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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

Feline Shifter Henrietta is a refuge of war, one of the last of her kind. As such, she is not allowed to join in the fight. She works at a bakery and sends cookies and brownies to the troops to make up for her inability to help in any other way.

When she learns about a penpal program, she is quick to fill out an application. She's assigned Sergeant Jason Theodore, an Alpha Werewolf who writes in beautiful proses and makes her feel like she's someone special. As romance blossoms with each letter, something else is brewing around them; a war at the borders that threaten the peace that Henrietta has learned to take for granted.

Henrietta is hiding a secret from him, however. She hasn't told him that she wasn't a werewolf and she is afraid of how he would react when he finds out the truth about her. Little does she know that he is hiding a secret from her as well... one that is going to tear her world apart.
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​​​​Chapter One
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"This is the tenth parcel you've sent to the troops," the woman behind the counter stated, looking bored with her job as she filled in the various forms and typed something into her computer. When she looked up at Henrietta, her gaze shot straight to her ears.

Henrietta's feline ears folded back. She's a feline shifter of some sort. Most people assumed cat because those are the most common feline shifters, but she was something bigger. It never mattered, honestly, until after the war that displaced her family and the majority of her peers.

"I know," she said, ignoring the pity in the woman's gaze. She looked at Henrietta like she belonged in a museum somewhere. Or a rare creatures exhibit. Cat shifters are rare enough in this day and age and someone like her - someone with their animal so clearly exhibited on their skin - were one in a million. Well. Maybe closer to one in a thousand now, with the way their numbers were dwindling.

Sometimes, she hated her family for smuggling her into Wendermog, a werewolf Territory, but those thoughts were quickly pushed aside by logic. They had little choice in the matter. If they hadn't sent her away, she would be dead, like them. Some days, when her mood was dark, she wished she had stayed with them.

There was a war going on. Shifters against non-shifters. The magically inclined had all gone into hiding, unwilling to take either side.

Mhingdred was one of the first to fall. Millions of cat shifters, dead. They had used a Weapon of Great Destruction. A magical artifact that everyone thought was lost to time. The magically inclined all went into hiding after that. It may be only one of them who had broken the International Law and used the weapon, but all of them were hunted by shifter-kind after that.

Henrietta thought it wasn't fair. One person's crime should not define an entire population. Her words should hold more weight. After all, she had lost her entire family to it.

"Just doing my part to thank our troops," Henrietta supplied with a smile that she knew didn't reach her face. They needed to win this war or they would all end up like the rest of Henrietta's kind.

Dead.

Extinct.

Something like fear flashes across the older woman's face. Her lips thinned to a straight line and she stamped the parcel for priority class. There were brownies in there. The peanut butter sort that she read Werewolves enjoyed more than chocolate.

Henriette smiled at her a little bashfully. She hadn't paid for priority shipping. It was kind of her to do that. When she gave Henriette her change, she pushed a pamphlet towards her along with it. "Have you considered the pen pal program?"

"Pen pals?" she laughed. "I thought everyone just texted these days." Not that she would know. She had nobody to text.

"Magical interference," she said. "Nothing gets through," she shrugged. "Or electrical interference? I could never tell the two apart."

"Me neither," Henrietta lied. One was impossible because anyone who has magic would be in hiding if they valued their lives.

"Anyways, just fill in the form and they'll connect you with someone who needs to talk," she explained. "You'll send letters back and forth, things like that. Attach a face to these care packages you keep sending. I'm sure your pen pal will appreciate them more if they knew the person behind it."

Henriette didn't know if it was such a good plan. It felt like cheating. This was a good outlet for her, baking things for the soldiers that were fighting everybody's war. She wasn't sure if they would appreciate knowing that the face behind those baked goods was just some twenty-nothing-year-old refuge.

"You don't have to share more than you're willing to," the woman added, reading her mind with surprising ease. "Give it a try. If you don't like it, you are free to not respond."

"That seems cruel," she murmured.

"It's happened. Then, they will be assigned a different penpal."

She bit on her lower lip and filled it out with the pen provided. Since the letter would be coming from Wendermog, it was easy to pretend that she was just another Werewolf. They wouldn't need to know how different she was.

A week later, she received an official letter telling her that she had been approved.

She would be communicating with Sergeant Jason Theodore Collins, an Alpha Werewolf leading his own battalion in the north-east sector. He had been with the troops for half a year. That was all the information that she was given.

She didn't really know where to start, so she introduced herself.

Dear Sergeant...

She bit the end of the pen. Should she be using his first name or last?

Dear Sergeant Jason Theodore Collins,

My name is Henrietta Tate and I'm assigned as your new pen pal. I'm not sure what I should say. I've been sending care packages to the troops and the nice lady at the post office asked me to sign up for this program, so I did. Have you been getting them? I'm not sure where they send the package to, honestly.

I'm twenty-years-old and I live in East Wendermog. Specifically, I live above Collin's Baked Cakes. I'm employed there too. I do most of the baking now, since Mrs. Carlton broke her arm recently and the doctor says she had to take it easy so she can heal properly. She's getting in on the years and her healing is not as good as it used to be. Poor thing.

Where are you from? Everyone seems to know old Mrs. Carlton. She's been teaching me her recipes. I think she wants me to take over the shop, but I'm not sure if that's what I want to do for the rest of my life. I thought I could go to college and get a degree, but um... you know, with the war and everything, all the plans have been waylaid. I'm being stupid. Of course you, of all people, would know just how much the war had thrown everyone off their plans. What did you do before you were a sergeant? I think it's amazing that you joined up. I would have if I could, but I wasn't allowed.

Henrietta paused and bit her inner cheek. She wasn't allowed because she was one of the last of her kind. They didn't want her to go extinct. She kept writing.

Your name sounds so official. Do people call you Sergeant Jason? Most people call me Rita. I like to bake, as you can probably tell, but lately I've been getting a bit tired of it? It's different when it's a job.

I'm sorry. I think I'm supposed to be a distraction for you and here I am, complaining about my life.

I suppose I should ask if you need anything? Or if you want to know anything about me? I could send you something, if you wanted? I send a care package every month and Sarah, the lady at the post office, is so kind. She normally upgrades me to priority shipping at no extra charge.

Anyways, thanks for reading. I hope to hear from you soon. Or not. Don't be pressured to reply if you're not interested in talking to a twenty-year-old nobody. Sarah says if we're not a match she can just reassigned us someone else. That's fine too.

All the best!

Henrietta.
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Henrietta sent the letter out the next day before she could have second thoughts about it. She found that the moment she handed the letter to Sarah, she couldn't wait to get a reply. She hoped he would write back. She wished she had written something more interesting in there so he would be encouraged to reply.

It was snowing hard by the time she got to the office. Snow soaked her jeans and clung to her tail that swayed from side to side without conscious thought.

The people who stood behind her in line were too interested in the sight of her tail to say anything and she was left alone on her walk back, though she caught several keen looks her way. She ignored them to the best of her abilities, which was to say she ignored them completely and marched on.

Once she was back at the bakery, she made sure all the machines are turned off and locked up the shop. Mrs. Carlton had gone home already. Her grandson came to pick her up in the evenings since she couldn't drive after the incident with her arm.

She was shivering by the time she was closing the door of her apartment. She turned up the heat and put the kettle on, struggling out of her boots and jeans as she did.

Dinner consisted of microwaved pie that was leftover from the bakery.

The kettle started to whistle, so she put on two pairs of socks and fixed herself a hot chocolate and enjoyed her pie.

Outside the window, the snow storm raged on, rattling her doors as if someone were there, trying to get in.

She told herself not to be stupid. It was just her imagination, nothing so nefarious. She had locked all the doors before coming up.

No one's going to come up here.

She had thought of getting a pet once, but her lease said no animals in the apartment. She dreamt about it sometimes, a small cat to keep her company or a dog that would be excited to see her. She can't do either of those, lease agreement or not. Fur would get everywhere and that was not sanitary at all given her profession.

Henrietta didn't sleep well that night. She hadn't slept well for a long time.

Her days were monotonous, the same repetition of actions every day from sunrise till sundown. She baked in the kitchen and smiled at Mrs. Carlton when she came in to tell her that she had done a good job. Mrs. Carlton used to be able to help out in the kitchen and felt bad after she injured her arm. She took a bad fall because of the icy roads and broke her arm when she threw it out in front of her to stop the fall. It was in a cast now, which prevented her from baking anything. Werewolves normally healed very quickly, but she was getting on in the years. Almost ninety.
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