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      Beyond the glare of the car’s headlights, the bush had become a nightmarish maw of darkness. The ghostly glow of tall, bushfire-marked gum trees rushed by, disappearing as fast as they appeared.

      As the car rounded a bend, an unknown animal became startled by the sudden appearance of light. A pair of glowing eyes shone, reflecting all alien-esque and haunting in the totality of the deep night.

      Grace grabbed the edge of her seat, jerking awake.

      “It’s just a kangaroo,” Lawson said, his voice soft.

      She glanced at him, her heart still thumping. “I know… At least it didn’t jump onto the road.”

      He said nothing and continued to watch the road as he guided the car through another sweeping curve.

      “It’s so dark out there,” she murmured, trying to see beyond the reflective paint on the asphalt.

      “No one really travels these roads at this time of night,” he told her. “Mainly because of the kangaroos.” And other things… But after the day they’d had, neither of them were keen to talk about it.

      Grace settled back into the seat and wrinkled her nose.

      The rental car smelt odd. Until recently, she never would’ve paid any attention, but now everything was sharper. Strength, sight, smell, taste, touch. All of it. So now she could tell that the car carried a pungent chemical tang—probably from the stuff they used to clean between hires. It lingered in her nose, threatening a violent sneeze if she wasn’t careful.

      She wondered how Lawson could stand it, but then again, he’d been a shapeshifter for ten years, so he was probably used to it by now.

      “There’s a campground not far up the road,” Lawson said. “I think we should pull in there for the night and continue on at first light.”

      “Is that a good idea? I mean, couldn’t they be following us?”

      “If they were, we’d already know about it.” The car began to slow. “We both shifted—you for the fourth time in as many days. We might be able to take more than the average person, but we’re not invincible.”

      “Having superpowers isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, huh?”

      “It’s not a magic wand.”

      And she knew it better than anyone. Becoming ‘special’ had brought nothing but trouble into her life. Secrecy, life-threatening danger, death.

      Yeah, definitely not all it was cracked up to be. Grace Atkinson, the ‘accidental shapeshifter’.

      A wayward tooth, ripe with supernatural parasitic bacteria, had transformed her mediocre human life into one that was part time panther. A big cat. A big black cat. It was weird. Add in a dash of being hunted by a secret military unit that was hellbent on caging people like her and experimenting on them, and you had one hell of a melting pot. Volatile, ambiguous, shadowy… It’d be a good story if it wasn’t her actual life.

      Lawson turned the rental car off the narrow country highway and onto a rough dirt track that led into a thick forested area. If this was a campground, it hadn’t been maintained in a long time. It was giving off horror movie vibes.

      Grace stared at the darkness beyond the headlights, her imagination conjuring more sinister things lurking beyond the ring of light than kangaroos. If shapeshifters existed, what else lay hidden out there? Were other ‘magical’ things real?

      She tensed at the thought. “Aren’t you worried someone will find us here?”

      “Not really,” Lawson replied. “We’re far enough off the beaten track that it’s easy to get lost from most forms of surveillance.”

      “Even military?”

      “What Winslow is doing isn’t exactly on the record,” he reassured her. “He might have certain privileges, but they only extend so far. Employing more advanced tactics would draw too much attention. And attention is definitely not what he wants…especially after what happened at the facility when I escaped.”

      Grace’s expression softened. He’d only told her the bare minimum about his time in captivity and hadn’t brought it up since—at least not in any direct references—and she hadn’t asked. Torture wasn’t exactly the kind of thing that was easy to bring up in conversation.

      “Looks like we’re alone,” Lawson stated. He threw the car into reverse and backed into a rugged campsite.

      The lights shut off and her heart sped up. The only illumination came from the display on the dashboard, spreading eerie shadows across Lawson’s face.

      “The seat should wind all the way back,” he murmured. “It’s not that comfortable, but it’ll do for a night. Here…” He reached over her and fumbled for the lever.

      She tensed, his closeness feeling strange after their hunt the day before. After giving into her inner animal, he’d had to press his dominance to bring her human control back. Just thinking about it made her all kinds of embarrassed—she could still feel the ghost of his teeth biting the ruff of her panther-neck. If he noticed her reaction to his proximity, he didn’t say anything.

      “Lawson,” she whispered as the seat began to move. “C-can you tell me about Lennox?”

      He pulled away. “Lennox?”

      “We’re going to meet up with him, right? I’d like to know something about him before then…and I don’t think I can sleep. At least not right away.”

      The silence of the surrounding campsite carried the weird heaviness that always came with the absolute absence of sound. A shiver ran down her spine and she wished they had something to cover the windows with.

      “Lennox was a sniper in the army.” Lawson told her. “After our escape, he’s been living off-grid and picked up various other skills. Computers, hacking, surveillance… Things our kind needs to survive in a modern society.”

      “You met him at the facility, though?”

      “Yes,” he said with a snort.

      Grace lowered her gaze and slid her hand down the side of the seat. Grabbing the lever, she lowered the seat the rest of the way down and stared up at the roof. Awkward…and not because the front of a car was a terrible place to sleep.

      Lawson sighed and lowered his seat so they were laying side-by-side.

      “Yesterday, after the…” She coughed. “I thought it’d be harder to come back. You know, after all the, um, blood.”

      “You have something to come back for.”

      She turned her head, trying to make out his features in the dark, but even with her enhanced sight, she couldn’t make out much. “Is it really that easy?”

      “I’ve lived with this for a while now, but I don’t think I’m an expert.”

      “Is anyone?”

      “I guess not,” he whispered.

      Grace smiled, liking how easy it was to talk to him with the added cover of darkness. It took away all the expectations that came with social interactions and her inhibitions. She could be honest with him like this. Not that she hadn’t before, but after she’d ‘turned’, things felt more complicated.

      She’d changed in more ways than the obvious, and she wasn’t sure who she’d become during or after…if there even was an after.

      “Lawson?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you for coming back for me. I-I don’t know if I said it…”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      His words hit differently in the dark, and anything she could’ve said died in her throat.

      He breathed deeply, his sigh long and heavy. “You better get some rest. I’ll wake you when we need to go.”

      “Okay.”

      Grace closed her eyes, her lids scratching over her dry eyeballs. Now that they’d stopped and the world was quiet, she realised she was exhausted, but her mind kept racing from one thought to the next. It hadn’t got the memo that she needed to sleep, and as she drifted off, the wildness inside her began playing the ultimate trick—lucid dreaming.

      She stood in a dark world without form and her heart raced as she felt the weight of a menacing presence at her back. She didn’t dare move or turn around, knowing that if she ran, it would easily catch up with her. But it didn’t matter what she wanted. The dream had her frozen in place, bound by the will of her chaotic subconscious.

      As she stood there, a shadowy form slinked through the night, emerging through an inky mist conjured by the dream. The panther’s sleek and powerful body took form, its eyes glowing with an otherworldly intensity, captivating and terrifying all at once.

      Grace stepped backwards, and the panther mirrored her. She took another, and another…and so did the big cat. It matched her pace, a silent predator closing in.

      Who are you? Where did you come from?

      She was haunted by it. She was afraid of it.

      She was it.

      The dream had become a battleground, brimming with strong will and magic—the unbridled force of nature and the universe itself.

      She mustered all her courage to face the shadowy panther, to challenge it. To force it to reveal the truth. Why?

      They locked gazes and Grace stepped towards it, only for the darkness to explode in flame. The panther roared, opening its jaws, and leapt—

      Grace jerked awake, her forehead banging against the side of the car. “Ow!” She sat up, her brain all foggy.

      For a moment, she didn’t know where she was, not until Lawson spoke.

      “Are you okay?”

      Outside, the first golden rays of daybreak dusted through the ragged gum trees.

      “Yeah, I was dreaming…” Her brow furrowed as she tried to remember. Only a feeling remained, and it didn’t bode well. “But I’ve already forgotten what it was about.” She rubbed her eyes, not worrying about what she looked like. Makeup had become a thing of the past. She wasn’t sure when, but it was just another thing that didn’t seem to tolerate the shapeshifting process. “I’m just going to do a quick bush-wee.”

      She didn’t wait for Lawson to respond. She opened the door and hopped out of the car, breathing in the warmth of the summer morning.

      Ducking behind a tree that was big enough to conceal her from the car, she squatted. Classy, Grace Atkinson. Real classy.

      Scanning the campground, it looked even more overgrown than it had the night before. Overgrown campsites, upended bins that’d seen better days, signage that’d fallen down, and an abandoned feeling that tickled at the back of her neck. Creepy.

      She hoped it wasn’t an omen—the campground or her restless dream.

      Returning to the car, she found Lawson waiting. He leaned against the bonnet, watching the obscured sunrise in the distance.

      “Do you really think we have a chance?” Grace asked, the question unexpected, even to her.

      He looked back and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. The only way is forward. Better or worse, chances, hope, strength, luck… All those things are irrelevant when the moment that matters finally arrives.”

      She gazed at him for a while longer, considering his early morning wisdom, then opened the door. It’d definitely been the case back at the farm with two panthers against a highly armed and trained team of six.

      Lawson climbed into the car beside her, and turned over the engine, then they were bumping back down the dirt track towards the country highway.

      Whatever lay before them—death, magic, or blood—she had to be ready. It was as simple as that.
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        * * *

      

      Training that day had been full on. Lawson remembered that.

      From dawn until well after nightfall, his unit had been put through their paces again and again and again.

      He knew training for the Commando Regiments would be difficult, but reality was always different from the image he’d had in his head. Even with his enhanced abilities, each day took its toll on his body, and he was asleep the moment his head hit his flat, scratchy pillow.

      As he descended into a deep, dreamless sleep, he was jolted awake by a sudden commotion. Before he could roll out of bed, strong hands pushed him down onto the mattress and a black fabric bag was yanked over his head.

      “Hey!” he shouted, using his strength against the unknown assailants. While struggling to push them off, he felt a sharp object pierce his bicep.

      Instantly, he felt his inner panther scream at him. It wanted to take over, to force him to shift, and to hunt.

      He grasped for the bag as another stab pressed into his arm. His movements became sluggish, and his mind began to slip. A sedative…

      They’d had to hit him twice.

      Twice…

      Lawson only had a vague memory of what it felt like to rise out of sedation that first time. It was a strange, heavy, out of body experience that he was only going to get more familiar with…only he didn’t know it yet.

      He found himself lying on a cold, metallic surface in a dimly lit room, with thick metal restraints clipped tightly across his chest, wrists, and ankles. A faint scent of antiseptic hung in the air, and the sound of distant machinery echoed through the murkiness. Movement bustled around him, invisible humans working in the shadows—to what end, he didn’t know.

      His first thought was that it was a training exercise. If the unthinkable happened and Australia went into full-on war, there was a chance he’d be captured while on an operation. Even in peacekeeping scenarios, there was always a risk of being taken by insurgents.

      Commando forces were sent on the most dangerous and highly tactical scenarios. Command had to be sure their soldiers were up to the task…and that included withstanding questioning and torture.

      His second thought? They knew.

      Shit. He’d been doing too well in training. Sitting high in the rankings over and over, while others rose and fell in rollercoaster patterns. The physical exam must’ve—

      He jerked against the restraints but they were too strong, even for him. The sound alerted shadows behind him, and a man stepped into the ring of light. An unseen assistant angled the spotlight over the table, the intensity of the globes burning into his retinas.

      Squinting up at the man, Lawson tried to make out his features, but he was backlit against the lighting rig.

      “Lieutenant Miller,” the man said, leaning over him, “my name is Colonel Edward Winslow. I am your new commanding officer.” His smile widened in triumph. “We’re going to do great things together…”
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      It was mid-morning by the time they reached the outer limits of the Grampians National Park.

      Lawson bypassed the main town in the area, Halls Gap, and took the tourist road up into the thick bush that clung to the massive rock formations the area was famous for.

      The closer they came to their final destination, the more restless Grace became. Her head swam with what-ifs and nightmare scenarios, not to mention nerves at meeting another shapeshifter. But he wasn’t just any shapeshifter…Lennox was a soldier and had been experimented on, just like Lawson. He already seemed intimidating, and she hadn’t even met the guy yet. What if he didn’t like her? What if he took offence at her being like them? And then there was Winslow and his gang of overqualified thugs. What if—

      “Will we be okay?” she blurted.

      Lawson glanced at her. “Okay, how?”

      “This was where those soldiers burnt out your Ranger, right? Will they be expecting you back, or…?”

      “I don’t think so. I reckon they’ll assume they’ve spooked us and we won’t go back. It’s a bad move, tactically speaking.”

      “But wouldn’t they search the area to figure out what you were doing here?”

      “Possibly, but sending out a team would draw too much attention. It’s peak tourist season.”

      “But—”

      “Grace,” he said, laying a hand over hers. “If they’re out there, Lennox would’ve already picked up on them. And so will we.”

      She tensed at his unexpected touch and slid her hand out from underneath his. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be extra, I’m just…”

      “No, I’m sorry.” He grasped the steering wheel as the car rounded a bend in the narrow road. “You’re new. You’re still learning things about your abilities. I get it, but I guess I keep forgetting. I’ve been this way for so long that it all comes naturally.”

      Grace looked out the window, trying to hide her reddening cheeks. The bush sped past, blurring just beyond the edges of the asphalt. The green of the gum trees had been washed out to a dull olive by the dry summer heat, and the shine from the brilliant blue sky bearing down on the rocky landscape overpowered everything. She reached for the water bottle sitting in the alcove in the door and sipped, already feeling dehydrated.

      “So, he was looking for… What’s his name?” she asked.

      “Carmody.”

      “Carmody…” Her fingers busied themselves opening and closing the twist cap on the bottle. “But you found traces of something else?”

      “Yeah,” Lawson murmured. “We thought it might be the panther who…” He sighed. “We thought Carmody was there for the same reason, but we didn’t get far before everything came unstuck. Lennox stayed behind to keep searching.”

      She grimaced and set the bottle back into the door. There didn’t seem to be any sense behind Lawson’s attack. He was just a random guy, camping in the bush, trying to find some solace before making the biggest decision of his life. Why would a random shapeshifter come out of nowhere and bite him? Not just to cause him harm, but with the intent of turning him. Who did something like that and just left him to endure it on his own?

      “Hey…” She lifted her head. “Do you think it’s a person, like us?”

      “Who? The panther who bit me?”

      She nodded, her gaze still fixed on the road ahead. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Very little of the last ten years has made sense.” The car began to slow. “The turn off is just ahead.”

      Grace leaned forwards a little, watching for the turn. A small access road appeared, signposted as Kalymna Falls Campground, and Lawson turned the car off the highway and onto the rough gravel.

      They bounced up the road a little way, then emerged into an open space that served as a carpark.

      Her expression fell as she saw a blackened patch on the ground—what remained of the burned-out Ranger after the carcass had been towed—and her gaze raked over the surrounding area. They were alone.

      “Where were we supposed to meet him again?” she asked as Lawson backed the rental car into a spot sheltered by a thick clump of overgrown plants.

      “At the campground.”

      Grace made a face. “Isn’t this it?”

      “This is just the carpark. It’s a bit of a hike yet.”

      Her heart sank. The last time she’d hiked somewhere, it’d almost destroyed her. The day after, her entire body had seized up, making everything from standing and walking a total nightmare. Even sitting on the toilet had required significant manoeuvres she didn’t want to repeat…ever. City living had done a serious number on her fitness, even though she’d taken public transport everywhere.

      “Don’t look like that,” Lawson said with a chuckle. “You’re one of us now.”

      “So, I’m not going to regret this hike in the morning?”

      “It’s highly unlikely.”

      Her tune changed and she nodded in appreciation. “Huh. You don’t say…”

      They got out of the car and grabbed their backpacks from the boot, only taking the most important things—water, food, blankets, and a change of clothes, including extra socks and undies. It didn’t seem like enough, but Grace trusted that Lawson knew what he was doing. Allegedly, he was trained in this kind of stuff. Either way, it looked like they’d be literally camping under the stars.

      That, Grace could do. Her super-duper eyesight had given her a new appreciation for the night sky. She loved it.

      As they made their way to the trailhead, she tried not to look at the smear of melted plastic and metal on the ground—a reminder she didn’t want or need. The monumental task before them was easier to swallow if she just focused on the task at hand.

      Find Lennox. That’s all they had to do.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      Lawson walked behind Grace as they made their way up into the rocky bushland towards the falls.

      The trail was devoid of human scent. No one, not even Winslow’s soldiers, had come this way since Lennox had been here, and there hadn’t been any rain since. It was a good sign.

      He showed Grace how to read the scents on the trail as they climbed, teaching her the difference between human and animal, recent and old, wallaby and kangaroo, bird and prey. It’d take her a while to get it on her own, but they’d made excellent progress by the time they reached the campground.

      It looked the same as it had a few days ago, but the faint scent of human campers had faded. The half-dozen campsites still lay empty and overgrown, littered with fallen leaves and bark, and the wooden hut that housed the long-drop toilets stood a sad and sorry vigil over the other neglected amenities.

      “Well, the park rangers take real good care of this place,” Grace said, wiping the sweat from her brow. “Dad would have a fit if he saw this.”

      “It’s pretty remote for these parts,” Lawson told her. “How do you feel? Tired?”

      “You were right, actually,” she said. “I’m tired, but not exhausted. I could go back down again and still have enough energy to come back.”

      “That’s great,” he said, studying the dilapidated tent sites. “But don’t go overdoing it. We don’t have infinite energy.”

      “So, where’s Lennox?”

      Lawson inhaled, catching the shifter’s scent deeper within the campsite. He’d been sleeping there at some point, his backpack likely hidden within the boundary of the clearing.

      Grace made a face. “You can smell him?”

      “Yeah. He’s been here within the last day.”

      “Is that what that weird smell is? It reminds me of cheap cologne.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” Lawson chuckled. “He must be out searching for Carmody.” Or the ‘presence’, as he’d started referring to the unknown panther as. “Will you be all right here if I go and look for him? I don’t think he would’ve ranged far.”

      Grace glanced around and shivered. “It’s a little creepy, but I’ll be okay.”

      He nodded. It did feel a little weird, and he wondered if she was picking up on the strange presence he’d felt the last time he was here, or if it was just the psychological influence of the overgrown campsites.

      “I don’t think anyone will come up here,” he said, dropping his backpack. “They’ll stay down at the falls in this weather. Keep out of sight, all the same.”

      “Okay, I’ll sit in the bushes.” She snorted and grabbed his bag.

      “You don’t have to sit in the—”

      “No, I think I might sit in the bushes.” She turned as he took off his T-shirt. “Something feels weird, and it’s not the abandoned feeling. The absence of people in a place you’d expect people always gives me the creeps, but…” She sighed. “I dunno.”

      “You’re probably picking up on the same sensation we did when we first came up here.” He noticed her tensing as he folded up his trousers and sat his shoes on top of the neat pile of clothes. “Don’t worry about it, though. It’s been keeping its distance.”

      “That’s reassuring,” she drawled. “I’m still going to sit in the bushes.”

      Lawson chuckled. “Okay, if it makes you feel better. I’m shifting now. Be back in a few hours.”

      “Hours?”

      “Before the sun sets.”

      She hesitated, then said, “Go before I change my mind and run back down the hill.”

      Lawson shifted, his muscles flexing and limbs contorting as he made the transition from human to panther. The process was fluid, and he was done in less than ten seconds.

      He rubbed his flank against Grace’s leg as he passed, letting her know she’d be all right, before leaping off into the bush in search of Lennox.

      He prowled through the undergrowth, inhaling the warm, dry scent of eucalyptus and earth as he searched for a hint as to where the other panther had ventured. His muscles rippled as he scrambled over the rugged terrain, keeping his paws on rock as much as he could. Moving silently was his biggest advantage, and in the summer months, when the ground was covered with crunchy leaf litter, it was more difficult to move. It also made finding Lennox’s trail nearly impossible, but he understood how the shifter worked and knew what he needed to look for.

      The patchy canopy rustled overhead as a breeze threaded its way across the mountainside. Lawson lifted his head and caught the wind. Thankfully, it carried his friend’s lingering ‘bad cologne’ scent.

      He followed the trail, his predatory scenes guiding him upwards towards the summit of the ‘mountain’. Compared to the rugged ranges spread across the world, the Grampians were tiny, and certainly not as wild as the Snowy Mountains that Targangil sat amongst, but they were far more treacherous off trail—a testament to the area’s violent, volcanic past.

      Then, as if Lennox had realised he’d returned, Lawson glimpsed the panther ahead and it came to meet him. They touched noses in an awkward big cat version of a fist-bump. It was moments like these that Lawson wished he could communicate with other shifters as a panther.

      He flicked his tail and turned, his body transforming back into his human shape.

      “You know,” Lennox declared, “it’s fine being all nudist when you’re on your own, feelin’ the wind on your bare arse, but bro…” He made a face. “We have to stop meeting like this.”

      “I’ve seen more of you than I ever wanted to, believe me,” Lawson drawled.

      Lennox shoved his shoulder. “So? What happened?”

      “It didn’t end as badly as it could’ve, but it’s a long story.”

      “Your girl?”

      “Grace isn’t ‘my girl’, but she’s…” He paused. “She’s at the campsite waiting for us.”

      Lennox raised his eyebrows. “She turned, didn’t she?”

      He nodded. “They’d already grabbed her before I could get back. She shifted in the back of the truck and…killed all the soldiers.”

      “Bloody hell. So Madden…”

      “It was an accident.”

      “But she’s okay?”

      “They tried to murder her family to flush me out. Set a grassfire at her parent’s property, but we were able to hunt them down. We made sure they were all safe before we left.”

      “She hunted the military? Within days of turning?” Lennox ran a hand over his face. “That’s a lot to deal with for a civilian.”

      “Grace is… Well, she’s strong. You’ll see.” He nodded towards the rise. “What about Carmody? Did you find any trace of him?”

      Lennox sucked in a deep breath, nodded, but didn’t elaborate.

      “And?”

      “Best I show you.” He twirled his finger. “Best done in furry-mode. We’ve got time to get there and back before your girl gets spooked by the dark.”

      “Grace isn’t—”

      “Yeah, yeah, not your girl. Panther up. We’ve got a bit of a hike.”

      It took them an hour to reach their mysterious
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