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Kyra

“Kyra, hurry up! You’ll make us late!”

I ignored my sister as I continued to study myself in the full-length mirror in the corner of my bedroom. Seconds later, as I’d known she would, Ciena burst through the door like someone was chasing her. 

“What on earth are you doing? I already told you that you look beautiful! It’s past time to leave and Father is getting more impatient by the second.”

I didn’t doubt she was right about my father. Patience was not a virtue he possessed. 

As for what I was doing standing there?

I was asking myself if I had the courage to do what I wanted – needed – to do that night. If I had the strength to defy my parents yet again, and refuse to do what they were demanding. 

I continued to study myself as Ciena huffed and sighed in irritation in the doorway. I was very accustomed to putting up with Ciena’s moods while I went about my business and did things my own way. I felt no need to hurry just because she wanted me to. 

She was right about one thing, though – I did look beautiful. That wasn’t vanity speaking; it was just pure fact. I was fortunate to have inherited a lovely combination of my parents’ physical features – my  mother’s heart-shaped face and honey-blond hair and my father’s brilliant blue eyes. My two younger siblings, my brother, Leo, and my sister, Ciena, each took after one of my parents, but I was the one who was a combination of the two. I’d also been blessed with body that not only did everything I needed it to do, it was also admired by members of the opposite sex. I didn’t feel any pride in any of it – it wasn’t like I’d done anything to earn or deserve my looks – but I was well aware that I was treated differently – better – than others because of it. There was little I could do about it other than take care not to take advantage of the fact. A concern Ciena didn’t share, as she played on her looks every chance she got. She was still a very young 19 though, so I had hopes that she would grow out of that sooner or later, not that that showed any sign of happening. 

Ciena’s impatience broke into my thoughts. 

“Why are you standing there staring at yourself? Are you sick? We have to go!”

“Calm down, Cici. The world won’t end if we’re a few minutes late.” 

I glanced over at the ornate clock on the wall, noting the time. The semi-annual Assembly would be getting underway soon.  

What I’d said was true, but my sister was also right. We did have to go. To simply not show up would be unthinkable. Not that my parents would have allowed it in any case, but hiding away and ignoring my situation would make it worse, not better. The only way out was through, to paraphrase a famous poet, even if the way through promised to be unpleasant at best.

Resigned, still not certain how I would marshal my nerves and do what I must, I gave myself one last look in the mirror, knowing that the next time I walked into this room, I would have sealed my fate, one way or another. 

With a deep sigh, I turned to follow Ciena out of the room. Whatever happened, it was time to get on with it. 
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Chapter 2
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Kyra

As I’d known it would, the confrontation I dreaded started in the car on the way to The Assembly. 

My father’s opening statement dropped like a stone into the silence. 

“I trust you’ll do as you’re expected when I announce your engagement to Victor Bullard this evening.”

I met my father’s stare as my mother and sister watched us both. Leo sat slouched in the corner, as far from the rest of us as the interior of the limousine would allow, focused on his phone, as always. As far as he was concerned, the less he interacted with the rest of us, particularly me, the better. A smoky glass window separated our driver, Peter, from us, saving him from the need to act like he wasn’t listening in on what was sure to be some pretty hot gossip if and when it got out. 

Knowing it was futile, but determined to try, I started to answer. 

“Father...”

“No.” He cut me off, needing only that one word from me to anticipate the rest of what I was going to say. “This has gone on long enough. We shouldn’t have indulged you as long as we have. Time has run out. You’re less than two months from your 28th birthday, and Victor Bullard is an outstanding match. He’s wealthy, he’s intelligent, he appears to have a decent temperament, and he’s in line to be in an even greater position of power than he is now. It goes without saying that he’s a pure-bred human with quality lineage. We would choose nothing less for you.”

“And he’s very easy on the eyes,” Ciena giggled, quieting at a narrow-eyed look from my mother. 

I struggled with my response. My parents weren’t cruel or unfeeling. I truly believed that they had done their best to find me a good match and they had given me as much time as they could. It was important – critical, really – in our tradition for women to be married between the ages of 21 and 28, with most marrying around the ages of 24 to 25. Marriage before 21 was strictly forbidden for any reason, and marriage after 28, though it happened occasionally, came with consequences. As my father had said, I was rapidly approaching that deadline, so my parents’ frustration with me wasn’t unfounded.

The problem was with me, and I knew it. As incredibly fortunate as I was in my situation in life, I felt stifled and smothered. Our existence was so very narrow, focused only on the pure-bred human world, and the highest echelons of it at that. There were clans and packs and groups made up of shifters and demi-shifters all around us that we rarely ever interacted with except when we couldn’t avoid it, such as at The Assembly tonight. There were pure-bred humans who did have contact with them, and in some cases were even married or mated to shifters or demi-shifters, but my family and our peers did not. Of course, we all co-existed in public spaces, at stores and restaurants and entertainment venues, but we didn’t socialize, let alone get to know one another or connect in any meaningful way. There were no laws or official restrictions keeping us apart, it was just that we all, by tacit if not formal agreement, lived as if there were. 

I disliked Victor Bullard intensely, but even if I did find him attractive or interesting – which I most decidedly did not – a marriage to him promised a lifetime of the same tiny, restricted existence. The problem was that marriage to anyone else “acceptable” likely did, as well. 

All that aside, I still hadn’t responded to my father. 

“I know you truly feel he’s the best choice for me. But he’s not my choice.” 

My father scoffed as the car slowed. I glanced out the window to see that we’d arrived at the huge venue where The Assembly would take place. 

“Your time for other choices has come and gone, Kyra. I warn you – do not defy me and do not force my hand. I promise you that you won’t like the consequences.” 

I tamped down a sudden surge of panic as Peter exited the car and came around to open our door. I’d left it too late. I should have pulled my father aside earlier in the day or at the very least before we left the house and pleaded my case again. Now we were here and the last few grains of sand were slipping through the hourglass. 

My brain whirled as I followed my family out of the car and into the noise and crowd of The Assembly. Normally I looked forward to these events as a way to see friends and experience something beyond my everyday world. Tonight, I had no such anticipation. Whatever happened during this Assembly, whether I had the courage to reject Bullard outright or caved to my parents’ wishes and accepted the engagement, after tonight, my life would never be the same.
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Chapter 3
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Kyra

I’d barely stepped into the huge ballroom when my closest friend, Lacey, waved me down. I tapped my mother on her shoulder, nodding toward Lacey to let my mother know where I’d be, knowing she wouldn’t be able to hear me over the din even if I did speak, and received a nod in return. 

While my family made their way toward our designated table on the raised dais that took up most of one end of the room, I hurried toward Lacey. Her family’s table was located on the dais, as well, and we didn’t have long before we would need to take our places. 

Lacey greeted me with a brief hug, then stepped back and pinned me with a look. 

“If I didn’t love you so much, I truly would hate you.” She ran her eyes across the loose curls in my long hair, my subtle make-up, and the ice-blue column dress I wore with matching strappy heels. “You look fantastic and I’m betting you took maybe...” Lacey paused, tilting her head as she considered... “half an hour tops to get ready. Am I close?” 

“Very close.” Almost to the minute. Lacey knew me well. Although Lacey was a year younger, we’d roomed together at the private girls’ school we’d attended many years before, so she knew my routine.

Just as I knew hers.

“And I’m betting you took three hours, changed your dress at least twice, and re-styled your hair at least once.”

“Three hours and fifteen minutes but bingo on the rest of it.” Lacey tugged at the top of her emerald green dress. “I should have gone back to the first dress. I’ve been here all of thirty minutes and this strapless thing is driving me crazy.” 

I reached out and pulled her hand away. 

“Stop messing with it. It’s not going anywhere and you look gorgeous.” 

She did, not that she’d ever believe it. With her deep auburn hair, ivory skin, and green eyes, she was so much more beautiful than she knew. She was far more focused on the twenty pounds she’d been trying to lose since even before I’d met her at age 14. 

Looks wise, Lacey and I couldn’t be more different, but we knew and loved each other like we’d been separated at birth. 

We each grabbed a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing server and weaved our way through the crush to try to find a quieter spot, nodding a greeting at a few familiar pure-bred humans we passed. We passed other pure-bred humans we didn’t know, as well as many, many demi-shifters. Demi-shifters always far outnumbered pure-bred humans at these events, as they did in our general population. Though pure-bred humans and demi-shifters looked the same physically for the most part, it was easy to tell the difference. I wasn’t sure I could explain how or why if I had to; demi-shifters and pure-bred humans simply felt different somehow. There were likely some pure-bred shifters in the crowd, as well, though their numbers in the population were far smaller than the other groups, but neither Lacey nor I knew enough to distinguish them from the demi-shifters.

We finally reached a spot where we had a little space and could talk without yelling. As soon as we stopped, Lacey turned to me, all teasing gone from her expression. 

“How did things go with your parents?” 

She’d known I was planning to try to dissuade my parents – once again – from insisting that I marry Bullard. From the look I gave her now, she also knew how that discussion had gone. 

Her shoulders slumped and her eyes filled with sympathy.

“Well, damn.” 

“Pretty much.” I sipped my champagne as I took a quick look around us, confirming that no one could overhear our conversation. The one good thing about the noise level in the room was that it served as protection against eavesdropping from the demi-shifters with superhuman hearing. I fiddled idly with my bracelet, which I rarely ever removed, until Lacey gave me a look. It was a nervous habit I’d fought hard to break, but with my current stress level it had resurfaced with a vengeance. 

“I have an hour, maybe two, to come up with a miracle. Either that or make a choice between marrying a man I can’t imagine spending an evening with, let alone the rest of my life, or forfeiting my birthright and most likely any chance of marriage at all.”

As the oldest child in my family, my birthright included a sizable plot of valuable land and heirloom jewelry worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, not that I’d ever sell it. Each child in the family had their own birthright – as was the tradition and practice in our world – but as the firstborn, mine was far more significant than either Leo’s or Ciena’s. 

There was just one catch – to gain my birthright, I had to marry. Not only that, I had to do so no later than my 28th birthday. The reason behind the age restriction had been lost to time – if there’d ever even been a valid reason at all – but not knowing the logic of it didn’t prevent it from being enforced. Men, not surprisingly, didn’t have that restriction. They gained their birthright on their 25th birthday, married or not. Leo would gain his in a little less than a year, then I was fairly certain we’d never see or hear from him again.  

I pushed my thoughts to the side and focused on what Lacey was saying to me. 

“I’m fresh out of miracles, but there has to be a way. Are you sure Bullard is that bad? Everyone talks about how he’ll be a member of the Executive Council, if not the Chancellor, someday.”

Our government consisted of the Alliance Council, made up of two representatives from every shifter group, and the Executive Council and Chancellor, all of whom were, by law, pure-bred humans. The structure was a holdover from many generations earlier when pure-bred humans far outnumbered shifters. Over time as it became more commonplace for shifters and pure-bred humans to mate, demi-shifters grew in number to the majority of the population as they were now. Despite that, much of the power remained where it had always been, in the hands of the legacy pure-bred human families. 

Our government was one of five regional ones in the country, one for each of the three Coastal regions – East, West, and South – and three Interior regions – Upper, Central, and Lower – each quite distinct in both geography and population. Our region, the Central Interior, was made up primarily of mountains, forests and plains, and was one of the most populous. Each region was overseen by a chancellor; together the five chancellors governed the country. 

I frowned at Lacey.

“Is that supposed to impress me? Our fathers have been senior advisors to the Executive Council our whole lives. Both of us know that being a member doesn’t make you a good person.” 

“I know. My point was just that Bullard’s well thought of. He’s charming and handsome and rich. At least you know he’s not marrying you for your money and between the two of you you’d make beautiful babies.” 

It was true enough that Bullard was very wealthy and he had the tall, dark, conventionally handsome thing down, but charming? 

“He’s charming to those who can do something for him. To everyone else, he’s a condescending jerk. We’ve both seen him in action too many times not to know that.” Since we traveled in the same social circles we’d had many opportunities to observe how he treated staff or anyone he considered beneath him, which encompassed many pure-bred humans along with the entirety of the shifter and demi-shifter populations. “Just because he’s already rich doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to be even richer. He’s power and influence hungry and the more money you have, the easier those things are to buy. And don’t talk about the two of us having babies.” A shudder ran through me. He may be considered handsome, but anything attractive about him was only surface deep. “I don’t even want to think about it.” 

“Ok, I tried.” Lacey heaved a sigh. “I was hoping we might find something redeeming about him if we looked hard enough, but that was a bust.” 

I breathed a sigh of my own. 

“Believe me, I’ve looked already, many times.” I stared down at the remainder of my champagne going flat in my glass. “This is my fault. I left it too late. I should have been trying to find someone I could tolerate, maybe even like, as an alternative choice to give my parents.” 

I’d been over-confident. I’d talked my way out of an engagement twice before, arguing that I still had time and there would be better options. I’d been wrong. 

Now I was out of time and faced with two equally unacceptable, nearly unthinkable choices. 

“I’m sorry, Kyra.” Her expression somber, Lacey wrapped a supportive arm around my shoulders. “I wish I could make things better.”

“I wish you could, too.” I wrapped an arm around her waist and squeezed her back. “Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.” 

Exactly what that might be, I had no idea.

We broke apart as the first set of chimes sounded, signaling to everyone that dinner would begin in fifteen minutes. We shuffled along with the herd, inching our way toward the dais. As we grew closer, I noticed my father talking to a man that I recognized as one of the Alliance Council members. 

Rhynehart, I thought suddenly, his last name slipping into my brain. I couldn’t recall his first name or if I’d ever even heard it. The fact that he had shifter blood was written all over him. Even if I hadn’t known he was a member of the Alliance Council, and therefore of shifter descent, it would have been obvious. 

Something about the way he held himself, his energy...just the air around him proclaimed that this man was something other than fully human. He wore a tux like most of the other men in attendance – albeit with no tie and the first two buttons of his shirt undone – but that did nothing to help him blend into the crowd. He was tall – several inches taller than my father’s 6-foot height – with broad shoulders, long legs and tawny brown hair that was just a touch too long. I watched as he shoved it back from his face with one hand as he spoke to my father and wondered idly if it was soft or coarse.  

I lost sight of him and my father as the crowd shifted, blocking my view. I clung to Lacey’s hand, trying not to get separated from her as we inched our way along. Finally, we broke free of the crowd and reached the steps up to the dais just as the second set of chimes sounded the five-minute warning. 

Glad to be out of the crowd, I headed quickly up the steps after Lacey. I’d almost made it to the top when my heel snagged in the long skirt of my dress and I stumbled. Too late, I grabbed for the handrail but missed and felt myself start to fall. Before I could even reach out to catch myself, a pair of strong hands caught me around my waist, lifting me the rest of way onto the dais and setting me on my feet.

It all happened so quickly that my head spun. I gripped the forearms of my savior, trying to regain my equilibrium, while his hands stayed firmly at my waist, steadying me.

“Are you alright?”

The deep voice shook me to attention and I realized I’d stood there for several moments, clinging to the man who had caught me. Embarrassed, I released my hold on him and stepped back, his hands falling away from me as I moved. 

Wanting to thank him for saving me, I looked up...way up into blue-green eyes of the very man I’d been studying a few moments before.

Even from across the room, he’d been impressive. This close, power simply rolled off him in waves.

I stared at him, aware that I should be saying something, finally managing a “thank you.” 

“Are you alright?” he repeated, likely wondering if I’d somehow managed to hit my head with how brainless I was acting. 

With more effort than it should have taken, I gathered my wits and nodded. 

“Yes, I’m fine, thanks to you.” I glanced over at the stairs before looking back at him. “That would have been both painful and embarrassing if you hadn’t caught me.” 

A small smile curved the corners of his mouth and sparked a tiny light in his eyes.

“Glad I was in the right place at the right time.” He looked over at the tables spread across the dais. “Do you know where you’re headed?” 

“Yes, my family’s table is right there.” I nodded toward where my family sat staring at us, seated near the front in a place of prominence, as always. 

Rhynehart stilled as he took in the table I’d indicated. His smile disappeared and his eyes darkened, making me wonder suddenly what he and my father had been talking about earlier. He turned and I thought he was going to walk away without another word, but he paused and looked down at me again. 

“You take care of yourself.” 

Then he was down the stairs and gone. I watched him as he went, thinking absent-mindedly that with that walk he had to be some type of cat shifter, when my sister nudged me from behind. 

“If you don’t stop staring at that man and come sit down, Mother and Father are going to have a fit. You’re making a spectacle of yourself.” 

I doubted that – everyone was too busy being served their dinner to even notice me, let alone wonder what I was doing – but I did need to sit down. Rhynehart may have saved me from a fall, but he’d also done more than his share to put me off-balance. 
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Rhyne

I sipped my bourbon as the Executive Council member presenting the commendations and awards droned on. It was one of my responsibilities as both the alpha and as a Council member for my clan to attend events like The Assembly to network, which I hated, and to be the face for our clan, which I didn’t mind as much. That included things like accepting commendations on the clan’s behalf, which I’d already done that evening for the recent high stakes rescue of two hikers by the clan’s mountain search and rescue service. The hikers had gotten caught unprepared in a severe storm and likely wouldn’t have made it if our team hadn’t reached them in time. Even reaching them when the team had, it had been touch and go. It wasn’t that we needed commendations to validate our work – when you saved people’s lives the rewards were self-evident – but every now and then it was nice to have our often dangerous work recognized. 

Gregory, our other Council representative, shifted in his seat next to me, keyed up as usual. At 35, he was five years my junior, but even at his age I couldn’t remember ever being as restless as he was. Most mountain lion shifters, or even demi-shifters like myself, had a seemingly infinite well of patience. We could be still and silent for hours, lying in wait for prey, our exceptional sight and hearing allowing us to track them far before they reached us. That and our inborn agility over all types of terrain made search and rescue a natural for us. Gregory was a definite anomaly for our type. If I didn’t know for a fact that he was the offspring of two mountain lion demi-shifters, I’d swear he was the descendant of a wildebeest, always moving. 

The Executive Council member finally stepped away from the microphone to polite applause. The crowd stirred, anticipating what would come next. The next part of the program – the final part before the serious networking and socializing began – was technically reserved for any major announcement that the Executive Council or Chancellor deemed as newsworthy. In reality, that nearly always involved engagement or birth announcements for members of the most prominent pure-bred human families. It was a tradition passed down through the generations, the modern-day equivalent of posting marriage banns and birth proclamations in the town square. Since there was nothing people loved more than gossip, whatever was announced would be the talk of the city for weeks, if not months, to come. 

My only interest was typically to learn which of the powerful pure-bred human families were aligning themselves through marriage. The ten most prominent ones, such as the Carricks and Kingstons and Bullards, among others, were of the most interest, but there were many others that were important to keep track of as well. Family alliances were often key to getting business deals done or legislation passed, so it paid well to know who was aligned – through marriage and offspring – with whom.  

As the crowd waited for the Chancellor to step up to the microphone, I admitted to myself that my interest this time was a little different. When I’d spoken briefly with Palmer Arison before dinner, he’d mentioned in passing that he would be announcing the engagement of his oldest child – a daughter – that evening. My attention had caught when he’d mentioned to whom she was to be engaged – Victor Bullard. 

I’d never had any personal dealings with Bullard and barely knew him, but knew his reputation in the shifter community well. To say that he was disliked and seen as untrustworthy was putting it lightly. He’d cheated and defrauded numerous members of the shifter community to the point that the community rarely dealt directly with him anymore. The Arisons, on the other hand, were held in decent esteem in the shifter community. It wasn’t as if they were anxious to interact with us, but Palmer Arison had backed the community on some important votes. None of us fooled ourselves that he wanted to be our friend, but at least he’d shown himself not to be an enemy. Now that he was connecting his family through marriage to Bullard, the situation may be changing.

My interest had been solely focused on the political and business implications of the match, and then Arison’s daughter had all but literally fallen into my arms. It had been instinct to catch her when she stumbled, and instinct to keep her close to me once I had her there. Time had all but stood still as she’d looked up at me, her blue eyes wide and startled. I’d managed to ask her if she was okay and fortunately, for both our sakes, she’d had the good sense to step away from my touch. Though I hadn’t realized who she was when I’d caught her, I’d known she was a pure-bred human – she wore that fact like she wore the light scent of her perfume – and therefore not for me. When I’d asked her if she knew where her table was and she’d indicated where her family was sitting, I’d realized how very not for me she was. Not only was she an Arison, but given the ages of the other women at the table, she had to be the one who was to be engaged to Bullard. 

That fact had hit me harder than I wanted to admit. The thought of her soft, serene beauty offered up to him...I felt my hands clench under the table as I thought about it. I knew almost nothing about her – for all I knew she and Bullard might fully deserve each other – yet somehow I couldn’t believe that was true.   

Of course, no matter what I thought, there was nothing I could do about it one way or another. All I could do was try my best to anticipate how the marriage could and would impact how Arison advised the Executive Council in the future. Even though the feel of his daughter under my hands would haunt me for a while, I knew it would fade in time.

Finally, the Chancellor began, inviting a member of the Executive Council to speak. The member stepped forward and announced the engagement of her son to the daughter of one of the other leading families. The couple, seated at separate tables with their families, rose to acknowledge the applause that greeted the announcement. The girl blushed furiously, looking so young that I wondered for a moment how she could possibly be the required age of 21. Then again, as Gregory never failed to remind me, at age 40 everyone around me was starting to look young. 

Tension ran through me as Arison rose to make his announcement, even more so when I saw the look on his daughter’s face. Even from my seat farther back on the dais, I could see that she looked like she was staying in her seat through sheer force of will, not because she wanted to jump for joy, but because she wanted to run for the hills and never look back. There was no question this engagement was not something she wanted. 

Now I was the one forcing myself to stay in my seat. It was as if I felt her tension as my own. The instinct to grab her and run was nearly too strong to resist, despite the fact that rescue by a demi-shifter wasn’t something she’d welcome, no matter how desperate she looked. 

Gregory frowned at me as I moved in my seat, uncharacteristically restless, but I ignored him, my full attention focused on what was about to happen. Something about Arison’s expression as he approached the microphone had me on edge. When his attention swung to me briefly, then away, I tensed even more, my instincts telling me that the next few minutes would involve far more than a typical engagement announcement. 

Arison thanked the Chancellor when he reached the microphone, then turned his attention to his daughter.

“Please stand, Kyra.”

For a few strained seconds, I thought she might refuse, then she rose gracefully to her feet, her eyes pleading with her father silently. I watched as his expression hardened with resolve, then he turned away from her to address the crowd. 

“My oldest daughter, my first-born, Kyra, is to be engaged tonight. With the advanced wisdom of her nearly 28 years, she has demanded a choice in who she is to marry.”

A low chuckle rose from the crowd, other parents apparently finding it humorous that a grown woman should believe her opinion should be taken into account in the matter. As far as I was concerned, twenty-seven was more than old enough to decide for yourself who you wanted to be mated or married to for the remainder of your days.

A slight frown crossed Kyra’s face and her eyes narrowed. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t what she had expected. 

“Being an indulgent father, I have to decided to give her that choice.” 

The crowd murmured louder. I was surprised myself. I’d witnessed many engagement announcements, but this was something I’d never seen before. I doubted anyone else at The Assembly had, either. 

Kyra didn’t look any happier at her father’s pronouncement. Bullard, for his part, leaned back in his seat at one of the most prominent tables on the dais, looking utterly unconcerned, a little bored, even, supremely confident that there wasn’t the smallest possibility of Kyra choosing anyone other than him, no matter who her father was about to pit against him. 

“Victor Bullard has graciously agreed to accept my daughter in marriage should she so choose.” 

No surprise there. Nonetheless, Bullard inclined his head regally, confirming Arison’s statement. 

I watched as Arison angled his body in the direction of where I sat and ran my eyes across the tables that sat between us. The tables around me were all filled with Alliance Council members and their families, all of us demi-shifters, not a single pure-bred human male among us. Who could he be...?

“Alexander Rhynehart, will you do the same?”

My eyes snapped to his as the noise from the crowd exploded. Had he – a pure-bred human from a legacy family – just offered his first-born to me – a demi-shifter – in marriage?

The idea – the mere thought – was ridiculous. People from his world, male or female, didn’t marry or mate with people from mine. Some pure-bred humans did, sure, but not those from the purest of the pure-bred legacy families. It just didn’t happen. Ever. 

I kept my expression carefully blank as I held his stare, trying to understand his angle. He’d seen Kyra and I together when I’d caught her earlier, but our exchange had been brief, a minute at most. There was no way he could know how my interest in her had been piqued from the encounter. Was he simply trying to provoke some kind of response from me? To what end? There was no possibility that he would allow me to marry his daughter, no matter what he’d said about giving her a choice. 

Then it hit me. 

He’d presented Kyra with a choice, as she’d apparently demanded, but he’d made it an impossible one. Marry Bullard, a wealthy, influential man from her own privileged, exclusive world, or marry me, influential in my own right, true, but far less wealthy and, most importantly, not fully human, much less from one of the legacy families.  

He could have just as well given her the choice to marry the family dog, or hell, the chair I was sitting on. Her choosing one of them had about the same likelihood as her choosing me. 

He was using me to embarrass her, to humiliate her in front of her peers and the entire Assembly and force her to accept the choice he’d already made for her. 

Anger bloomed as I thought of how he was manipulating not only me, but his own daughter. I’d be expressing my displeasure with him in the very near future, but for now, I needed to focus on Kyra. 

There was only one way I could make this more bearable for her, only one thing I could do. Whatever his reason for choosing me for this charade, I wouldn’t help him shame her. If anyone was to take the brunt of the embarrassment from this debacle, it needed to be me, not her. 

I held my hand up for quiet and slowly, gradually the din receded again to a low murmur, enough so that I could be heard.

I fixed my gaze on Kyra, wanting her to see that I understood the choice that she would make, that I knew the position her father had placed her in. In truth, I would have gladly accepted her as my wife, but that wasn’t the way our worlds worked. 

With my eyes on hers, I gave my answer.

“I will. I will accept Kyra in marriage should she so choose.”

My stomach twisted as I said the words, and I ruthlessly crushed the “what if” that tried to take hold in my brain. 

Kyra’s eyes flared in surprise for a moment, then dropped mine. Had she expected me to reject her outright? She had to know that no man, even if taken off-guard as I’d been, would ever willingly do so. 

Her hands clenched at her sides as she looked down at the table in front of her. She shook her head once, then looked back at her father, now visibly angry, slashes of color riding high on her cheekbones in her otherwise pale face. 

Arison nodded his acknowledgement of my words, then addressed his daughter with no apparent concern for the waves of anger and accusation now radiating from her.

“Kyra, you have your choice, Bullard” – he indicated Bullard, still reclined, uncaring, in his seat – “or Rhynehart” – he swung his hand in my direction. “Who will it be?”         

The crowd quieted, awaiting her answer, all the while knowing what it would be, what it must be. 

I braced myself for the sting, for the moment she would say Bullard’s name rather than mine, impatient now for her to do it and get it over with. 

Kyra stood staring at her father as her breaths came more and more rapidly. I willed her to do it, to say what she had to, and bring this circus to its foregone conclusion. 

Kyra’s eyes closed and her hands clenched so tightly that I knew her nails must be digging into her palms. Then her chin lifted and her shoulders squared and I knew she was ready to do what she had to. 

Prepared as I thought I’d been, a jolt of surprise hit me when Kyra opened her eyes and locked her gaze solidly on mine.  
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Chapter 5
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Rhyne

The second her eyes swung my way, I knew what she would do. It was as if I felt her words before she said them. 

“I choose Rhynehart. He’s the one I choose to marry.” 

A collective gasp went up from the Assembly as our eyes met and held across the room. 

She’d done it. She’d made the unthinkable choice – to join herself to me rather than to Bullard. I felt pride in her courage even as I questioned her sanity. I may have power and I may be respected, but my wealth – my entire clan’s wealth – could never compare to his. 

Even if it could, there was the one immutable fact we could never get past – he was a pure-bred human like she was, while I...

I wasn’t even close.

The next few minutes were chaos. Bullard charged from his chair towards Arison, any sign of boredom with the proceedings now long gone. Arison argued back at him, his face an alarming shade of bright red. I could almost swear I saw steam billowing out of his ears. Kyra’s family and most of the Executive Council members were on their feet, waving their hands and exclaiming, their faces full of varying degrees of shock, anger and disgust at the choice Kyra had made. The entire Assembly seemed to be talking, yelling, at once, everyone in disbelief at what had taken place.

And Kyra...

Kyra stood quietly, looking at me across the dais, her eyes brimming with apology as her mother gripped her upper arm tightly and spoke urgently in her ear. Whether Kyra was sorry for the fact that her father had brought me into this situation or sorry that she’d dragged me center stage and firmly cemented my place there, I didn’t want her apologies. The first wasn’t hers to apologize for and the second...as far as the second, I had no regrets about where I was. 

Wanting to go to her, but thinking better of it for the moment, I simply nodded at her, trying to at least communicate to her that, whatever was going on around us, she and I were okay. The moment she took a deep breath and returned my nod, when she accepted my unspoken reassurance and let it help calm her, was the moment I realized I was going to fight for her. 

And there would be a fight. Whatever else I could say about Victor Bullard, he wasn’t an idiot, and only an idiot would let Kyra go without a battle. And her father – if looks could kill, his oldest daughter would be slumped over the table dead right now. My resolve hardened seeing his expression. Whatever it cost me, Kyra’s father and his chosen mate for Kyra were about to learn a lesson. 

I defended and protected what was mine, to the death if necessary. Kyra, by her own words, had given herself to me. Married or not, she was mine. And no one, pure-bred human or otherwise, would take her from me. 
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Chapter 6


[image: ]


Kyra

After what seemed like an eternity, the Chancellor finally regained control of the proceedings. He quieted the chatter to a dull roar before adjourning the official part of the event. The small orchestra launched into the first song of the evening despite everyone knowing that gossip was certain to be the main form of entertainment for the remainder of the night.    

I stood staring across the dais at Alexander Rhynehart, stunned at what I’d just done. Given, he’d said he’d accept me, and in the process had saved me the devastating humiliation of saying he wouldn’t. For that alone, I owed him a huge debt. He hadn’t known what my father had planned. For just a second, when my father had first said his name, I’d wondered. After all, I’d seen them talking just minutes before dinner had been served and I’d thought maybe...but when I’d looked at Rhynehart, I’d known. Whatever my father’s scheming, Rhynehart hadn’t knowingly been a part of it. 

Then I’d gone and done the unthinkable, the unforgiveable. I’d named him as my choice and completely taken his away. Yes, he’d agreed, in principle, but without, I was certain, even an ounce of expectation that he might get roped into marrying me for real. 

The strange thing was, he seemed so calm. Everyone around us was losing their minds – even the man sitting next to him was looking at him wildly – but Rhynehart sat perfectly still, watching me with those mesmerizing blue-green eyes of his. I felt my heart rate slow and my breathing quiet as I focused on him and him alone. I ignored the raised voices around me and blocked out my mother’s painful grip on my arm as she hissed her displeasure in my ear. It was as if, somehow, he’d reached out and wrapped himself around me. We had nearly the full distance of the dais between us, yet I felt closer to him than I ever had to a man.

The spell was broken when my father stepped in front of me, cutting off my view of Rhynehart. I’d never seen my father as angry as he was now. His face was red, a vein bulged in his forehead, and the look in his eyes...fury and disgust didn’t begin to describe it.

“You...you...” His hands were clenched in front of him and I took a step back, alarmed. I’d never been afraid of my father, but in that moment, he looked more than capable of physical violence. 

Both of us jolted when the Chancellor’s hand landed on my father’s shoulder. 

“Arison, control yourself. You and your daughter come with me.” 

As the Chancellor turned, I could see that Victor Bullard stood behind him and assumed the Chancellor had pulled him aside, as well. I could also see Rhynehart moving toward us swiftly, banked violence in his eyes as he looked at my father. I realized that he must have started our way as soon as my father had stepped in front of me. From the look on his face, he hadn’t been headed our way to ask my father politely to step away from me. I was glad for the Chancellor’s timely intervention as it seemed to have headed off an all-out brawl. 

I pried my arm from my mother’s vice grip and moved to follow the Chancellor, my father, and Bullard. Rhynehart stepped in beside and slightly behind me, and I felt the heat of his hand through my dress as it skimmed my lower back. Unable to stop myself, I looked up at him, and found him looking down at me. 

“Are you alright?” he asked me for the third time that night. I had no more idea how to answer him this time than I had the first. 

Little had either of us known when he’d saved me from falling earlier that just a few short hours later, he’d save me in a far more significant way.      

I just shook my head at him wordlessly, but he seemed to understand. 

Leaning close, he spoke quietly in my ear, his words for me alone.

“Just hang in there. It will get worse before it gets better, but we’ll make it out the other side. I promise you we will.” 

I had no reason to believe him. The fact was that as oddly close as I felt to him, I barely knew the man. All told, we’d probably spoken less than fifty words to each other. And yet, for whatever reason, I did believe him. Maybe I was grasping at straws, clinging to anything at all to keep the panic at bay, but I believed him. 

Wrapping his promise tight around me, I followed the others into a small conference room and turned to face the Chancellor as the door shut behind us. 
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