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    THE LAST WORD


    Ruled by an insane triad, Zahra lost her ability to talk as punishment for speaking her mind. When her entire pack was wiped out during a vicious attack by brutal hunters, she barely existed as wolf for fifty years, leading a solitary life guarding her parents' graves. When the Porda Clan arrived to claim the land, the handsome but stubborn general of the Clan's army stayed with her, eventually coaxing her to return to his homeland. A wolf among bears, and unable to communicate with any of them, she was more isolated than she'd ever been. But her general didn't give up and proved he was her true fated mate, especially when an unimaginable evil threatened everything and everyone they loved.
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  SPEECHLESS


  Prologue

The nauseating scent of burning fur jolted Zahra from her sleep. She found herself beside her parents’ graves in her old pack’s territory in her wolf form. What she saw could not be possible. Instead of the remains of the former buildings, she found each in perfect condition, the same as she remembered them. Then, in an instant, the world around her burst into flames. Hunters ran with their guns at the ready, shooting any shifter in their paths, even unarmed women and children who were cowering on the ground.

Zahra tried to run to help them, but her body wouldn’t move. She was held to the spot by some invisible hand and forced to watch as innocent people were gunned down like animals. She guessed it wasn’t a far cry from their version of the truth, considering the human hunters saw them as such. Why couldn’t the humans accept them, and their differences? It was fortunate that not many humans knew of their existence in this day and age. Now they were relegated to myth and folklore.

Each strangled cry and scream stabbed at her as the flames licked at her fur. She continued to struggle until all sound stopped, and the area fell silent. The flames were extinguished, leaving her in the inky dark. Thankfully, her eyesight was accustomed to the darkness, and she watched as every last hunter disappeared into the mist.

Bodies lay strewn across the long grass of her home. Her wolf whined before collapsing onto the dirt covering her parents and curling up into a ball, willing the images to leave her in peace. It had been over five decades since that had happened, and she relived it day after day, as if a blade was slashing at her throat over and over again. It all repeated in her mind, an endless loop of pain and suffering.

She wanted to run from the memories, fight something, anything, to get her pain out. But there was nothing left for her to fight over.

Zahra opened her eyes and stared at her mom and dad’s little gravestones. She had managed to scratch and bite the rocks until their names were clear. Zahra would not forget them. The world may have kept on going around her, but she remained by their sides. Protecting all she had left and hoping death would come for her soon.


  Chapter One

Zahra couldn’t help but wonder if the Fates were toying with her again. As the sole survivor of her people, her pack, she relived the raid and extermination every day like a curse, as if she’d somehow forgotten the devastation that clawed at her throat night and day. For fifty years she’d remained as wolf, guarding her parents’ graves, keeping a meager flame of remembrance burning in her heart, their memory the only will to live she had left.

When, unannounced and unexpected, the Porda Bear Clan had shown up and began excavating the area, she had hoped her prayers for death had been answered. They were searching for a gravesite on behalf of their matriarch, Rose. Zahra had watched the initial group survey the area for days while remaining a safe distance away, ensuring that the bear shifters stayed far from her parents. Though none appeared threatening, she had to stay alert.

More arrived. They’d expanded their search and were getting dangerously close to the graves Zahra swore to protect. One particularly large bear forced her to act when he dared to touch her mom’s stone marker. Without any other choice, Zahra charged out of the cover of the forest at him, teeth and claws at the ready.

Then the fates went one step too far. A second bear came charging out in all his furry glory to protect her from the first bear, snarling and snapping, guarding her like she belonged to him. She had no idea what he was about, until he’d stayed by her side, and didn’t leave even after his clan had left the area. Slowly, as she’d begun to trust him, she realized somehow, he was her fated mate. The general of the Porda Clan, a man named John. Whatever she’d done to deserve this kind of torment must have been horrendous, if she could only remember what that was.

Through this ordeal, Zahra had been reunited with her friend Rose, who was among the clan, and, unbelievably, was their matriarch. It had been well over fifty years since she’d seen Rose, the last time being when her friend was taken away from their birth pack to the safety of the North Woods Pack.

The bear shifters had been searching for Rose’s parents’ graves. Zahra knew exactly where they’d been buried, having witnessed the decimation the former alpha wolf triad had wrought, including killing her and Rose’s parents. The triad had gone insane shortly before the hunters came and burned the village down.

During their reunion, a group of collector demons had pierced the veil between their realms and were intent on wiping out the clan. The evil creatures had been banished centuries earlier, but over time, they grew strong once again and had returned.

Zahra had arrived on Porda Clan land late last night, even though everyone else had returned days ago. She hadn’t wanted to leave her parents behind after watching over them for so many decades. John had stayed with her as Zahra tried to reason with her wolf that she could come back and visit whenever she wanted. Her parents were safe now that the Porda Clan owned the land and marked the gravesites. Fences were going up, and proper gravestones were made to mark each of the sites where a body was found.

She’d gone with John only after they had agreed that if this new life didn’t work out, she would hightail it back to what was left of her former village. She had been on her own for a long time, returning would be easy, except for having to leave John behind. But, while they might be mates, she wasn’t certain she wanted to seal the deal. The idea of being tied to another being for eternity was daunting in the best of circumstances. Zahra was wolf, and John, a bear. She was an outsider in his world, and had been alone too long to hitch herself to someone else’s future. And, regardless of Rose’s status as matriarch, Zahra doubted she’d ever feel comfortable among a clan of bears.

The General of the warriors had been hard to shake. It wasn’t until the alpha triad had promised her a room, which no one could enter without invitation, that Zahra had been able to think clearly. Having a fated mate had never crossed her mind. Learning that evil beings called collector demons were able to breach the separation between two realms was a revelation she could’ve done without. Living with bears was almost beyond her comprehension. She needed time to come to terms with it all, and the sizeable bear hovering over her wasn’t helping.

True, Zahra felt a pull to the kind and handsome man. John had been patient, but she didn’t understand why he was hers. She wasn’t an alpha and didn’t deserve a fated mate. Leaders alone retained that right. The bond would solidify a triad’s ability to lead a pack, clan, or whatever the shifter group was called. She couldn’t even contemplate what she’d do if a third showed up.

Zahra was left feeling out of control and floundering.

Now, she padded around her room, taking in the different scents of her new home. Everything was strange and unique. She felt as fearful as she was curious. Her pack had not associated with any others in all the years she’d been alive. The alpha triad had been in contact with other shifters when necessary, but the average pack member never had that power to seek them out even if they wanted to.

Their village had been modest and small compared to what she’d witnessed when arriving onto the Porda Clan’s territory. Her entire home could have fit into this one room she’d been given.

Why do I feel so guilty about that?

Though her former alpha triad had a truck, electricity, and running water from a private well, the rest of the pack did without such luxuries. She remembered all the buckets of water she’d carried from the stream for her mom to cook or clean with and for bathwater.

Here there was a whole room dedicated to washing in Zahra’s suite, as Rose had called it. The tub was magnificent. The modifications done to the house made it easy to carry on living in her wolf form. From buttons on the floors that opened the doors to handles that Zahra could turn with her teeth. She had to admit to loving soaking in that considerable tub. The water was warm, not like the stream, and the entire room smelled like a field of flowers. She wondered where the actual flowers were.

Everywhere she looked, there was shiny metal and sparkling glass. The knobs they called taps shone under the bright lights. There were glass walls, and white stone veined with gray lines everywhere. When Zahra had stepped on the smooth stone, she’d expected it to feel cold on the pads of her paws but was surprised by its warmth. The mirrors didn’t have a single crack, and, shockingly, had designs etched into them that looked like vines flowing around the edges with the occasional flower mixed in.

One of the only pieces that she hadn’t been able to identify was a large square metal thing with tiny holes in it, coming out of the ceiling above the tub. She kept waiting for it to do something, anything. The thing had to be a light of some sort, however, the object never moved or lit up. She’d keep her distance from it for now.

In her room proper, there were three large wooden dressers along with a big mirror that went all the way to the ground. Zahra was having a hard time believing anyone would own enough clothing to fill all the drawers. The bed was as long as it was wide: seriously massive. When she jumped onto the mattress to lie down, Zahra, felt lost and left out in the open, vulnerable to attack. So she’d pulled the blanket off the bed and made herself a den in the closet. No one could sneak up on her that way, and she’d have a fighting chance if intruders came.

There was also something rectangular in shape, which sat on a pedestal on top of one of the dressers and showed images of strange places and people. Did those people realize they were being watched? She’d felt bad about watching them and asked Rose to turn it off. Zahra wanted to give those people their privacy, something she’d been denied living among her old pack.

From her windows she could see a whole village behind the clan house. The pristine houses had flowers planted in boxes hanging from the windows and wide lanes running between them. Every shifter she’d met had been friendly, and food was in ample supply in her room.

Actually, there was too much food. Zahra hadn’t eaten so well in her entire existence. She assumed the clan must have mighty bears to be able to catch so much wild prey to sustain this large of a group of shifters.

For decades, Zahra had existed on what she could find. The occasional squirrel or, when she was fortunate, a fat rabbit. Nothing like what had been offered to her so far. She couldn’t help but wonder if all this plenty was typical here in the outside world, and if so, why hadn’t her alpha triad wanted to be part of it?

The position of the sun indicated it was midafternoon, and she had yet to leave her private space. No one had bothered her. Only a woman named Marie came regularly with food. She seemed friendly and talked a lot about the clan as Zahra ate.

The stories the bear shared were wondrous and scary. Marie had admitted to challenging Rose for the position of matriarch to the clan. After hearing the full story, Zahra understood Marie had been acting out of fear and self-preservation. Now the woman carried great shame for her actions like a heavy cloak across her shoulders.

Unfortunately, the longer Zahra stayed in her room, the more worked up she was getting. Would she fit in here? Did she want to? Would she anger people for not shifting into her human form? Would they grow tired of her lacking basic knowledge of the world? Did they want another wolf around?

Questions and concerns became imperatives and fear as scenarios of social disaster played out in her head. Always in the back of her mind was her return to the forest, whether from the slightest provocation or the humiliation of not fitting in. She existed on a knife’s edge: lean too far one way or the other, and her life was over.

The thought of returning to her forest calmed her wolf. Having an escape plan had been driven into her for as long as she could remember. Her mom and dad had ensured they always had one, except for that last time when no one got out alive except her.

Zahra was starting to realize it was past time for her to explore her possible future. If she elected to stay here, she had to get out of this room. All those decades mourning at her parents’ graves didn’t change what had happened to her family and her pack. If lying down and dying beside her parents was not an option, and clearly it wasn’t since she’d kept herself alive for over fifty years, then she had to get on with life, whatever that looked like. Admitting she was scared right down to the marrow in her bones had her hesitating, but it didn’t stop her. She padded over to the door and pushed the open button on the floor with her paw. As the door opened, she worried there would be people waiting for her, but she found the hallway was empty.

Zahra knew her room was in the clan house reserved for the alpha triad and presumed not all clan members had access, which eased her worry. So far, the only person she could have a conversation with was Rose since she’d been part of Zahra’s old pack. She had no ability to reach members of the Porda Clan’s minds. They didn’t share the same blood. As for John, initially, she hadn’t wanted to share blood with him. Now, she wasn’t sure she wanted to take that step to solidify a bond that was eternal.

Here, she was an outsider in a clan full of bears. How she had thought this would be a good idea was a testament to her unbalanced state. Since she’d arrived on Porda lands, she’d had a low ringing in her head that she’d attributed to stress, but its constant din portended bad things, and she’d had enough bad to last ten lifetimes.

Zahra walked to the main door, the one that led to the rest of the house and the clan. John was never far from her thoughts, and she wondered where the big bear was. She didn’t want to be with him, but
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