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Prologue
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The five-year-old boy huddled deeper into the hollow at the base of the thick tree. Rain poured through the canopy. Naked, wet, and cold, he shivered. He heard the human men searching for them, but his tear-filled eyes stood fixed on the form lying on the wet forest ground.

His mother was dead. She had fought with all her human strength to free him from the secret laboratory where they had been prisoners.

“I was seventeen when they took me from the street.”

He remembered her voice clearly. In his mind, he saw her pale face and hard eyes. She never showed affection. Wasn’t allowed. During the couple of hours they could spend together daily, she spoke only of the outside world.

“You are my son, no matter what they say. Always remember that, Patrick. Remember that good things exist outside of these walls. Break free and find them.”

He was now free of the walls, but she was gone, and the men were hunting him. Was that better than being caged?

“The bitch is here!”

Patrick stopped rocking. He even stopped breathing. Two men kneeled in front of the hollow. They turned his mother face up.

“She’s dead.”

“Good riddance. Less work for us. Where’s the freak?”

Patrick retreated further into the darkness of the hollow.

“Do you think he’s—”

“Here!”

An arm reached inside the hollow and gripped his hand. The man pulled hard.

“Gotcha, you freak!”

Patrick screamed, letting his instinct take over. He lunged and closed his human teeth on the man’s forearm.

“God damn! He bit me!”

“Get him out!”

Patrick placed his feet on the inside of the tree trunk and used the leverage to pull away from the man’s grip. His wet skin was a blessing. The man’s hand slipped. Patrick fell on his ass and scurried back into the hollow.

“Let me—”

The man’s words cut off.

“Fuck!”

A shotgun fired once. It was followed by a feline scream of anger.

“Ah! No!”

The human screamed; it was one of pain. The second man screamed as well. Orange fur flashed in front of the hollow’s opening. The scent of death and fresh blood drifted to him in the air. Patrick stood frozen in his dark safe place. He didn’t trust the sudden quiet in the forest. His mother was dead. He had to protect himself.

Then he heard footsteps. He stopped breathing again. Naked feet came into view. They stepped over his mother’s body like she was a fallen tree. Someone crouched in front of the hollow.

“Hey, baby. Are you okay?”

The golden-haired woman was naked. She smiled at him, and her amber eyes sparkled like the piece of brown glass he had seen sitting in the sun’s light. Patrick stood still and kept quiet, terrified. She inhaled deeply.

“You’re a shifter. I’m one, too. My name is Karina Stone.”

She motioned behind her. A huge striped animal came into view. Patrick’s breath quickened. For the first time, he felt genuine fear. That beast could eat him alive! The woman—Karina—stroked the beast. It rumbled and rubbed its head on the woman. She chuckled. Patrick gaped.

“This is my mate, Noah Stone. He is the alpha of the Stone Fury Pride. We are tiger shifters. Do you know what kind of shifter you are?”

Patrick looked at the woman with weariness. What if she was a decoy to draw him out? She smiled at him again, but this time, he saw the sadness.

“This is your mother?”

She touched his mother’s stiff body. Patrick didn’t move or speak. The lady sighed.

“Okay. I guess we’ll be here for a while.”

Patrick watched her settle next to the hollow. The tiger sprawled next to her. She absently stroked the tiger’s fur with a hand. Something inside Patrick awakened at the sight of the large beast. The other entity seemed to stretch inside his small skull. Shivers of fear at the unknown presence and pain gripped him. His head started to pound. The silence stretched.

After a little while, a rustle made the cat stand quickly. It snarled, and the hairs on Patrick’s body stood up in warning, but the tiger positioned itself like it was protecting the entrance to the hollow. A small voice came from the forest.

“Mama, are you here?”

Patrick heard the shifter woman sigh in annoyance. He knew that sound well. The humans made it all the time when they had to clean after him. Or when he wasn’t performing to their expectations.

“Logan Stone! What did I tell you, boy?!”

“I’m sorry, Mama—”

“I don’t want to hear it! Wandering the forest alone is dangerous. Now get your ass back to the house before I let your father take a bite out of it.”

Patrick looked out through the small gap the tiger’s body allowed and saw a skinny boy. The wind blew, carrying the scent of the newcomer to him. The boy was just like him! Patrick could sense it! The thing inside him responded to the other young shifter. The boy’s eyes—Logan’s eyes—locked onto his. Patrick didn’t even realize he had moved until his fingers gripped the edge of the hollow entrance.

“What—?” Karina looked between him and her son, then moved out of the way. So did the tiger.

The boy—Logan—took a step forward. Patrick copied the move. The boys walked toward each other. Logan’s icy blue eyes kept Patrick enthralled. They stopped when they were centimeters apart. A shivering Patrick stared at the taller boy, unable to look away.

“Hi. I’m Logan. Who are you?”

“Patrick.” The whisper barely carried. Logan smiled.

“Well, this is interesting.”

A deep male voice came from behind Patrick, making him turn around fast. The male, Noah, had shifted to his human form. The large male towered over them all like a god. Waves of his dominance rippled in the air. Crouching, Patrick prepared to leap at his face, nails and teeth ready to scratch and bite. His scrawny five-year-old body wouldn’t have a chance in a battle against such a powerful male, but he wasn’t going down without a fight.

“Can you feel the draw between them?”

The large male was addressing his female. Karina chuckled. Patrick didn’t relax.

“They are going to be trouble.”

“Yes, they will.”

Small hands settled on Patrick’s shoulders. He didn’t jump in surprise. The peaceful intentions of the boy standing behind him vibrated in the air, surrounding him like the soft summer winds. The draw he felt minutes ago intensified with that touch.

“Don’t worry, Patrick. Father will not hurt you.”

That knowledge settled into his soul as if the boy had reached inside him and placed it there. The confidence with which Logan spoke didn’t leave room for doubt in Patrick’s mind. For some unknown reason, he trusted this boy completely, although they just met.

“Such a strong bond.”

Patrick watched Karina, uncertain. She was looking at him with tears in her eyes.

“Very rare.”

The hands touching Patrick’s bare shoulders squeezed lightly. He finally relaxed from his crouch. Logan was his steady rock in the storm.

“Do you want to see my house? I have an enormous bedroom and a huge bed!”

Patrick stared back at the anchor of his new world. When he didn’t respond, Logan’s enthusiasm disappeared.

“You know what a house is, right? A bed?”

Patrick shook his head. He knew what a cell was. A cot was the soft thing to sleep on. And when he didn’t perform to the doctor’s specifications, he didn’t even get that. Still watching the boy in front of him, he saw the light fade from his eyes.

“House is where you live. A bed is where you sleep.”

“A cage. A cot.” They described the things Logan mentioned. Patrick frowned in confusion when the boy’s lips trembled and his eyes filled with tears. He didn’t want to make him unhappy. Then Logan seemed to gather his emotions, and the tears disappeared. The boy’s hands turned into small fists.

“Well, now you will have a proper home and a proper bed. Will you come live with us?”

Patrick said yes inside his head but his outward response was just a head nod of agreement. He’d never been allowed to speak when the doctors were around. And when he had spoken with his mother, they never raised their voices above a whisper.

In his head, these kind shifters didn’t seem real. If he was dreaming, he never wanted to wake up.

“Great! Come on, Patrick. Can I call you Trick? Patrick is too long.”

His feet moved after the boy. Two steps later, he stopped and looked back at his dead mother.

“Don’t worry, Patrick. We’ll get your mother to the pride house and hold a ceremony for her passing. Is that okay?”

He nodded and turned to see Logan waiting for him. He stumbled his way to his new friend. Logan placed a hand on his bare shoulder.

“It will be okay, Trick. You have us now. You’re part of the pride and our family.”

Patrick didn’t respond, but followed his new family home.
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PART ONE

THE AWAKENING

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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The big day. Sparrow Stone looked in the full-length mirror, admiring her knee-length black dress. The V-cut decolletage dipped between her petite breasts and to the middle of her back, showcasing more of her ivory skin than she ever had before.

Sunrays shined into her room, hitting her just right to turn her into a glowing princess. The darkness of the dress contrasted sharply with her pale complexion. Her middle-length golden hair fell down her back, caressing her skin with every shift.

Heart filled with joy, Sparrow spun around her room, laughing. Whoever saw her might think she was crazy. But her heart was light like a carefree child’s. The A-shaped skirt twirled around her with every spin. Sixteen years old. She was sixteen today. Sometime between today and her eighteenth birthday, her cat would wake and make herself known. A few more years of adjustment to that other entity in her mind, and she would find her mate—probably. Twenty wasn’t that far away.

The image of a male appeared in her mind. She’d been thinking of this particular shifter a lot lately. And his hard as rock muscles. Sparrow would know. She bumped into him a couple of weeks back and she bounced off his chest like a ball against a wall. Good thing he caught her or she would have landed on her butt and embarrassed herself in front of the pride’s beta. Hormones; it was just hormones.

Sparrow stopped twirling, not wanting to make herself sick before her own party. She stood in front of the long mirror, inspecting the young woman there. Not very tall, but her figure was pleasing to the eyes. She especially liked her thin waist and perky breasts. Her legs could have been longer, but the high heels helped. Then Patrick’s image came to her again. Would he be at her party?

She imagined Patrick’s arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her into his body. The heat between them would steam the air, and he would look at her with the desire of a man wanting a woman—not a brother taking care of a little sister. His light-blue eyes would glow with lust, and he would lean in, caress his lips gently over hers. They would—

A knock at her bedroom door pulled her from her daydream. The cold reality rolled over her. Who are you kidding, Sparrow? Patrick will never see you as a woman he would take to bed. As the alpha’s—and his best friend’s—little sister, she would forever be forbidden to him. The knock at the door came again.

“Who is it?”

“Logan.”

Sparrow smiled. “Come in.” Her big brother, and alpha of the Stone Fury Pride, prowled into her room and frowned as he looked at her from head to toe.

Tall, with the same gold-blond hair as hers and blue eyes that made females swoon on occasions, he emanated power and masculinity. Logan was a magnet for the mating-age females of the pride. Sparrow launched herself into his arms, squeezing him as hard as she could. He looked up at the ceiling and sighed.

“Oh, no. Ouch. You’re too strong. Stop it.”

The dry, unaffected tone made her giggle. It was their game. Arms the size of small tree trunks came around her.

“Let me show you how it’s done, kitten.”

Sparrow squealed, and her breath left her lungs in a rush when he clutched her to him. He could crush her if he wanted to.

“Logan! Air!” His chuckle vibrated through the marrow of her compressed ribs. He released her but kept her at arm’s length. The frown on his face screamed of disapproval. Sparrow waited for it. She already knew the drill.

“What are you wearing?”

And there it was. The first blow. Their fights always started with what are you wearing? Or you’re showing too much skin. Then there was the I’m burning that skirt, shirt... or whatever Logan didn’t find appropriate for her to wear.

“It’s called a dress.”

“I don’t like this dress. It’s too short and too revealing in this area.” He gestured in front of her chest.

“Logan, I’m sixteen. I’m allowed to wear a lower-cut dress for my party. And the knee-length of the skirt is very decent.”

“I don’t think so. And where did you get those shoes?”

“They were a gift.” Sparrow moved away from the raging bull that was her brother.

“From who?”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Sparrow glared. “Why should I tell you? So you can beat them up?”

“Yes!”

His interjection startled Sparrow but she didn’t let him see it. “No, thank you. I want to still have friends.”

“There will be young men at your party. I don’t like them looking at you.”

His tone was dark, unyielding, and Sparrow’s happiness burned away like paper under a flame. The hope, dreams and ideas she had just a few minutes ago were now tainted with soot.

Her brother was the alpha. She would need his approval for a mate if she wanted to remain in the pride when that time came. But he was obviously not ready to accept the idea that she was growing up. The path of her life seemed darker and darker, and very far away from Stone Fury.

“Logan, leave your sister alone.”

Sparrow jumped in surprise at her mother’s voice. She hadn’t heard her enter the room. Logan planted his feet, mirroring Sparrow’s defensive posture.

“I’m not doing anything. I just came to give her my present.”

“Don’t lie to my face, boy. I’m old, not deaf. Your sister is growing up. Deal with it.”

Sparrow smiled at her mother. She was grateful for the support, but the problem remained. Logan had too huge a say in her life.

“I swear. I came to give her this.”

He handed Sparrow a small box from his back pocket. She wanted to throw it back in his face, but her mother would kick her ass, so instead she took it with a shaking hand and a small smile. Inside was a leather woven bracelet holding a silver tiger charm. She knew he most likely went into the old city and got it from there. The danger that trip entailed brought meaning to the gift. Tears filled her eyes. The dumb asshole knew how to apologize.

“It’s beautiful. Thank you, Logan.” She lifted onto her toes and placed a kiss on her mountain of a brother’s cheek.

“You’re welcome. Happy birthday, little sis. Sorry for ruining your day.”

Karina Stone, their mother and matriarch of the pride, stood at Logan’s side. She caressed Sparrow’s face.

“Are you okay, baby? You’re looking a bit pale.”

“I’m fine, Mama. I have to change.”

Karina frowned. “Why?”

“This dress is too revealing. She will not wear that to the party,” Logan interjected.

Sparrow bit back a smile as their mother reached up and twisted Logan’s ear like he was a child.

“Hush, Logan. She’s a young woman, and she looks beautiful. I don’t want to hear any of this nonsense.”

“Mama...”

“No. Don’t start. We’ve already had this discussion.”

That was news to Sparrow. She had no idea Logan and her mother were so invested in her life. The growl coming from her brother wasn’t a pleasant one.

Karina smacked his chest with the back of her hand. “Stop it and go away. Sparrow needs to finish getting ready. Her guests are arriving, and she needs to greet them like a proper host.”

“Fine.” An angry scowl accompanied the grumbled word.

Sparrow and her mother watched the alpha of the pride leave the room, slamming the door after him.

“I swear, sometimes he still acts like a five-year-old—stomping his way out of the room like he’s a bison.”

Sparrow giggled.

“Come, baby, let’s get your hair done. Almost everyone is in the cafeteria. The party is about to start without you.”

Sparrow turned to face the mirror, letting her mother do her hair. She caressed the soft fabric of the dress. A knot of excitement and fear settled in her belly. So many things were about to change in her life: her relationships with her friends, the way she saw males, her relationship with her brother, her cat emerging, maybe receiving a psychic power or a skill. Only that last thought scared her. Because psychic powers were not always a gift from the Mother, but a curse.

The brush going through her hair should have calmed her.

“It will be fine, baby.”

Sparrow smiled, watching her mother’s serene face in the mirror. She tried to hide her emotional discomfort. It was in vain. Her mother could sense it, anyway.
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Night had fallen, and her birthday party was a success. The music blasted from the speakers, pride-mates danced, and the non-alcoholic drinks kept coming. The food her mother had prepared was displayed in an open buffet. Sparrow danced and laughed with her friends all evening. Dana, her best friend, giggled into her ear.

“Perry is looking at you again. He likes you.”

Sparrow grimaced. She knew the twenty-five-year-old half-shifter had a thing for her, but she wasn’t interested.

Perry had cornered her one afternoon when she was training alone in the gym. The way he had looked her over left her wanting to scrub the skin off of her body. Then, he had licked his lips like she was a piece of freshly-cooked meat, and her stomach had threatened to expel the lunch and breakfast she had that day. He’d asked her out, and she’d refused. Sparrow had seen the displeasure in the hardening of his eyes. Before she could move away, he had grabbed her wrist in a bruising grip. Thank the Mother Logan had interrupted them or who knew what would have happened.

“The man gives me the creeps.” Sparrow’s skin chilled in revulsion just by thinking of Perry touching her. Her friend frowned like Sparrow was out of her mind.

“Why?”

Sparrow shrugged and sipped her juice, not wanting to tell Dana about the gym incident. Logan took care of it that day, but Dana would spill the situation to their mother. Then Karina Stone would go on a hunt for Perry’s hide. Perry wasn’t an evil man. He was a half-shifter who’d found peace in their pride. She might not like him as a friend, but he didn’t deserve to be kicked out because of a misunderstanding.

“I just don’t feel comfortable around him.”

“How about the hunky-chunk that just walked through the door?”

Sparrow followed Dana’s gaze. Tall, lean, and powerful, Patrick stood in the entrance, taking in the crowd. He saw her, smiled, and headed her way. As Patrick came closer, he took in her attire. Not one gesture he made told Sparrow if he liked or disliked what he saw. The indifference kind of hurt, but she ignored it. He was an experienced man who probably had a long list of females to hang with. What would a thirty-year-old male want with a juvenile?

But as he got closer, his indifference melted and the resulting smile spoke for itself. Patrick was happy to see her. Sparrow’s heartbeat quickened. The swarm of butterflies living inside her belly took off. Mother of all, he is gorgeous. She smiled shily. Dana shoved her discreetly to draw her attention.

“Oh my! You like him, don’t you? Row loves Trick, Row loves Trick.”

Sparrow elbowed her friend in the ribs, interrupting the sing-song. She kept smiling Patrick’s way. “Shut up,” she gritted through clenched teeth. “I don’t love him. I just think he’s hot.”

Dana fanned herself with a hand.

“Yeah, me too.”

Patrick reached them, stopping in front of her.

“Sorry for the late arrival. Happy birthday, Sparrow.”

Her heart stopped when he leaned in. He was about to kiss her. Her stomach became a rock of nerves. Eyes wide and frozen in shock, Sparrow waited for their lips to touch. Her hands hurt from squeezing her fists so tight. Then the rock in her stomach dissolved when his soft lips only touched her cheek. 

Sparrow forced a smile and drew a deep breath because she was about to faint from lack of oxygen. She was a nervous wreck.

“Thanks, Patrick.” Her response came out as a squeak but he didn’t seem to notice. Next to her, Dana’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. Sparrow glowered at her best friend. Patrick pulled something from the back pocket of his pants.

“I have a gift for you.”

She looked down at what he held. The small wooden box had a tiger head carved into it. She took it, opening it with care. The simple leather cord held a pendant - an exquisite piece of amber that matched the color of her eyes. The gift was similar to Logan’s, but this rock had been polished to perfection. It spoke of the attention and time spend to transform a rough stone into a beautiful teardrop shaped pendant.

“Wow. It’s so beautiful.” Sparrow held the pendant, studying all the shades of the rock.

“I found it near the river. It reminded me of you... of your eyes.”

She looked up at him in surprise. Was this gift a silent message, or was she imagining things?

“Here. Let me put it on.”

Taking it from her hands, Patrick leaned in and tied the cord behind her neck. The amber settled in the hollow of her throat perfectly. Sparrow touched it gently. The stone warmed quickly against her skin, and she inhaled. Patrick’s scent wrapped around her senses like a clinging vine.

In that moment, something moved under her skin and pressure built inside her head. The room spun for a second, and Sparrow swayed, gripping the sides of Patrick’s T-shirt to steady herself. Lights pierced her eyes. Sparrow squinted and looked away from the source of the light just as a glass shattered nearby. She jumped in surprise at the loud sound. Someone laughed noisily.

Boom-boom, boom-boom. A steady heartbeat drew her attention. She focused on it. It was so close. Sparrow leaned in, and arms wrapped around her in a soothing calmness. Steady. He was steady.

“Easy. Take it slow. Let your senses adjust. It will pass in a moment. Breathe with me.”

She heard Patrick’s rumbling voice and followed his instruction. She matched her breath to his and soon her body returned to normal. Patrick pulled back, smirking down at her.

“How was it? Your first awareness of the cat, and so soon after your birthday, too.”

Sparrow groaned. “Disturbing,” she mumbled into his chest.

“Yes. Everything it’s louder and brighter.”

“The world is spinning,” she complained. “I thought this would be great.” Patrick’s chuckle shook her pounding head. “Ouch, my head.”

“Yeah, I know. Come on, dance with me. I’ll hold you until you start to feel better.”

“Nooo, I don’t want to. Can’t I go to my room and sleep?” She sounded petulant.

“No. It’s your birthday and you have guests to entertain.”

Patrick was amused. Letting out a long sigh, she allowed him to guide her to the dance floor. “Fine.” Her reluctance made him chuckle again.

“It will get better, I promise.”

“If you say so,” she grumbled.

Patrick pulled her into his arms, and she rested her head between his pecs, listening to his heartbeat. The music was slow, but she followed the rhythm of his heart. Sparrow wrapped her arms around his back, impressed by the defined muscles she touched. She didn’t even try to reach up for his neck. Just like her brother, Patrick was so much taller than her. At one-hundred and fifty-four centimeters, Sparrow might as well be a house cat.

Patrick brushed her hair back, caressing her shoulder in the process. Goosebumps covered her skin. A wave of heat flashed through her, turning her skin rosy. Patrick didn’t comment on it, though she knew he saw the blush on her ivory complexion. They moved to the slow rhythm of the music without speaking. No one interrupted that perfect moment, and Sparrow was grateful for it. She would have this memory forever.

The music and the rhythm changed abruptly.

“Hey, man, I want to dance with my sister.”

Logan’s demanding tone broke the quiet moment. A moment of staring and unspoken words passed between the beta and his alpha, and Patrick stepped back.

“Sure. Sorry.”

Sparrow watched Patrick practically flee the cafeteria, leaving her behind with a scowling alpha. She raised a brow at her brother.

“Really, Logan?”

“Hey, I just wanted to dance with you.”

She rolled her eyes and took his outstretched hand.

“Why was he keeping you so close anyway?”

Logan twirled her around on the dance floor, making her giggle.

“Because my cat made herself known, and I was about to pass out from the shock.” Logan pulled her in and cupped her face. Worry wrinkled his brow.

“Oh. Already? Are you okay?”

No matter how annoying he was, he always worried about her. Sparrow leaned into his hands. “Yes, Logan, I’m recovered.”

“That’s good. I’m glad Patrick was there to catch you, little sister.”

“Yes, big brother. Patrick saved the day.” Logan grinned and twirled her again.

Ten minutes later, sweating and out of breath from Logan’s enthusiastic dancing, Sparrow stepped outside into the lit yard. Pride-mates milled around, enjoying the summer night. She took a few steps down the alley, then stopped to look up at the star-filled sky. Eyes closed in contentment, she smiled, imagining a myriad of parallel worlds where her brother was just a regular shifter and not a scary alpha. In her mind’s eye, the parallel worlds disappeared, engulfed by... foggy paths.

The gray was all she could see. Shadows appeared here and there, walking different paths, then stopping. A black cloud approached one shadow. It descended over it and then the shadow was gone. The path disappeared with it.

Sparrow wanted to scream, but she had no voice. She tried to look for an escape, but there was none. Panic gripped her chest. What if that black cloud was coming for her?

The empty space left behind was filled with more paths and shadows. There were too many of them. Were they coming for her, or simply traveling in the other direction? Was she a shadow? Where was she? Was she stuck in this place? How could she get out?

Hands gripped her chilled upper arms, making her jump in surprise.

“Ah!” Sparrow screamed. Turning, she came face to... chest.

“Sorry. I didn’t want to scare you. You looked so lost in thought... I was curious.”

Sparrow looked up to meet Patrick’s blue eyes. The silent laughter she saw there disappeared when he noticed her wild eyes and harsh breathing.

“Sparrow, what’s wrong?”

She looked around the yard. Everything was the same. No one noticed anything strange. Maybe it was just her tired brain playing tricks on her. “Um, nothing. I was just... contemplating some things, and you startled me.”

“Sorry,” Patrick’s smile was sheepish.

Sparrow forced a smile, but her mind and heart still raced with questions and fright. “No problem.” Just like earlier, his presence helped center her mind. Perhaps it was his dominant nature. Trick exuded steadiness. If anyone in the pride had a problem, they knew they could ask the beta for help. He was the rock wall to Logan’s stormy sea.

“Walk with me?”

W-what? Her brain needed a second to reengage. “Ah, in these shoes?” The shiny black heels were so thin and long she could use them as daggers.

“Take them off.”

Sparrow sighed. “Fine. My feet are killing me, anyway.”

Shoes in one hand, Sparrow walked next to Patrick in silence, entering the dark forest. The rustle of the trees and small critters milling around turned the silent night into a soft symphony.

“Do you like my present?”

Sparrow almost jumped at Patrick’s sudden question. “Very much. It’s beautiful. Thank you.” She touched the amber stone settled at the base of her neck.

“After I polished it and saw the colors in the sunlight, I knew it was yours. It looks like your eyes when you smile. They brighten from within like there is a fire behind them.”

The sounds from the pride’s main house dimmed, a sign they were deep in the forest. Patrick guided her on the narrow path leading to the river.

“Come on. I’ll show you where I found it.”

Sparrow followed in silence. A few minutes later, they stood on the bank of the river. The rushing water sang its lullaby to the night. Patrick guided her until they reached a collapsed part of the ground. The erosion from the water caused the wall to fall, taking with it an old tree.

“The wash of the wall revealed the stone. I didn’t have time to dig, but I believe there are more.”

“Wow.” Sparrow climbed the fallen tree to look into the hole, then was promptly reminded she wore a sexy dress. Her breasts were about to pop out of the V decolletage, and her bare foot slipped. Large hands grabbed her waist from behind. Patrick spun her around to safety and almost crushed her in the process, pinning her face first against a tree trunk. The heat of his body crashed over her, making her shiver.

Then, the beta picked her up like she was a doll and placed her on her feet facing him.

“Sparrow, are you okay?”

He lowered to her level, searching for injuries. Feeling brave, Sparrow reached for his shaved face. “Patrick.”

“Yes?”

“Kiss me.”

He released her so fast that Sparrow stumbled and almost fell on her ass. “Sparrow, you’re too young. I’m thirty, you’re just sixteen. You’re like a little bird just learning to fly. I think of you as a little sister. Besides, if I touch you in that way, your brother would have my throat.”

All the excuses came out so fast from his mouth, it was like he memorized them for this moment. He took a few steps back as if the distance would keep him safe from her evil clutches. Tears of mortification filled her eyes and spilled over.

But then, she wiped them away and stiffened her spine. She would not beg him to touch her. He wanted nothing to do with her? Fine. “It’s okay. I understand.”

“Sparrow, I­­—”

“It was just a random thought, Patrick. I’m sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable.” She let out a long sigh. “I want to go back. And I would prefer it if you don’t mention this to anyone. You are right. Logan would go berserk.” She could give excuses, too. To her relief, Trick didn’t protest or try to make her feel better about his rejection.

“Okay.”

The walk back to the house dripped with tense silence. Sparrow was grateful Patrick didn’t try to explain himself further. She knew she had messed up. A couple of thoughts, a slow dance, and she’d invented the impression Trick felt something for her more than friendship. Stupid girl, Sparrow.

///

The male watched them with fury burning in his soul. She was his mate! How dare that bastard touch her? The beta’s hands on her waist should have been his. And her begging for a kiss? Oh, she would pay for that. She had asked that bastard for a kiss, but would she allow him the chance to court her? No. She would pay for the insult.

The trapped animal shifted beneath the man’s skin, and the pain in his head intensified. She was his! She was his! His mate!

Fists clenched tight, the male retreated, turning away, unable to watch the beta touch what should have been his fateful female. He couldn’t. He should stop it. Shoving a knife into the beta’s belly and gutting him like a fish sounded exhilarating. But then he would give the game away.

The game. His master—he couldn’t let him down. His master had told him she could not be trusted, but he had disagreed. How right he had been. She was a bitch in heat, ready to open her legs for the powerful shifters of the pride.

The male retreated slowly into the darkness, careful not to make a sound and alert the prey he was there. He would take care of her. He would take care of everything.
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Chapter Three
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Two weeks later, Sparrow was headed to the kitchen to help her mother prepare lunch when the hairs on the back of her neck stood up in warning and her eyes blurred. No, no, no. Not again! This was the fifth time in two weeks this thing had happened to her. Sparrow’s breath quickened. She knew what was next—the panic.

The world fell away. She stood on a foggy path. The sight felt familiar, but she couldn’t see details beyond the gray, neutral landscape. It was almost peaceful. But Sparrow knew it wouldn’t stay that way.

Just as expected, the fog started closing in. The paths multiplied significantly and shadows appeared all around her. The space became suffocating. Sparrow waited. The fog twirled. It shifted from a light gray to a darker shade, then even darker. Fear settled deep in her soul.

The black cloud rushed toward her, taking the other shadows in the process. Her fight-or-flight instinct kicked in, but she was frozen in place. How could a spirit move when it didn’t have a corporeal body? Complete blackness closed over her.

The chilling endlessness touched her to her core. Sparrow couldn’t breathe, move, or speak. She waited for death in the middle of the abyss. Perhaps this was the hell the humans spoke about in the books Mitch brought her from the old city. The nothingness entered her bones and crawled toward her chest. Then the pain hit like a dagger to her heart. It spread through her veins like fire, leaving ashes of her former self behind. Sparrow screamed, but in the empty place, no one heard.

Unable to leave that place, she endured the torture. She wasn’t even sure if she was alive anymore. Were her lungs still pumping air?

Then something shifted in the darkness. Was it something? Or someone? A dot of light broke the nothingness. Sparrow fixed her attention on it, willing it to grow, to push the darkness away. Second by second, the light grew bigger and stronger. There was a figure on the other side. Maybe someone from the pride had heard her scream and came to help.

Sparrow mentally reached for that person. The light finally exploded, driving away the darkness. Who Sparrow saw was not someone she knew—it was a young, dark-haired woman crouching in front of her. She was saying something, but Sparrow could not hear the words.

What caught her attention were the woman’s pink-tinted eyes and the feeling of safety that wrapped around Sparrow when she looked at the female.

Any questions she might have had remained unanswered when Sparrow’s mind snapped back into her body. She blinked. The disorientation of coming out of the fog world made her head spin. It seemed that hours had passed since she was pulled into that land.

Mentally drained and feeling sick to her stomach, Sparrow collapsed on the carpeted hallway. A tear fell before her mind finally shut down from the shock and she lost consciousness.

///

Sparrow groaned. The ground beneath her shook. What in the world? Wait, the ground wasn’t shaking. Someone was shaking her.

“Sparrow! Sparrow!”

“What?” Her head pounded, and the person screaming wasn’t doing her any favors.

“Oh, thank the Mother! You’re awake.”

“Yes,” she grumbled. “Dana?”

“Come on, let’s get you up.”

Her friend started to pull her up from her armpits.

“Wait... What?”

“Damnation! I must find a male. You’re too heavy for me, and I don’t know what’s wrong with you. I hate that I can’t just path someone for help.”

Sparrow tried to make sense of Dana’s words. Then she remembered—the shadows, the blackness... the light. She grabbed her friend’s leg before she get a nosy male to help her up. “I can stand. Don’t... don’t get anyone.”

“Sparrow, you scared the crap out of me. When I saw you crumpled in the middle of the hallway...”

“Help me up and to my room.” Dana took her outstretched hand, supporting Sparrow as she slowly stood. When she was halfway up, she swayed. Dana wrapped Sparrow’s arm over her shoulders to take her weight.

“Easy, Sparrow. Take it easy. I have you.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey, you’re my BFF. I won’t let you sleep your hangover in the hallway.”

“Ha. Ha.”

Dana guided them toward Sparrow’s room. It took forever to reach it. Or at least that what it seemed to her. When she was finally stretched on her bed, she broke down, crying. The fear and panic overpowered her will to be strong.

“Hey.”

Dana sat on the bed and pulled her into a tight embrace. Sparrow cried like a lost child in her friend’s warm arms. Dana held her, rubbing her back in comfort. Sparrow clung to her until her crying jag settled. Even after, the other woman kept holding her.

The silence stretched. She knew Dana would have questions. Questions she couldn’t answer because she did not know what was going on.

“Row, what happened, sweetie?”

There it was. “I don’t know, Dana.”

“Don’t sell me that crap, Sparrow Stone. I just shit my pants thinking you were dead!”

“I’m fine now. Promise.”

“Sparrow... Is your power showing itself?”

Swallowing hard, she nodded. Dana stroked her hair away from her face.

“Okay. What is it?”

Dana’s cat hadn’t yet emerged, and Sparrow knew her friend craved to gain a power when it did. But she was reluctant to explain hers. Mostly because she couldn’t understand it herself.

“It’s like I’m in another world. There is fog everywhere. I can barely see. But there are so many roads and so many shadows walking them. Then there’s the black cloud taking them. When I’m in the fog, I’m suffocating. It’s so... crowded. I’m scared.”

“Sparrow, when did all of this start?”

“My birthday.”

“Two weeks ago? Why haven’t you said anything?”

Sparrow sat up, pushing back her wild hair. “What is to say, Dana? That my power scares the crap out of me and I wish I didn’t have it?”

“No. Ask for help. Maybe Logan can make sense of it. Or he can ask someone in the other prides. You might not be the only one with this power. Why suffer alone?”

“Because I’m not such a child to go running to my alpha brother every time I have a problem. I need to figure out this on my own.”

Dana slumped on the bed. “I swear, Sparrow. Your stubbornness might be the death of you.”

“This time, the fog was different. Something changed.”

“How was it different? What changed?”

Sparrow let out a long sigh. “I don’t know, but the fog lifted for a second and I saw a woman. She was speaking to me, but I couldn’t hear her. Her eyes were tainted pink.” Sparrow shivered. Dana gripped her icy hands, rubbing them between hers to warm them.

“A feral?”

Sparrow pulled away to avoid her touch. “I can’t right now. I need to be alone. To figure out what the hell is happening with my head.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“I do. Promise you won’t tell anyone, Dana.”

“I promise I won’t tell anyone unless I find you half dead on the floor again. Then, all bets are off, bestie. I will shout the house down until someone comes to your rescue. Preferably Patrick.”

Sparrow rolled her eyes at her grinning friend.

“I saw you leave with him on your birthday. I kept waiting for you to spill the deets, but it’s been two weeks. So, now I’m asking... What did you two do?”

Sparrow paled. “Nothing.” The embarrassment of that night wasn’t something she wanted to share.

“Come on, Sparrow. Spill. Or I’ll tell Logan that you got your powers.”

“Blackmail, Dana?”

“Hey, I don’t have any excitement in my life. You’re my next best thing.”

Sparrow sighed and let her head fall forward, mumbling under her breath. “I asked Trick to kiss me.” Silence. Sparrow peeked up at Dana. The female was grinning.

“And?”

“And nothing. He jumped away from me like I had rabies. He said I’m like a little sister to him.”

“Oh. Ouch.”

“Yeah. That’s about it.”

“Wow. That was... cold.”

Sparrow scowled. “That was nothing. Just the imagination of a foolish young girl.”

“So that’s why you’ve been avoiding Patrick.”

“Yeah.” She hadn’t spoken to Patrick since the party, but it wasn’t that she was avoiding him more than he was refusing to come within six feet of her, like she was a plague. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

A knock at her bedroom door made Sparrow frown. “Yes?” The panel opened and JJ stood there.

“Hey, Sparrow... Oh, hey Dana.”

“Hey, Jesse James.” Dana grinned at the enforcer. He ignored the flirt.

“Sparrow, Logan wants you in his office.”

She frowned. “Why?”

“Don’t know. He didn’t say. He just pathed the enforcers. I was the closest to you.”

Sparrow sighed, readjusting her clothes and redoing her ponytail. Dana jumped off the bed.

“I guess the fun times are over. I’ll head out.”

“Dana?” Sparrow called to her before she could slip away.

“Yes?”

“Thank you. But remember what you promised.”

“No problem. And I won’t. You just remember the condition.”

Sparrow nodded. She flicked a hand at JJ. “Go. Tell the boss I’ll be there in two minutes.”

“Sure thing, Row-Row.”

Sparrow dragged her feet to her brother’s office, ignoring the people greeting her. After the afternoon she had, she was drained of conversations, energy, and the will to be on everyone’s liking. She entered the alpha’s office, then slammed the door closed.

“What.” The word was a snarl spoken through clenched teeth. The anger directed at herself for being such a headcase, and at Patrick for being such a coward, spilled over. Logan’s eyebrows rose in shock and surprise.

“Well, hello to you too, little sister. What crawled up your ass today?”

“Logan!”

Karina Stone stood next to the window. Sparrow hadn’t even realized Logan wasn’t alone in his office.

“Don’t Logan me, Mama. She’s the one stomping her way here like a moody moose, then slamming my door. What about the no-slamming doors rule, huh? What happened to it?”

“You can take that rule and shove it—”

“Sparrow, that’s enough.”

Annoyed or not, she listened to her mama. Closing her mouth and crossing her arms over her chest, Sparrow waited. Logan rolled his eyes.

“Sparrow, you have a suiter.”

She blinked. Stared for a few moments. Then, she opened her mouth to say something. Closed it. She had a what?

A man rose from one of the large armchairs facing Logan’s desk. Not only had she failed to notice her mother in the room, but there was also a fourth person she hadn’t seen. When he turned, she understood. Perry.

“Sparrow, I know you are just sixteen and I am twenty-five years old, but I asked your brother’s permission to court you. There are only nine years between us. When I’m with you, I feel... I know you are my mate. My beast is sure of this and—”

She held up a hand. “I disagree.”

The door to the office opened and Patrick walked in. He took in the tension in the room and took up a protective stance behind her. It was the closest they’d been in two weeks. Sparrow avoided his eyes. Perry stiffened.

Patrick scowled at the half-shifter. “What’s going on?”

Sparrow smiled tightly, but didn’t look back at him. “Perry wants to court me. He believes we are mates.”

“The shit he does!”

His refusal should have warmed her heart, but she knew it was because he considered her his little sister. It was the same response Logan probably gave Perry.

“Sparrow, please give me a chance to prove—”

She faced Perry. “No.” The word rang loud and clear in the office. “You are not my mate. I have no clue what you think you know or feel, but I don’t have any feelings toward you. No mating pull. No nothing.”

Actually, that was not quite true. Fear and mistrust gripped her whenever she was around Perry. She didn’t know what about the man rubbed her the wrong way, but it wasn’t a mating bond. Perry’s face darkened with anger. Before anyone else could say something, Logan spoke.

“Perry, I appreciate your courtesy in getting my approval before approaching my sister. It denotes a high level of preservation on your part. I would have killed you if you hadn’t come to me first. I would kill any man or shifter who dares touch my sister without my permission.”

A rumble came from the male behind her. Logan continued his monologue.

“That being said, Sparrow may choose if she accepts your courting intentions. She has expressed her opinion clearly. I hope staying away from her will not be a problem for you.”

Perry bowed lightly. “Of course not, Alpha. Thank you for the audience.”

Logan nodded. “Let me know if I can help you with anything else.” He gestured for the door and Perry took the hint, leaving silently, without meeting Sparrow’s eyes.

“Well, that was strange.” Sparrow slumped into the armchair facing Logan’s desk. The one Perry hadn’t used. His lingering scent made her skin crawl.

“To say the least,” Mama K agreed.

“I meant it, Sparrow. If any male wants to court you, he should come to me first. I don’t care what age you are at the time of your mating. You are my sister. I will not accept a male that goes behind my back to claim you without my permission.”

Sparrow rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Logan.”

She rose, heading for the door. Patrick stood frozen where she left him, looking toward the window. Was he already visualizing Logan ripping his guts out? She stepped around Patrick and gripped the knob.

“I mean it, Sparrow. And if I’m not around, Patrick will check and approve of any suiter. You will never be alone and helpless.”

She looked back at the statue the beta had become. She snorted.

“Yeah, right. See you later.”
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Chapter Four
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Sparrow picked away at her food. The cafeteria noise was a comfort to her crowded mind. Dana sat next to her, gobbling her meal like she hadn’t eaten in a year.

“You know, that food is not gonna eat itself. You’ve lost weight, Row. What’s going on? Is that thing bothering you again?”

That thing, meaning the fog-filled world with its many paths. She shrugged. “No. I’m just not that hungry lately.” Lie. She was moping around because every time she saw Patrick with another female, like Marge, her stomach would revolt and her chest grew a stone in the middle of it. Besides that, her cat became agitated when he was around, making her head throb for days.

In the last nine months, it had gotten to the point where she would just turn on her heels and leave the room whenever he entered it. Everyone in the main house wondered about her behavior. She’d heard some pride-mates whispering that she was angry with him because he’d convinced Logan to deny Perry’s request to court her. Ludicrous! She had the suspicion Perry himself might have started that rumor.

Then there was the blackness. The dread she experienced while in the fog-world felt like warnings of dark times to come. Was it for her personally, or for the pride? Or she might be going crazy. The damn power was impossible to understand.

“Earth to Sparrow!”

She blinked. Dana was waving a hand in front of her eyes.

“Um, sorry. I got lost in my thoughts for a second.”

“A second? Girl, I’ve been trying to reach you for five minutes. I was getting worried you fell into a catatonic state or something. You should see Karla. Or at least talk to your mom about this.”

“I’m fine.” Sparrow took another bite of her now-cold pasta. She wasn’t ready to share her issues with the family. Mainly because no one could help since no one saw what she saw.

“And Row, what’s up with you and Perry? Why didn’t you tell me you two are together?”

Sparrow froze with the fork halfway to her mouth. Eyes wide in surprise, she gaped at her best friend. “What?”

Dana smiled gently. “That’s the rumor he’s spreading.”

Sparrow’s heart stopped at that news. Then it picked up with a vengeance. Her entire body heated, and she was sure her face looked red as a tomato. “We. Are. Not. Together.” The words came out through gritted teeth.

Dana leaned in. “According to him, a mating ceremony is the only thing missing to make it official.”

Sparrow jumped on her feet, almost tumbling the table over. “Are you shitting me? How long has this been going on? Why haven’t I heard of this? Why didn’t you tell me?” The other people in the cafeteria watched her like she was about to blow. Dana gripped her wrist and pulled her
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