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Chapter 1

––––––––

The party had its own security detail. It might’ve seemed unnecessary, unless you knew what had happened on Big Sky Ranch the last few days. I’d spent those days hiding in the forest, so I’d witnessed everything. But I’d seen other things that they didn’t know about.

For example, I knew how much trouble Bill Henderson was in, which was, simply put, a lot.

So when I finally decided to make myself known on the night of Kyra Henderson’s nineteenth birthday party, I figured I’d use Bill Henderson’s welfare as my ticket inside. I have important information for your boss, I imagined myself telling a stone-faced security guard. It’s urgent.

But the guard posted at the end of the driveway was just a bored, skinny teenager they’d hired from somewhere in town.

“Are you here for the party?” he asked without looking up from his phone. He waved me through, along with a gaggle of other late teenagers from the town of Lakeville.

I smiled in the fading sunlight as I walked right in. This “security” was a joke. If Bill paid this much concern to his day-to-day ranch business, then it was no wonder he was in trouble.

It was late August. Montana was one of the few states that really got to experience a beautiful autumn, and already I could feel its promising chill in the air. It was a nice change from southern California, where I’d come from. I wasn’t too used to wearing a jacket any time before Halloween.

I pulled the sleeves of my hoodie down over my hands as I walked down the driveway toward the house. Kyra’s parents had gone all out, with banners and strings of fairy lights and everything. A lively band was performing on a temporary, collapsible stage, and a hardwood dance floor had been set up on the flat field behind the house. The old barn had been cleared of its rusty, old tractor parts to make room for two beer pong tables.

I knew all of this because I’d watched the ranch hands working all week from my vantage point in the forest.

A blonde woman wearing a glittering paper top hat crossed my path, paused, and turned around.

“Are you a friend of Kyra’s? Oh, of course you must be! She’s over at the barbeque station if you want to say hi. What’s your name?”

I stared at the woman’s hand for a few seconds too long before finally deciding to shake it.

“Grace,” I said. I hoped she wouldn’t ask for a last name.

“Nice to meet you, Grace. I’m Janet Henderson. Welcome to our home, and I hope you have fun!”

I smiled at Janet. I knew she was the second Mrs. Henderson and current matriarch of Big Sky Ranch. I wasn’t exactly looking for Kyra, who was practically a stranger to me, but now that I’d run into her stepmother, I had to make it look like Kyra was the reason I was here. I asked her which way the barbeque station was and dutifully walked in the direction she pointed.

I shouldered past socializing teenagers. A group of ranch hands stopped talking and watched me as I walked by. The smell of barbeque grew thick in the air as I drew closer to the grill. I recognized Kyra immediately as she stood by the picnic table, surrounded by her friends.

We’d never formally met, but I’d seen her, and she’d seen me, even though she didn’t know it.

But I wasn’t here for Kyra. I was here for the man standing behind her in his grilling apron. He grinned widely as he unloaded a tray of fresh-off-the-grill ribs onto the table, redolent with his special homemade sauce. A chorus of Thank you, Mark’s filled the air as one of the ranch hands began separating and distributing the ribs.

Mark patted the birthday girl on the shoulder. He said something in her ear that made her smile. Then, he raised his eyes, which skimmed over me to focus on something else.

Then, he did a double take. He wasn’t smiling anymore.

“Mark? What’s wrong?” someone asked.

I stepped forward. Mark studied me, absolutely bewildered. His eyes flickered with recognition, but his mouth was scrunched up and unsure. I didn’t blame him. Of course he was unsure, because the last time he’d seen me, I was barely three.

Well, I’d make him sure it was me all right. I walked straight up to the table. The people around us fell silent, one by one, when they noticed the way we were staring at each other.

I waited until it was completely silent, so Mark wouldn’t miss a single word.

“Hello, Mark,” I said. “I’m your daughter, Grace.”

Chapter 2

––––––––

“Sit down,” Mark said sternly. He’d asked me to follow me into the house and led me to his office.

I lowered myself onto a red leather chair with a torn seat. Mark had a nice office chair behind his desk, but he didn’t sit down. Instead, he leaned against the ledge of his desk, right in front of me.

“Why aren’t you with your mother?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I’m twenty, now. I don’t live with her anymore.”

“Oh,” Mark said awkwardly.

I laughed, and I could already tell I was making him uncomfortable. “In case you were wondering, though, Mom’s in prison.”

The thin muscles in Mark’s forearms stiffened. He crossed them over his chest and breathed loudly for a few seconds. “I see,” he finally said after a while. “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. What did she do?”

“Some sort of insurance fraud? I mean, technically it was assault at first. That’s what she got arrested for. But then the cops at the station pulled up her record.” I smiled bitterly at my lap.

Mark exhaled and ran his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry, I guess. So what are you doing here?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I came here to find you.” My throat suddenly felt tight. There had been more I meant to say, but I decided to keep quiet for now.

Mark closed his eyes, giving me a chance to study his face without weirding him out. The fluorescent lighting of his office didn’t do him any favors. He looked absolutely old.

“I’m sorry I left,” he said. “I meant to write and everything, but I just got so busy with my life—”

I laughed. Mark paused and raised his bushy eyebrows.

“Don’t scoff. If you have something to say, say it in English,” he said.

“You didn’t seem very sorry,” I said. I was tired of looking up at him, so I stood up. “You didn’t seem sorry when you were slaving away at that hot grill for your boss’s daughter. You didn’t seem very sorry when you didn’t write me, or call, or visit your own daughter for seventeen years.”

“Well, I can’t turn back time, Grace!” Mark said, his voice rising. “I’m sorry! What else do you want me to say?”

“I want you to tell me why you left—”

“Your mother was crazy. You know that. You can’t expect me to stay with a woman like her.”

I laughed again, loudly and with about ten times more sarcasm. “Then, that makes it even worse, doesn’t it? You left a baby with a crazy woman.”

Mark’s eyes darkened, and he opened his mouth to say more when I felt a strange twitch inside of my chest. A second later, Mark’s face went sheet-white with fear.

I turned my back on him and hugged myself, shaking as I faced the wall.

“Grace,” he said softly.

I lowered my head as my blood surged. My gums ached as my teeth began growing, changing shape. My skin prickled with emerging fur. I didn’t have a mirror, but I just knew my eyes were turning yellow, the pupils slitting up and down.

I sobbed. “I can’t help it,” I whispered. “I can’t control it.”

Mark put his hand on my shoulder. “Look at me,” he said, his voice suddenly tender.

Slowly, I turned to face him. My hands were already changing into paws, and I kept them hidden under my arms.

Mark’s gaze was steady, unblinking. “Concentrate, Grace. Tell me your full name.”

“Grace Maya Warner.”

“What high school did you graduate from?”

“Juniper Springs High School,” I whispered quickly. “Class of twenty-thirteen.”

“Were you in any clubs?”

“Book club,” I said. My vision kept wobbling between blurry and clear, but it grew less blurry with each passing second. “Geography club. Spanish club.”

It was working. I could feel my claws receding into my nail beds and my fur melting back into my skin. I was relieved. A few seconds more, I would’ve exploded out of my jeans and jacket.

Mark dropped his hand from my shoulder, his face grave. “I should’ve known you’d take after your mother. Panther blood is stronger than mine.”

I turned my palms up, showing helplessness. “It all started a few years ago. I have no idea
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