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      The Shifter Freedom Movement began back in 1955 when President Eisenhower signed the Species Freedom Act. It sparked both elation and terror, depending on which side of the issue you were on.

      But that was a long time ago, and history had been made since then.

      Some would say the Shifter Freedom Movement had finally begun to reach its zenith now that there were two Shifter U.S. Senators and a Shifter Prime Minister in Great Britain, not to mention all the new legislation being passed these days.

      But shifters everywhere knew the truth.

      The struggle was nowhere near over.

      Not by a long shot.

      Not when speciesism and fear still seemed to run rampant among the human population.

      No one knew for certain how the shifters had come to be, although there were several theories out there.

      Some said that mining expeditions of the early 1900s untapped some kind of unknown vapor that affected the minors and caused the shifting of their offspring.

      Others believed it was simply the natural evolution of the human race, while still others said shifters were cursed by God — an interesting argument since most shifters believed God was a shifter Himself, and that they were created in His superior image.

      However the shifters came to be, to most humans two things were certain:  they were not aliens from another planet, and they were not mutant humans.

      They were something else entirely.

      Beings that looked like human males and females, only they could morph into creatures resembling different animal species — as though they were unnatural mixes of man and beast — not fully animal, but not nearly human enough.

      When their existence was discovered and made public back in the late 1930s, humans decided that the differing colors in their skin tones looked pretty insignificant when they all had a much more evil and monstrous foe walking among them. It hadn’t taken long for racism to become a thing of the past.

      Once humanity was finally truly united, they turned their hatred and mistrust on “the others.”

      All racial prejudice and bigotry went out the window as it became apparent that humans had bigger issues to deal with. Suddenly things like the color of one’s skin wasn’t nearly as important as whether or not you were able to sprout fur, fangs or feathers.

      Shifters became the new hated minority all over the globe, and they had been fighting for equality ever since. They were making huge strides in their struggle against the oppression though, except in the Darfur region of Sudan where the in-fighting and species wars were threatening to rip the very fabric of the otherwise peaceful country.

      A healthy dose of fear fueled the animosity and mistrust between shifters and humans the world over. Shifters possessed superior physical strength, eyesight, hearing, and sense of smell — all characteristics the humans both envied and feared. But shifters had their own reasons to be wary of “skins.”

      It was common knowledge that human scientists had been working for decades on a method to neutralize the shifters and take away the very thing that made them unique — their ability to shift.

      Over the years, numerous experiments had been conducted on shifter prison inmates and those so poor they were willing to offer themselves up in order to feed and clothe their children, often with deadly results.

      Silver nitrate had been proven successful, but the chemical compound was extremely dangerous to work with. If the scientists weren't careful, they could easily kill a shifter with it, and poison themselves in the process.

      The compound had long ago been deemed inhumane by the Agency for the Betterment and Protection of Shifters (ABPS), and therefore outlawed. But most shifters knew there were humans out there who were still working on a way to “fix” them, or eliminate them completely.
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      “My God.”

      “They don’t call him ‘sex on legs’ for nothing, that’s for sure.”

      Aleigha Daniels couldn’t believe the things Jackie and Steph were saying, but honestly… she couldn’t exactly deny them either.

      On the surface, he was certainly something to look at, but she would never allow herself to entertain the idea of him in a sexual way.

      Mixing was happening more and more these days, but in her mind, it just wasn’t right.

      That thought struck her as interesting since she herself was the product of a white father and a black mother. And she knew from her high school history classes that race mixing used to be looked at in the very same manner that species mixing was seen today. It had even been outlawed in some states, and many were jailed or even killed for it back in the day.

      She pushed the thought from her mind.

      Her friends sat on either side of her, practically drooling on Aleigha’s shoulders as they huddled on their usual park bench where they gathered for lunch most days, their collective attention glued to the video playing on the iPad — concert footage of Twisted from one of the band’s recent shows in New York City.

      “That man is hot as hellfire.” Stephanie took a bite of her apple – an effort to cool herself down, Aleigha suspected.

      “He’s not a man. He’s a shifter.” Aleigha’s eyes rolled from Stephanie’s general direction back to the screen.

      “I don’t care if he’s an alien from mars. Wolfie is the hottest thing walking this planet right now,” Stephanie fired back.

      “Oh, I watch videos of Twisted all the time,” Jackie chimed in. “Every guy in that band is a hottie, but there’s just something about Wolfie. Steph is right. That man is freaking sexy as hell. And have you ever noticed how he connects with the audience when he’s onstage? How he expresses himself through the music? He’s just so… oh.”

      She didn’t finish her sentence, and Aleigha rolled her eyes again before turning to look her friend’s way.

      “Once again, he’s not a man. He’s a shifter. And that connection you’re talking about, the way he expresses himself through his music? That is some kind of mind control at play there. It has to be.”

      Jackie groaned. “You’re not going to start in on that Soul Stealer stuff, are you? It’s all anyone in the media is talking about lately.”

      “You don’t believe it?” Aleigha shot her friend a look that said she was crazy if she didn’t.

      “I don’t know what to make of any of that, but it creeps me out,” Jackie admitted. “I love Twisted. I don’t want any of that stuff to be true.”

      “Well, I hate to be the one to burst your bubble, honey, but, look at that.” Aleigha gestured toward the iPad, pointing out security and paramedics hustling to pull a number of fans out of the frenzied crowd.

      They watched as the fans were loaded onto stretchers and carried away.

      “Apparently there were a few more incidents of kids falling into comas at that performance.” Aleigha looked her friend in the eye, almost daring her to try and defend the bastard now.

      “Yeah, but I thought the news was reporting that the comas are linked to that drug though, Leigh. If that’s the case, then it’s got nothing to do with the whole Soul Stealer thing,” Stephanie pointed out.

      “Not that we know of yet.” Aleigha stopped the video and closed the iPad cover. “But what if there is some kind of connection, Steph? Would you risk going to one of this band’s concerts? Would you want your teenager to go see them?”

      Her friend took a deep breath and sighed. Then she leveled her eyes at Aleigha. “No, of course I wouldn’t. But Leigh… you are making an awfully big assumption there. I mean no disrespect to your profession, but the media has a tendency to blow things out of proportion, and you know it.”

      Aleigha could tell her friend was trying to be delicate, but she didn’t respond.

      “Soul Stealer is just the name of a song Twisted sings,” Stephanie continued. “And just because Morpheus Wolfe is so talented that he’s been said to put his fans into some kind of trance with his mysterious lyrics and evocative melodies, that doesn’t mean he’s actually stealing anyone’s soul. He’s not evil.”

      “And how do you know he’s not evil?” Aleigha stared out across the park.

      A female shifter raised her arm above her head and gave an exaggerated wave. Aleigha followed her gaze, turning to see a tiny creature resembling a leopard cub running toward the female on all fours. It was dressed in a little t-shirt, a pair of jeans and sneakers, and the expression on its little face was at once adorable and terrifying.

      The cub leapt into the female’s arms, immediately shifting into a small boy. He couldn’t have been much more than three years old maybe, and the female smiled and carried him off toward the sidewalk.

      Aleigha stared after them, trying to make sense of the jumbled feelings that scene roused in her. She shuddered slightly as she turned back to her friend and repeated the question.

      “How do you know he’s not evil?”

      “Why are you so sure that he is? Honestly, Aleigha… until your dad snagged this interview, I had no idea that you had such speciesist views about shifters.”

      Aleigha felt the blush stinging her cheeks and she cursed her light caramel complexion that would easily give her embarrassment away.

      “I am not a speciesist! How could you even say that? We have shifter friends. I have shifter co-workers that I’m very fond of. I simply don’t want anyone else to fall into one of these mysterious comas at a rock concert. Have you been following the news on this story at all? It’s scary as hell. Not one of the victims has woken up yet, Stephanie! And this has been going on for months now, always at a Twisted concert.”

      “Okay, I get it. I’m sorry I implied that you were speciesist.”

      Aleigha shot her a smirking glance. “You didn’t imply anything.”

      “Sorry.” Her friend looked contrite.

      “Forget it.” Aleigha sighed and tried to shrug it off. “My dad is so stoked about this interview. He’s still on cloud nine for even snagging it.”

      “Well, I’m not surprised he snagged it. A. Lee Daniels is a force to be reckoned with in the news business. Everybody knows that.” Stephanie flashed her big a smile, and Aleigha felt a little nervous as she smiled back.

      Alfred Lee Daniels — A. Lee to his friends and family, and obviously the man Aleigha had been named after — had been in the news game for most of his life.

      He was currently the anchor of the primetime evening news, as well as the creator and host of What’s News, a weekly news program that brought viewers up close and personal with the news happening around the world. Sort of a funky cross between 60 Minutes and Entertainment Tonight, the show was known for giving a hard-nosed edge to entertainment stories while making the political pieces more hip and relevant for their younger demographic.

      It had been a huge success during the early half of its eight-year run, but what Aleigha hadn’t told her friends was that the show had been waning in popularity over the past couple of years.

      The numbers weren’t good, and Aleigha knew that her dad was really counting on this interview with the elusive Morpheus Wolfe — the biggest rock star on the planet at the moment — to turn those numbers around.

      “He’s been prepping for it for weeks now. I still can’t believe the network pulled him away to cover the developing political situation in Darfur knowing that this interview is coming up so fast. But he took all of his notes with him, so he should be ready to go when he lands.”

      “When does he get back?” Jackie asked.

      “His plane gets in later tonight. He arranged for a car to pick him up, but I think I’m going to cancel that and meet him myself.”

      “Sounds like you’re just as excited about this interview as your dad is,” Stephanie said.

      Aleigha frowned. “No. No, I couldn’t care less about Morpheus Wolfe, you know that. But I admit, I am anxious to get to the bottom of this whole Soul Stealer drug-coma thing. If it is something nefarious that he or someone in his band is doing, then they need to be stopped. What they’re doing is criminal.”

      “Spoken like a true serious news reporter,” Jackie joked. “All I know is… if he is some sort of soul stealer, he can have mine any time!”

      Stephanie laughed, and Aleigha stared at her like she had grown a second head or something. “Okay, you guys, I have to know. Would you really sleep with a shifter?”

      “In a heartbeat!” Jackie gave her a no-nonsense glare.

      “Look, I know you’re still all anti-men because of that jerk, Richard, cheating on you just weeks before your wedding, but it’s been over a year now, Leigh,” Stephanie pointed out. “You are not a machine. You can’t simply switch off your libido, and you can’t avoid getting involved with someone new forever.”

      “Actually, you can if you have enough batteries.” Aleigha sighed. She really didn’t want to have this conversation again. “And Morpheus Wolfe is not my idea of sexy.”

      “Have you looked at him, Aleigha?”

      Stephanie gently took the iPad from Aleigha’s hands. She opened it back up and started the video again.

      “You can’t tell me that you’re not affected by his physical appearance. I mean, I know shifter males have the reputation of being very virile. Strong sex drive and well endowed, scary predators who want to rape all human women, and all of that, but… just set all that aside for a moment. Don’t think about the controversy and your dad’s interview. Don’t think about anything except how long it’s been since you’ve gotten laid… and look at him.”

      Aleigha frowned at her and then turned her attention to the screen.

      He was easy to look at, she had to admit.

      Tall, like most shifter males, and physically very fit.

      In the video he was wearing tight leather pants and an open vest, revealing a massive chest dusted with tightly curled hair that Aleigha was drawn to.

      He had a pair of arms the size of tree trunks. His muscles had muscles, it seemed. Warm brown skin and amber animal eyes, his long hair flowed over his shoulders and down to the middle of his back in long, thin braids.

      When he sang, Aleigha couldn’t help but be drawn to his mouth. His lips were full and sexy, prompting images of them on her skin.

      She licked her own lips reflexively, and grabbed the iPod from her friend’s hands, closing it with flare.

      “So, speaking of me being boyfriend challenged these days, I have to come up with a date for the Excellence in Journalism News Awards Dinner at the end of the month. I wouldn’t even bother going because I hate these rubber chicken functions, but my dad is getting an award for Lifetime Achievement. And he’s worried about filling the stupid table, so I’ve got no choice.”

      “Oh! I have the perfect guy for you, Leigh.” Jackie smiled at her, nodding in excitement, and for some reason, that statement made Aleigha nervous.

      “Who is he?”

      “His name is Brad Whitmore. He works with me at the hospital.”

      “A doctor?” Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all.

      “Yep. Great sense of humor. You’ll love him!”

      Aleigha gave her friend a skeptical look as Stephanie leaned into her and whispered, “Be afraid.”

      She turned to give Steph an admonishing look, and they both broke out into giggles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “What are you talking about?”

      Aleigha stared at her father’s image on the screen, eyes wide with horror.

      “I realize that you are my boss, Dad, but there is no way in hell that I’m taking over this interview for you. That was never discussed, not even one time!”

      “I know that, sweetheart, but I need you to do this for me.” A. Lee ran a hand through his blond hair and stared at his daughter, his eyes imploring her to work with him. “Aleigha, pumpkin, I don’t ask for much⁠—”

      “Who are you kidding?”Aleigha interrupted him, outrage and sarcasm dripping from her voice. “You’re a freaking slave driver. You ask for the world! And I normally try to bend over backward to do as you ask, Daddy, but I can’t do this. Please, don’t make me.”

      She could hear the fear in her own voice — could feel the choking sensation gripping her gut — and she hated it.

      She hated feeling this way.

      But she couldn’t interview Morpheus Wolfe.

      She didn’t want to be anywhere near him or his band. What she’d told her friends in the park just a couple of hours ago was the truth. Aleigha had never considered herself a speciesist.

      But the simple truth that she hid from everyone, including herself most of the time, was that shifters terrified her.

      She knew it was irrational and even stupid, but it was true. They scared the shit out of her and always had.

      Not so much the females, although they could be every bit as fiery as the males at times. And in her educated, rational mind she knew that she was reacting to old stereotypes and prejudices, but shifters were volatile and dangerous, and there was a certain criminal mindset to them that humans just didn’t harbor.

      Shifters were scary.

      That was the image portrayed on the news when she was a little girl, and it hadn’t gotten much better over the years.

      Sure there were those among them who really appeared to be working to elevate their community, and many of them had reached a certain level of professional success and therefore social status. Like those in business and politics, and the athletes who played in the Shifter Football and Hockey Leagues. And, of course the shifters in show business – the actors, comedians, and singers, like Morpheus Wolfe.

      “Besides, this assignment is beneath me. I don’t do the entertainment pieces, remember? I do serious news!”

      “Aleigha… I know we have that agreement, and I am not trying to change it. Serious news is your niche. But this is an exception. This is an emergency, sweetheart. I would not be asking you this if I didn’t absolutely have to.”

      “But I thought you were so excited about doing this interview yourself.” Aleigha pouted, refusing to let him get to the point.

      “I was. But I am stuck here in Sudan, Aleigha!”

      His words finally succeeded in shocking her into silence, and she stared at his face on the computer screen.

      “Stuck in Sudan? What? What do you mean?” Fear gripped her anew.

      “Apparently several different shifter species have formed a precarious rebel alignment. Cheetahs, leopards, jackals… they’ve all fallen in line with the lion shifters and they’ve been raiding all the small villages near the Sudanese boarder. Women and children, human and shifter alike, are being killed. It’s been pretty brutal. And the provisional government in the region is all but destroyed at this point.”

      Aleigha took a deep breath and her stomach pitched and rolled.

      “The crew and I managed to get out of Darfur before things got really bad. But now we’re stuck here in Sudan. All air traffic into and out of the country has been suspended because the fighting is now so close to the boarder. There’s talk of that ban being lifted as early as late tomorrow night, but even if it is, there’s no way I’ll get back in time to make this interview.”

      “Oh, my God. Dad, are you all right?”

      “No, we’re all fine, right now. We’re safely out of the war zone for the time being. Don’t worry.”

      “Should I call someone? The American Embassy or something?”

      “No, sweetheart. The network is taking care of all of that. We’re okay, and you don’t need to do a thing. Except take over this interview with Morpheus Wolfe for me.”

      Aleigha rolled her eyes, letting out a deep sigh. “Dad⁠—”

      “Aleigha, you are the best reporter What’s News has. Besides me, of course.”

      He smiled, and Aleigha knew it was a deliberate attempt to lighten her mood.

      “I cannot trust an interview of this magnitude to anyone else but you. And I know that I don’t need to remind you that if this interview doesn’t happen, What’s News won’t see another season. The network wants to pull us, sweetie. Now me? I’d be humiliated, yes, but I’ve still got the Nightly News, so my career would be okay. But you would be out of a job completely. You would be starting over from scratch, and I don’t want that any more than you do. This interview is our last shot — our Hail Mary pass.”

      Aleigha closed her eyes for a moment and sighed. She knew he was right. And she knew what this show meant to him.

      Besides her, What’s News was her father’s baby. The feather in his already impressive cap, and he had been fighting tooth and nail for months now to bring it back from the brink of destruction and save it.

      But she’d had no idea until this very moment that he had been fighting so hard because he was concerned about her career and what the end of the show would mean for her. He was looking after her, and Aleigha suddenly knew that she couldn’t let him down.

      “I thought this guy insisted on you conducting the interview yourself. Wasn’t that one of his stipulations or something?” She rubbed her temple in an effort to stave off the encroaching headache.

      “Yes, it was. And I have been trying desperately to contact him from here, but all communication has been spotty at best. I’m lucky this connection has been so good. So it’s going to be up to you to make him understand and get him to agree to do the interview with you instead.”

      “Dad, how am I supposed to do that? This guy is notorious for being difficult to work with and extremely interview shy. If he had a certain interviewer in mind, he is not going to be happy with a last minute switch.”

      “Aleigha, I need you!” A. Lee glared at her from the computer screen, his harsh voice and his hard blue eyes making her feel like an unruly teenager being scolded for staying out past curfew. “I need you to step up and take control of this interview. I need you to help me save this show. Will you do this for me?”

      Aleigha ran both hands through her nearly auburn, shoulder-length locks and took a deep breath.

      I can do this. I can do this.

      “Of course, Dad. I’ll do it.” Her voice was small and unsure.

      “That’s my girl. Now, you’re going to need to check your email. I’ve sent you everything I have on Morpheus Wolfe, on the band, on the Iris drug trade, as well as the incidents of comas going all the way back to the first kid about seven months ago.”

      Aleigha was suddenly intrigued. “So I’m free to take that angle here then? The Iris trafficking and the strange comas?”

      “Sweetheart, you can take whatever angle you want, as long as you get Wolfie to sit down and talk about his career some in the process. Remember, this is slated as a 90-minute special edition of the show, so you’ve got a lot of wiggle room to work with. Yes, I want you to go at him hard and get answers to the tough questions plaguing everybody’s minds right now. But I also want you to explore his career a little bit — the band’s formation, their rise to superstardom, their plans for future music. It’s all in my notes, honey. Just look it over and you’ll see what I mean. This is going to be the biggest interview of its kind since Michael Jackson talked to Oprah Winfrey over thirty years ago, so it has to be great!”

      “No pressure,” Aleigha whispered under her breath, and A. Lee smiled at her from the screen.

      “I don’t mean to throw you into a pressure cooker, honey, but I can’t stress enough how important this interview is. This guy almost never gives interviews of any kind, so how our producers and his agent got him to agree to this, I’ll never know. But we need to take full advantage of it.”

      Aleigha’s brow scrunched as she thought about that.

      Why would the notoriously anti-interview enigma suddenly agree to such a public open forum? Especially right now when his band was under so much scrutiny over the whole Iris coma thing?

      Perhaps that was it.

      Perhaps his handlers had convinced him the best way to diffuse the controversy was to attack it head on. Smart move on their part. And on his for listening. Maybe Mr. Wolfe could be reasonable after all.

      “So when does my plane leave?” She asked, resigned to her fate, and A. Lee gave her a puzzled frown.

      “Your plane?”

      “Well, Twisted is on tour right now, aren’t they? Their last concert took place in New York at the Garden. I just assumed I’d be conducting this interview on location somewhere.”

      “Oh, no. Twisted is in the middle of a world tour, that’s true. But during our talks I got Wolfie to agree to schedule the interview at home during the band’s down time. That way we could get some shots of the famous haunted castle.”

      A. Lee looked proud of himself, and Aleigha was suddenly gripped by a new wave of fear.

      “You did what? Please tell me you’re joking. I have to go interview him at that… that
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