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Chapter One

 


Royal lay in bed, trying to turn off her
wandering thoughts. The silence in the room was stifling, the air
too warm and heavy. A noise outside the window perked her ears.
Something crackled on the lawn at the side of the house.

It was probably an animal—a raccoon, or
maybe a skunk—seeking its nighttime meal. There was no reason to be
alarmed, yet she couldn’t shake the uneasiness that had settled
over her.

It was after twelve and officially her
birthday, but the prospect brought her no joy. It was ridiculous to
dwell on the downfall of her life, but somehow, she couldn’t seem
to stop her errant mind.

Royal was about to get up and put the fan in
the window when a loud crack caused instant panic to well in her
chest. Her muscles quivered with the quickening beat of her heart
as she crawled out of bed and tiptoed across the room.

“Royal,” a voice said from the opposite side
of the screen. It stopped her foot in mid stride, and she slowly
placed it upon the floor. The voice perked a distant memory. “I
don’t mean to scare you, honey, but we need to talk.”

For a moment, the lonely child who had never
recovered from being deserted swooned with joy. Her parents had
come back to save her from an unknown future filled with feelings
of rejection.

“Daddy?” she whispered as she took the final
step to look through the screen. Her father stood on the other
side, his expression solemn. He appeared ghostly in the shadow of
the streetlight. Was he a ghost? Returned from death to wish her a
happy birthday? That was utterly ridiculous. Royal wanted to cry.
It had been twenty years since she had seen him. There was someone
behind him, but she couldn’t tell if it was her mother. “What are
you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you.”

She swiped at the tear running down her
cheek. The lonely, confused child who still lingered in her mind
wanted to jump through the window and throw her arms around him.
“Why now? After all this time you show up in the middle of the
night wanting to talk. You left me sitting on the courthouse
stairs. I was five years old. I thought you were dead.”

The emotions in her mind swirled together
into a twister. She was happy to see him, and she had never stopped
loving them. Every night she had made a wish for her parents to
come back. Now, he was here to confirm that nothing bad had
happened to take them away.

“Will you let me in, or do you require us to
climb through the window?”

“You said ‘Us’? Is Mom with you, too?”

“Yes, your mother is here with me.”

“Where have you been? Why didn’t you come
back for me?” How was she supposed to feel? Her heart ached for the
mother and father she had adored as a child, yet her mind raged
against the injustices she had suffered because of them. Royal
wanted the answers to twenty years’ worth of questions. “Go to the
front door.”

Shocked, she pulled open the door and they
walked past her into the house. It was not just her father and
mother, but two other men as well. They sat on the sofa and
loveseat, leaving her to take a central seat on the recliner. She
stared at them. Shock, anger, and toxic love mixed like a poison
potion in her mind. They hadn’t aged a day, or maybe those were
just her childish memories playing tricks on her.

Her mother smiled sweetly. “You’re
beautiful, Royal. I always knew that you would be.”

“Funny, I’ve had no sweet illusions about
the two of you. I thought you were both dead. Why else would you
simply dump me and not come back?”

“I’m sorry,” her mother said softly.

“You’re sorry?” What a ridiculous apology
that was. It seemed lacking after twenty years. “I’m sorry, too.
I’m sorry for spending every day of my life wondering what was so
wrong with me that my parents didn’t love me enough to keep me.”
She tried to rein in her rising anger. “What was it? Was I too bad,
or not smart enough? Were you running from the police or the mob?
What? What was so horrible in your lives that you left your only
child to fend for herself at fucking five years old?”

Her father released a heavy sigh. “It was by
necessity.”

“Necessity?” What a cop out that word was.
“Really? Well, you’re here now. So explain to me why you walked
away and never came back. Shit! You never even looked back. A woman
found me sitting on the courthouse steps crying and took me inside.
Then I was placed into foster care. I found out years later that
our home and everything I remembered from my childhood had been
sold and placed in a trust fund for when I turned twenty. I
searched for the two of you, but no one could find any information.
It was as if you never existed. Now you show up out of the blue and
say you’re sorry. Can you at least give me a reason why you
betrayed me?”

They did appear sorry. Her mother was in
tears. Her father had sagged down in his seat as if Royal’s words
had made him smaller. Was it too much for her to want an
explanation? She deserved that much, didn’t she?

“We didn’t want to leave you. We had to
leave you because you were in danger. It was complicated.”

“Normal parents protect their children from
danger. What’s so complicated about that concept?”

“Don’t you think we know that, Royal?” her
mother replied with a sob of anguish. “We tried to protect you, but
the only way to truly do that was to distance ourselves from you.
We were being tracked. Once we disappeared, it made it harder for
them to discover what had happened to you. Your foster family kept
you safe when we could no longer do so. It was the only way,
Royal.”

Seeing her mother crying sent an unwarranted
pang of guilt through her heart. They were skirting around the
truth without giving her anything concrete. Her name was a pet
peeve and a way to temporarily change the subject. “Royal? Why did
you name me that? I have thought about changing my name a hundred
times, but it’s the only connection I have to you. Couldn’t you
have named me something normal like Mary or Karen?”

Her father stroked back his hair. “Your name
represents what you are. That’s why we’re here.”

It was but another reply that raised more
questions than it answered.

Her mother pulled a tissue from her pocket
and blew her nose. Looking at her with baleful eyes, she said, “We
didn’t name you, Royal, because I didn’t give birth to you. We
loved you, but we aren’t your blood parents.” She hesitated. “Your
blood parents are dying. We fear they have been poisoned. You need
to come home and take your rightful place among us. You are royalty
of pure, ancient blood and at the crest of your bearing, you will
become what you truly are.”

These people were obviously suffering from
premature dementia. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’re not human, Royal,” her father said
bluntly as if this explained everything.

Before she could even reply, the two men who
had been sitting quietly on the loveseat rose and stripped off
their clothing. They dropped to their hands and knees. Their legs
and arms thinned, and their bodies changed form as silky looking
skin grew with thick, black fur. Their noses and jaw lines
elongated into short, animal snouts. In a matter of seconds, they
had turned into sleek, black panther-like creatures, with the final
transformation being their ears and a long tail that seemed to grow
from their lower spine like Pinocchio’s nose.

Royal pushed her body farther into the
chair, her mind paralyzed by fear as her gaze locked on the two
creatures who now stood before her. They had vibrant green eyes and
their fur was so black it shone with blue and silver highlights.
Their back ends going up as they stretched their front paws
outward, they both bowed before her.

“What the fuck?” she asked in a stunned
tone. The two cats righted themselves before sitting back on their
haunches and they stared at her intently.

“This is what you are, Royal. This is what
we are. We are just lower in stature than you and the
twins,” said her mother softly.

Twins? They weren’t twins. They were
two dangerous looking cats that had been men a moment before. She
had fallen asleep and was dreaming, that was the only logical
explanation. It all made sense now. The evasive answers, the fact
that her parents hadn’t aged. Why not dream of two absolutely
delicious men who could turn into sleek animals? Too bad she never
had sex in her dreams. “So you left me because I’m a black
panther.”

“Actually, we are a black subspecies of a
jaguar-lion mix. We are, of course, larger and have no problem
blending in with humans. We usually only give birth to a single kit
in a bearing. The twins were an exception.”

The two men changed back and pulled on their
jeans, but didn’t bother with their shirts. She was glad because
they both had beautiful bodies. If she got up and kissed one of
them, would it wake her up?

“We should really get going,” said her
father. “Your personal things will be taken care of in a few
days.”

“Going? Going where?” This could be
interesting. What dream place would they take her to? Hopefully it
wouldn’t turn into a nightmare. Royal had had more than her share
of those lately. She really needed to put up a protest.

Her mother stood and walked over, kneeling
before her. “Royal, I know this is a bit disconcerting, but you
have much to learn and time may be short. What you just witnessed
will happen to you before the night is over and you will be unable
to stop it. You need to be with your kind on your birthday, not
alone in this house. You must come with us now.”

“No! I have a life without you. I have
parents, and grandparents who love me and who have kept me safe.
I’m an adult with a mind of my own. You have a lot of nerve showing
up here and telling me that I must come with you. I don’t have to
do anything that I don’t want to. I have never turned into a cat.
If it hasn’t happened in the last twenty-five-years, then it never
will.” She forced herself to stand, her legs feeling shaky despite
her resolve to stand strong. “Get out of my house!” Her voice came
out in a dark, demanding growl that surprised even her.

Royal raised her hand to point to the door
and her father was at her side a moment later. He stuck a
hypodermic needle into her arm, pushing the plunger hard. The stick
pinched and then she felt the burning sensation in her muscle.
Before it even registered in her brain what had just happened, her
legs collapsed. Falling back into the chair, she had but a moment
to consider the betrayal that had just befallen her. The parents
who had deserted her so many years before were now claiming her
back by force.

This was a nightmare.


Chapter Two

 


Her head was throbbing when she opened her
eyes. Royal groaned as she glanced around the room. Had the night
before really happened? She couldn’t possibly still be
dreaming.

A moment later, a young woman stood at her
side with a glass of what appeared to be water. She smiled. “Good
morning. Happy bearing day.”

“Happy what?”

“Bearing day,” the woman repeated. “The day
you came into this world.” She smiled. “I wanted to welcome you
home. I’m Trisha. How are you feeling?”

Home? This was not her home. Royal had no
idea where she was. The last thing she needed was this smiley woman
standing over her. Was she a black cat like the two men? What would
happen if she tried to get up and leave? “I’m feeling pretty
crappy. Is that water?”

“Of course.” Trisha handed Royal the
glass.

Royal sniffed it suspiciously. She supposed
there was no reason for them to drug her now. They had already
taken her. She took a sip and found the liquid amazingly refreshing
and sweet. Her mouth was parched and the coolness on her tongue was
wonderful. Drinking down the entire thing, she handed the glass
back. Trisha put it on the side table and refilled it from a
pitcher.

She was badly in need of information. “Where
am I, Trisha?”

“You are at the estate in Cannondale. This
will be your room if you like it. If not, we will make other
arrangements. Honestly, this is one of the nicest rooms. It has its
own bathroom and a private balcony that faces the mountains. Macon
and I have adjoining rooms so we can always be available to
you.”

“Who’s Macon?”

“He’s your male. Would you like to meet him?
I can summon him.”

She didn’t want to sound like an idiot, but
he was her male what? “Are my parents here?”

“Yes,” Trisha replied solemnly, lowering her
eyes. “Sadly, they are not any better this sunrise. Would you like
to meet them? I was told that you might have a desire to do
so.”

The door opened silently and one of the men
from the night before walked stealthily into the room. He gave her
a thin smile. “Morning. You can go now, Trisha. Thank you, but I
will attend to her personally.”

Trisha gave him a look that was somewhere
between complete lust and anger. Royal thought the woman was going
to debate with him, but she simply walked from the room without so
much as a nod. The man moved closer. Royal found it unnerving that
she wasn’t even remotely afraid of him. Was this yet another
symptom of her recently changing personality? There was no logical
reason for why she suddenly found this stranger completely harmless
yet her friends oppressive. Brian had mentioned it to Royal as part
of the reason he was moving out. By the time Brian left, it no
longer mattered to her because the man disgusted her. They had
planned to be married but one day, without any explanation or
reason, she’d started not to like him. Brian’s jokes were no longer
funny, his daily habits became intolerable, and what had been
wonderful sex, became unbearable.

Now, as she looked at this strange man, she
knew she should be angry or horrified. Instead, it felt normal to
be with him, in this place that wasn’t her home.

* * * *

Taran pulled a chair over and sat at the
side of the bed. “I’m Taran, by the way. My brother’s name is
Tavian or Eighth Born. He is the eighth child born into the kinship
of Tramidin.” The night before, Royal had been agitated, and it was
nice to see her looking more relaxed.

“So what does Taran mean?” she asked,
curiosity in her voice.

“Thunder.” Taran’s name fit his personality
extremely well. He was known for striking thunder into the hearts
of many. The ultimate question was to discover if he would become
the rolling thunder that made Royal shake and shudder before him.
She was more beautiful than her mother, her silky hair the darkest
color of black allowable. Even in her human state, he could see the
undertones of the wild beast in her nature. It would be an honor to
be with her when she came to realize what she truly was. To run
with her on her first night as Jaon would be amazing and he had
full intent to be there. “Would you like to go meet your parents?
It would be my honor to escort you.”

“I have a few questions first.” With a
visible wince of pain, she sat up higher in the bed, adjusting the
pillows. Royal obviously had no intention of getting up quickly.
“What tribe am I supposed to be from?”

“Rakey.”

He knew Rakey was the last name on her birth
certificate.

“What are my parents’ names?”

“Ryne and Tiffan.”

“The two people who claimed to not be my
parents are named that. So both sets of people are named the
same?”

“Of course not. Petra and Millas were the
ones who kept you safe. They used your real parents’ names because
they had to. Our births are registered with the state by law, and
also so we can be recognized as citizens who own property. One of
our own is a doctor and he does all the paperwork for us. All
bearings happen at home as is stated in our religious beliefs.”

“Religious beliefs? What exactly are those?
Also, why do you not use the word birthday?”

That question made him smile. He had seen it
coming, but her tone was growing bolder by the second.
“Traditionally an animal bears their young. I suppose the word is
simply a matter of tribal preference.” “They are not what you know
of as religion. They are mainly things that facilitate our living
under the radar of the human population
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