were felt as if she was being devoured by the man’s eyes. They held no warmth, no compassion, nothing but the look of a predator before it attacks.  Still trying to back through the wall, Talia jumped as a soft yet deep voice with a rich and vibrant timbre caressed her ears. 

“There’s no need to be afraid of me, I’m your grandfather. I won’t hurt you I just want to look at you.”  Michael Rowan could not only see the terror in the woman’s eyes but he could smell it strongly in the air.  Edging slowly toward her, he tried to assuage her fears so that he could take a close up look at her.  From a distance she looked like those of his Clan, tall, blonde, finely chiseled bone structure, but he wanted to get closer to see if this was truly the child of his child.  He wanted to be able to look into her eyes and see his daughter there. 

The man’s voice was nearly hypnotic.  Even though she wanted more than anything to run away form him his voice held her spell bound.  She couldn’t even turn her head as the old man sidled up next to her and grasped her chin.  Talia felt as if she was falling into a dark bottomless chasm as she stared back into the gray-blue orbs that held hers.  As she felt herself becoming lost in the turbulent depths, the color changed with the quickness of a cobra strike.  The blue disappeared into a rolling tornado of darkness as rage swept into his eyes making them darker than the blackest coal mine at midnight.  

Grabbing the delicate chin in his hands, Michael Rowan thrust it toward the ceiling.  “Who struck you?” 

The rich voice was gone and a darkly menacing one took its place in those three short words.  The threat in the words was as clear as bell, directed back across the room even though his eyes never left the Talia’s.  Shuddering at the dark power his voice held Talia couldn’t stop her eyes from flitting quickly over to Ganya.  Rowan released his granddaughter and flew across the room with preternatural speed, a blur of black silk and gray hair. 

Ganya could only gape as his body flew backward and struck the wall with a resounding thud.  One moment he had been in complete control of the situation and the next he was lying on his back waiting for the fog to lift from his brain.  He knew that if Michael Rowan wished to kill him, he would be dead before he could object.  Before he could even blink the older were was on him, hands clutching his throat.  Rowan’s hands felt like steel bands as they pushed down and robbed him of air. 

“Who do you think you are to hit her?  Listen to me pup, I have every right to kill you now for what you’ve done, but I won’t.  I rather like the idea of you having to return to the Ivanov House and face your sister.  Even I wouldn’t cherish the thought of going up against that one if I had betrayed her that way you have done.  Now get out.”  

The feral grin the old were shot at him discouraged Ganya from arguing.  Jumping to his feet as soon as Rowan moved off him, the Russian threw a sneer at Talia before bolting from the room.  Now all he had to do was sit back and watch the fireworks when Susan found out her precious halfling was with her own House and there wasn’t anything she could do about it short of starting a war. 

                                                                 *****************

The trip back to the Lair was silent even though the firestorm that raged through Susan’s mind sounded as loud as a million jets, screaming through her head.  The sound of her blood boiling through her veins was drowning out anything her father might have said to her.  In truth her father had taken one look at the grim set of her features and wisely said nothing.  He knew his daughter well enough not to try to dissuade her from whatever course of action she was planing to take.  The fact was that he was proud of the way she had handled the moronic leader of Rowan House. 

Susan chose not to speak to her father on the way home or once they reached the house.  She wasn’t willing to listen to him tell her she had blown the whole meeting.  All she wanted to do was get to her private lair and see Talia, to let the blonde woman sooth the raw edges of her anger.  It never failed to amaze her how just being near her lover could make the entire world just disappear and the whole universe would shrink to just the two of them.  As upset as she was at this moment, she needed Talia’s calming influence just to keep her head from exploding.

Susan found her legs rebelling against the long stride she usually adopted as they nearly ran away with her towards her room.  Forcing herself back to her normal pace, she couldn’t help the smile that crept onto her face.  She had never been in a hurry to see anyone in her life, as far as she was concerned they could wait for her. But now it seemed as if she was always running to see Talia.  The impact that this one beautiful, bright, compassionate, loving, oh and did she mention absolutely gorgeous, person had made in her life in such a short time was nothing short of miraculous. 

If someone had told her a few short months ago that one person would become her entire existence, she would have told them that they were severely unbalanced if not down right insane.  How could someone be more important to her than her own life?  How could one person mean more than her family, her house, her clan and her entire species?  However the blonde woman had snaked her way into her heart and soul and Susan knew that whatever else happened she had something no one could ever take away from her.  True love. 

Still lost in thoughts of golden blonde hair, deep blue-gray eyes and brilliant personality that was all wrapped in a sensational body, Susan opened her door and stepped into her lair without even realizing she was there.  Most people took one look at the beautiful blonde and immediately assumed she was her hair color but Talia was one the most intelligent people she had ever met.  Susan stared at her room from the doorway stunned as its emptiness hitting her like a dark wave.  

Susan was almost in a daze as she moved through the gloom of her empty rooms not even bothering to turn on the lights.  Her lair had that eerie abandoned building feeling to it and it felt wrong to even whisper in the oppressive silence.  The desolate sensation of the rooms drove her out into the halls to search the house.  Susan felt as if she was caught in a bad dream floating from room to room and finding each one empty.  She couldn’t shake the feeling of missing a part of herself, as if she had lost a limb, she could feel it but it wasn’t there any longer. 

After nearly an hour of searching the house and grounds and speaking to anyone she could find Susan wandered into her father’s study looking as if someone had run over her puppy.  Stumbling to the bar she took down a bottle of Vodka and a short glass the only thought in her mind was to quiet the thoughts of desertion she was feeling.  Talia must have gotten frightened and left. It was the only reasonable answer.  Not knowing what else to do or where to look, she curled up in her father’s chair by the fire in a fog of anguish that was almost physical.   

Susan didn’t know how long she had been sitting in the overstuffed armchair when she heard her father’s distinct voice outside the study door.  Even with her sharp hearing she couldn’t make out more than a few hushed words until the door opened and her world came crashing down around her.

“You imbecile!  I told you to convince her to leave on her own, not kidnap her and beat her.”  The older man belittled his son, his voice suddenly thick with a Russian accent that years in the States had softened.  “Did you think Rowan wouldn’t call me and tell me what you had done?  He was more than happy to demand reparations from me for what you did just so he could rub salt in the wounds.  Exactly what sort of deal did you make with Michael Rowan?“

“If I made a deal with Rowan, that’s my business not yours.  Besides, there was no way that I was ever going to be able to get close enough to her what with Susan hovering over her all the time.  I had to make the most of the opportunity I was given and if I had to rough her up a little in the process, so what?  The half breed bitch deserved what she got.  .”  Ganya whined to his father in defense of his actions. 

“Well just consider yourself lucky that Rowan didn’t talk to your sister.  I hate to imagine what she would have done if he had told her what he told me.”  Andrei told his son frowning at the mental image that suddenly thrust its way to the front of his mind. His was daughter standing above the broken and battered body of his oldest child lying in a pool of blood. 

“I wouldn’t pat myself on the back just yet if I were either of you.” Susan snarled at the men as she uncoiled herself like a deadly cobra from the chair and stood facing them.  Looking like deer caught in a cars headlights Andrei and Ganya watched in stunned silence as all their plans fell to pieces.  

Susan was enraged. They had conspired to take away the only thing that had ever meant anything to her.  She seemed to move away from herself, watching as her arm raised the bottle she had been drinking from, but not feeling herself do it.  Time slowed and she saw the bottle tumble end over end through the air towards her brother’s head.  A single tear rolled down her cheek as the glass projectile missed Ganya’s head and shattered against the wall. 

As the shards glittered like frozen rain to the floor Susan couldn’t help the choked sob that tore from her lips. Her life had suddenly become the bottle, crushed beyond hope of repair.  Even if, when, she got Talia back, the betrayal of her father and brother would still be dangling over their heads like a hangman’s noose.  

Andrei stepped forward placing himself between his children, hoping to stave off an attack. “Suzotchka…”

“No!” Susan screamed at the old man. “Don’t you dare call me that.  You have lost the right to call me that, and I don’t know if you will ever get it back.”  Susan’s voice cracked as she yelled at the top of her lungs, all her pain pouring out in a rush as she advanced toward the two men.  

Andrei winced as he saw twin rivers of tears streaming unchecked down his daughter’s face.  He stood his ground and waited for the blow he knew was coming.  Susan’s first reaction had always been to strike first ask questions later, but he was stunned as she pushed past him and Ganya going instead to the far wall of the room.  He only considered trying to stop her for a spilt second when he realized what she was after.  Mounted on the wall under the House Crest were two ancient swords that had been passed down from generation to generation from so far back that no one knew when or where they had come from anymore.  

“Killing me or your brother will not get Talia back, Susan.” The old were tried to reason with the sobbing woman. 

“Don’t worry this is not for you. It’s for Rowan.  He will have to give her back when he’s faced with four feet of cold iron.”  Susan spat out the words in her father’s direction.  She didn’t want to look at him, afraid that she might turn the blade on him or her brother no matter what she had just said. 

“You can not go barging into the Rowan House and threaten its leader like that. Susan you will start a war.”  Andrei said softly as he moved with an eye blurring quickness to stand between Susan and the door. 

“You two should have thought of that before you conspired to take her away from me.  Now get out of the way before I am forced to do something we will all regret. Although you will only regret it for a few seconds.”  Susan snarled at her father.  She was more than willing to go through him if he didn’t move. 

Guilt swept through the leader of House Ivanov like the wind of a tornado.  A father was supposed to love his children unconditionally and provide whatever they needed to be happy, not destroy their trust and shatter their hopes and dreams.  Bowing his head in shame Andrei moved silently out of his daughter’s way, allowing her to pass unhindered. 

Susan ran from the room, ran from the House, ran from her father and brother.  Even as angry with them as she was, she couldn’t help but feel saddened by the look on her father’s face.  The Leader of House Ivanov had looked as if he had aged twenty years in the space of a few seconds, grief and regret was etched so deeply in his face.  Running to her car, Susan threw the sword into passenger seat as she leapt into the driver’s side of the small convertible not bothering with the door.  As she sped out of the driveway at speeds that would make Evel Knievel blink she didn’t even notice the three people she nearly mowed down in her haste. 

                                                                    *******************

“Is there anything I can get you or do to make you more comfortable?”  The ancient were asked his newly returned granddaughter.

“You can let me go.”  Talia said softly.  She knew in her heart that the man across from her wasn’t about to do anything of the sort but she had to try. She needed to get back to Susan.  She was afraid of what the dark Russian would do when she found her gone and Susan could get hurt when she came for her. 

Michael Rowan tilted his head and chuckled.  “You know that is not an option Talia.  Now that you are here, here is where you will remain.  You are my descendent and I need you to continue the Rowan line.”

The blonde former ADA frowned at the old man’s statement, not liking the turn in the conversation.  “And just what do you mean by that?”

The smile on the Rowan patriarch’s face was as condescending as it was amused.  “I am an old man Talia with very little time left.  I have to be assured that our line will continue after my death.  If you refuse to join your House willingly then an appropriate mate will be found for you. Your children will become the Heirs of this House.  They will be raised to understand duty and loyalty to House and Clan. They will be the future.”

“You’re going to use me as some sort of brood mare.”  Talia’s voice was a mere whisper in the large room as the full weight of her fate fell upon her and her shoulders dropped in defeat.

“Don’t look so dejected.  You will be serving this House, your House, in the most important way possible.  This way your idiot cousin Stephen will no longer be Heir, you will be.  Of course it will be in name only since it is obvious that the Ivanov’s have poisoned your mind against me.  As it is, a regent will be appointed until your children are old enough to take over running our House.  And the regent I appoint does not necessarily have to be in the bloodline so I can chose the man or woman best suited for the job and not worry about contention among the young guns of this House.”  Michael explained calmly and patiently as he could, as if he were talking to a young child. 

Talia had had nearly all she could take of her grandfather’s patronizing attitude.  She was being held against her will, about to be turned into a walking womb and he was acting as if she didn’t have the cognizant abilities of a five year old.  To say she had had it was putting it lightly.  “You’re very sure of yourself aren’t you?  You have it all planed out. You believe that you can get me to just meekly go along with you.  Well guess again.  There is no way in hell that I’m staying here.  If Susan can’t get me out of here then I’ll escape and if I can’t then I’ll just have to take matters into my own hands.” 

Michael frowned as his granddaughter ground out her words from between gritted teeth.  He studied the determination on her face and saw the steel under the soft exterior she showed the world.  She was stronger than he had at first believed and he did not doubt that she would carry out her threat.  “You would rather do that than to serve your family?  Your mother had no honor either. If she had you wouldn’t be here now. Instead she chose to run away and raise a half-breed with that filthy human mate.  I hope in time you will learn to accept that this is the way things must be.  Until then, you’ll just have to be kept under twenty-four hour supervision.”

“I would rather die than to allow you to do this to me.  You act as if I were your property to do with whatever you want. If this is what my mother had to grow up with I’m surprised she waited so long to get away from you. Well I have news for you old man,” Talia growled at her grandfather as she rose and crossed the room with preternatural speed to throw herself at him and grasp his throat, “no one owns me.” She wrapped her hands around the wrinkled neck and pressed down, not hard enough to harm but just enough to convey her sincerity.  Talia blinked when her hands began shaking, not on their own, but as a result of the laughter bubbling up from the throat she held.

Rowan couldn’t help laughing. He could have easily evaded the young woman’s attack.  Talia was so new to her abilities that even though she was faster than a human she was still slower then all but the newest quickened weres.  While her leap had been stunningly graceful, she had broadcast the motion long before her body had launched itself.  “If you’re done?  I would suggest you remove you’re hands, before I am forced to discipline you like a small child.”  Michael told his only grandchild in a softly dangerous voice as he wrapped his hands around her delicate wrists.

Talia could feel the strength in the old man’s hands as they held her in a vise-like grip.  They weren’t crushing, but she could feel the potential in them to inflict great pain as they squeezed in warning.  The young blonde released her hold letting her hands and head drop at the same time in defeat.  There was no way out short of a miracle for her now.  She was a prisoner with no hope for parole.  Walking slowly back to the chair she had abandoned only moments before and sank into it bonelessly.  

Rowan sighed as he watched the color drain out of the beautiful face.  He moved to her side and knelt in front of her chair, putting a consoling hand on her well-shaped thigh.  “It will be fine you know.  Just give it some time and you will forget all about Susan Ivanova and you will come to see that this is where you belong.  Your place and your duty are here, with your House and to me.  The Ivanov’s would never have accepted you. You would have always been an outsider to them.  No, this is for the best.  I’ve had a room prepared for you.”  The old man told her softly as he rose and walked to his desk to call for his personal servant.  

When the tall willowy man answered the call of his master, Michael pointed to his dejected granddaughter.  “Take her to her room, make sure her guards know that they are not to let leave her rooms alone for any reason.  I want you to escort her back here personally when lunch is ready. She will be taking her meals with me.  That’s all for now.”  Rowan waved the man away not even bothering to watch them leave. 

Talia followed the man in front of her blindly.  She couldn’t see anything through the haze of pain that covered her eyes.  Despair ravaged her heart and soul as she was led further into the house and farther away from all hope of ever seeing Susan again.  The journey only took a couple of minutes, but it felt like hours to her.  She couldn’t imagine how she was going to survive or even if she wanted to.  

She stopped automatically when the man in front of her did and entered the door he opened for her shuffling into her lavishly decorated prison cell without seeing it.  Her feet moved themselves to the large bed in the middle of the room and she sat down, not noticing the softness of the mattress or the richness of the duvet covering it.  She might as well have been sleep walking because she felt as if she were caught in a surreal nightmare as the door closed and she could hear it being locked.

                                                               ******************

Michael Rowan didn’t bother to look up as his office door opened.  It was noon and he knew that it would be William bringing him lunch. The man was as accurate as a fine Swiss timepiece.  “Just put it over there and go fetch my granddaughter.”  

“Sir, there is a slight problem with the young mistress.  I attempted to bring her here before I retrieved your meal, however she seems to be rather ill.”  William told his employer quietly.  When he had gone to get the woman as he had been instructed she had been in the exact same position he had left her in.  As far as he could tell she hadn’t moved one inch since he had closed the door.  He had tried for several minutes to get her to come with him, but she hadn’t even acknowledged his presence. 

Michael looked up from the papers he had been looking over to study his servants face.  The old man’s wrinkled face was drawn tight, worry etched plainly on his frowning countenance.  Rowan knew that William had always been one of the most unemotional people he had ever met. It took quite a bit to rattle the old servant, and his granddaughter had done it with alarming ease.  

Rising abruptly from his chair, Michael moved with a predator’s grace quickly through the house to Talia’s room.  Throwing the door open without bothering to knock his cold eyes scanned the room in the blink of eye and landed on the unmoving form on the bed.  Crossing the room he knelt down in front of his heir and grasped her elegant hands in his large rough ones.  “Talia? Talia can you hear me?”

Talia could hear someone calling her name but it wasn’t the voice she wanted to hear so she ignored it.  She knew there were people near her she could see them through the haze that shrouded her mind like a late night December fog hugging the shoreline.  She could feel hands griping her own but they were the wrong hands, bigger and rougher than the ones that should be holding hers. 

Nothing mattered to her now but to remember Susan.  All she had, would have from now on were her memories and she didn’t want to leave them for the cold reality that was waiting for her.  Instead she slipped into a dream world where she and her love were together and left the waking world to those that still cared to live in it.

Michael could see Talia slipping away, retreating further into herself.  He did know what to do to help her but he could not allow it.  His only heir was fading in front of him.  He watched in cold horror as the light in her blue-gray eyes went out.  The vacancy in her gaze was frightning in its desolation.  He could only hope that with time she would come out of her self-imposed trance-like state.  Rowan gently laid the woman’s hands back into her lap and stood slowly, turning toward his servant standing discretely in the doorway.  “Make sure she is made comfortable and have someone assigned to watch over her at all times.”

William watched his employer stalk silently from the room a dark cloud covering his rugged face.  Sending one of the guards to fetch one of the House’s old aunties he laid the pale woman out on the bed, removing her shoes and covering her with a blanket.  He would do as Rowan had asked but he didn’t think that in the end it would do much good, not for someone that had lost the will to live. 

                                                                  *****************

Susan didn’t bother with trying to get someone to open the gates of House Rowan for her instead she gunned her car’s engine and rammed them as hard as she could.  The large iron gates buckled and moaned, but they didn’t give.  With steam rolling out from under the hood she backed up and hit the barrier again.  Twice more she used her car as a battering ram laying siege to the home of her enemy.  When her crumpled and abused vehicle refused to move any further the Russian were grabbed her sword and leaped onto what was left of the hood.  

Throwing her blade over the gate Susan climbed the twisted metal and leapt to the ground from the towering pinnacle of the barricade.  Anger, hate, despair and fear filled her mind with alternating thoughts of running Rowan and her brother through with her sword and images of Talia’s broken and battered body lying in a discarded heap somewhere in a cold dark room.  She didn't’ really think that Michael would harm his own flesh and blood in such a way but that didn’t stop the irrational fear from threatening to overwhelm her. 

Running with ghostly speed and stealth Susan evaded the guards that had been dispatched to the front gate to deal with the invasion.  Gliding silently behind trees and bushes the dark were made her way swiftly to the main house she had left only hours ago.  Susan detoured around the side of the house choosing not to try and go through the men guarding the front door and instead circled the building looking for an alternate way in. 

An open set of french doors presented themselves to her and Susan took it as an invitation.  Creeping to the side of the doors she scented the air and listened as hard as her enhanced hearing would allow trying to gage if the room was occupied.  The room had the musty smell of a room that had been closed and unused for some time.  She listened for several heartbeats before slinking around the doorjamb and entering the room.  

Row upon row of bookshelves stood as silent observers to the Russian’s stealth.  Susan snorted softly to herself at the sight of the dusty library.  Why does it not surprise me that the Rowan’s library looks as if none of them know what a book is much less how to read one.  She couldn’t help the derisive comment from entering her mind any more than she could help breathing.  It was commonly believed that the House Rowan was a backward ignorant house that preferred the dark ages to the twentieth century.  It surprised her that they even had a library. 

The thought of the brightly intelligent and inquisitive Talia being held by such intolerant and hide-bound fools made her shudder.  The Rowan’s would attempt to quell the freethinking spirit and turn her lover into one of their suppressed blindly obedient drone-like woman.  She had to get Talia out of there as quickly as possible before they could do any irreparable harm to her beautiful mind and body.

Susan moved like a specter through the halls, willing herself not to be seen.  Using the memory of her earlier visit she tried to guess where the private lairs were.  If she could find Talia before anyone found her then they could escape together and there would be no need for a confrontation.  But if she couldn’t find her she would have to go after Michael Rowan himself and force him to give the blonde up. 

Slipping in and out shadowed doorways and hiding occasionally in empty rooms when she heard someone coming, Susan made way through the house.  When she finally found the living quarters for the house’s inhabitants the Russian felt her heart fall out of her chest and shatter on the floor.  Standing in front of the door that she could guess Talia was behind, stood fifteen of the largest weres House Rowan had to offer.  It would have been possible for her to take on two or three but even in her state of panic she knew she could never hope to win through those kinds of odds. 

Backing away from the hall where they were holding the blonde were Susan backtracked until she thought she was near where Michael Rowan’s office was located.  She would have to take him hostage and make a trade. His life for Talia’s.  It didn’t take long for her to find the obnoxiously gold-leafed door of Rowan’s office.  

There was only one big blonde man with one eyebrow going all the way across his sloping forehead guarding the door to Rowan’s office.  The lack of security around their leader and the goon squad outside Talia’s door told her that Michael knew she was the one breaking down his gate.  He had expected her to try to take Talia out of the house but he didn’t think she would be brash enough to try for him.  It was his mistake and she was about to take advantage of it.

Rushing the guard Susan hit him hard on the top of his head with the flat of her sword, knocking him out cold.  Rather than try the doorknob and perhaps give away the small amount of surprise she might still have she kicked the door with every werewolf enhanced muscle she had.  The door splintered where it was attached to its hinges.  Susan was through the ruined door before it could crash against the inside wall and come to rest in a haphazard pile of kindling. 

Michael Rowan didn’t have time to blink as he looked up and saw his door disintegrate and a dark blur streak through the room toward him.  Before he could inhale a startled breath a long blade of cold iron was pressed uncomfortably hard into his soft throat.  It took every once of pride he had not to show the icy fear he felt coursing through his veins as he looked up into the hard blue eyes of the youngest child of Andrei Ivanov. 

Seeing blazing fury shaded with desperation in the young woman’s eyes Michael resisted the urge to reach up and push the blade away from his skin. It hadn’t yet cut into his flesh but it was already beginning to burn.  He knew if handled the Russian wrong she wouldn’t hesitate to kill him.  Sitting back in his chair he allowed the blade to follow him as he crossed his arms over his chest and looked death squarely in the eye.  “Miss Ivanova I would say it’s a pleasure to see you again but under the circumstances I hope you will understand if I waive the pleasantries?”

“I’m going to give you about ten seconds to get Talia in here before I start removing appendages.  Nine eight seven, I can make it so that it takes you a long time to die, six five four three, I think I’ll start with a foot, two one.”  Susan shook her head at the man’s arrogant stubborn jaw set and raised her blade to carry out her threat.  He might have thought she was bluffing but she was dead set on taking him apart piece by piece until he either gave her what she wanted. Or until he died.

Drawing back her blade Susan set herself to swing hard enough to sheer through muscle and bone.  Just as the sharp implement reached its apex a disturbance outside the room accompanied by a familiar voice caused her to hesitate.  “Unless you wish to clean your Leader up off the floor and walls and ceiling I suggest you allow me to pass.” 

“Susan, put the sword down now.” Andrei Ivanov spoke softly but his words sounded like a roll of thunder as they seemed to echo off the walls and reverberate through room.

Susan howled in fury as her father’s voice stopped her blade as if he had physically taken hold of the cold iron and stayed her hand.  Even after all he had done to her, betrayed her, hurt her, she found it impossible to disobey him in front of another house and dishonor her own in the process.  Years of conditioning to obey her Leader to put her House above herself forced her arm to lower the weapon no matter how much she wanted at that moment to kill the man in front of her.  Turning her head to face the man that had shattered her heart and trust in one cruel blow Susan could barely make him out through the tears suddenly stinging her eyes.  “What are you doing here?”

Andrei took a deep breath trying to forestall his own tears at the look of devastation on his youngest child’s face.  He sent a silent prayer to the Goddess that he might one day regain her love and trust before stepping slowly toward her.  “Susan you know you can not do this.  The punishment for killing the Leader of a House is death.  Even I cannot save you from that fate if you chose to do this.  Susan please think about what you’re doing.  We can find another way without resorting to violence.  That way has led to disaster and more death in the past.  He hesitated a moment so that his next words would carry more weight.  “And if you die Talia will be alone.”

As he spoke Andrei crept closer to his daughter who looked as if she had been frozen into a statue of pain and grief.  So still was she that he was beginning to fear for her state of mind, perhaps he had gone too far in his effort to stop her.  True she was hurt and upset but this placidity was such a contrast to the raging fury she had been only seconds ago, he was afraid her mind had crumbled under the strain. 

Susan mentally shook herself at her father’s words trying to free herself from the cold numbness that enveloped her.  She couldn’t leave Talia.  She had made a promise and she intended to keep it.  Letting the heavy sword fall from senseless fingers she blinked and tried to focus on her father.  “I can’t live without her.  She’s my heart and soul, without her I’m dead anyway.”

Rowan stood stealthily as he watched the exchange between father and daughter and moved to safer distance from the volatile young woman.  As the blade fell from her hand he waved to his people standing in the doorway and motioned them to take the Russian into custody.  The burly men each took a stooped shoulder and held it tightly and waited for further instructions from their Leader. 

“Well Andrei, it would seem that we have quite a situation on our hands here.  I’m calling an emergency meeting of the Council.  Of course Miss Ivanova will have to remain as a guest here until this matter is resolved.”  Michael sneered triumphantly at his enemy.  The smile faded however when he saw that the other man hadn’t even spared him a glance, all his attention on his child. 

Andrei sighed heavily, he had know that if he managed to stop Susan she would still have to face the consequences of her actions.  At least this way he wouldn’t have to sit back and watch her die. “I’ve already called the meeting it’s set for this afternoon at four.  All you have to do is show up with Susan and Talia.” Ivanov informed the other man as he turned to look at him for the first time since enter the room, just in time to see the smug smile slide off his face. 

Rowan fumed silently feeling as if his victory had been stolen from him.  “Then I will see you there.” He bit off the words dismissing Ivanov before turning to his followers.  “Take Miss Ivanova to the lower store rooms.  I want her under triple guard at all times. She is not to be left alone for any reason.  Now go.”  Turning back to his desk Michael turned his back on the entire room letting the mask fall from his face and his eyes burn with the rage that was consuming him quicker than starving man could devour a crust of bread. 

                                                          ****************

Ten minutes before the appointed hour the Rowan House contingent arrived in the underground parking garage of the downtown office building that housed the Council’s Boardroom.  They had long ago bought the entire skyscraper so they had no fear of outsiders seeing something they shouldn’t. They had come in three separate cars, Rowan and his unmoving granddaughter in one, Susan Ivanova and her guards in another and the House’s legal experts in the last. 

Michael had instructed his men to hold Susan in the garage until he and Talia were safely in one of the Councils inner chambers before they brought her up.  He didn’t want her to have a chance to see Talia before they were brought before the Council. It seemed as if the fire had died in the heart in the Russian were.  She hadn’t tried to escape or even to struggle when she was taken to her makeshift cell or when they had put her in the car.  

As he watched two of his men removed his lethargic granddaughter from his car Michael tried to catch a glimpse of her lover through the darkly tinted windows.   The rapid change from a raging wildcat that had attached him to a meek defeated kitten was more of a surprise to him than the attack itself.  He had know she would try to get Talia back, he had expected it, the savageness of her assault taken him a bit by surprise though.  Now she just sat there just like Talia, unmoving and uncaring and completely still.  Shaking his head Michael motioned for his personal guard to proceed him to the elevator and fell in step behind with Talia and her guards bringing up the rear.  

Her mate was close. She had caught her sent several times since the car had stopped.  She wanted to move, to look around and find her but she stayed quiet.  The ones holding her thought they had the advantage, that she had given up.  They couldn’t have been further from the truth.  Animal cunning and a sharp human mind had combined to tell her to give the impression of defeat.  All she had to do was bide her time, make her enemies think she was weak and then when they let their guard down she would strike.  She would make them pay for trying to separate her from Susan.

Susan Ivanova knew that her love was there she could see her, smell her, taste and her feel her.  But she knew if she even acknowledged Talia’s existence then the fight would be over before it had even begun, as it was strictly against protocol in these matters.  All she could do was follow the hunched deflated form of her intended mate as she was led into the building, swearing an oath to the goddess to get even with everyone that had tried to keep them apart.

The outer waiting rooms of the Kin’s offices were decorated much as any other large company’s home office might look.  Plush carpet cushioned visitor’s feet, art drew the attention of the eyes, plush furniture lined the walls.  The only noticeable differences in this and other offices was that the carpet was just a little plusher, the art was real and the furniture was expensive.  But it was only after passing into the inner sanctum that the true differences could be seen.

Talia took in the richness of the outer rooms with quiet awe, carefully schooling her features to passivity.  Once they passed through reception and into the rooms that no one other than the Kin and their most trusted human lackeys ever stepped foot in, she nearly gave herself away.  It was as if she had stepped back in time.  Gone were the modern furnishings and equipment and in their places were smoking torches lighting the large hall, weapons replaced paintings and hard wooden chairs replaced soft cushions.  A huge wooden semi-circle table inlaid with archaic designs and runes dominated the room.  A dozen men and women, leaders of the Houses, sat around the table ready to hear the complaints brought by any Kin who could not resolve the issue within their own House.

The blonde were was led to a chair at the right hand of the table and pushed into the seat.  The seats for the two opposing parties were separated by a wide aisle, the right side for the were bringing the complaint and the left side for the defending side.  Talia sat unmoving and staring straight forward in her seat as her grandfather sat to her left facing the Council.  Time seemed to slow in Talia’s mind as she waited for Susan and House Ivanov to enter the chamber.  She was impatient to get things started so that they could get the whole thing over with and she could go home with Susan.

Home.  It was strange how in just a few short days, hours really, that the Ivanov compound had become home to her. It wasn’t because she felt particularly welcome there, but had everything to do with her lover.  Susan’s presence in the big house made it feel like home to her and she just wanted to get back there so that they could begin their life together.  The minutes took days to pass, but finally the Susan Ivanova was led into the room.  The only acknowledgment Talia allowed herself was to draw the air deep into her lungs, tasting her future mate’s scent. 

Susan openly glared at Michael Rowan.  Sitting to the right side of the table he had deliberately take the place of the wronged party, when by Law the House Ivanov was to have that seat.  Andre had called the council to hear this complaint and he and his House should have sat in those chairs.  Rowan was obviously sending a message and Susan didn’t like it in the least.  All she wanted at that moment was five minutes alone with the pretentious bastard to teach him a lesson.  

Growling deep in her throat at the old man as she passed, the enigmatic Russian stalked to the other side of the room to take a seat and to wait for her father who had been only a few steps behind her when she entered the room.  Andrei Ivanov had arrived in the garage a few minutes after the Rowans and had immediately gone to his daughter completely ignoring his son.  Ganya had insisted on coming as well and the Ivanov patriarch thought it best the young man was where he could keep an eye in him.

 Susan had to fight the instinct to turn right then and there and tear Michael Rowan’s soft belly open and watch his innards spill out, not only for the insult he had just dealt her and her House but for taking Talia away from her as well.  

Susan quickly turned her attention forward and she swiftly blanked her expressive face as the Kin that was to lead the tribunal stepped into the room and went to the large center chair.  Normally her father would occupy that seat as head of the Council, but since he was involved in the dispute his second was taking the head of the table.  

Akio Tanaka frowned slightly at the seating arrangement as he made his way to the Council’s head chair.  The insult was, as far as he was concerned, inexcusable. These sorts of petty displays had no place in the Council’s inner chambers and if Michael Rowan wanted to bring a complaint he should have waited until the original one was resolved.

Akio narrowed his eyes and sat in the center chair.  He cleared his throat and looked directly at Rowan as he addressed the room to let the old were know that he knew exactly what he was doing.  “House Ivanov, you have called us here.  Please take your place at the right of the table.”  

Michael Rowan looked as if he was about to protest the change in seating, but Akio raised his hand to stop him.  “House Rowan, if you wish to have a complaint heard after this matter has been resolved, then you may retake your seat at the right.  But until that time, House Ivanov called this session and that is their rightful place.”  

The Japanese were looked pointedly at the European House until the grudgingly moved to the other side of the room.  He didn’t fail to notice that the two females unerringly moved toward each other as they walked, although both seemed unconscious of the act.  Tanaka knew in that instance that there was more to this case than they had been told.  

Talia rose from her chair when she was prompted and walked where she was directed.  Since Susan had entered the room she had been acutely aware of everything the Russian had done.  She could feel the dark blue eyes on her as they stepped near each other.  Talia gazed deeply into the turbulent depths of her lover’s eyes, trying to convey all of her love and need in a single glance.  She would have reached for the other woman as she passed but an almost imperceptible shake of the dark head dissuaded her.  Instead she let her eyes feast on the trim athletic form for as long as she was able until they were past each other.

Susan could see how frightened and alone Talia felt and she wanted more than anything to be able to hold her and tell her everything would be all right. But she couldn’t, not just yet.  Once everything was said and done she could hold the blonde for he rest of their lives but for now they had to play it cool.  She had an ace in the hole that Michael Rowan, her father, brother nor the Council knew about.  And when she dropped that bombshell on them any charges Rowan might want to bring against her would be a moot point.

Tanaka took his seat and motioned for Andrei Ivanov to begin his statement. He couldn’t help but notice how haggard and old the Russian patriarch looked.  Two weeks ago at the last council meeting the man had been immaculately dressed and as vigorous as a were half his age.  But now he looked as worn as on old pair of jeans, the color had faded from his face making him looked washed out.  It saddened Akio that his friend had been so affected by this sorted matter.

Andrei stood and looked each member of the council in the eye.  These were his peers, his friends and now they were his judges.  Taking a deep breath he brought his attention back to Tanaka.  “Second Chair Tanaka, esteemed members of the council thank you for hearing this matter so quickly.  I will make this my arguments as short as possible in order to take up as little of your time as possible.”

“I would like Talia Winters to be returned to the custody of the Ivanov House.  She has been under our protection since she quickened and was removed against her will from our House.  Admittedly my own son had a hand in this, but it was without my knowledge or permission.  I believe that Miss Winters can tell you herself that she would rather have House Ivanov as her sponsor than House Rowan.  She has expressed reluctance in my presents of even meting Michael Rowan and I do not believe that being held against her will is in her best interest.”  

Andrei concluded his short statement and bowed slightly to the council before retaking his seat.  He knew that Talia herself would have to convince the council.  It would be her words that swung the vote, not anything he might say to them.

As leader of House Ivanov retook his seat, Michael rose from his own and repeated the other’s bow to the council.  Although his bow was deeper and from the waist in instead of the bow from the head Andrei had given, as was proper to his status. Without a glance at Ivanov the tall blonde were began his own argument to the council. 

 “Honored council members.  While it is admirable that the Ivanov’s wish to be my granddaughter’s benefactors, her place is with her family.  She is the last direct descendent of Rowan House and is needed to carry on our line.  Her duty to her House outweighs any inconsequential loyalty she may feel to the Ivanov’s for her training and support during her quickening.  By our laws her duty to her House comes before all other obligations.”  Rowan concluded his speech with another bow and retook his seat.

Akio Tanaka carefully considered each of the Head’s of the House’s words.  But he wanted to hear from the woman herself.  She had been quiet throughout the entire proceeding, and even now she had a vacant look in her eye.  He had seen a spark in her eyes as she had passed the Heir of Ivanov House, but he wanted to hear from her why he should put aside the Kin’s Laws and return her to the Ivanov’s care.  “Miss Winters, would you care to say something on your own behalf?”

Talia stood shakily, her legs threatening to turn to rubber in the face of all the strangers now focused on her.  With a slightly timid look in Susan’s direction she tried to draw courage from her lover’s slight smile and nod and bowed to the Asian were that held the power over her future.  Taking small step forward in an effort to distance herself from her grandfather a bit, Talia spoke in a voice that quivered from nervousness. 

“I am not really familiar with all of the customs of the Kin just yet, so please forgive me if I make a mistake.  I don’t know Michael Rowan but I do know what he has planed for me.  I will never allow myself to be a broodmare or to be used in whatever vendetta he has against the Ivanov’s.  I would rather die first.  I don’t really know the Ivanov’s that well either, except for Susan.  She is the only one of the Kin that I trust.”  Talia took a deep breath, trying to decide what to say next in order to save the future she could feel slipping through her fingers like grains of sands.  

Susan felt pride swell her chest as her lover spoke.  She could tell Talia was nervous, but she was doing better than she thought she was.  The blonde didn’t know exactly what to say to the Council to make them rule in their favor, but Susan did.  All she had to do was to wait another minute or two and she would crush any hope Michael Rowan had of keeping her mate from her.

“I’m told that if the Rowan’s had known about me, they probably would have killed me because I hadn’t quickened yet.  The Ivanov’s did try to kill me.  Susan protected me and because of her my blood quickened and I turned so that it became a moot point. I know that is your law concerning halfbreeds that can’t turn, they are killed to protect the rest of the Kin.  My point is that they wouldn’t have wanted me before even if they had know about me, so what they want now really shouldn’t matter.  I don’t want to stay with the Rowan’s and I can only hope that what I want counts for something.”  Talia retook her seat as she finished her statement.  As an Assistant District Attorney she was used to speaking to judges but this was different.  When she went to court it was someone else’s lift that was hanging in the balance not hers. The fact that this was no judge of the human courts, that there would be no appeals to their judgement made her flesh crawl.

Akio sighed heavily to himself as the young were sat down.  The law was clear in these cases, duty to House and Clan took precedence of what an individual wanted.  As much as he disliked Michael Rowan, as much as he considered him a pompous arrogant man he had no choice.  He had to allow House Rowan to take the woman.  Just as he was about to stand to deliver his judgement he saw the dark Russian were stand and bow to him, requesting permission to speak.  He wordlessly gestured with her hand to speak; hoping that she might have something, anything to say the verdict in the blonde’s favor.

Susan could see that there was a deep sadness in the Second Chair’s eyes and that he was about to rule in favor of Rowan.  She stood quickly and gracefully from her seat to ask to speak to the council, throwing off the hand her father laid on her arm to stay her.  Swallowing against the lump in her that threatened to steal her voice, Susan took a step forward mirroring Talia earlier move.  

“Honored Second Chair, there is one more thing you need to consider before you rule in this case.  Last night, before my brother kidnapped Talia and delivered her against her will to the Rowan’s I asked Talia Winters to be my mate and she accepted.  If you send her to her grandfather it will have devastating effects on both of us.  The damage to our minds and souls would be irreparable and both Houses will suffer.”

At her words Michael Rowan exploded from his seat accusing her of lying.  Yelling at Tanaka that this a plot to destroy his house, he had to be forcefully restrained while order was restored.  Susan took in the scene with gleeful satisfaction, none of them had seen that coming.  As she panned her eyes around the room they came to rest on the bowed head of her father.  Her joy at seeing him realize exactly what he had helped do evaporated as she noticed his shoulders shaking in silent sobs.  She had never seen her father cry.  Angrily pushing her fathers sorrow aside Susan retook her chair and waited for what the council would do.

Akio was having trouble keeping the grin that was lurking just behind the dignified wall he put forth to any that entered these chambers.  They still had a problem with the Rowan House succession, but a bond-mate took precedence over House.  Standing to address the gathered were’s Tanaka looked pointedly at Andrei and Michael as he spoke.  “We all know that the connection between bond-mates is made when they both agree to be joined, a bonding ceremony is just that, a ceremony.  It is a holdover of our animal halves that we mate for life. If you forcefully separate two who have been joined you can kill one or both from the distress of that separation.” The Second chair raised his hand to forestall the protest he could see building in Michael Rowan.

“I realize that there is more at stake here and we will now ask you all to go back into the reception area while we debate the best course of action for all involved.”  Akio dismissed all of them with a wave of his hand. 

Susan stood and waited for the other to file past her.  She wanted to walk out of the room with Talia to show Rowan that she was confident that the council would rule in their favor.  The fact that Tanaka wanted to speak to the other council members was a good sign that things were going to swing their way.  As the blonde stopped in front of her Susan felt her heart constrict at the love, devotion and absolute trust she saw shining in her eyes as bright as a supernova. 

As she was pulled into a fierce bear hug, Talia let herself melt into the warm embrace.  It had only been hours since she had last seen the dark Russian but she had felt the separation cut her a deeply as a knife.  She didn’t realize how lost and alone she had felt until she was in Susan’s arms again.  Vowing silently to herself that no matter what the council decided she would not allow them to take her away from her lover, Talia pulled back from the tight grip and looked into the deep blue eyes.

Susan knew she could have stood rooted to that very spot for the rest of her life as long she had this beautiful woman in her arms, but they had to go into the reception room so that the council could begin their discussion.  The sooner they got started, the sooner she and Talia could go home and start their life together.  She led the smaller woman out of the inner chamber and to a corner of the reception area away from the others.   Wrapping herself around Talia once more, Susan contented herself to just keep physical contact with her love while they waited. 

It was an hour before the door to the Council chamber opened again to allow them back in.  Michael Rowan attempted to take Talia back to the seat she had occupied before, but Susan strategically placed her own body between them adding a low growl before he moved on.  She sat the blonde in the chair she had occupied in the earlier and stood protectively behind her. 

Akio Tanaka stood as the gathering took their seats.  He looked at each of them sternly as a reminder that he would brook no outbursts or interruptions while he handed down the council’s ruling.   “We have two problems here. One, the forceful separation of bond-mates and two, the succession of the Rowan House, we have come to a decision that should take care of both issues.  Talia Winters will reside within the Ivanov House with her mate Susan Ivanova.” 

Tanaka raised his hand to stop Michael Rowan before he could interrupt, glaring at him to keep him quite.  “Now, as for Talia being the last of the direct bloodline of the Rowan House.  Ms. Winters although she is a bright intelligent woman has not had the training or the upbringing to run a House, but her children will.  Talia and Susan will both be required to have children by whatever means they deem appropriate.  Talia’s child will be the Heir of Rowan House and Susan’s child will be heir to Ivanov House.  This way neither House will be left in contention and this will hopefully end the feud between these two houses.  The Council will bring no sanctions against anyone involved in this matter.  If each House wishes to punish it’s own members for their part in taking Ms. Winters against her will they may do so.  The Council has made its decision and this matter is closed.”

                                                        *******************

The ride back to the Ivanov House was a somber event for Susan even in light of their victory.  Although she now had Talia back and they could look forward to the rest of their lives together, she still had to deal with her father and brother’s betrayal.  She ignored her father as the exited the car that had picked them up and she pulled Talia behind her trying to get in the House before Andrei.  Before she could get them through the door however her father showed his preternatural speed and flew past them to block their path and force her to look at him.

“Get out of my father.” Susan growled at the elder were.

“Susan, please come and talk to me, you and Talia, in my study.  We must deal with this if we are ever to be a family again.”  The old Russian pleaded with his daughter. 

Susan was going to just push past the old man, but a tug at her arm stopped her.  Turning slightly to look at her mate.  The lithe blonde peered straight into her soul and read her as clearly as if she were a book.  “Susan please just listen to what he has to say.  He’s your father and even though he hurt you he still loves you.  All you have to do is hear him out, you don’t have to do anything.  Please.”

Susan melted at the soft husky voice, she really could not refuse this woman anything.  While continuing to look into the gray-blue eyes that had captured her heart Susan answered her father without looking at him.  “We’ll be there in about thirty minutes, I want to get Talia something to eat and drink first.”

Without waiting for his answer the dark were pushed past her father and led her love to the kitchen.  As soon as she was convinced that the blonde wasn’t going to swoon form hunger and had a quick bite to eat herself she guided them back through the House to her fathers study.  

The Ivanov patriarch was sitting in his usual seat near the fire, but today it did nothing to take the chill from his bones.  As his daughter had announced to the council that she has asked Talia Winters to be her mate and that she had accepted, his blood had frozen in his veins.  He could still recall with his edict memory the pain he had felt when his wife had died.  That he had helped put his beloved Suzotchka through that kind of anguish had nearly destroyed him.  Now he would put things right with his youngest child no matter what it cost him. 

Susan didn’t bother to knock as she led Talia into the study.  She moved stealthy up to her father’s chair and stood right in front of him and simply waited for him to speak.  She didn’t know what he wanted to say to her, but from the look on his face it was weighing heavily on his mind.  

“Susan if I had know that you and Talia were… well I never would have done what I did.  I know that you will probably never forget what I did but I hope that you can forgive me some day.  I am stepping down as the head of this House.  As of tomorrow when I inform the council, you will lead here.  You may decide my punishment as you see fit and I will not ask for leniency.  I still feel the pain of being separated from your mother.  The only thing I will ask of you is to go easy on your brother.  As Talia’s mate you have the right to ask for his life, but please don’t do that Susan.”  

Susan’s mouth dropped as she listened to her father.  He was giving her the House, he was stepping down and turning everything over to her and she could decide Ganya’s punishment.  “Of course I am going demand his life.  He not only betrayed me on more than one occasion he kidnapped Talia and struck her.  He will be put to death for that if nothing else.”  Susan hissed at her father. 

Before Andrei could beg for his oldest child’s life, Talia gently gripped the Susan’s hand and pulled the Russian toward her.  “Susan, please don’t have your brother killed.  No matter what he has done he will always be your brother.  There must be another way to punish him without killing him.”  

Susan softened at the gentle pleading of her lover.  Her face creased in concentration as she tried to think of a way to avenge herself and Talia and still do as the blonde were asked.  As the solution came to her she couldn’t keep the look of pure malevolent satisfaction off her face.  “Ganya will be marked and banished.  The brand of a traitor will deny him succor from any House or Clan among the Kin.  He will never find a home among his own kind nor will he ever have a mate.”

Talia slid her eyes from Susan as she announced her decision to the now former Leader of House Ivanov.  The old man’s eyes were downcast as he forlornly accepted his son’s fate.  As he nodded his head in acknowledgment the old Russian seemed to sink in on himself, shrinking before her eyes.  This might be hard on Andrei but it would be easier than burying his child.  

Without looking at his youngest child the old were moved slowly to his desk and picked up the House intercom line.  “Mr. Garibaldi, please find my son and have him confined to his lair then report to my study.”  

Without waiting for a confirmation, Andrei severed the connection and turned back to his daughter.  “Susan, your mate looks a little pale. I am sure after her ordeal she will want something to eat and a good nights sleep.  I will take care of the arrangements for Ganya and I will contact the Council.  Tomorrow you will take over the running of our House, but tonight you should be with Talia and both of you should rest.”

Susan raked her eyes over her lover taking in the bruises that were beginning to fade due to their quick healing and the sallow cast to her skin.  Talia looked exhausted and now it seemed the hold she had on her hand was as much from a need for physical support as for mental support.   Nodding absently to her father, Susan wordlessly led the blonde out of the study and back to their private den.  She would focus all her energy on her mate tonight and worry about Ganya in the morning. 

                                                     *****************

Ganya glared menacingly at his sister as he was half dragged into the dining room.  The room usually reserved for the House’s formal meals it had been remade into the arena in which all would witness his disgrace.  Growling and fighting with the two burly weres on each side of him the former heir of the Ivanov House was dragged the last few yards to face his fate.  

Ganya pulled himself up from the floor where his guards had unceremoniously dropped him as they reached the main dais where his sister waited for them.  Drawing up to his full six foot one inch height the dishonored were gathered the moister in his mouth and spit the liquid projectile into his sister’s face.  Before he could open his mouth again, this time to spit out words of contempt, his legs were cut out from beneath him and crashed to the floor.  The guards had taken it upon themselves to defend their new Leader’s honor and show this outcast what happened to those that insulted her.

Waving the guards back, although touched by their show of solidarity, Susan wiped hand across her face removing the spittle from her skin lest it was as venomous as her brother’s hatred.  Taking a deep breath in order to project her voice to all those gathered to hear her sentence the dark Russian spoke with a calm but commanding voice. 

“Ganya Ivanov, you have been found guilty of crimes against this House and your fellow Kin.  The sentence is banishment.  You will be marked as a traitor and exiled from this House and all others.”  

Pausing so that her words could be relayed to those who could not squeeze into the tightly packed room, Susan continued.  “You have behaved more like a human, like a prey animal, than you have one of the Kin.  For that I would have asked for your life, but Talia and our father asked that I spare your life.”  Without breaking eye contact she called for the were that had been chosen to carry out the sentence.

“Three scars on each hand, one for the betrayal of his House, one for the betrayal of his Clan and one for the betrayal of the Kin.”  The entire gathering watched in silent awe as the chosen took the ceremonial knife that hadn’t been used in living memory and proceeded to slice six clean stripes in the backs of both Ganya’s hands.  

As the last incision was finished and started to well with blood, Susan handed the were the ointment that would keep the cuts from healing completely and the scars to form.  Werewolf physiology with it’s quick healing abilities usually negated blemishes from injuries from forming.  But the ancestors had developed a salve that would cause cuts to form a bright white scar that would not heal over completely.  In the beginning they had used it as a method of marking each Clan or House so that they would be instantly recognizable and therefore cut down on spies within their midst.  Now the method was only used to mark those the Clans had cast out. 

As the salve was applied to the cuts Susan finished exacting her revenge on her brother.  “Ganya from this moment on, you are nothing to us.  You are lower than prey.  You own nothing but what you have on your back right now.  If you choose to leave peacefully no one will touch you, but if you wish to challenge my ruling you will face the gauntlet.” A small part of the new leader of House Ivanov wanted her brother to go quietly, but the part that wanted true revenge hoped he would try to cause trouble.

If Ganya chose to challenge her decision and faced the gauntlet she would have her chance to inflict a lot of pain on him.  Every one of the Kin had the choice to challenge a ruling of exile, but the only way they could do that was to face each and every member of their House unarmed.  A double line of men, women and children would line the road to the Lair and hit, kick or stab the dishonored were with whatever they chose.  If the exile could make it back to the lair alive they would be reinstated to their house and a new scar would replace the ones of disgrace.  Of all the weres that had faced the gauntlet, only three in their history had survived it.

Ganya sneered at his sister as the ointment effectively scared his previously unblemished skin.  He knew the odds against the gauntlet and he knew his own limits, there was no way he could hope to survive.  He would much rather be alive and outcast where he could plan his revenge against his sister, than dead.  “I’ll leave but you had better watch your back little sister.  You and that half-breed whore of yours can’t stay inside the Lair forever and one day when you’re not expecting it I will get both of you.”

Without waiting for her replay, Ganya turned on his heel and strode proudly from the room with his head held high.  The crowd parted silently before him, turning their backs to his as he passed them.   Susan watched him go in silence.  She knew that he would do what he said if he got the chance.  

                                                  ******************

One year later.

Talia groaned as she let herself sink into the overstuffed chair.  Five months pregnant with her first child and she was regretting ever letting Susan talk her into being the first one to have a baby.  At the time her argument that House Rowan would be needing an heir long before House Ivanov had made a lot of sense.   But after weeks of morning sickness, strange cravings and blowing up like a balloon Talia was having not just second thoughts but third forth and fifth thoughts. The only consolation she had to feeling like a beached whale most of the time was that the Kin’s gestation period was considerably shorter than humans.  One more month and the little boy she carried would join their family.  

Susan was also starting to relax now that word had reached them that her brother was no longer a threat to them.  After living in exile for only a few months, was killed by another Clan when he tried to kidnap the daughter of a powerful House for ransom.  When the Leader of House Bengali had called the Russian were, he had assured her that her brother had died a suitably painful and lingering death.  Susan had of course felt the need to send reparations to Bengali even though she was not held responsible for her brother’s actions, and now they two Houses had entered into a lucrative trading agreement.  

The only regret Talia really had was the fat the she and Susan had not been able to take a honeymoon.  Susan could not leave so soon after taking over the running of her House and being appointed to the Council, and Talia was busy learning to be the wife of a powerful leader of a powerful House.  Her days had been filled with training sessions to sharpen her skills as a were and lessons on the history of her people and her and Susan’s Houses’, but her nights had been dedicated to only one thing.  Susan. 

Talia was surprised that they both weren’t suffering from sleep depravation from the long nights of passion they spent floating in each other.  Even her gravid condition couldn’t damp the fire that burned in their souls.  Talia sighed contentedly to herself and dozed off with images of her beautiful mate filling her dreams.  

The blonde moaned her protest as she was dragged from the warm cocoon of sleep.  Her rebellious eyes ignored her and opened on their own, but the sight they revealed made her forgive them.  Susan was standing over her grinning like a Cheshire cat.  “Sorry I didn’t mean to wake you, but you looked so adorable I couldn’t help myself.  I decided to take the afternoon off and canceled all your appointments. “  

Susan’s grin went from mischievous to lascivious as she held out her hand to help Talia up.  The blonde grinned and shook her head slightly as she let the strong hand pull her bulk up from her resting place.  Ivanova set a brisk pace through the hallways and Talia was beginning sweat and breath hard.  As they came to their personal lair Susan pulled up sharply and twisted almost in mid-stride, letting the blonde’s momentum carry her into the Russian’s waiting arms. 

Talia flailed for a moment as she was swept up into the hard steel bands wrapped in silk that were Susan’s arms.  She never got tired of the contrast of hard muscle and soft skin of the Russian’s body.  Talia reached for the doorknob with one hand as she wrapped the other securely around her mate’s neck to steady herself.  

Susan kicked the door shut without a backward glance as she carried her love into their lair.  The Leader of House Ivanov wasn’t sure if was the fact that today was their anniversary or if it was the dreams she had had all night, but she couldn’t concentrate on work.  So she had canceled appointments and taken the afternoon off in order to make her nighttime and waking musings come true.

Setting the blonde gingerly on her feet next to the bed, Susan cupped the now flushed cheeks in her hands.  “You are so beautiful.” She husked as the love she felt for the lithe woman washed over her.

Talia’s face flushed a deep red at the solemn words, in her cumbersome state she didn’t feel very attractive.  “Susan I weigh a ton and I haven’t seen my feet in over a month, I think I qualify as beautiful right now.”

Throwing her head back, laughter bubbled up from deep in Susan’s throat.  “Sweetheart a hundred pounds or a thousand you are the most exquisite creature I have ever seen.  And even if your outer shell wasn’t as spectacular as it is, the beauty of your soul would outshine the sun making you the most beautiful woman in the world.”  The unexpected words made Talia’s heart swell and beat furiously within her chest and she had to close her eyes as tears spilled over and down her face.  

Talia gasped as cool lips kissed away the salty tears from her overheated cheeks.  “Susan I love you more than words could ever describe.  You are my life, my world.  Please make love to me.”

Susan smiled gently at the rushed words from her mate as she answered her.  “It would be my pleasure Mrs. Ivanova.”

The End.

