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      “What do you mean Max is coming to see me today? I don't have…."

      "First of all, stop shrieking," her youngest sister, Emily, deadpanned with a sarcastic roll of her eyes. "Second of all, I mean exactly what I said. Max. Is. Coming. To. See. You. Today. And before you tell me that you don't have time…."

      "But I don't have…."

      Hand in the air, palm out, the youngest Whittaker sister – and by far the sassiest – shook her head. "And before you tell me that you don't have time, I don't wanna hear it. I'm also pretty sure the King of the Big Cats doesn't give a hootie-doo-doo what your schedule looks like."

      "But… I mean, I just… No, it's not that I don't want to see Max. I always want to see him."

      "Who doesn't," Em pretended to swoon. Fanning herself with her hands, “He is one seriously hawt Black Panther. And that accent…." Back of her hand to her forehead, she grabbed the door frame with the other to stay upright while giving her own impression of Scarlett O'Hara. "Oh, sweet Goddess, can you imagine that deep, rumbling baritone with its South American flair whispering sweet nothings in your ear?"

      "I most certainly cannot," Bette grumped. "He is our King, Emily Anne. Not some dude for you to ogle."

      “Well, I think you’re crazy and blind. The Great Goddess made that man to be ogled.”

      “No, I am respectful.”

      "No, you are still hung up on that stupid Dragon." Standing upright and glaring, Em kept right on going. "For the love of all things holy. Get a move on. It's been sixteen freaking years, Bette. When are you gonna get over Dillion Freakin' Stone? He proposed, then left – without a freakin’ word, I might add. He's an asshole. A loser. A stupid waste of scales and wings. You deserve better. You need to…."

      “Get ready for my next client.”

      "No," her sister stomped her foot and slammed her fists onto her hips. "You need to listen to me." Closing the distance between them, Emily put her hand on Bette's shoulder as her expression went from stormy to comforting faster than a Texas rainstorm in the middle of July. "Look, I know I have a big mouth and say too much of all the wrong things at the most inappropriate times - but I love ya', Sis. Actually, I adore you even when you make me crazy. So, I say this with love - you need to stop plannin’ everyone else's weddings and finally have one of your own."

      Turning her head to the side, crossing her eyes, and sticking out her tongue – the same thing she’d been doing to make Bette laugh since that horrible day all those years ago, the youngest of the Whittaker White Panthers kept it up until Bette laughed out loud. “Alright, Brat. You win. I’m laughing.”

      Head upright with a grin that lit up the whole room, Em winked. “See? Everything’s gonna be okay. You know if mom were here, she’d be tellin’ you the same thing.”

      "Yeah, and Dad would've rounded up all the boys to hunt Dillion down and string him up by his toes."

      "Damn straight," Em growled. "Goddess knows I tried, but you…."

      “Yeah, I know, I wouldn’t let you.”

      "That's right." Giving a sharp nod, Em went on, "But if he ever crawls out from under whatever rock he's been using for cover for the last sixteen years, that Dragon's ass is mine."

      “Deal. Now, will you…”

      Cut off by the sound of the office phone ringing, Bette stopped midsentence. Picking up her planner, she thanked the Great Goddess for the interruption as she turned towards the showroom. Sadly, the rhythmic tip-tap of the heels of her favorite red shoes on the blush and white tiles weren’t enough to keep her mind from wandering back through the past.

      Twenty years ago, almost to the day, she’d been preparing for the Grand Opening of Bette’s Buttons and Bows when through the door walked Jeff Davis County Sherriff Deputy, Junior Thompson. Also, the Commander of the Enforcers for the Sampson Wolf Pack, he was a couple years older, one of the few guys who’d never hit on her, and somebody Bette considered a true friend.

      As soon as the door closed, her senses was assaulted by the nauseatingly sweet, sickeningly putrid scent of burning meat. Junior was sad – absolutely devastated in all the worst ways. In the blink of an eye, her heart was swamped with a sense of almost unbearable sorrow. It was hard to breathe, to see, to stay upright. Nonetheless, Bette rushed to her friend and reached out to comfort him.

      The second her hand touched his arm, visions of broken bodies, blood-soaked clothes, and mangled metal beat at her soul. Flying at her like a movie playing at triple speed, the images were out of order, upside, and blurred. Her head spun. Her stomach rolled. And the White Panther with whom she shared her soul roared.

      But it was no use. No matter how hard Bette tried to make sense of it all – nothing fit. Like pieces from different jigsaw puzzles all shoved together, they were jagged, mismatched, and scattered to the four winds.

      Jerking her hand away, she stumbled backward. Reaching for the counter to stay upright, she shrieked, "No, don't touch me." Turning away, she barely missed the tips of Junior’s fingers as they sought to give comfort.

      Inhaling to the count of ten, she let her eyes slide shut. Exhaling just as slowly, she tried to stop the kaleidoscope of sights, sounds, and images – but it was just no use. They were everywhere. Coming too fast, forcing their intentions on her as if they had a mind of their own,

      Then she saw it. A license plate that read – Papa Panther. Her eyes shifted to the right, only to see the black leather bag she'd gotten her mom for Mother's Day the year before. Fighting to see anything but carnage, her inner sight landed on the bed of the black F-150 that had been her dad's pride and joy. Twisted and torn, it looked like a child's toy after a Texas Twister, not the massive vehicle with the roaring engine.

      Then two bodies - covered by thick, black tarps - lying beside the totaled cab of the same pickup truck came into view and the edges of her vision turned black and desolate.

      Shaking her head with such fury the room was a blur, she adamantly declared, "No." Stepping backward as Junior came forward for the second time in as many minutes, Bette threw her hand out and snarled, "No! No, Junior Thompson! Don't you dare say a word. Not one fucking word. No! No! No! No-no-no-no-no. I don't believe it. It can't be. I refuse to believe they’re…" Words cut off by her choking sob, she refused to look away.

      "Bette, stop, you're gonna…."

      But that was as far as Junior got before the back of her ankle hit a case of champagne flutes left for the opening party. Arms swinging, hands reaching for anything and everything to stay upright, Bette was falling backward, and there was nothing she could do.

      "Bette!" Junior's roar was the last thing she heard before pain shot through her head, and everything went black.

      Three hours later, Elizabeth Anne Whittaker woke up in the Emergency Room of Valentine Memorial Hospital. Surrounded by both her sisters – Jane Anne and Emily – she was finally forced to let Junior inform her of the death of both her parents.

      Sitting up, she tried not to throw up. With the room spinning and her head pounding, there was no time to do anything but comfort her sisters. Pulling them both onto the bed, she held on tight as they cried their little eyes out.

      When the sobs became little more than hiccups, she asked, "Junior, can I talk to you later? I really need to take care..."

      "No," Jane Anne sobbed anew. "I want to know what happened to momma and daddy."

      "We're not little girls anymore," Em choked out each word. "Just because you're older doesn't mean you have to do this alone." Then, pushing away from Bette, the youngest of the Whittaker sisters sat up tall, held her head high and looked right up at the Deputy. With a sharp nod, she directed, "Tell us, Junior. And don't you dare leave anything out."

      Doing as he was asked as soon as Bette gave her okay with a quick nod, he explained, "At nine-fifteen this morning, on Lone Duck Bridge, Jim and Mary Whittaker were involved in a single-car accident. From the skid marks on the road and the deep, rough tracks on the soft grass and sand on the side of the road, the investigators believe they swerved to miss hitting something."

      Clearing his throat, Bette saw the tears in Junior's eyes. She knew how much he thought of her parents - how many times they'd been there for him. It didn't matter that he was a Wolf and they were Panthers - every Shifter in Valentine was Family.

      Blowing out a long breath, he continued, "They must've lost control. The ditch was flooded from all the rain we've been havin'. It could’ve happened to anyone. It looks like the truck hydroplaned, and when your dad… I mean, Jim… Ummm… When he tried to… Well, he…"

      Choking back tears, he finally forced out, “Jim overcorrected. The front of the truck hit an embankment, and they flipped end over end.”

      Turning to go, he whispered, "Call me if you need anything. I'll be out here in the hall for as long as y'all are here."

      But Bette knew there was something Junior wasn't saying. They’d been friends long enough for her to recognize the suspicion in his eyes. He was keeping something from her, and sooner or later, she'd find out what.

      The following week was filled with getting ready for her parents' wake and keeping her sisters from completely falling apart. As the only White Panther Shifters left in existence, they belonged to the Big Cat Family but didn't have a Pride other than themselves. Thankfully, that's where Maximillian Prentice and his sister, Sophia, came in.

      With their Betas, the King and Princess of the Big Cats had taken care of everything. So, on the day the Whittaker sisters lit the funeral pyre and said goodbye to their parents one last time, all the girls had to do was take care of each other.

      And that was how it had been for almost twenty years. Well, except for those three perfect months, sixteen years ago and one particularly tall, dark, and handsome Dragon who made Bette's heart beat and her White Panther, Wynonna, roll over and purr.

      “But we’re not gonna think about that asshole today, are we?” Jane Anne grumped. Walking into the showroom, she put the white box of samples on the table before turning around and perfectly arching her right eyebrow.

      “Don’t look at me that way,” Bette snapped. “Oh, and if you stay outta my head, you won’t have to get irritated.”

      "How about you shield your thoughts, and I won't have to…." Making exaggerated air quotes, she kept going with an extra, heaping helping of sass in her voice. "…keep outta your head."

      "I was shielding…."

      "No, you weren't," Em singsonged as she came back into the showroom. Setting down a hot pot of tea and fresh baked cookies, she sighed, "You were broadcasting like WSFT. Them DJs are gonna be callin' and yellin' at you for messin' up their drive time show. Hell, I'm pretty much thinkin' Bonnie and Maggie Mae Sampson down at Sam's Diner could tell you were thinkin' about that blasted Dragon for the millionth time."

      Suddenly worried that her sisters had also
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