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Blurb

Kalya has loved Rasik since they were children, and that love has followed them into adulthood. The only problem is he’s a caracal shifter, while she’s an omnimorph—a shifter capable of morphing into any animal on the planet of A’ata. Coveted and resented for centuries, her people stick to themselves and keep their abilities a secret. But when Kalya’s young cousin and Rasik’s brother run away together, she and Rasik are thrown together as they chase after them. Across the wilds of A’ata, they confront hostile shifter tribes, perilous terrain, and a passion that could reveal all their secrets. Can shifters from two different tribes become mates? Or will nature and their families keep them apart?
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“Kalya, my catling.” Rasik’s voice in her ear was so husky the endearment sounded like a purr.

Kalya clenched her fists and silently cursed him.

He stood behind her on the veranda, his body heat buffeting her back with the same scorching intensity as the sun beating down on the savannah beyond the woods. Whereas the sun’s heat made her muscles relax, Rasik’s warmth caused her skin to prickle with awareness.

Thanks to her shifter senses, it wasn’t easy to sneak up on her, especially in her home. The fact that he’d managed to do so—yet again—was impressive, though she wouldn’t let the arrogant man know she thought so.

In the years she’d known Rasik, her relationship with him had developed from friendship to harmless flirtation. Their banter had remained light even after her father had grown to trust him and his people enough to allow them access to her family’s territory. It wasn’t until her slipup a few months ago that Rasik’s attentions had grown far more serious.

“I am neither a cat, nor am I yours,” she snarled.

She heard him inhale, taking in her scent above her pulse point. “I intend to make you mine. Why do you resist me?”

Kalya closed her eyes and sighed. In frustration—yes, that was it. Any other emotion was unacceptable. He had to be the most stubborn, infuriating male on three continents. On the entire planet of A’ata!

“That’s not going to happen, Rasik. I’ve told you this many times. We are not the same type of shifter. Stick to your own kind.”

Everyone in Tribe Gahiji, from Rasik’s older brother and ruler, Taj, down to the lowliest member, shifted into the same animal. They took the form of the speedy caracal—those pointy-eared felines that hunted the woods and grasslands. She was something different.

Rasik didn’t say anything, but his continued nearness proved he didn’t believe her.

She released an irritated hiss as she turned to face him and realized she should have stayed silent. Caracals hissed when annoyed, too. Rasik no doubt regarded that particular sound as proof she really was a cat.

Kalya also should have kept her back to him, because now she had an eyeful of the gorgeous, irksome male. He was only a bit taller than she was—enough that she had to angle her face up as if she were waiting to be kissed. His gaze dipped to her lips before he returned a devastating grin. He had sharp canines even in human form, and his straight teeth looked dazzling against his golden skin.

There was great variation in coloring among shifters, though some part of their human form usually mimicked their animal. Those who changed into the caracal had skin of gold, red, black, or white, and their hair took on colors in the same range. Rasik’s hair was midnight black, with only a hint of reddish undertone. Because she’d been careful never to meet him in animal form, Kalya hadn’t seen Rasik on four paws. She suspected he was one of the larger males, likely weighing over forty pounds as a cat. Even as a man, he had lean muscles, angular features, and slanted eyes so pale green they were almost gray.

“Am I to believe my ears or my eyes?” he asked. He continued to smile at her, clearly enjoying the verbal sparring. “I saw you run through the tall grass on four legs, and I’ve never seen a more beautiful caracal. Such deep reddish fur. Black lines like kohl along your nose and eyes, and white patches to accent your lovely features. Your ear tufts were so sexy I wanted to run my fingers over them. I don’t blame your adoptive father for keeping your animal form secret. Every unmated male in my tribe would be after you if they knew.”

Kalya gritted her teeth until she was sure she’d pulverize them. Yes, every male in his tribe would pursue her if they knew. But Rasik hadn’t grasped the full truth. Evren, leader of Tribe Fahari, was not her adoptive sire. He and his mate, Nadira, were her biological parents. It had been far safer for them to tell the neighboring tribes that Kalya and all the members of Tribe Fahari were unrelated by blood—a motley assortment of shifters unified under Evren’s authority. That way, if outsiders noticed more than one type of shifter running around, they wouldn’t think anything of it.

“Your eyes deceived you.” Kalya faced Rasik squarely and refused to back down from his intense stare. “You watched me walk into the bushes to remove my clothing, no doubt hoping to catch a peek of me naked. Then you saw another tribe member run out as a caracal.”

“If not you, then who?”

“That’s none of your concern.” She wouldn’t have him pestering her cousins because he thought they were cats.

Rasik crossed his arms, which drew attention to his muscles. “I don’t believe you.”

“Did you actually see the transformation?” She’d already figured out that he hadn’t, though he’d witnessed far more than she’d intended.

He narrowed his eyes. “No.”

“And this feline you saw, did it smell like me? Did you catch my scent?” She prayed to Janak above that he hadn’t. Though her scent altered with each shift, her underlying fragrance—her personal essence—remained the same.

The first glimmer of doubt entered his gaze. Shifters tended to trust their noses more than their eyes or ears. “The caracal was downwind of me, but—”

“What about my coloring?” Kalya lifted a lock of her shoulder-length hair, one of dozens of different colors on top of her head. Her thick tresses included sienna, orange, gold, brown, and every imaginable shade in between. “Do I look like the women of your tribe?”

He crossed his arms and drew his lips into a tight line. “I know what I saw,” he insisted, but he no longer sounded so sure.

“You saw wrong. I’m not like you, Rasik. I never will be.” She spoke the truth, never mind the pang it gave her.

He opened his mouth, no doubt to argue further, but he was interrupted when Kalya’s brother strode from the woods to step onto the veranda. The shade of the overhang slanted across Dhiraj’s bare chest before he finished covering himself with his tunic. He’d obviously just shifted and must not have noticed Rasik standing there in the shadows. They were all getting sloppy.

The moment Dhiraj spotted their guest, he froze. “You again.”

Rasik inclined his head. “Hello, Dhiraj. I guess I enjoy Evren’s hospitality too much to stay away.”

Kalya’s brother was a year younger than she was and usually acted as the peacemaker of the tribe, but he made no secret that he resented Rasik’s presence. Although he had nothing against the other male personally, he knew the danger of having an outsider hang around their home. He was also territorial enough that the intrusion chafed on an instinctive level.

“Is that what brings you here so often? Our father’s hospitality?” Dhiraj’s tone held a wealth of skepticism, and he glanced pointedly at the two of them.

Kalya realized she still stood close to Rasik. Although a sensible part of her warned her to put space between them, she stayed where she was. She told herself it was because she was more dominant than her brother and refused to move for him.

Dhiraj tried to stare their guest down, but the outcome was predictable. Her sibling put on a good show, but he was the first to look away.

He switched his gaze to her. “You know spending so much time with him isn’t a good idea. Not for you and not for this tribe. You should come roaming with me.”

“You’re going?” Kalya stepped away from Rasik, closer to her brother, whose irises held the same mosaic of colors as hers. “Father approved?”

“I talked to him last night. I leave tomorrow. Will you join me?” His stern expression finally relaxed into a smile. “We had fun traveling together last time, didn’t we?”

“Yes, we did.” She grinned back at him, remembering their adventures several years ago. Then she recalled the result. “Dhiraj, I’ve already searched the three continents for a mate. I doubt I’ll find anyone new this year.”

“You went searching for a mate?” Rasik’s outburst reminded them he was standing right there.

“That’s not your concern,” she snapped. “Shouldn’t you go home? I’m sure there are plenty of females elsewhere who would welcome your attention.”

“Ah, so you admit I’m attractive.” He looked smug.

Kalya growled, this time with canine gruffness. The sound had his eyebrows slanting in confusion.

Her brother went back to scowling at him. “Despite what you seem to think might happen between you two, my sister and I are...rare. There aren’t many shifters like us. We have to travel far across A’ata if we want to find a match.”

“Rare.” Rasik repeated the word with obvious frustration. “Whenever I ask what kind of shifter you are, that’s all you’ll tell me.” He turned to Kalya. “I thought Taj and I had earned your family’s trust. Why is your tribe so secretive about their animal forms?”

“So that none of my people can be singled out.” Evren’s deep voice carried from the doorway to the house. “Secrecy protects my children. It offers them camouflage.”

Dressed in a white, wide-sleeved robe, Kalya’s father stepped out to join them, instantly claiming authority over the space with his mate, Nadira, by his side. Evren had darker skin than Kalya or her mother, which set off the white hair of his mustache and long square-cut goatee. Considering how long it took a shifter to grow their hair in human form, his beard made him look distinct.

Rasik inclined his head. “Tribe Gahiji and Tribe Fahari have worked hard to create a good relationship. My brother and I would like to maintain it.”

“As would we.” Her father wore a serene expression. “How is Taj? Are the leopard shifters still causing problems in the area?”

“Some. My brother has spoken to all the leaders of the leopard tribes for miles. They swear none of them have incited their people to attack us, but they aren’t going out of their way to stop the violence, either. Game hasn’t been as abundant this season. The leopards claim we’re competing for some of the same sustenance.”

“And so they think to eliminate the competition,” Nadira said.

“Exactly.” Rasik’s expression turned pensive. “So far, they’ve killed two of our members—young caracals who were too foolish to sense trouble. Others have been wounded.”

Kalya hadn’t realized the situation was so serious. Aggression between tribes wasn’t unheard of, but not this stalking and assault. She’d have to keep an eye out for leopard shifters in the area.

“Taj hopes the attacks will stop now that the leopards face another enemy,” Rasik continued. “Someone killed a pair of lion cubs—young shifters—to the southwest. The lion leader, Asad, isn’t sure whether leopard or cheetah shifters are responsible, so he has ordered retaliation against all the spotted cats.”

“Idiots.” Her father never minced words. “They should save their aggression for hunting. Survival is hard enough without stirring up needless trouble.”

“I agree.” Rasik glanced at Kalya. “Please let us know if you have any problems or need anything. I know your tribe is strong, but Tribe Gahiji has a large range and greater numbers.”

“Thank you.” Evren clasped hands with Rasik and bade him good-bye.

Rasik met Kalya’s eye before he headed for the tree line. The news about the leopard attacks disturbed her, and she scanned the brush and sniffed the air for danger.

She cursed herself even as she trotted after him. “Rasik.”

He stopped to wait for her.

“Be careful. I’d hate to see you torn apart by leopards.”

“Would it break your heart to lose me, catling? I’d feel the same way if anything happened to you.”

His words warmed her and rubbed her the wrong way at the same time. “Oh please. I just don’t want to lose an ally.”

Rasik didn’t look like he believed her. He stroked her hair. “Don’t worry. I’m faster than any leopard.”

“And weaker,” she said, slipping free of his reach when she really wanted to let him pet her. “Leopards are far more powerful than caracals. Your speed won’t do you any good if you’re ambushed.”

His grin was back in place. “You’re worried about me. Don’t fret. Your male knows how to take care of himself.”

“You are not my male.” Kalya would have whipped her tail if she’d been in another form. Even as a woman, she felt the hair on her neck stand up in agitation.

She was faster than he was, so she could have leapt free. She wasn’t sure why she let him slide his palm around her nape.

He crowded her until only a sliver of air separated their bodies. “Aren’t I? Don’t leave with Dhiraj. You don’t need to search all of A’ata for a mate. I’m right here.”

He pressed his lips against hers so softly they felt like the brush of a feather. Her eyelids drifted down, and she swayed onto the balls of her feet before she came to her senses. With a nasty growl, she shoved him hard enough to knock him back a step.

“Insolent male.” She resisted the urge to touch her tingling mouth. “Go home.”

His smirk was gone, but she didn’t like the calculating look in his eye.

Fighting a sensual shiver, Kalya held her head high as she spun on her heel to return to the veranda. She refused to look at him again, though she kept her ears tuned to the sound of his footsteps when he retreated a moment later. Despite her annoyance, she also listened to the wider environment for the slightest hint of danger.

There were still leopard shifters to worry about, and Rasik was walking home alone. Once she was sure he was out of sight, she’d morph and follow the foolish male to make certain he was safe.

Her father must have gone back inside, but her mother was waiting for her when she stepped back into the shade of the veranda. Nadira’s eyes were more almond-shaped than her mate’s—a trait she’d subtly passed on to her children. Her hair had turned the color of slate with age, and her irises were silver with striations of blue and green.

She waited for Kalya to draw close. “You should be careful, Daughter. Males like Rasik find a challenge irresistible.”

“You’d prefer I encourage him?”

Nadira gave her the look. It was a stare only mothers could pull off and conveyed a clear warning not to sass her.

Kalya scuffed her foot against the wooden floorboards. “I can handle him.”

“Can you?” Her mother sounded skeptical. “Your mind may say one thing, but I’m not sure your heart wants to push him away. He senses this, which is why he keeps pursuing you.”

“He keeps after me because he thinks I’m a cat.”

“You are a cat some of the time.” Nadira sighed. “I wish I could tell you to follow your heart, but you know the risks. Our kind has been both coveted and resented for generations. When the other shifters on the Eastern Continent found out what we were, your father and I had to leave our home. Neither of us wants history to repeat itself.”

What they were. The name for their kind was omnimorphs. Kalya and those of her blood were able to take the form of almost any animal, not just a single one. For this reason, they were considered the most powerful of the shifters. And where there was power, there was greed. Their kind could mate with any of the other shifters to produce yet another generation of omnimorphs. Some shifters were jealous of their abilities, while others sought to claim and control them for their own gain.

If Rasik knew what Kalya was, what they all were, his tribe could overtake them. She and her kin would be used to strengthen the caracal tribe. For the sake of their freedom, she had to preserve her people’s secret. If she took a mate, he’d have to be another omnimorph—a male who belonged to one of the few tribes of their kind hidden across the three continents.

“Don’t let desperation cloud your judgment,” her mother warned her. “I know you’re long past your first breeding season, but you still have time.”

Kalya winced. “I’m probably the oldest unmated female in history.” Untouched, though she didn’t lack for desire.

The problem was whom she desired. Rasik’s image flashed through her mind, reminding her of how powerful temptation could be.

Her mother snorted. “Hardly that. Most females in our family mate late. Our choices are limited, but you still have many years left to find a suitable male and have children.”

Her mother was right. Kalya still had time if she didn’t waste it. Rasik wouldn’t stop pursuing her, and she couldn’t fault him when half of her wanted to encourage his advances. But she had no right to jeopardize her tribe’s welfare.

“It’s all right, Mother.” Kalya felt resolve stiffen her spine. “Dhiraj asked me to roam with him again. I’ll visit the other omnimorph tribes across the continents and see if any of the males catch my eye.”

Was it her imagination, or did her mother look relieved?

“A wise choice, Daughter. And who knows whom you might find? New males come of age every season. There’s nothing wrong with taking a younger mate, provided he’s strong enough to match you.”

Kalya had visions of eager young boys, cocky with the first flush of sexual maturity. She doubted any of them could match her, but she wouldn’t say so to her mother. Tomorrow morning, she’d leave with her brother to see what the three continents had to offer her. She’d distance herself from temptation and would try to keep an open mind. But first...

Looking back to where Rasik had stood, Kalya saw he was long gone. She’d have to hurry to catch up to him.

“I’m going for a flight,” she told her mother.

Nadira pursed her lips, clearly unfooled. “Go on with you, then. Make sure the feline makes it home safely. I may object to his interest in you, but I do like him.”

Kalya blamed the burning of her cheeks on the afternoon heat. After unwrapping her bright red dress, she slung the fabric over the rail of the veranda and stepped beneath the sun in nothing but her skin. It only took a moment to envision the animal she wanted to shift into.

All shifting started with the mind. She pictured the sharp, curved beak and bright orange mask of the secretary bird. Her tan human legs shrank like sundried fruit until they were nothing but skinny beige sticks beneath her. Pale gray feathers cloaked her shoulders and back, while her thighs were dressed in fuzzy black breeches. Her tail and flight feathers were ebony too, and she was crowned with a prominent black headdress.

The entire shift happened in the blink of an eye, leaving Kalya standing sleek and proud with her head four feet above the ground. Janak the Creator had set down rules for morphing, so she could only transform into something within a certain ratio of her human size. No spying on people as a tiny insect or flitting about as a hummingbird. In the same way, she couldn’t take the form of an elephant or anything too large, either.

She had once asked her mother how they could shift into creatures bigger or smaller than their human form. What happened to the extra? Or where did the additional mass come from? Nadira had laughed and answered with two words: water weight. Kalya had snorted at her mother’s explanation, yet it had stuck with her.

Now a large bird, Kalya used her long legs to carry her beyond the woodland surrounding her home. She strode all the way to the edge of the savannah, where tall beige grass with sprigs of green stretched for miles. Flapping hard, she lifted herself from the ground and cruised overhead to look for Rasik.

Hers wasn’t the most graceful flight—more similar to the vulture’s than the eagle’s—but it did the job. A few minutes later, she spotted Rasik ahead. He was following a well-worn trail back to his tribe’s territory to the south, one she suspected he’d created with his recent trips to visit her house. To visit her.

She was surprised he was in human form. He still wore his short tunic and pants, even though he could have traveled much more easily on four paws. Then again, there was always the encumbrance of trying to carry your clothes after a shift. You either wound up with a mouthful or had to loop them around your neck, where they often caught on the brush.

Since Kalya could glide much faster than he could walk, she landed a short distance behind him to follow on foot. She opened her stride, moving with all the stealth she could muster, and looked from side to side for any sign of leopards or other predators. After half a mile, she was already panting from the heat.

A dark patch in the grass caught her attention, and she edged closer to inspect it. When it proved to be nothing but another animal’s burrow, she faced front again. And let loose with a croak of surprise.

Rasik had stopped to look right at her, his head titled at a quizzical angle. “Hello there, friend. Shifter or pure?”

He wanted to know if she was a shape-shifter or a regular animal. Since the unchanging animals outnumbered the shifters many times over, the odds were in her favor. As was the wind. She could smell his earthy scent from here, carried downwind to her by the soft breeze. If he’d smelled her, he would have identified her as a shifter immediately. She was lucky.

Kalya played dumb and busied herself stomping the nearby vegetation to drive out any insects or lizards. She stared hard at the ground while he studied her. A bird has to eat. Just hunting up a meal here. Don’t mind me. At least that was the image she tried to project.

“Huh.” Rasik gave her a last curious look before he resumed walking.

She waited a beat before she dropped the ploy and continued after him.

They hadn’t gone more than another quarter mile before he spun around to face her again.

Kalya pulled back her wings, fanned her tail, and sprinted forward, chasing imaginary prey through the grass. Maybe something he’d stirred up in his track? She made sure to veer to her left to put more distance between them.

He started moving again, but this time she forced herself to wait a minute before she trailed after him. They reached the outskirts of the village Tribe Gahiji called home a couple of miles later. There were over fifty adults in the caracal tribe, plus the juveniles and infants, which was a lot compared to her tribe’s two dozen. While the shifters’ cat forms were largely solitary, their human souls needed the community. In this regard, most shifters weren’t much different from the pure humans who farmed, herded, and hunted across A’ata.

With Rasik safely home, Kalya was no longer needed. She should have flown away, but instead she lingered for one last look at him. That was how he caught her following him again.

She glanced up and feigned a sudden interest in the clear sky above. If she’d been in human form, she might as well have clasped her hands behind her back and whistled. Hmm, would you look at that? Such a nice day.

“You’re from Tribe Fahari, aren’t you?” Rasik asked.

She didn’t respond. Instead, she ambled away in what she hoped looked like an oblivious fashion. She looked at everything and nothing before she risked a quick glance back.

Rasik had gone from looking suspicious to certain. “You are. Did Evren send you to escort me home?” His whole face lit up with a hopeful glow. “Or did Kalya ask you to protect me?”

Time to go. She didn’t dare look at him as she flapped her wings and took to the air. If she hadn’t been busy using them to fly, she would have hunched her shoulders when she heard his happy laugh behind her. It was a good thing she was leaving with her brother in the morning. She’d never get Rasik to stay away now.

With the breeze to carry her, she soared above the savannah, taking in the life that abounded below. She saw several small birds and mammals flit and scurry about, and she had to resist the urge to hunt when she spotted a snake below. And there, off in the distance, walked a small gazelle, its tan fur nearly invisible in the grass. The animal wasn’t very smart to wander in caracal territory.

Wait a second. Kalya couldn’t have said what gave the gazelle away, but her eyes narrowed as she recognized her cousin. Brinda was barely breeding age and far too immature and naive for the wild world around them.

Without a sound, Kalya landed and shifted into a female impala—a bigger antelope that was about the same size and weight as her human body. She had natural camouflage with her reddish-brown coat and good traction with her hooves. In their current forms, she made her cousin look miniscule.

She knew the moment Brinda spotted her, because the girl—gazelle—went very still and assumed such guilty body language it was almost comical. But what did her cousin feel guilty about? Did she realize the danger she’d put herself in? Or was she up to something else in Gahiji territory she didn’t want anyone to know about?

Kalya trotted toward her young kin, who in turn trudged to meet her. Only the barest whisper alerted Kalya to danger, causing her to leap high into the air. It was the impala’s instinct to jump when faced with a predator, but she made sure to add forward momentum so she landed between Brinda and the caracal that lunged at her. Sharp claws tore through her shoulder before she or the pouncing feline touched down.

Kalya hit the ground hard on her side but fought to regain her feet before the cat could get to her throat. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her cousin freeze in panic before Brinda bolted into the thicker grass. A moment later, an impala Kalya’s size bounded across the savannah. Good girl. At least by imitating her, Brinda had chosen a stronger, less vulnerable form.

Now Kalya only had to worry about her own survival. The caracal raked the side of her neck with its claws and clung. One glimpse told her she was dealing with a young male shifter. Although caracals could take down an adult impala, they had a hard time of it, and this one didn’t have the experience. He’d also lost the element of surprise, which had turned on him when he’d collided with her instead of her smaller cousin.

Kalya gritted her teeth against the burning pain and struggled free of his claws. Then she bounded as fast as her legs would carry her across the savannah. Usually she would have been nearly as quick as a cheetah, but she was injured. The limp in her front leg disrupted her gait. She was lucky she didn’t trip over her own hooves, and luckier still the young caracal didn’t give chase.

She slowed after a minute, but she didn’t stop. If she didn’t make it back home, she’d be in serious trouble. Although not life-threatening in itself, her wound was deep and painful. There was no telling what predators might be attracted by the smell of blood, and she was in no condition to defend herself. If she tried to shift into another form, even her human shape, then she’d burn up energy she needed to keep moving.

In the distance, she saw something big and black racing toward her on four legs. It came into focus as a sable antelope buck with long curved horns and white facial markings. The charging creature was enormous and should have been intimidating. Instead, Kalya nearly cried in relief.

Shifting into human form, she clutched her shoulder and struggled to remain standing. As long as she stayed on her feet, she had a fighting chance. Her father had taught her that. He came to her aid now and morphed from buck to man.

“How bad?” he demanded, already looking over her wounds.

“I’ll live.” Kalya was hot and thirsty and hurting, but she knew she’d survive.

Evren nodded and bent to pick her up. Her father wasn’t a young man, but he was still the strongest male she’d ever met. He cradled her high against his chest like he had when she was a little girl.

“Brinda said a caracal did this. A true animal or a Gahiji shifter?” Evren kept his gaze on the horizon as he carried her home.

“A shifter,” Kalya told him. The scent had been unmistakable, though she couldn’t have described in human terms how it differed from the pure beasts. “It wasn’t his fault. He was young and mistook Brinda and me for prey. It was an accident.”

She wanted to make sure Tribe Gahiji wasn’t blamed for this. In fact, she didn’t want them, specifically Rasik, to know about this incident at all.

Her father accepted her statement, no doubt following her line of thought.

He didn’t say anything for the rest of the trek, though he was careful not to jar her. When they reached their house, Kalya could hear Brinda bawling inside, while Nadira and the rest of the family tried to comfort her.

“You’d better set me down. It will upset Brinda worse if she sees you carrying me.”

Her father didn’t loosen his grip. “She should be frightened and upset. Perhaps your cousin will learn her lesson this way.”

Kalya suspected the brush with death had already reinforced this lesson, but she knew better than to argue. Besides, she wasn’t sure she wouldn’t wobble if he set her on her feet.

As predicted, Brinda broke into a fresh round of sobs when she saw the two of them enter. Kalya probably looked like carrion right about now. Nadira was far calmer, already waiting for her with needle and thread and plenty of bandages. This wasn’t the first time Kalya had needed stitches, but this wound was the worst she’d suffered. She didn’t look forward to the cure.

Then another thought occurred to her, and she released a pitiful moan. This provoked further weeping from her cousin, but Brinda didn’t understand. In her condition, there was no way Kalya could travel with her brother in the morning. She was stuck here, far too close to a curious cat.
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Rasik woke late the next morning and gave a big yawn and stretch outside the doorway of his home. The animal in him was mostly nocturnal, so he rarely rose before midday. Glancing around his village, he saw the rest of his people coming alive too. Someone had started a cooking fire, and several of the children ran about while the adults moved at a more sedate pace.

Since Tribe Gahiji was fiercely territorial, especially the females, each family had their own round hut. Most of the dozens of thatched-roof homes were plain beige or brown, but some had patterns of yellow, red, or indigo. Others were skirted with small square courtyards, the walls of which were covered in similar designs. The living arrangement here was very different from the single large, rectangular building that housed Tribe Fahari to the north. Kalya’s home reminded him more of a gathering place than a private residence.

As Rasik walked toward the far end of the village, Kalya’s name drifted through his mind like a caressing breeze. She was the first thing to pop into his head each rising and the last to leave him before he slept. He’d loved her even before he’d seen her change into a caracal, though he hadn’t dared admit it.

She was ferocious and smart and loyal to her family—all qualities he admired. She was also a beautiful woman, though not like the females of his tribe. Her looks were exotic, as she’d pointed out, and she was more curvy than lithe. She had gorgeous childbearing hips, breasts that would fill his hands without overflowing them, and muscular legs. Her smooth skin, though tawny, was paler than his and marred only by a few scars across her arms and legs that proved she was no delicate kitten.

They’d both been children when they’d first met, heedless of the tension between their tribes as their people had worked to form an alliance. Rasik had liked her wit and her bold attitude from the start, and they’d become friends. His love for her had been as young and innocent as they were. And just as their tribes had grown closer, so had he and Kalya. As the years passed and mature passions had taken hold, his affection for her had turned into a different sort of love.

Rasik knew the exact moment he’d become aware of Kalya as a woman and not just the girl he liked. He had crossed into Fahari lands to deliver a message from his mother. The sun had been setting, and as he’d walked across the savannah, he’d seen a voluptuous female silhouetted against the light. At the sight, his cock had hardened with a flashflood of desire, and his heart had set up a heavy drumbeat. Though the lighting had denied him much detail, he could tell she was naked, probably fresh from a shift. Nudity was part of their culture—a fact of life—and not usually a cause for such a reaction, but this particular female had heated his blood.

Then the wind had kissed his cheeks, setting the grass to swaying and the woman’s hair to fluttering about her head. On its back, the breeze had carried the elusive scent of his friend. His jaw had nearly hit the ground.

After that sunset, Rasik hadn’t been able to stop seeing Kalya as a desirable woman. Their relationship had never been the same. He’d strutted and flirted and tried to impress her, and she’d always matched him, which only excited him more.

And all the while, over all these years, Rasik had cursed himself as a damn fool. Different types of shifters didn’t mix. To complete the mating bond, shifters had to make love in both their human form and their animal form—something they couldn’t accomplish if they transformed into different creatures. And without the bonding ritual, the female couldn’t conceive. While their human half might look at sex and a relationship in different terms, the animal in them wanted offspring.

All of this should have dashed his ardor. It hadn’t, and at last he knew why. Kalya was like him. She had to be.

He’d watched her walk into the brush on two feet, and only seconds later the most stunning caracal he’d ever seen had stepped out. She’d had the painted facial markings and long ear tufts of an adult female and a sexy pair of hips on top of her long hind legs. Her toned muscles had infused her every motion with grace and agility. Even her thick russet fur hadn’t been able to conceal her strength, and her short tail had only emphasized her powerful hindquarters.

If only he’d caught her scent. That was the missing piece, though he hated that Kalya had succeeded in planting doubt in his mind. He didn’t think he was mistaken, but he couldn’t be sure. What if she’d gone to meet one of her fellow tribe members? What if he’d seen another Fahari female stroll out of the brush?

The uncertainty nagged at him, rubbing his fur the wrong way because he knew, deep down, he was praying to Janak it had been Kalya he’d seen. If she was a caracal like he was, then he could have her. He could have his heart’s desire and make her his mate.

“If she’s not a cat, then why not shift and prove it to me?” he wondered aloud. That was the one point that buttressed his hope.

Perhaps Rasik would challenge her to do it. He usually visited Evren every couple of weeks, but he hadn’t been forbidden from making more frequent visits. Rasik planned to call on Tribe Fahari again today. He was happy Kalya’s unfriendly brother was leaving on a long journey, but he worried Dhiraj would convince her to go with him. The thought of her searching for a mate made him want to rip out someone’s jugular. He had known she’d gone traveling some years ago. If he’d realized the purpose of her quest, he would have scent-marked every inch of her body and kept her at home.

“She won’t find another mate. She’s destined for me, and I’ll make her admit it.”

“Make who admit what?” Adom asked.

Rasik glared at his little brother as the young man fell in at his side. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

Adom shrugged. “No, you were talking to yourself. Again. You can’t blame me for wondering if the sun has baked your brain.”

He snorted. If only his brother knew it was a female who had addled his mind.

“So?” Adom had always been too curious for his own good, even as a child. “What were you talking about?”

The first response that came to Rasik was one he’d often heard from Kalya. It was far more pleasurable to deliver the line than receive it. “None of your concern.”

“Aw, come on. I’m your blood. You can trust me.”

Rasik’s lips twitched. His brother could be annoying at times, but life wouldn’t be as full without him.

“Maybe later.” He reached over to ruffle Adom’s hair, which contained stripes of black and white against larger bands of red. “Right now, I want breakfast, and I’m supposed to speak with Taj.”

Adom grinned. “Meaning you plan to cadge a meal from our brother while he yammers at you. I’ll come along. We both know Mother will keep cooking for Taj as long as he doesn’t have a mate.”

That was true, though Rasik knew there was more to it than that. A few years ago, their father had been killed by a human protecting his livestock. Their mother had grown more protective of her sons after that. Since Taj was the eldest and had taken over the tribe, most of her fretting and fussing fell on him.

Rasik forced a lighter tone. “If Taj was left to cook for himself, his human half would starve in a matter of weeks.”

“Is that right?” The voice of their elder brother carried from inside the large hut ahead. They were still some distance away, but obviously not too far for shifter hearing.

Although Rasik wasn’t as dominant as his sibling, he wasn’t one to back down. “It is and you know it, Taj. Don’t pretend to be offended.”

By the time he and Adom reached their brother’s doorway, Taj stood there with his arms crossed.

“You’re not too old for me to grab by the scruff of the neck, you know.” Taj kept his tone stern, but a small smile played at his lips. After a moment, he stepped back to let them in.

Inside, Rasik found what he was expecting: enough maize porridge and fresh milk to feed half the village. Their tribe had their own livestock, and they also traded with pure humans, who treated them with wary respect. That was how their father had lost his life. He’d traveled too close to a human farm as a caracal, and the farmer had mistaken him for a pure animal out to threaten his herd. There for grains and vegetables, their sire had traded his life instead of fresh game.

Rasik got Taj’s permission before he helped himself to the food. He settled down to eat, with Adom slurping noisily by his side.

Taj shot their youngest sibling a bemused look before he spoke. “I wanted to talk to you both. You’re aware of the current problem with the leopard shifters?”

“Of course,” Adom answered between bites.

Rasik nodded, but he was concerned where this line of questioning might be going. “Has one of their people attacked us again?”

Taj’s grim expression made his angular face look even sharper. “No, but Paka swears she saw a spotted cat in the area while she was out hunting last night. She was afraid and fled back here too quickly to get a good look at it, but it was big enough to be a leopard. I’ve warned the mothers of the village to keep the children close. For the time being, I also want everyone hunting in pairs. Stay vigilant and avoid going anywhere alone until I’m sure the threat has passed. Adom, you’re still young. Don’t stray beyond sight of the village without Rasik, me, or one of the older males or females with you.”

Their youngest brother slapped down his empty bowl with a loud thunk. “You can’t be serious. I’m not a helpless kitten anymore, Taj. I’m full grown.”

“You’re also inexperienced,” their elder brother shot back.

“Well, of course I am. How do you expect me to gain experience if you won’t let me go anywhere or do anything? You won’t even allow me to explore this continent, let alone the rest of our world. Yet you and Rasik got to go roaming.”

Taj grew quiet, which was always menacing. When he did speak, his words were clipped and controlled. “We’ve already discussed this. Yes, Rasik and I explored the Middle Continent and parts of the Eastern Continent. However, we were both older than you are now, and we went together.”

“But—”

“Enough.” Taj held up a hand to forestall further argument.

Adom clamped his mouth shut and fumed in silence, so tense Rasik could feel the waves of frustration rolling off him.

Rasik cleared his throat. “If that’s all, I’d like to get going. I want to visit Tribe Fahari today.”

“Weren’t you in their territory yesterday?” Taj narrowed his eyes and probably would have twitched his ears if he’d been in feline form.

He’d expected the question. “Dhiraj plans to set out to explore the rest of A’ata today. I thought I’d bid him farewell.” A lie, but his brother didn’t need to know that.

“What?” Shock must have unclenched Adom’s teeth.

Rasik braced himself for his younger brother to rail against the unfairness of yet another shifter being granted freedoms he wasn’t allowed, but Adom surprised him.

“Is Brinda going with him?”

Adom and Brinda were of an age and had become friends. Considering where his own friendship with a Fahari female had progressed, Rasik was keeping a close eye on that relationship.

“No, Brinda is too young.” Rasik gave Taj a you-owe-me-one look. “Dhiraj invited his sister, but Kalya...refused.” At least, she better have.

He was more anxious than ever to make sure.

“I’ll go with you,” Adom announced, already leaping to his feet. He curled his lip at his eldest brother. “Since I’m not permitted to go anywhere alone.”

Taj sighed when Adom disappeared outside. “Do you think he’s going to cause a problem?”

Rasik shrugged. “He’s chafing under the constraints. You and I did the same thing when our father was in charge.”

The memory of his sire and the sting of his loss had Rasik staring at his toes for a moment. If he’d known then how soon he’d lose his father, he would have spent more time at home.

His brother spoke quietly
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