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          Introduction

        

        Dragon Point isn’t a place, but rather a society, a secret one. And humans aren’t invited.

      

    

    
      I’m a monster.

      That’s what Brandon thinks when he flees the medical institute that changed him. Living a normal life isn’t in the cards for him because, while he can hide his scaly skin, his wings are hard to miss.

      So he runs and lives in the shadows where monsters belong.

      What he didn’t expect to find were others just like him, and they call themselves dragons.

      Or so Aimi with the violet eyes tells him when she pins him to the ground.

      Seriously, though, dragons?

      He doesn’t want to believe, but the evidence is mounting. Not helping his resolve is the fact that the woman with the silver hair doesn’t fear the monster and wants to claim him.

      However, before he can think of his own happiness, he has to rescue his little sister. Uncle Theo kidnapped her, and Brandon will do anything to get her back, even if he must embrace the monster within to become the dragon.
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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck did you do to me?” I’m a monster. There was no other word for what he’d become. The mirror didn’t lie.

      “You are a soldier for the future. A shining example of what anyone can become.” The man who’d done this to him didn’t even have the courtesy to look ashamed. He justified his vile act.

      Because he wants us to kill him.

      “Why would anyone choose to become thisss?” The words emerged with a sibilant hiss, his tongue having split to become more serpent’s than man’s. He lifted his fingers and noted their change, the claws at the tips, the coarse and scaly skin. No part of him remained untouched. He didn’t dare take a peek inside his pants.

      Here lizard, lizard. He ignored the other voice.

      “Who wouldn’t choose to be stronger and faster? You should thank me for the improvement. Especially since it didn’t cost you a thing.” His uncle held the same cold stare he always did, but his lips curved, hinting at a smirk. A smirk Brandon wanted to smash.

      To think he’d been excited when his rich relative came for a visit months ago. “Want to come work for me?” How he wished instead he’d done as his mother recommended when she spotted Uncle Theo stepping out of his luxury car. “Get the shotgun and shoot that varmint.” But Brandon chose to follow the financial lure promised by his uncle’s swanky clothes and expensive wheels.

      “You are deluded if you think I’ll thank you for making me a frrr-eak.” Brandon found it hard to control the lisp. He no longer truly had lips, and his tongue wasn’t the one he’d been born with—the one he used to kiss the girls so they’d drop their panties for kisses elsewhere.

      They might not want a kiss now. He kept his lips clamped, lest he hiss. Not for the first time, he wished things had never changed.

      I wish I hadn’t changed.

      Nothing about him was how it used to be, except for his eyes. Those bright brown orbs appeared so out of place within his monstrous new visage. He couldn’t stop staring at the face in the mirror. The scaly skin, the thick ridges across his cheeks, the alien nature of his features. Shocking. I no longer look human. Then again, he had never been quite human, not even at birth.

      “Congrats, it’s an alligator,” the midwife, also known as his Aunt Darlene, had announced after she’d helped birth his, according to his mother, “Fat head”—spoken with the utmost affection and also quite true. All the Mercer boys had big noggins. A good thing, too, since they got smacked around a lot—by each other, the joys of a large family. As for Ma, why give them a smack when she only had to point that evil eye in their direction for them to behave, and by behave he should note that bar was perhaps a little lower than the usual, the one other, more civilized folk adhered to.

      Brandon was a gator shifter, descended from a long line of swamp gators. Most of them miscreants. More than a few in jail or just out of. And Brandon had fit right in. At least, he used to. Now with his mutant shape, he didn’t know who he was anymore. What am I?

      Better. The cold thought wasn’t his own, so he ignored it.

      “Change me back,” Brandon demanded. He couldn’t live like this.

      “No.” A flat, one-syllable reply that ignited his anger.

      He whirled around to confront his uncle, the smarmy bastard in his custom-fitted suit and his coiffed hair. Fucking pansy. He even wore some girly fucking scent, but it didn’t camouflage the smell of asshole.

      A mottled green fist shot out as he grabbed Uncle Theo by the lapels and lifted him. He brought his face close and growled, “Fix me.” Brandon punctuated the demand with a shake—which he considered pretty restrained, given his first impulse was to rip the bastard to shreds.

      Do it. Eat the flesh of our enemy. Crunch.

      No. He wasn’t that kind of monster.

      Yet.

      Not an ounce of fear entered Theo’s gaze. His expression remained flat. “Have you forgotten the terms of our bargain?”

      Of course, he hadn’t. It had all started a week after his sister had gone missing, and it turned out Theo had her. Brandon remembered the conversation.

      “You let us run a few experiments, and your little sister goes free.”

      “Will these tests hurt?”

      “Would I hurt family?”

      Brandon should have known better than to trust the wide smile with the white, capped teeth.

      Turned out, Uncle Theo would and could hurt family. In his quest for power, he didn’t mind using his nieces and nephews to further his agenda, which, on the surface, was to improve the plight of shifters and make breakthroughs in the field of experimental treatments. In truth, Theo wanted to make hybrid shifters, soldier shifters that he could sell to the highest bidders. But his madness didn’t stop there. He even had plans to change humans, who could pay the price, too.

      “I remember our bargain, but I didn’t agree to this.” Brandon swept a hand across his body, more lizard on two legs than man. The wings at his back fluttered with his agitation.

      Wings. Fucking wings. Birds flew, not six-foot-plus men—unless someone tossed them across a room in a barroom brawl.

      “Stop your whining. It’s too late to go back now. The changes cannot be reversed. Your DNA has been spliced, fused into something new. This is who you are now. Get used to it.”

      Rage filled Brandon and needed an outlet. He shook his uncle. “I will not get used to it. You made me into a monster.”

      “And I’ll make your sister one, too, if you don’t release me,” shouted his uncle, finally losing his cool.

      Hurt Sue-Ellen? The threat froze Brandon. He dropped his uncle, even if inside he seethed, a dark wrath that demanded justice.

      Needssss blood. The cold presence of his beast spoke to him very clearly, stronger now in this form. Not necessarily a good thing, given his animal side saw things in more basic—AKA, violent—terms. His gator wasn’t one to cater to affection.

      “Don’t you dare hurt my sister.”

      Theo smoothed the lapel of his jacket. “Behave, and she never has to see the inside of a lab. I’ve got other plans for her.”

      “If you dare lay a hand or anything else on her…”

      “Why would I do that? She’s family. And I still need her.” His uncle smiled, and while he might have Mercer blood running through his veins, it was Lupine, not gator. His uncle was a wolf, the big bad wolf. “There’s a reason I’m considered the smart one in the family. I don’t compromise my assets, but I also won’t tolerate disobedience. You will obey me.”

      “Suck my dick.” At least Brandon hoped he still had one. He’d yet to take a peek.

      “We have other plans for your sperm, dear nephew. Another stage of our plans will involve impregnating women with your modified spermatozoids. We want to see if your new genes transfer to your progeny.”

      “You’re sick.”

      “I am a man who is looking forward to the future. A future we shall own. It is time our kind stopped hiding in the shadows. It is time we took our spots at the heads of governments. Lycans and other shapeshifters are the predators of this world. We were meant to rule.” Theo’s very words were treason against all shifters.

      “You’re a madman.”

      “I prefer the term, visionary. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I do have other business to attend to.”

      “What about me? What happens now?” Going home was out of the question. His family would lose their shit if they saw him.

      “What happens is you will stay under observation. While the genetic splice appears to be a success, it remains to be seen whether your mind can handle it. ”

      “What do you mean, whether my mind can handle it?”

      “We’ve had issues with other subjects. Minor setbacks. The humans we’ve modified all seem to turn into mindless animals. They’re weak and can’t handle the beast.”

      “What about the shifters? What happens to them?”

      “That depends on you, and your beast. But just in case you lose that battle, we have to take precautions.”

      His uncle turned to a table and opened the box sitting on it. Brandon didn’t react at all when his uncle pivoted to face him holding a hinged ring of metal.

      Thisss isn’t good, his cold side advised. Should bite him.

      He would most certainly not bite—unless backed into a corner. A corner that was pretty fucking close, given that his uncle held up the ring and said, “Put it on.”

      “No.” Like hell would he collar himself. A collar would make a slave of him. It would take away all of his control. It wasn’t just Braveheart who’d screamed freedom. Every man’s and beast’s instinct was to never let anyone fetter them.

      “You will put this on, or I will have my people put it on you. Your choice.”

      “Go ahead and try. I’ll die first.”

      “Die? Oh no, not after the trouble I’ve gone through to remake you. But at the same time, while I won’t let you expire, I see no reason to tell my staff to be gentle. The doctors are curious to see if your healing ability has increased at all.”

      “Don’t you have any conscience at all about doing this? Were you not hugged as a child? Were you that freakazoid kid who pulled the legs off spiders?”

      “Actually, it was frog legs, and they were quite delicious, especially when Grand-Mère battered and deep fried them. And to answer your question, my conscience is clear. I act for the greater good of my kind.”

      “This isn’t good for us.”

      “It is for me, as it means power and money.”

      The man was a raving lunatic. Brandon couldn’t let him go through with his plan. He would put all of them in jeopardy. “I won’t let you do this!” Brandon dove at Theo and managed to clasp the metal ring. He fully intended to rip it from his uncle’s grip and snap it around Theo’s neck.

      It took only one name to drop him to his knees. “Sue-Ellen.”

      It sucked the fight from him. His fingers went limp, and his arms fell back to his sides as he bowed his head in submission.

      No. Sacrifice the youngling. Do not do thisss. Bite him. Fight.

      The list of violent suggestions continued, but he wouldn’t give in to the seeping coldness within. I am not a monster.

      His knees hit the floor.

      No. The rage in his head hissed and thrashed, but while he might appear a beast on the outside, Brandon was still a man. A man who would do anything for his little sister.

      It proved hard not to flinch when the metal curved around his neck, a harsh reminder of what he was now.

      Nothing. I am no one.

      And over the next weeks, he quickly learned to obey commands, even the heinous ones, the electrical shocks they poured through his body a harsh punishment. Disobeying wasn’t an option.

      So he did things.

      Horrible things.

      He hated himself, but he hated his uncle even more, which was why, when the day of reckoning finally arrived, and Brandon broke the chains of bondage that held him, he set off after Theo, and his sister.

      The dark within demanded vengeance—and dinner. Crunch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      “Hairy, three-balled, humping son of a Sasquatch, what the fuck is that idiot doing?” her twin sister, Adrianne, yelled.

      Given this happened quite often—the yelling, not the Bigfoots with a third testis—Aimi didn’t pay much attention. Her hot-headed other half spent much of her time yelling at something. Or someone. What you needed to fear was the silence.

      “The gods-damned apocalypse is here. Quick, Aimi, grab the keys for the Suburban. We need to go into town and hit the bulk store to stock up. Shit is going to get ugly. Really fucking ugly.”

      “It will get even uglier if you keep cussing like that. Or have you so soon forgotten what Aunt Yolanda did last time she heard you acting unladylike.”

      Soap wasn’t considered strong enough for a filthy mouth. They got to gargle castor oil.

      Shudder.

      “I bet even Aunt Yolanda drops an f-bomb when she hears about the moron who just told the whole world shifters are real.”

      “Are you watching the Bigfoot-hunting dudes again?”

      “No. This is on CNN.”

      “What?” The mention of the news channel caught Aimi’s attention. She moved toward her sister and found her gaze riveted to the television screen. While the image proved grainy, she could see some kind of jouncing camera recording a crazy scene. Animals fighting each other; gators and bears and wolves and even some humans with guns. A chaotic mess that even had a moose charging through. The ticker bar and voice-over were even more strange.

      “This is some of the video footage we received anonymously just moments before reporters arrived at the private medical compound situated only a few miles from the Everglades. The Bittech Institute is supposedly a medical research facility, but preliminary reports are stating it was more than that. It was run by…shapeshifters?” The on-screen anchor couldn’t help a disbelieving lilt. “Seriously?” The news anchor shook her blonde, helmet-stiff-gelled head, but a true pro, she went on. “According to Theodore Parker, the CEO of Bittech, shapeshifters have been walking among us for thousands of years, mostly undetected.”

      “Because humans are twat-waffles who never look further than their own shortcomings.” Her sister threw a handful of popcorn at the screen, leaving a grease mark on the glass and adding another pile of crumbs to the floor. They’d tried having pets as children to eat the foodstuffs they dropped. However, all of them had run away. Strange how that happened.

      “Why must you be such a slob?”

      “Don’t be such a clean freak. I’m doing my part to stimulate the economy by providing employment for housecleaners. It’s people like you, who clean up after themselves, that put people out of work. Good job hating your fellow citizens.”

      “Is this where I’m supposed to thank you for being a slob?”

      “Just thinking of the little people,” said quite seriously by her sister, the mentality of a spoiled princess in a punk-rocker body. The chain looping from her nose to her ear was a nice touch.

      But the piercings and rainbow pixie hair didn’t change one fact. “You are the epitome of a rich bitch, you know that, right?”

      Her sister grinned, her perfect smile gleaming. “Why, thank you. I try my best. I did, after all, learn from the master.” Also known as Zahra, their mother. “Enough of my greatness. We have something only slightly more important to discuss. The end of the world.”

      “Why the end? Did someone launch a bomb? Did they find a meteor? Is the core of the Earth overheating and about to blow us up?” Aimi might have a slight addiction to apocalypse-type movies.

      “None of the above. I’m talking about the fact that shifters are about to go to war with mankind.”

      “We don’t know that will happen.”

      Her sister aimed the remote and rewound the news footage and replayed the animals running wild and, in at least one case, attacking a human.

      Okay, so there was a possibility that the humans might get a little trigger-happy. Oh, who was she kidding. Humans would freak and go on a werewolf hunt.

      I should make a quick call to my broker and buy some silver stocks. She should also invest in garlic. For some reason, when people got superstitious, they fell back to the basics.

      “You’re thinking of making money, aren’t you?” her sister accused.

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Of course.” Her sister rolled her eyes. “I took care of your stuff, too. I predict the price of silver is going to shoot through the roof.”

      Nothing like increasing her net worth to make her feel warm and fuzzy inside.

      “So, do you want to come with me on a run to the store for necessities?”

      “You do realize Mother and our aunts probably already have storerooms of supplies just in case the apocalypse does come.”

      “Hoarding bitches,” coughed her sister.

      “Says the girl who sneaks all the boxes of Twinkies out of the kitchen as soon as the groceries are delivered each week.”

      “I do what I must to save you. Your ass can thank me later when it doesn’t fall out of your bikini bottom. Now, come on, let’s go paint the town.”

      Why not? Aimi could use a break from being in the house and listening to her mother’s constant harping: “When are you going to find a mate? Would you stop harassing your cousins? Getting arrested for drunk and disorderly isn’t how we stay low-key.”

      As if it were Aimi’s and her cousins’ fault the cop who pulled them over didn’t have a sense of humor.

      “I’ll go, but I’m driving,” she announced.

      “You drove last time,” Adi said with a pout.

      “Because I’m the one who still has a license. Or have you forgotten that pesky thing called the law?”

      “Those human things shouldn’t apply to us.”

      “And yet, they do, and you know what Mother said she’d do if you got arrested again.” Force her sister to dye her hair back to her normal color, lose the nose piercing, and start wearing proper dresses with pantyhose and fat-heeled pumps.

      The shudder in her sister proved most pronounced. “Mother is evil.”

      “She is, which is why I’m driving.”

      “Fine.” Her sister bounded off the couch. “I call shotgun.”

      “Who else is coming?”

      Adi shrugged. “I don’t know, but chances are, Deka and Babette will want to come, too.”

      They hadn’t even managed two steps when the dreaded voice stopped them. “And where do you think you’re going?” Mother asked as she swept into the family room of their mansion. Although “family room” seemed a misnomer. It implied an intimate place for a few to gather.

      In Aimi’s world, a family room was more like a grand ballroom with a huge open space, three-stories tall, ringed in balconies, and, hanging in a few places, swings, suspended by chains and wrapped in silk flowers. No nets below, she might add. Nets were for the clumsy who shouldn’t procreate, according to her Aunt Yolanda.

      On the main floor sat a myriad of game tables—billiards, foosball, air hockey, arcades, and more—along with several couches and a few televisions, all of them hooked to the most recent game systems.

      This was where the kids hung out, and according to their mother and aunts, even at the ripe age of twenty-seven, Aimi and Adrianne were still kids.

      Single ones, who had yet to move out because, in her world, only married girls got to move out to start their family line.

      The whole bra-burning thing had kind of passed them by on account the women already ruled in the family—for some reason, they tended to birth way more girls than boys. Because of this, they abided by some self-imposed, quirky rules. The big one being: have babies, but not just any babies, family-approved ones.

      “We were just going to go out and maybe hit a restaurant for dinner and then a movie.” Adi never had learned to lie very well.

      Their mother’s gaze narrowed, the violet of her eyes dark, the regard suspicious. “This sudden desire to hang with humans wouldn’t have anything to do with the news coming out of Florida, would it?”

      “News? What news?” Adi stated, even as the report on the television at her back flipped to yet more footage of animals running wild.

      “Your ability to play stupid is astounding.”

      “Not really, I’m pretty good at acting oblivious and ignoring things, too.”

      The jests did not lighten their mother’s expression at all.

      “I take it you heard what’s happening?” Aimi asked, trying to divert attention from her twin.

      “Of course, I heard. You know how closely Vanna and Valda monitor the news stations and the internet for out-of-the-ordinary tidbits. We’ve been expecting this for a while now. However, it did happen a tad sooner than predicted. Something must have forced the SHC”—short for the Shifter High Council—“to move up their timeline.”

      The reply took Aimi by surprise. “You knew the Cryptozoids would do this?” Cryptozoids being a fancy name for creatures that weren’t human and believed to not exist.

      “There is little we don’t know. But we did have advance warning from the SHC. Mainly from that mongrel, Parker. A few years back, Parker met with several of the Sept heads”—the Septs being the dragon version of a pack, divided by color and varying in power depending on their strength and size—“and made some valid points about revealing the existence of shifters and other species. He argued the world had changed too much for the Cryptozoids to remain hidden. It was just a matter of time before the shifter secret came out. Even we are not safe, despite the measures we’ve taken to keep our existence secret.” Those that discovered what they were didn’t live long, and yet the trail of deaths couldn’t be traced back to them because no one ever found the bodies.

      Only amateurs leave evidence behind.

      “You’re being rather blasé about the situation. Aren’t you worried at all?” Aimi asked.

      “Worried about what? The shifters may do as they please.”

      “So does this mean we’re coming out of the castle, too?” Adi asked.

      “Not exactly. After Parker had revealed his plans to us, we engaged in many discussions with the other Sept leaders. It was decided that should the revelation come to pass, we would let the lower-born weather the initial shock.”

      “By ‘weather,’ you mean let the humans go crazy and hunt the shifters. Are you planning to hand them pitchforks, too, and point them in the right direction?” Adi, the voice of pessimism and anarchy.

      “We can’t be sure that will happen. We live in an age where differences are now protected by laws.” And yet, even Aimi didn’t entirely believe there would be peace. She had watched her fair share of paranormal shows and movies. It seemed, without fail, the inhuman had to die.

      Then again, humans made the movies. What if the Cryptos did? History was shaped by the winners. Imagine a world where they didn’t have to hide, and those that crossed them succumbed to the old ways, the recipes to eradicate them contained in a grimoire kept locked away.

      “You are naïve if you think this will go over well. The humans fear what they don’t understand.” Her mother shook her head. “Mark my words, we will see blood running in the streets. Mayhem and lawlessness will flourish. Many will die.”

      “And you’re just going to sit back and allow it?”

      “What else would you have us do?”

      Aimi lifted her hands and shrugged. “Something. Anything.”

      “For centuries, kings and queens have let their pawns fight the battles.”

      “You’re talking about letting humans and shifters go to war.”

      “The humans are already at war with each other. It’s all over the news. Every day, a new shooting and bombing. The governments will welcome a chance for reprieve, and what better way to draw nations together than to fight a common enemy?”

      Sometimes, her mother’s cold, calculated nature stunned. Aimi wasn’t averse to doing what had to be done, but even she drew the line somewhere. “If it comes to war, millions will die.”

      “And if that happens, then the earth might have a chance to recover from humanity’s excesses.”

      “Did you seriously just solve pollution by countenancing the eradication of a good portion of the population?”

      “The simple elegance of it is stunning, don’t you think? Once the chaos has died down, and both sides are tired of the fighting, we shall step into leadership roles. If you ask me, this is great news for our kind.”

      “Add in an evil laugh, and you’ll sound like a dictator.” Aimi couldn’t help but shake her head at her mother’s bloodthirsty ambition.

      “Dictators get the job done. Have you not studied our history at all? Have some pride in your roots.”

      “Is that why you’re here? To remind us that we’re snotty princesses in hiding?”

      “Actually, I need you and your sister bathed and changed into something nice. Eugenia and her son are coming for a visit.”

      “Would that be the son who always smells like garlic?” He also sported greasy hair, lacked a few inches in height, and might have been inbred, given that his intelligence was lower than most household pets.

      “He is a lovely young man. A single young man.”

      “Since when? Wasn’t he married to what’s-her-face?” Adi snapped her fingers. “That girl we met at that wedding years ago. Lulu something or other.”

      “An unfortunate incident took his bride’s life, so he is on the market again. And lucky you, Eugenia wants one of my girls to have first chance at claiming him.”

      “No thanks.” Aimi wrinkled her nose.

      “I’d rather mate with a human,” Adi added.

      Their mother’s lips flattened. “One of you will claim him. There is nothing wrong with Harold that mouthwash won’t fix.”

      “He’s gross.”

      “And stupid.”

      “That’s quite enough out of both of you. In case you hadn’t noticed, you are running out of options. One more year, and you will be considered spinsters by our laws, and you know what that means.”

      It meant being subject to stupid Sept rules all in the name of preserving their race. She’d rather preserve her dignity, but that wasn’t an option. But she could at least say no to Harold.

      “I am not claiming Eugenia’s son. If you want us to get mated, then bring us a decent option, and we’ll reconsider.”

      “You know the options are limited.” Limited because only sons born of certain lineages carrying a certain trait could be considered mates for the prestigious Silvergrace family. Barf. Aimi and Adi lacked the reverence for bloodlines that their mother and the rest of the family had.

      “I don’t see what the big deal is.” Adi shrugged. “If we don’t get married, then oh well. We’ll do a turn with the milkshake and do our best to keep the battery industry hopping.”

      “How did I raise such ungrateful brats?” Their mother crossed her arms. “You do realize, if you don’t marry, you will have to live with me forever.” The fate of unmarried daughters in their family. Her mother smiled. “Did I mention my mother and her mother were incontinent by the age of seventy?”

      Aimi’s eyes widened. “No way. I am not wiping your ass, not when we can afford a nursemaid.”

      “Only if I let you hire one because, so long as I am the matriarch of this family, you won’t have any money of your own other than what you earn or I give you.”

      “You are pure evil.”

      Her mother preened. “Thank you. Now, change into something pretty or don’t. But I warn you, one of you will be claiming that young man.”

      Like hell. They didn’t that day or the next when their mother tried to ambush them. Adi and Aimi played a game of ‘dodge the marriage-bent mother’ until garlicky Harold was safely claimed by some other poor girl looking to escape her overbearing matriarch.

      But while the dodging game still proved as fun as it had when they’d started playing it at twenty-one, it did highlight one important fact. This was Aimi’s last year to be considered a suitable bride. If she wanted a life outside this house and away from her family, then she needed to claim a man.

      But not just any man.

      A beast thought extinct. And, guess what, the world was outing them on a daily basis. Now, she just had to find the right one before her next birthday.
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      Where to next?

      City to city, he drifted, looking for clues as to where Parker kept Sue-Ellen stashed. It wasn’t as if Uncle Theo hid. The man kept making appearances on news stations and gave speeches to Congress, but that didn’t tell Brandon where his uncle lived.

      Living as a transient meant it wasn’t easy to come by information or even find a place he could stay for more than a few moments before being chased onward. The homeless under bridges wouldn’t accept a monster in their midst. The sewers already had residents. The world where humans walked wasn’t safe for him.

      No one trusted the man with the monster face, which was why he stuck to rooftops, an observer to the madness now happening in the world. A madness punctuated by violence.

      People, or more accurately humans, moved about in groups. Guns—now mostly stocked with silver bullets—hung on most hips. No one went around unarmed, not anymore. In this new world, everyone watched with suspicious eyes and twitchy trigger fingers.

      Religion had made a resurgence, and the Bible thumpers screamed that the time had come. Thing was, the religions couldn’t seem to agree on what that meant.

      Months had passed since the initial reporting, months of people coming forward to say, “I have a furry side.” Months of trying to understand what it all meant. Months of folks getting killed, lines being drawn, and blood being shed.

      At the thought of blood, his stomach gurgled, hungry again, always hungry.

      Ssshould go down there and have lunch. Crunch some bones.

      The voice in his head, once so distinct, now sounded more and more like his own. The months of running had taken their toll. It was hard to spot the line separating man and beast, the fight to remain in control a constant one.

      The fact that he’d had to rely more and more on his violent side to survive didn’t help. Humans knew shifters existed, but that didn’t make them automatically accepted.

      The SHC had appointed a spokesperson to deal with the news of their existence. One guess on who was chosen for that role.

      Uncle Parker. The same bastard who’d purposely maneuvered them into revealing their secret took the stage with a great big smile. He didn’t do it alone. He brought out his trophy wife to show her off, her delicate humanity a political ploy meant to show the world that shifters could cohabit with humans. His children were of the perfect Stepford variety. Well groomed. Polite. Perfect poster children with a madman as a father.

      Theo’s immediate family wasn’t the only one who made appearances with him. At times, Sue-Ellen, the niece Theo had lovingly rescued—lying fucking bastard!—stood by his side with eyes downcast and hands clasped in front of her. She offered shy smiles to the cameras and soft words. The media loved her.

      But the media also
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