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Thanks to Jaeger for introducing me to Baris. And to Liz for helping me understand him.

 


 

 

From The Heart

 

Baris looked back at Anika, then without another word, he pulled her up, embracing her tightly. She gasped in surprise and tried to wrest away. For the first time in their relationship, Baris allowed his Vector magic to surface. He stared deep into her eyes, seducing her with his power. Her struggles ceased as she was swept into his hypnotic spell.

Baris quickly pushed her dark hair aside and bit into her neck. She let out a little cry but did not try to stop him. He fed ravenously, not having done so for over a week. As usual, his body began to react to her closeness, her scent, her taste. One hand tangled in her hair, while the other slid along her back.

Anika pressed against him, her breathing quick and shallow. Her hands caught at his shirt, pulled him closer. For a moment, it looked as if she might also succumb to her desires. Then, with a violent shudder, she fought her way clear of him. Pain and anger clouded her features.

"Go away!" she screamed, tears again flooding her eyes--
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Baris lowered himself to the boulder in the meadow. He stared out over the vast expanse of grass and flowers, taking in the riot of colors that tumbled down the slopes toward the river. Sunlight caught the wild rapids, sparkling like golden flames. It was a scene he had longed to be a part of, had been until now. Now, everything he loved, everything he held dear, was threatened by something he could not explain and didn't want to accept.

A cool breeze played over his cheeks and hands, and his dark gaze wandered to the small village nestled near the river's edge. Smoke curled from several chimneys, lazing into the morning air. Sheep and goats grazed nearby, tended by several sleepy clan members. Most of the village children were still asleep, snug in their beds, safe and secure under their parents' watchful eyes. But not his son. If Baris knew Thale, the boy was already up and investigating his world as only a two-year-old could. Thale, with Anika's blue eyes and pale complexion and his father's penchant for introspective moodiness. Mere thoughts of the energetic toddler broadened Baris' smile and, at the same time, drove pain deep into his soul.

With a wistful sigh, he rose. He was an imposing figure, lithe, well over six feet tall, with the pale skin, dark eyes and raven-black hair of the true Vector. His appearance set him apart, so it was rare for a Vector to be able to retain a true appearance in public. Instead, they usually shapeshifted to something a little more humanlike.

Yet, this was one of the reasons Baris felt so comfortable in this village. Here, he was allowed to be himself, to appear as he wanted, without repercussions. And, more importantly, here he was allowed to satisfy his requirement for human blood without having to either seduce victims or hunt them down. And he owed it to Jaeger and his wife, Rhiannon.

Four years earlier, Rhiannon, and by extension her entire clan, and the Vectors had established a relationship. The clan were Bleeders; their bodies produced abnormally high levels of iron that could prove fatal if it were not bled off. But they were also witches, which proved a hazardous combination. Use of their magic only increased the already high content of iron in their blood, making the need to be bled even stronger. Many witches had died trying to bleed themselves. A partnership with the Vectors had been sought in desperation. Vectors needed blood. Bleeders had the blood to give. It was an equitable situation for both parties.

However, falling in love with Anika had been a delightful bonus. Baris had never expected more than a business relationship. In fact, he had never expected to find love in the true meaning of the word at all.

Like most Vectors, Baris was a product of careful planning. His father had been the Vector Sovereign; his mother had done nothing more than donate her egg. The embryo they created was given into the care of a Chosen, one of a special kind of Vector that carried, then implanted fertile embryos in human women. The one who carried, then bore, Baris had not survived long after his birth. Her sacrificial blood belonged to the Chosen who had impregnated her. And to the child she had carried.

As a child, Baris was raised in the Vector's Lair, a vast underground system of caverns nestled deep within a towering mountain range. He had many guardians and teachers but no true parents. It was the Vector way and Baris had accepted it. At least, he had until he had finally ventured from the Lair. It was then that he had seen the way humans related, how they paired and mated. Eventually, he had witnessed the deep love and commitment between Rhiannon and Jaeger, her husband. He couldn't explain the yearning that witnessing such love and devotion between two people had created in him. It was something he decided he wanted for himself.

Yet, he had never allowed himself to expect that it could happen to him. It was a part of his heart that he had shut off. Until Anika.

In fact, she had first approached him. He had tried to be professional, businesslike, although he was at once taken with her beauty. Her eyes in particular. While his were the almost black of a pure Vector, hers were the most incredible blue he had ever seen. They reminded him of the summer sky, something he had come to love after so many years in the Lair. And she was like a breath of summer herself, a new life that beckoned to him, called to him. Still, he held her away, sure that her interest in him was only one of business. He told himself repeatedly that she could never have any other interest in him. Then she began coming about more frequently, sought him out over other Vectors when she needed to be bled, and slowly chipped away at his resolve. It was a monumental, and frightening, day for Baris when he realized that he indeed loved her. He was terrified that his love would not be returned. But Anika had assuaged that worry with one, long, lingering, passionate kiss. A kiss Baris had returned with his heart. The last four years had been filled with happiness and contentment such that he had never experienced before. Now--

A movement caught his eye and he turned toward the young, brown-haired woman climbing the slopes toward him. He moved to meet her as she reached him with a smile.

"You wanted to see me?" she asked, dark eyes glowing.

Baris studied her for a moment before nodding. He had known her for only a short time. She had returned to the village six months earlier after living for many years in a neighboring city. She had been a great support to him in the last several months while his life fell apart around him, and although the words were painful to say, Baris felt she should know what he had planned.

"Yes, Deirdre. I wanted to say goodbye."

"Goodbye?" She looked up at him in surprise. "You're leaving? Why?"

"Anika has asked me to leave," he said quietly. The words drove daggers of hurt through his heart.

A small gasp escaped the woman and she laid one hand on his arm. "Oh, Baris, I'm so sorry. Did she say why?"

"No. I questioned her but she didn't seem to have any reason." He paused, trying to quiet the tremor in his voice. "She just demanded that I leave. Now. I am abiding by her wishes."

"But where will you go?"

"I have thought hard about that. I am going to seek out Vail. He may have an answer to this change in behavior. I must know what I have done to cause this."

"Perhaps it was not you at all, Baris," Deirdre said. "You have been nothing but kind and gentle with Anika. I would place the blame on her and her alone."

Baris looked down at the slight woman before him. Dark curls fell in tangles well past her shoulders, framing a face the color of moonlight. Her brown eyes were almond-shaped, ringed with long dark lashes that brushed her cheeks when she looked down. She was emotional, warm, caring and genuinely concerned about him. Perhaps more so then she should have been. She was beautiful in every way but she did nothing for his heart. That belonged to Anika. He had to find out what had caused her change in affection and Vail might have the answer. The problem was finding him.

Baris clearly remembered his last visit with Anika's young cousin. It had been on this very spot, where just six months ago he had felt firsthand Vail's own pain at a failed relationship.
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"So, you're leaving?"

Vail shrugged. "What point is there in staying? It's clear that Rachael isn't interested."

"I'm sorry that things didn't work out."

Again, Vail shrugged. "That's life, Baris. I could use the Vector 'charm' Jaeger gave me, but, like he once said, I would rather that she come to me on her own."

Baris smiled. He remembered how Jaeger had given Vail some of his own blood to save the young man's life. And he remembered Jaeger's anguish over what it would mean to Vail. "You're a wise man, Vail." He lifted his head as another young man arrived in the meadow. "Ah, Baul. You are accompanying Vail on his travels then?"

The young Vector nodded. "We can keep each other company. And keep each other healthy as well."

Baris laughed and clapped Baul on the shoulder then shot a sidelong glance at Vail. "Are you sure you're all right with this?"

Vail blushed. "I am. I realize that I will still need to be bled and Baul here is very good at doing so. Besides, he's great company. And we have a lot in common."

"Oh?" Baris looked at the two young men in turn. One was a Vector, one a human. One six feet tall, the other barely over five. "How so?"

They grinned together. "We both like women!" they answered in unison.

Baris laughed again. "I see. And that's what you'll be searching for on this great journey?"

"Of course," Vail replied. "What better?"

"What better, indeed," Baris answered. "Well, take with you my blessings and good wishes for a happy outcome."

"Thank you," Vail said. "Time to do that shapeshifting bit, Baul. I don't intend to walk."

"Oh, perfect," Baul grumbled. "You have just enough Vector blood in you to seduce the women, but not enough to share the rigors of the journey."

Vail grinned. "Blame Jaeger for that. He's the one who gave me the blood in the first place."

Baul scowled teasingly at Vail and shapeshifted to a horse. Vail groaned.

"A horse! I was hoping for a dragon or something like that. I'll be too sore to seduce anyone if I have to ride half the country on horseback."

Baul snorted and tossed his head.

Baris chuckled. "I think you'd better be happy he's doing this much," he told Vail. "Keep complaining and you'll be walking."

Vail grimaced. "Fine, fine. This will do."

"You take good care of yourselves," Baris said. "And be careful. There are those who do not take kindly to Vectors. Or witches."

Vail nodded, swung astride the horse and they rode off.
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Now, Baris wished Vail hadn't gone at all. He didn't feel comfortable talking to other members of the clan about his floundering relationship with Anika. Except for Deirdre. For some reason, she brought out the words, the emotions, the pain he was harboring. She had become a safe haven for him lately, although he had not really gone looking. He still couldn't fathom why he seemed so loose-lipped with her. It was as if he had known her all of his life. And yet, they had met only six months ago.

"What do you think Vail could do?" Deirdre asked him, interrupting his moody thoughts.

Baris shook his head. "I don't know. But I'm not willing to simply walk away from Anika, or my son. I need to know what has happened to her...to us."

Deirdre tightened her grip on his arm, her gaze wistful pleading. "I could come with you."

He started. "Why? Your family is here, Deirdre. You just returned to them. Why would you leave them so soon?"

"My family? They wouldn't stand in my way. I know that much. Besides, you're going to need a--helper. I can do that. Please, Baris, let me come along."

Baris considered. What she said was true. As a Vector, he needed blood daily. Still, since his marriage to Anika, he had tasted no other but her. He didn't know if he could. Feeding was linked to a sexual response in him at his age. He had only come into his Growth three years ago and he still hadn't adjusted completely. There were very few times that he didn't become sexually aroused when he fed. Thankfully, Anika didn't seem to mind in the slightest. Baris was not willing to risk a sexual arousal with Deirdre even though he knew it would be a purely physical reaction.

He shook his head. "It might be too dangerous, Deirdre. You'd be better off staying here."

"I have nothing here, Baris. I would love to see the world but I probably never will just because I'm a woman. I feel so tied down here."

Baris couldn't help but smile. "From what Anika told me, you've spent the last ten years exploring the world."

Deirdre pouted. "Not really. I was but a child when I was sent to the city. I wasn't allowed to do much of anything except attend my schooling. But, Baris, I want to see new things, go new places, meet different and exciting people. I'll never get the chance to do that the way things are going. If you're going to travel, I would like to join you. We could help each other along the way. Please, at least say you'll consider it. Please?"

Baris hesitated. He knew what it was like to feel trapped, imprisoned by what you were. He was a Vector, trapped by rumors and frightful tales of what he was capable of. She was no less trapped inside a body that assumed a particular lifestyle for her. Yes, Baris could well empathize with her need to escape her shackles.

Taking his silence as consent, Deirdre rushed on. "When were you planning to leave?"

"As soon as I can get a direction. I need to have someone scry for Vail."

"I can do that!" Deirdre cried. She tugged on his arm. "Come to the river with me. I can do it right now."

Baris glanced at the village, at his house. He could see smoke coming from the chimney now. Anika was up, preparing breakfast for Thale. He should be there as well, helping her. But she didn't want his help. She had made that quite clear the previous night. He sighed and nodded.

They walked down the gentle slope to a spot on the river that ran calmer than the rest. Baris settled down in the grass at the water's edge while Deirdre prepared to cast her spell. It didn't take her long, though Baris saw no image in the water at the angle he sat from her. He moved forward to get a better look, but the image had disappeared. Deirdre looked at him with a smile.

"He's to the north of us, near the mountains," she said. "There is a sizeable village there." She giggled. "It looked like he and Baul were having a good time together. They were surrounded by women."

Baris smiled, wondering if the young men were using their Vector magic to charm. He rose, brushing the dirt and grass from his breeches. "Then, it looks as if I go north."

Deirdre looked up at him. Baris drew a long, slow breath, unable to resist the silent pleading he saw in her dark eyes. "All right, you may come along."

She leapt to her feet, wrapped her arms about him, then stood on her tiptoes and kissed him soundly on the cheek. "Thank you, Baris, thank you so much! I'll go home and pack straight away."

"Deirdre!" He caught at her arm. "Perhaps it would be best to keep our traveling arrangements to ourselves. If others know we are traveling together, it might start gossip."

She frowned. "But it will be obvious, Baris. We'll both be leaving at the same time. Better to be honest about it."

Baris grimaced. "I suppose you're right," he murmured, though he had no idea how he would break the news to Anika. He released his hold on Deirdre. "Go then. I'll meet you here in an hour's time."

She nodded and hurried away, her excitement rushing over him like a warm gush of air. A shudder of trepidation ran through him, but he brushed it aside and descended the hill. As he neared his cottage, he slowed, wondering how he would be received this morning. Thale met him just outside door. At least the little boy was happy to see him.

"Papa!" Thale shouted in delight. He rushed toward Baris, his chubby little legs moving as fast as he could make them.

Baris caught him just as he stumbled and pitched forward. "Here now," he said gently. "You need to be careful. You'll hurt yourself." He hugged the child to him, breathing deeply of the scent of innocence.

"Where you were?" Thale demanded.

"I went for a walk. Where's Mama?"

"In." Thale pointed toward the house.

Baris again drew a deep breath, then carried the little boy into the house. It was dark and warm inside, the only light coming from the fire. The shutters were still closed, though daylight attempted to sneak past them. Baris set Thale down and opened the shutters while he sought out Anika.

She was lying on the bed in the adjoining room, her face pale and drawn. She winced and turned away from the light. "Why did you open those?" she whined.

"It's morning, Anika. Are you not feeling well again?"

"I'm fine. I'm just tired. It would have been nice if you had stayed to light the fire and get Thale's breakfast. Where were you?"

Baris went into the bedroom. "I went for a walk. I'm sorry about the fire. I thought I had put on enough wood before I left. I'll fetch more."

"Don't bother. I already got it." Anika drew the covers up around her neck as if she felt chilled, though the room was quite warm.

Baris approached her warily. He could smell iron. The scent hung like a heavy blanket over the room. Anika hadn't been bled for almost a week and she was building up toxic levels of iron in her system. Still, she had refused to let Baris help her. He full well knew the consequences if she did not rid her body of the excess iron.

"You need to be bled," he said softly.

"Leave me alone!"

He dropped down on the side of the bed and reached to touch her shoulder. She shrank away from him.

"Go away, Baris."

"Anika, you need to be bled," he said again. "If you don't want me to do it, then find someone else. But, please, for Thale's sake, it must be done. You cannot care for him if you are ill."

"I can care for him just fine!" she snapped, turning to face him.

He was struck with her pallor, the dark circles under her blue eyes. She had lost weight and her cheeks were sunken and bony. His heart broke looking at her, feeling her disgust of him.

"You're sick, Ani," he whispered. "Please, let me help you."

She was silent for a moment in which tears suddenly welled in her eyes. "Baris, I..." She broke off, wincing as if in pain. The hardness returned to her face, her tone. "I thought I asked you to leave. I want you to go, Baris. Just leave. Thale and I can manage quite well on our own." She pulled the covers up again and turned away.

Baris' heartache turned to anger. He would not let her do this. He would not let her destroy herself like this. No matter what she thought of him, she had Thale to consider. She couldn't care for him if she was so ill. Baris leaned back and peered into the front room. Thale was sprawled on the floor, teasing the cat with a bit of string.

Baris looked back at Anika, then without another word, he pulled her up, embracing her tightly. She gasped in surprise and tried to wrest away. For the first time in their relationship, Baris allowed his Vector magic to surface. He stared deep into her eyes, seducing her with his power. Her struggles ceased as she was swept into his hypnotic spell.

Baris quickly pushed her dark hair aside and bit into her neck. She let out a little cry but did not try to stop him. He fed ravenously, not having done so for over a week. As usual, his body began to react to her closeness, her scent, her taste. One hand tangled in her hair, while the other slid along her back.

Anika pressed against him, her breathing quick and shallow. Her hands caught at his shirt, pulled him closer. For a moment, it looked as if she might also succumb to her desires. Then, with a violent shudder, she fought her way clear of him. Pain and anger clouded her features.

"Go away!" she screamed, tears again flooding her eyes.

"Mama?" Thale appeared at the doorway, his small face puzzled and scared.

Baris stood and scooped the little boy into his arms. Anika shot from the bed, reaching as though to snatch Thale away from him, only to sway unsteadily.

"What are you doing? Put him down!" she demanded.

"No," Baris said quietly. "I cannot leave here without him. You need time alone, Anika. Time to recover from whatever is troubling you. I will take Thale to stay with Jaeger and Rhiannon for a few days."

"No!" She started forward again, then staggered and fell to her knees. Thale began to cry and clung to his father's neck. A sharp rap on the front door interrupted and Baris backed away from Anika, keeping one eye on her, while he answered it. Deirdre stood on the front step, a pack in her hand, excitement in her dark eyes.

"Are you ready?" she asked.

Baris frowned, annoyance picking at him. "I asked you to meet me at the river," he murmured.

"What's she doing here?" Anika demanded.

Baris drew a slow, controlled breath, his gaze shifting momentarily to his wife then back to Deirdre. "Do me a favor, Deirdre. Take Thale for a short walk. I need to talk to Anika alone."

Deirdre gave a slight grimace but she placed her pack on the stoop. Baris handed her the little boy, who whimpered and wriggled until she had to either set him down or drop him. Baris hunkered down before him.

"Go with Deirdre," he commanded gently. "I need to get your clothes packed. Uncle Jaeger and Aunt Rhiannon will be so happy to see you. And what of your cousin? You always like to play with him."

Thale pouted, his gaze moving to the inside of the house. "Mama come, too?"

Baris hesitated. "I don't know. We'll see. Go along, now." He gave the little boy a gentle shove, then stood and closed the door.

Anika had managed to get to her feet and was standing in the bedroom doorway, staring at him in obvious shock. "You're going off with Deirdre, aren't you?"

Baris shook his head. "I am not 'going off' with her. In fact..." He approached her slowly, warily, "I don't wish to go at all." He stopped before her then took her hands in his. Hers were cold and clammy, limp in his grasp. "Please, Anika, please tell me what is wrong. Let me help you."

She looked up at him, tears again shining in her eyes. "Baris, I...I don't...I just don't feel well. Something--" She trembled, averted her gaze and pulled her hands from his. "Don't take Thale away from me," she pleaded in a whisper.

The words drove into Baris' heart. "I won't," he said, his resolve strengthening. "Because you're coming as well. Perhaps Jaeger can figure out what is ailing you. If not, I'll find your cousin. And if he doesn't know, I'll take you into the Lair."

He thought she would protest, was astonished when she only nodded weakly. He seized the moment. It didn't take him but a few moments to gather blankets, dried foods, water, and anything else he thought they would need in their journey to Nowles, where Anika's cousin, Rhiannon, and her half-Vector husband, Jaeger, lived. He pushed thoughts of his promise to Deirdre aside. He would have to leave her here. He could shapeshift into a dragon large enough to hold Anika and Thale but carrying three might be more than he could handle.

He helped Anika dress in her long woolen skirt and linen blouse. He didn't bother with brushing out her hair, just gathered it up and slipped it beneath a linen bonnet, then tied her cloak about her shoulders. All the while, Anika stood, limp and lifeless, not helping, not protesting his actions, although her face was a mask of hard concentration. He took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.

"Baris," she murmured, leaning against him, exhausted. "Help me."

The words were unexpected but welcome. He hugged her and guided her from the house. Deirdre waited in the small patch of grass outside. Thale ran to him the moment he left the house.

"Deirdre, there's been a change of plans," he said, lifting the child. "I'm taking both Thale and Anika with me to Jaeger. Maybe he can help her."

"But what about me?"

"I can come back for you if you really desire to see the world, Deirdre. But I must take care of Ani and my son first."

Deirdre shot Anika a glance. "And how are you planning to get to Jaeger's? Anika doesn't look like she will be able to stay astride a horse for very long."

"I am not going on horseback. I am going to shapeshift to a dragon. I can carry both Anika and Thale that way."

"But how will Anika be able to hold onto Thale?" Deirdre asked. "She looks so weak. What if he escapes her grasp and falls?"

The thought hadn't occurred to Baris, but now it presented with a very real horror. He looked at his small son, then at Anika. She looked barely able to stand. There was no way she could hold onto a squirming two-year-old and keep her seat on a soaring dragon at the same time.

"If you could carry all of us," Deirdre suggested reasonably, her gaze locked on Anika's, "I could hold Thale. Maybe even help hold Anika on as well."

Anika glared at her. "No," she said stiffly. "I can hold my own son." She abruptly straightened. "As a matter of fact, I don't even want to go. And I don't want Thale to go either." She made a move as if to pull the little boy away from Baris.

He moved out of her reach. "No, Ani. We're going. It's settled. You need help. I don't know what kind but it's obvious I can't do anything for you on my own."

"I don't need help!" Anika snapped, then rubbed at her head. "Why can't everyone just leave me alone? I just want to be left alone." She turned back toward the house but Baris stopped her.

"We're going to Jaeger," he said firmly. "If he can find nothing wrong, then I will leave you in peace. I promise."

"And Thale?"

Baris looked at the little boy. "He is also my son, Anika."

Her face darkened with anger. "If you take him from me, Baris, I will hunt you down," she snarled. "I swear it. I will hunt you down and I will do whatever it takes to reclaim my son."
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Baris stared at her, her words stinging. He shot a glance at Deirdre, then handed Thale to her before returning his attention to Anika. "I would never take Thale from you," he said, his own anger finally aroused. "I hope that you will make the same promise to me."

Anika said nothing. She was looking at Deirdre, her gaze locked with the other woman's, yet she made no move to snatch Thale away. Baris started as an angry shout went up. He turned to see a well-muscled man storming his way. He recognized the man at once...the town smithie, Holt. Holt had never been friendly with Baris, but then many of the village people weren't, despite the mutually beneficial arrangement. Baris was often shunned and when he was approached, it was done with a certain wariness. It was something Baris accepted because he wanted Anika to be with her own kind. Today, however, Holt's hostility was the last thing he needed to cope with.

Deirdre let out a small huff of annoyance. "Holt," she said tightly. "I told you, it's been decided. Go away!"

"Not until I understand exactly what is going on here!" the man snapped, reaching them. He glared at Baris. "Just what are your intentions with Deirdre?"

"My intentions?" The question caught Baris off guard. He spread his hands in confusion. "I have no 'intentions' but friendship. She asked to accompany me on a trip. I agreed. That is all."

Holt's face tightened, his anger increasing, though it was not likely that he would act. He well knew of a Vector's superhuman strength, both magically and physically.

"That's all?" he sneered. "Just a little trip? Just you and her?"

"No," Baris explained. "Anika and Thale are also coming along."

That seemed to calm Holt somewhat. "And where will you go?"

Baris hesitated. He wasn't sure where, exactly, he might be going if Jaeger could do nothing for Anika. It was likely he would seek Vail, even though he had promised Anika that he would leave her alone if the visit to Jaeger failed. He would have told her anything if it meant getting her cooperation.

Still, going into the Vector's Lair was a last resort. Humans were only welcome there in dire emergencies. And though Baris felt this was such, he doubted that the Vector Sovereign, Darius, would agree.

"We won't be gone long or far," he told Holt finally. "I will return Deirdre within the week, most likely."

"The week!" Deirdre protested. "But what can I see of the world in a week?"

"Enough to know this is where you belong," Holt pronounced.

Deirdre whirled on him. "I will belong wherever I wish to belong, Holt! Just because my father, in his infinite wisdom, has declared that I will be your wife does not mean I will. I have a mind of my own and a will of my own. I will choose my mate myself."

The rage returned to Holt's face. "One week, Deirdre! If you are not back, I will come looking for you." He brought his gaze up to meet Baris'. "And you." He spun on his heel and stormed away.

Baris watched him go, his own emotions tangling in confusion. He didn't want to intrude on clan custom; it was not his place. But he certainly didn't approve of pre-arranged marriages, especially when there didn't seem to be any feelings between the two parties. That, however, was not the most important thing on his mind right now, and he brought his thoughts back to his own situation. He had to help Anika first and foremost. Deirdre and Holt could wait.

He quickly shapeshifted into a dragon, not altogether sure that Anika would even take her place between his massive wings. He hoped that Deirdre's holding Thale would provide the incentive. It did. As soon as Deirdre climbed onto his back with the little boy, Anika followed, although her anger was almost palpable.

With a heavy sigh, Baris took flight. He winged out over the village, trying to keep his back level, terrified at the thought of losing one of his precious cargo. The ground raced past beneath him. Fields, rivers, small lakes, all disappeared as he flew onward, toward Nowles far away to the north. It would be several days before they would reach it, even at the daily distances Baris could travel as a dragon. And with Thale along, rest periods were inevitable and important. Baris couldn't expect the little boy to remain seated an entire day.

Still, Baris kept the stops to a minimum. Finally, just as the sun was setting over the distant horizon, he touched down lightly on a craggy mountain slope, thankful to find a flat place of relative size on which to land. He was exhausted, more so than he felt he should have been. He frowned, puzzled, but had little time to analyze the feeling.

Anika dismounted immediately and sank down against a large, rough-hewn boulder, holding one hand to her stomach, obviously nauseated from the long ride. Deirdre climbed down more slowly, her arms tight about a now-sleeping Thale. Baris shifted back to his Vector form and managed a small smile at his son. He had never even dreamed that the boy would be able to sleep during the flight. Or that he would so easily accept the fact that his father had turned into a huge dragon right before his eyes.

Baris scanned their immediate surroundings. They were fairly high on a gentle mountain slope. Rock tumbles were everywhere and scrub made up a goodly portion of the vegetation, but there was also a thick forest to the west and again to the east. Baris looked up the slope toward the mountain summit. He remembered that Jaeger had mentioned a pass through the mountain range. It should be somewhere close, and Baris was sure he would find it once airborne again.

He turned toward Deirdre as she placed Thale on a blanket she had pulled from one of the packs. Another small smile creased Baris' lips at the sight of his small son, sleeping so soundly even in such a desolate place as this. Another sound brought Baris around with a gasp. Anika was hunched over, retching into the brush.

"Ani!" He hurried to her side.

"Leave me be," Anika mumbled, attempting to push him away.

"No." He turned to Deirdre. "Fetch me the waterskin."

The woman complied, though she seemed uncomfortable dealing with whatever plagued Anika. Baris couldn't fault her for it...many people were uncomfortable dealing with illness. Still, he wished she could have been more empathetic. He tipped out a handful of the water and gently wiped Anika's face with it. She leaned back against the rock, her gaze moving to Deirdre.

"You'd be better off with her," she murmured. "She's healthy and whole. And she seems to care for you. And you, for her."

Baris frowned, puzzled. He had made no overt gesture of anything more than friendship toward Deirdre. What could Anika be reading into the situation? Then Holt's question about his "intentions" came back to haunt him. He wondered if his impromptu, albeit frequent, meetings with Deirdre had suggested a meaning he hadn't intended. After all, he hadn't really planned any of those meetings but the last. And that one was only to say goodbye. Deirdre had always just seemed to show up, to be there when he was feeling alone and confused and needed to talk. She had easily filled a void in his life just at the moment he had needed it. And perhaps he had leaned a little too heavily on that support.

Baris had little real knowledge of the relationship between men and women. All that he had observed while in the Lair had been no more than friendly talk. Vector men seldom got romantically involved with either Vector or human women. The former were far too reticent to commit to what would be basically a union for eternity and humans were most often viewed as only a temporary dalliance.

In fact, if he were to be honest with himself, Baris still wasn't sure how he viewed what he had with Anika. Perhaps that was the core of their problems. He would outlive her, most likely even outlive his own son. Had he mistaken temporary lust for love, and had she seen through his self-delusion before he did? If so, he wasn't being fair to her. Still, there was something about his feelings for her, something that transcended anything he had ever experienced.

He tenderly brushed stray locks of hair from her fevered face. "Deirdre is a friend, nothing more, Ani. You are my wife, you are the one I love."

She looked up at him, her gaze wistful. "Do you, Baris? Do you really?"

The question further puzzled him. "Have I given you any reason to doubt my love?"

Anika averted her gaze without answering. Baris sighed and straightened. He recapped the waterskin and turned to Deirdre. "After I rest, we can continue. I'm afraid that I have not used my Vector magic in quite some time. I find it quite exhausting now." He turned his attention to Thale, who had wakened and was happily investigating a small hole in the rocks. At least the boy he could understand. The child's emotions were open and honest. Everything he felt, he showed. Baris approached him.

"What are you looking at?"

"Snake," Thale answered enthusiastically.

Alarm rushed through Baris and he quickly pulled the child aside. "Be careful, son. Sometimes snakes bite."

Thale frowned and examined his fingers. "No bite," he announced.

Baris smiled. "Good. I'm glad to hear that. Are you hungry?"

"Go fly more," Thale answered, gesturing at the sky.

"No, all done flying for now," Baris said with a chuckle. "Maybe more flying later. Come, sit by Mama for a while."

"No." Thale's answer was quick and firm.

Baris eyed his son in confusion. "No? Why not?"

"Not Mama," Thale replied. "Mama gone."

"What? No, Thale, that's Mama. She just isn't feeling very well right now. Come, maybe you can make her feel better."

"No! Not Mama!" Thale repeated, planting his chubby legs.

"Maybe he just means she isn't acting like normal," Deirdre put in softly. "Children notice these things."

Thale glared up at her. "You go away. Go now. Me no like you! You bad!"

"Thale!" Baris admonished. "That's not nice. I'm sorry, Deirdre. Anika's illness must be affecting him, too."

Deirdre shrugged, though her gaze was on the child. "How long will you need to rest, Baris? And just what do you hope that Jaeger will do for Anika?"

"I don't know," Baris admitted with a sigh. "It's possible that Jaeger will know what ails Anika the moment he sees her. He knows far more of humans than I do. He knows of their frailties and illnesses. And Rhiannon is a gifted healer. There couldn't be a better place to take Anika. At least, as a place to begin. If that's the case, I may not have to go after Vail at all. I would hate to disturb him on his great quest for love." He had meant the words to be light but Deirdre frowned.

"What exactly are you expecting him to solve?" she asked again.

"I don't know. Not really. It's just that whatever has happened to Anika seemed to happen so fast. I guess I'm hoping it's something simple." Baris studied her a moment. "You're a witch, Deirdre. Can you tell if there is something physically wrong with Anika?"

"No," Deirdre replied. "I'm not that skilled. Rhiannon far out-distances me when it comes to healing and such. I'm sorry."

Baris waved the apology aside, glancing at Anika, who had drifted into restless sleep. He hoped it was something as simple as an illness. That could be fixed. It might take some time and some talent, but it could be fixed. If it was just that she had lost her feelings for him, or perhaps had read through his own uncertainties--he didn't know if he could accept that.

He looked again at his son, only to find that Thale had once more stuck his hand into the dark hole in the rocks. His cry of warning mixed with Thale's shriek of pain. Baris darted forward and yanked the little boy away. Blood dripped from two small bites on his tiny finger. Thale's howls echoed on the rocky slope.

Anika came awake with a startled gasp. She struggled to her feet. "What happened?" she cried, staggering over.

"He's been bitten," Baris replied. "A snake."

"Oh, by the saints!" Anika grabbed the little boy's hand and began to squeeze the blood through the wound, at the same time murmuring magical words of healing. Thale screamed and tried to pull free. Baris held him tightly, trying to soothe him with soft words. Thale battled him furiously, finally succeeding in wresting his pudgy little hand away from Anika.

"No!" she cried. "Thale, sweetling, stop!"

"Let me help," Deirdre said. She reached out and snagged the little boy's arms.

OEBPS/images/image.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





OEBPS/images/image-3.png





OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/images/image-2.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
BLOOD BRED SERIES: BOOK 2

from
The Heart

% Writers





OEBPS/images/image-1.png





