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Prologue
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War.

The race for power.

In their madness, the governments injected the population with modified strands of viruses. It infected their bloodstream and changed their DNA.

The same scientists who created the biological weapon also created vaccines to combat the unforeseen side effects.

A quarter of the human population died. More than half the survivors became something other. Humans that could take animal form.

In inferiority and scared of the beasts, as they were called, the human governments formed military squads, giving the green light for a shifter hunt. Unsuspecting shifters disappeared from the streets, never to be seen again. Friendships broke and family members turned on each other. In their induced fear, they turned in the ones exhibiting the changes: heightened aggression, eyes getting a pink tint, partial or full shift. Few shifters escaped by running into the forests. The rest became the occupants of highly guarded shifter camps, always fighting to get free. Below the camps, the human governments developed secret labs to find a cure for the disease. More than half of the captured shifters died in the first five years of captivity. The drugs injected into them poisoned their system. It caused major bleeding during the exploratory surgeries they endured.

Unable to breed the shifters the natural way, but needing more subjects to experiment on, the human doctors impregnated the females artificially. The babes grew confined, subjected to the same fate as their parents. The results astounded, giving humans hope of restoring their population to its former glory and power.

Half-shifters. The babes’ DNA kept a large part of the human genes and characteristics. The lead scientist, Dr. Cain Rush, understood the military potential of such a discovery. He requested the government to limit access to the result, keeping the information in his hands. The project was classified and passed on from father to son.

Two hundred years later, the battle isn’t over.

On the forest ground, puddles of dark red blood seeped into the soil. Scattered pieces of flesh and dead bodies compiled a macabre rug for Lady Death. They saturated the usually fresh mountain air with the scent of human and shifter blood. It drifted on the wind, carrying the pain and desperation of those who’d fought and were still alive to witness the destruction.

Subject A-44313, a black panther male, shifted into his human form. The human guard trashing at his feet gurgled, drowning in his own blood. One last sigh later, his heartbeat stopped. The subject looked down at his prey. The lack of remorse at the death of the human should have bothered him. It didn’t.

The male inspected his ebony-dark skin. It glistened from the blood coating it. On the left forearm, imprinted into his skin like a tag, was the lab designation A-44313. The human woman who’d birthed him had surrendered his five-year-old ass to the H-Labs when he’d started hissing like a wildcat. The shifter virus was still causing havoc in the scattered human cities. He knew their history from the ones captured in the forests. The wild ones humans called them. They were anything but wild. They were free. He was free now, too. And a new start needed a new designation.

As he looked down, the male saw the label holding the guard’s name. He reached for it, ripping it off the cloth it was sewn on. The male read the letters. He was one of the few lab experiments who had been taught to read and write.

John Black.

He was John Black now. The name Black suited both his sides—the human and the panther.

Standing outside the compound that once had been a human town at the base of a mountain, John watched the forest stretching over the hills and peaks. He listened. The voices, screams, and growls rising toward the sky seemed sorrowful enough to make the heavens weep. But the night was alight. Underground explosions shook the earth beneath his bare feet, collapsing the human laboratory and camp.

Shifters, the creations of humans, were free. Their roars of triumph scattered in the wind. The energy coming from the earth speared John’s bare feet like bolts of electricity, invigorating him after the long fight. His panther rose to the surface of their mind, providing him with knowledge. The nature held in its leaves and ground a primal energy. An energy that was theirs for the taking.

John bowed his head in reverence. “Thank you, Mother.” He allowed his cat to take over, running for the forest. The black panther camouflaged in the night. It screamed, telling anyone who could hear that he was free. Behind him, the town exploded.

And this part of the world was now theirs.
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Ten years later

John Black, alpha of the Dark Claw Pride, sank his fangs into his opponent’s leg, tossing him into the nearest tree. The wolf-shifter yelped. His ribs cracked loudly when he connected with the tree trunk. The thud his body made as he crashed back to the ground warmed his heart. The wolf panted, fighting to get up on his shaking, bloody paws. Hissing, the black panther tensed, preparing for another attack. The wolf’s pink-tinted eyes tracked the cat’s every move.

Feral. According to the documents John stole before the great escape, this anomaly was usually encountered in half-shifters. The inability to shift fully eventually enraged the animal within the human skin. It turned both entities mad and their eyes permanently bloodshot. In full shifters, it affected the ones who’d suffered too much pain and had no one to ground them.

The feral wolf wasn’t trying to get away, to flee and save his bloody hide. No. He focused on one thing only. Killing. At one-hundred and eighty centimeters, John wasn’t the tallest of the shifters. Not like the tiger shifters, who usually grew taller than one hundred and ninety centimeters. But he was still larger than the wolf shifter. No matter the physical size, his alpha strength and fighting skills mattered the most when taking down an enemy.

The black panther lunged again. He tackled the injured wolf, pinning him under his heavy body. The hissing cat clawed the enemy’s chest, slashing the belly open with his hind paws. His muzzle closed over the wolf’s throat, crushing his trachea. The wolf fought wildly to escape. It was in vain. The alpha male squeezed until the wolf’s body stopped moving. The coppery-warm blood of the enemy coated the panther’s taste buds. Neither the cat nor the man within were fond of raw dinner. He released the carcass; a rumble still sounding from his chest. Proudly, the black panther stood over the body of the shifter who tried to take his home and family.

The alpha’s ears twitched. He heard the rustle of fur brushing against leaves and the bark of the trees. The most powerful pride mates, his rangers, guarded the pride’s territory. They were fierce warriors willing to die for the pride’s safety. They had alerted him of the intrusion.

His shifters had fought to escape the labs and succeeded. Some had fought beside him. Some had fought in other regions of the world, then migrated to his territory. All of them lost dear ones. That pain bonded shifters together. It was an alpha’s job to make sure love and companionship created an even stronger bond.

Now, the black panther saw his beta lingering in a small clearing just past the tree line. A ranger joined him. The silver-spotted leopard, a stray that stumbled into his pride a few years back, jumped the beta in a mock attack. Hissing, the bigger male turned to grab the female. The smaller cat jumped away, crouching. Her ears went back, her tail swished in a playful invitation, and her behind wiggled. The smaller cat pounced. His beta leaped away.

The black panther abandoned the cooling corpse of his enemy, wanting to join the pounce on the beta game. This was their life—joy and sorrow, smiles and tears, life and death.

Silently melting with the forest’s shadows, the alpha prowled toward the clearing. He watched and waited for the perfect moment. When his beta turned his back to where the black panther waited, he leaped on the distracted male. He landed on the back of his second in command, taking him down and rolling through the wet, cold grass.

The alpha tussled with his beta, growling, hissing, pouncing, and playing catch. Unwilling to stand on the side, the female jumped into the fray from time to time and it was two-on-one—beta and the female against the leader.

The night grew colder and darker. It was late. Three cats lay in the damp, cold grass, panting and cooling off from their play. The alpha was alert; the intrusion into his territory still bothered him.

“Ian, sweep the area and secure this border.”

John used his strong telepathy gift to speak to his rangers. Some of them had a lower level of telepathy, some had none. But even the lowest telepathy gift came in handy when silent orders needed to be given in the middle of a battle.

“Understood.”

The black cat sighed, watching his beta and ranger drag away the dead body of the wolf. They would leave it somewhere where the wild animals could feast. Why waste the meat? Besides, the fewer shifter bodies buried, the lower the risk of the human scouts finding and taking them.

The explosions of the H-lab during the escape ten years back had destroyed a lot of their data and John had taken the rest. Five attacks on the uncovered H-labs provided further data for the shifter community.

Now, the human government, or what was left of it, needed shifter DNA to continue, or restart, their research. They sent scouts to the forests to search for abandoned shifter bodies. Even human civilians started entering the shifter territories in search of shifter corpses. No matter if the shifter was dead or alive, young or old, male or female, they wanted it.

John had caught five scouts in the last ten months. After a thorough interrogation and beating, he let them go. What he learned about human society made his chest tighten. They’d become completely militarized. Towns were enclosed with high fences, curfews, and endless tests to detect the newly infected. Newborns were killed because of the presence of the virus in their bodies. To him, that life sounded like the life shifters had endured in the compounds. At least they weren’t kept in the cages like the shifters had been.

The memory made the panther growl. His heart was heavy like a stone, becoming harder with every shifter he had to kill. Humans could take care of their own. The panther’s muscles trembled from the night’s activities. Sighing, the male stretched. It wasn’t the battle that drained him, but killing one of his kind.

The wounds inflicted by the enemy ached, but the alpha strength within him would help him heal fast. In a couple of days, he would be back to normal with a few more scars to show for the battle. However, inside his chest, the mating bond pulled him towards his mate. He wanted to hold his Maria. To bask in her warmth, her hands soothing his aches with soft touches, her kisses bringing love to his battered heart. An image of the man cuddling his mate appeared in the cat’s mind. He rumbled in agreement.

The black panther looked up to the star-sprinkled dark sky, inhaling the crisp, mountainous air. In that one sniff, he could smell the pain and sorrow of his people; the ones who’d lived in hell. The memories still lingered and the acrid smell clogged his lungs. It imprinted on the animal’s and the man’s brain, both. But rising from that pain was strength and joy for the life they received. It was their phoenix. Shifters lived, and they were free to love.

The panther lowered his head, letting the man take control. The shifting process was something no one understood. Not even the scientists that had created them. Thirty seconds of popping joints and the human named John Black stood on his hands and knees in the grass, naked as the day he was born. His ebony skin held the wounds and blood the black cat had carried seconds before. The shift never healed the cat or the man. The pains and wounds carried from one to the other, leaving scars on both.

John stood, surveying the area. The chilling breeze made him shiver. But the night wasn’t silent. The part of the forest that not ten minutes ago had been a battlefield now held the song of crickets and the soft rustle of small critters.

He settled in the middle of the clearing. Ian, his beta, and Sola, the white leopard ranger, returned, shifting to their human forms. John reached for them, holding hands to form a circle. In silence, they lifted their linked hands toward the dark September sky. With their faces towards the heavens, the alpha spoke clearly.

“To Mother of Nature, we pray.

Take this lost soul into your heart.

Receive it into your Garden, where he can heal and run free.

To our Mother we pray.

Cleanse this space of violence.

Restore the natural calm.

To our Mother we pray.

Please hear our call!”

John lowered his hands, bowing his head in sorrow. The energy created by the death of a shifter burned through his feet, rushing upwards, forming a ball of flames in John’s belly. He focused, pushing the energy back down through his legs, feeling it leave his body and infusing into the Earth. John’s breath hitched, he trembled, and a sudden weakness attempted to push him to his knees. He locked his joints in place, refusing to show the side effects of the prayer. The black panther inside John mourned for the lost soul, but the man stood strong and proud. He did what was necessary to protect his pride.

He was only twenty-eight years old, but his dominance drew shifters to him. As a leader, it was his duty to ensure that every child, woman, and man under his protection felt safe enough to run through their territory.

When he believed he was steady enough to lift his head, he looked across the small circle Ian, Sola, and himself still formed, meeting the sad eyes of his pride mates. “Thank you.”

“No need, Alpha.”

Sola bowed her head in a sign of respect. The sadness of the moment buried her playful side. Ian just nodded. John released their hands, breaking the small circle. Shaking his limbs to dissipate the tingling in his fingers and toes, John let out a long sigh to center himself.

“Ian, I want reports from every border. Increase each patrol by two soldiers. Rotate the men and women on shifts of eight hours so everyone will have time to sleep. Tiredness is sloppiness. Sloppiness means danger to the pride.” John watched Ian and Sola. Exhaustion lines showed on their faces. Placing a hand on each pride mate’s bare shoulder, he squeezed it in reassurance. Nakedness wasn’t something shameful in the shifter world, so they didn’t flinch at John’s touch. “Rest and gather your strength.”

“Yes, Alpha,” both responded at the same time. Ian continued.

“Mitch is on the northern border alone. You know how he is.”

“Yes,” Sola scowled. “An I-can-do-it-all bullhead.”

John pursed his lips in disapproval. “Send him two soldiers as reinforcement.”

Ian nodded. “Ricky’s on the west border. He has five soldiers in training with him. Ari’s patrolling the east with three soldiers and Kale has the west border with one soldier. The rest of the rangers have the patrols inside the territory. I explained to them they should take time off to relax unless the border runners sound the alarm. Sola and I will join the interior guard and do some socializing.”

“Good. No one patrols alone.”

“Yes, Alpha.” Ian and Sola spoke in unison.

John clamped a hand on Ian’s shoulder. “Ian, tomorrow I want you at the pride house at eleven. We need to make the plans for the new housing. The newly mated pride mates need larger homes to grow their families. And the juveniles need the one-room cabins to get out from under their parents’ feet.” John grinned. So did his beta.

Sola snickered. “I heard Ryan’s mom snarl at him from two kilometers away!” The laugh following that affirmation came from all three shifters. “She threatened to kick him out if he left one more piece of clothing lying around.”

John grinned, but Ian swiped away tears of mirth. “Yes. The entire pride knows Ryan is a slob, and that Jade is about done with raising him. She came to the main house and yelled at me. She wants that boy gone before she kills him with her bare hands. Her declaration was, and I quote, ‘If he has learned nothing in seventeen years of living with me and his father, then he is dumber than a chicken.’” John shared that piece of information while fighting back his laughter. Ian and Sola weren’t so restrained. They roared, laughing until tears fell down their cheeks.

Five minutes later, John sent his pride mates home. John sighed deeply, placing his hands on his naked hips. Weariness filled him, dragging his mood into the mud. He needed to unwind. He needed his mate. John let out his cat, taking off through the trees, trying to enjoy the rest of the night. The dark forest held many predators, but none was greater than his panther. Smaller wild cats lurked in the shadows, hunting mice, or scaring the small critters into their hiding holes. The black panther passed them in a rush, not giving them any attention.

About ten minutes into his run, the cat stopped. The panther’s ears twitched. Nearby, the soft whisper of a mountain river promised to quench his thirst. The fresh scent of the water drew him as the smell of his mate’s fresh-baked blueberry muffins did on a winter morning. That sweet scent could wake him up from the dead. He walked towards the sound of the water, stopping on a lower part of the riverbank. The cat took a few gulps of the fresh water, enjoying the cool sensation and the faint taste of fresh fish. Images of Maria, their beautiful mate, taking a dip buck naked in the stream filled the cat’s mind. The male chuffed in amusement. Their mate hated the cold and wet. She would rather fight a bear than take a dip in the icy water of the river.

The panther ran deeper into the mountains. He enjoyed the crisp air and the cold ground beneath his paws. It invigorated him while the solitude calmed the cat. The human problems were sometimes too difficult for the animal brain to process.

The river cut his path again. He followed the course until he reached the small waterfall feeding it. The fur on his neck and back rose in warning. Something wasn’t right. The cat sniffed, scenting blood. He transformed into a stone. He was an unmoving shadow, blending completely with the forest’s darkness. The moon was close to setting, helping him hide. With his ears pricked and senses on high alert, the panther caught a faint sound.

Whoever was out there was hurt, but still alive. He moved slowly, following the scent of blood. It was coming from somewhere near the drop of the water.

The alpha took a hunting stance when he was almost at the waterfall, preparing for a fight. He didn’t see a body, but the scent of blood intensified. Behind the water curtain, there was a small cave. He knew it well. The sound came again.

A wide boulder with a flat surface rose from the bank of the river. The panther leaped on the stone, then right through the curtain of water. With that one leap, he crouched inside the smallish cave, ready for a fight. The gruesome sight he encountered in the alcove took his breath away.

Hissing, the panther approached the corpse slowly. In the middle of the space, the body of a slender woman was lying face down. Deep grooves made by claws shredded the woman’s back, visible through the long rips of her coat. Animal bites covered her arms and legs. Blood still pooled beneath the body. She hadn’t been dead for long. The coppery smell of blood and death clogged the air in the enclosed space.

The black panther sniffed. Beneath the acrid scent of blood, death, and decay, there was the scent of a human. The feline growled. John pushed to the surface, shifting. He crouched over the female’s lifeless body, turning her face up.

Her matted black hair was full of leaves and dirt, just like her clothes and face. A sign that the woman had been in the forest for a while. He patted her gently, searching for anything to identify her. Her pockets were empty, but her left hand was closed tight around a plastic card. With dread tightening his chest, he pulled the thing from the woman’s hand.

Sheila Jones. The name imprinted in the middle of the card wasn’t familiar to him. John turned over the ID. He recognized the double helix picture. It was the logo for H-labs. “Shit!” The scientists would never stop hunting his people. His heartbeat quickened, his hands fisted, and he roared.

An echo filled the cave. But it wasn’t a roar. It was a baby’s cry of fright. In his focus over the female, John ignored the pile of blankets pushed at the back of the cave. Now they moved wildly as the startled baby woke up in a mood. The big, tough alpha fell on his ass, speechless. It was the shock that kept him immobile for a few moments. The bundle kept moving, and the baby howled even louder.

John recovered, crawling on his hands and knees, ignoring the sharp stones cutting into his skin. The baby was probably the source of the noise he heard. As he approached the pile of screaming blankets, John held his breath. Oh, please, Mother of all, let the baby be okay. Something inside his chest tightened in fear. He prayed in his mind, hoping She would hear him. Crouching over the bundle, he pulled the edge of the blankets lower. What he revealed was the sweet face of an infant—skin like coffee with milk, cat-green eyes, and jet-black hair. The baby let out a cry of distress, her face turning purplish-red under his eyes.

“There, there, darling. I got you.” John picked up the bundled-up baby with shaking hands. On the corner of the blanket, he saw the engraved symbol of the H-labs. “Mother, help us.” It appeared the horrors of the labs were not over.

John cradled the baby, pulling the covering away to search for injuries. Beneath the gray institutional blanket, someone had wrapped the baby in a pink soft cloth. It was all the covering and protection she had. John ran his free hand over her soft, chubby limbs, making sure she was uninjured. The thing constricting his chest relaxed, and he took a deep breath. After the night he had, the death of a child would have crushed his soul.

A baby girl. The woman had carried a baby girl deep into pride territory. Why? Was the baby a full shifter, or a halfling? Or did she think she would be safe from humans in pride territory? John closed his eyes, allowing his panther to the surface. The feline’s senses recognized the scent of another cat immediately. The baby whimpered and stopped crying. Did his warmth calm her? Or had she sensed his alpha strength?

“Oh, thank you, Mother.” John gathered the baby to his chest to share his warmth. He looked at the dead woman—Sheila Jones. “Thank you for getting her out.” He spoke the words aloud, needing to acknowledge the female and show her respect even in death.

The straight corner of a piece of paper caught his attention. It was placed between the blankets. John dragged it out with care. In the top right corner, there was the H-labs double helix. Then he read the title of the document—Insemination details for subject AF—001. He looked at the baby. “Are you subject AF—001? I’m subject A—44313.” John focused on the paper again. The next rows held a sperm insemination log.

Mother: Rona Jones

He looked at the dead female. Was she related to the baby’s mother? Was that why she took the baby? He would never know the answers. John looked at the paternal information.

Sperm donor: subject A—44313

A hammer fell over John’s heart, shattering it into a million pieces. He looked down at the little one, meeting her emerald green eyes—his eyes. They seem to scrutinize him carefully, judging his worth. He didn’t realize he was crying until a tear fell on her sweet face, making her squirm. She was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Besides his mate.

“So, you are subject AF—001, and it seems I’m your daddy.” His daughter squirmed. “I’m sorry, baby girl. I’ll stop crying over you in a minute.” The sadness in his heart broke his voice. The baby gurgled back at him. He caressed her soft cheek, mesmerized by her innocence. The little one turned her head toward his finger, seeking to suckle. When she didn’t find the breast she wanted, the little princess let out a wail fit to raise the dead. John winced at the piercing sound bouncing off the walls of the small cave.

“Ah! What a powerful pair of lungs you have! Hungry, are you? Well, I don’t have what you need, but my mate, and your new mama, Maria, can fix you up right away.” Either the little one understood his words or she liked the tone of his voice because she stopped crying. Her yelling demands turned to soft whimpers. “So, do you want to come home with me? You don’t need to be afraid. I’ll protect you with my life.” The words were the vow of an alpha. His girl stared at him with trusting eyes, like she actually understood what he said. “Here we go.”

John placed the paper between the blankets again, moving towards the exit. He hunched over to protect the baby as they passed through the curtain of water. Crouching next to the cave, he looked around to be sure there wasn’t any human lurking around. When he was sure the area was clear, he linked with his beta.

“Ian, I need you for something.”

“What do you need?”

“I’m at the waterfall. You’ll find a dead woman inside the cave. She’s human, but she had a baby girl with her. A shifter baby.” He wasn’t ready to share the knowledge that she was his biological daughter. He needed to wrap his head around that before sharing with his most trusted. “I think the woman stole the baby from the labs. They both have the double helix. I think the wolf I killed tonight was after them. The woman must have used the river to mask their scents.”

“Damn! What about the baby?”

“She’s fine. I’m taking her to Beth. The healer will check her out. Take care of the body, then meet me at the house.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

John looked down. The little one slept peacefully. Her innocence was something to protect and cherish. Breathing deeply, John focused on the next step. He had a job to do. Protect his pride, his territory, and now his baby girl. “Well, let’s go home. I’ll introduce you to my mate, Maria. You’re going to love her, and I know she’s going to adore you.” John took off running for the pride house, cradling to his heart the tiny, fragile life he found.
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Twenty years later

The front door to her cabin opened with a creek. Sheila Black rose from her vanity, exiting the small bedroom. Who was looking for her at ten in the morning?

“Sheila, honey... Oh, there you are.”

Maria, her mother, entered, holding a huge blank paper banner. Sheila grinned, jumping on her tiptoes and clapping like the five-year-olds. “Oh, good. You found it.”

Maria scowled. “Yes. However, we need to clean the attic. There is so much junk there. The layer of dust is two fingers deep, and the spiders built an empire.”

“I promise I’ll help you clean. Set it up this week and it’s a date.”

“A date with a broom and a dustpan.”

Sheila chuckled. “Do we need to move heavy things? I can bring someone from my juvenile group to help with the heavy stuff. Better yet, we can have a donation day again.”

“That’s a great idea, baby. We haven’t had one of those in a while. I think it’s time. I’ll spread the word in the pride. Where do you want me to put this monstrosity?”

Sheila gestured towards her bedroom. “Hey, that’s not a monstrosity. It’s art. Eva and I drew that for our mating day.”

“You were five.”

“So? It’s still Eva’s mating day. I want it up. I’m proud of our design.” Her mother opened the large banner. Happy Mating Day was written with large, colorful letters across the upper part of the banner. They were not equal in size, nor straight. In the middle, she and Eva had drawn two leopards face to face. The drawing was a caricature of the animal. On the rest of the banner, they had drawn flowers, rainbows, and hearts.

“Do you really think Marcus will want this hanging in the cafeteria?”

“He’s a man. I don’t think he’ll even notice, Mom.”

Maria cocked her head. “You know what? I think you are right.” She cupped Sheila’s cheek. “You are so smart about men already. I am sorry for your future mate.”

Sheila leaned into her mother’s caressing hand. “I don’t know about smart. I just understand them better than most females. After all, I was raised with the rangers and an alpha. Learning happened unconsciously. But I think I am sorry for my mate as well.” They chuckled. “Do you want a cup of tea?”

“I can’t, baby. I have to finish the cake for tonight. If you come by the house, I can make you one.”

Sheila kissed her mother’s cheek. “It’s a date.”

///

The afternoon was bright. Sheila entered the cafeteria, carrying the banner. Nicky, one of her father’s rangers, turned from munching on some cookies. His eyebrows rose in question.

“Do we have a ladder around here?”

“I don’t know.” He spoke slowly, like he was afraid he was giving the wrong answer.

“Okay,” she drawled. “Why are you acting like I’m about to bite you?”

“I’m acting normal.”

She watched him place back on the plate the ten cookies he smuggled. Sheila raised an eyebrow, knowing he was a foodie and always craved sweets.

“Are you going to snitch me to Maria?”

Laughter bubbled up in her chest. Her mother was the reason he was acting so strange? “What did she do?”

“Promised me a chocolate cake if I leave the food alone until the party starts.”

His worried face made her bite her lip to keep from bursting out laughing. Her mom could bring down such a powerful male with the promise of cake. What a shame. “Now, see Nicky, that’s why I can’t mate you. You’re not able to stand up to my mother, let alone my father.”

“Hey, that’s not fair. It’s chocolate cake!”

“I can’t possibly compare,” she mumbled wryly.

“Are we still on for tonight?”

She winked. “Sure thing. Pick me up at seven sharp.”

“It’s a date.”

“Yes. Now, shoo. Mom is coming.” Nicky kissed her cheek quickly and ran in the opposite direction from her mother. Sheila shook her head, grinning. She looked at the banner she still held, trying to remember where she saw a ladder. Her mother entered the cafeteria.

“Sheila, baby, have you come to put up the monstrosity?”

“Yep. I need a ladder. Do you know where I can find one?”

“Well... Oh, look. Ben is bringing one in now.”

Sheila looked across the cafeteria at the secondary entrance. Sure enough, the half-shifter Ben was carrying an extending ladder. He was accepted in the pride a few years back, but she always sensed something off about him. “That’s okay. I’ll find another one.”

“Nonsense. Ben!”

Her mother gestures for him. Grimacing, Sheila watched the man’s face light up when he saw her. Ben placed the ladder down, jogging their way.

“Hey, Maria. Hey, Sheila. What can I do for you?”

“Sheila needs a ladder.”

“I just brought one in. Come on, I’ll share.”

She forced a smile. “That’s okay. I’ll go find my own.” Her fingertips itched. The urge to claw his face off was so real that she practically saw herself attacking the man. Which surprised her. Sheila stepped back, afraid she would jump the male for no good reason.

“Nonsense. He brought one in. Baby, go put up the banner.”

“Come on, Sheila. I don’t bite.”

She wasn’t sure. Something about the man had her on edge. It was strange. Of all the members of the pride she’d talked to, only she sensed something wrong with the guy. And it wasn’t the fact he couldn’t shift fully into his panther. When she’d brought it up to her father, he’d said it was just personality clashing.

Ben walked back to where he left the ladder. Sighing, Sheila followed.

“Okay. What do you need?”

Despite his cheerful demeanor, she watched Ben like he was about to attack her. “I need to put this banner up. The beam over the ceremony ring will do.” Her voice was toneless. Ben didn’t catch her weariness, or he ignored it.

“Okay. You go up and I’ll hand it to you. What do you use for pinning?”

She pulled two coiled ribbons from her pocket. “I’ll tie it on the beam.”

“Okay.”

Sheila watched him open the ladder, creating an A-shape. The moment she started climbing, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up in warning; she had her back to a predator. Sheila stopped with one foot on the first bar. She looked back. Ben smiled at her, holding the banner. It’s just in your head, girl. He won’t jump you in the middle of the cafeteria. Taking a deep breath for calmness, Sheila climbed until she could reach the beam. When she was at the top, Ben handed her the edge of the banner. She placed it over the beam, tying the ribbon around the beam quickly. One down. One to go.

Looking down at the man holding the other side of the banner, Sheila got down on the other side of him. She moved the ladder and climbed back up. Ben handed her the other side. The process of securing the monstrosity went quickly. Satisfied with her work, Sheila didn’t pay attention to Ben. She climbed down, not noticing that he came around the ladder. The moment she placed a foot on the ground, Ben was there.

“Easy. I don’t want you to fall.”

His arms circled her waist, effectively pulling her body into his. Sheila stiffened and pushed him away quickly. “Don’t touch me.” The words came out as a hiss. That knot of unease grew, and with it, so did her temper. It rose like lava about to explode from a volcano. Ben’s hands came up in defense.

“Sorry, babe. I was just helping.”

She hissed. “I’m not your babe.”

“Okay. Alright. I get it.”

But she wasn’t sure he did. The spark of malice in his eyes spoke of a cunning mind.

“How about I come to get you to tonight’s party? We can dance and get to know each other better. All this time in the pride and we’ve never talked much.”

Sheila could not believe her ears. Was he insane? She just told him to stay away. “No. I already have a date for tonight.” Ben touched a loose strand of her hair. Sheila slapped his hand away.

“Is there a problem here?”

They both looked at the male now stopping next to them. Ian watched Ben with narrowed eyes. Ben took a step back.

“No, beta. Everything is fine. I was just asking Sheila out.”

“Did she agree?”

Sheila answered before Ben could. “No. I didn’t.” Ian focused his honey-gold eyes on Ben.

“Then you should move along, Ben.”

Ben scowled at the beta. “I’m going. I’m going.”

They watched the male pick up the ladder and leave. Sheila didn’t relax until Ben was out of sight. She let out a long sigh of relief. The tension in the air drained with the man’s departure. Ian kept looking after Ben.

“Is he bothering you?”

“No. But that feeling I have, the one telling me he isn’t right, gets stronger every time I’m around him.” Ian looked at her. She could see in his eyes that he was taking her seriously.

“He has done nothing odd in the ten years he’s been a part of our pride.”

Sheila sighed. “I know. But it’s what I sense.” Ian placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Always listen to your instincts. They’ll never fail you.”

With that piece of wisdom, he left.

///

Everything was set, and the afternoon flew by. Sheila stood in front of the mirror, admiring her silver dress. The straight cut reached just above her knees, making it perfect for the event. The thin straps and V decolletage revealed more skin than she was used to. Satisfaction bubbled through her. It was exciting to wear girly clothes instead of the usual pants and practical blouses. She let her straight, black hair loose, caressing her bare shoulders. The thick mass of hair wasn’t easily coiffed, so she didn’t bother. She would freeze her toes off in the summer sandals, but they fit the dress and it was worth it for her best friend.

A mate. Eva had a mate. Sheila wondered when would she find her life partner. Her father intimidated the males in the pride to the point they were wary of pursuing a relationship with her. Ben gave her the creeps, and the rangers considered her a little sister. There was that annual gathering of the prides where the shifters hoped to find a mate, but her father hadn’t allowed her to go. And the rare strays coming to ask for acceptance into the pride. The options for her were very limited.

A knock at the cabin door pulled her out of musings. “Come in!” The door opened and Nicky entered. Sheila stared, her mouth hanging open. The usually rough-looking ranger was gone. A well-dressed man took his place. In black pants and a white shirt, Nicky looked dazzling. He even combed and arranged his hair. “Wow.” The smile he gave her wasn’t his usual mocking one. Nicky winked.

“Hey, I can clean up nice when the occasion and the date deserve it.”

Heat rose in Sheila’s cheeks. “Thanks for doing this, Nicky.” She walked to stand in front of him. The ranger kissed her cheek and took her hand.

“You’re very welcome, darling. Come on. The ceremony is starting soon.”

Sheila smiled and left her cabin with Nicky as her date.

The cafeteria was full. Most of the adult males and females from the pride stood around the mating circle. Eva and Marcus held hands with the alpha in the middle. The ceremony had begun. Nicky squeezed her own fingers, guiding her through the crowd, stopping when they reached the front. Her father closed his eyes. The quiet in the cafeteria was deafening. No one dared to interrupt it.

The alpha let out a long sigh, opened his eyes, and addressed Eva and Marcus.

“Eva, do you accept Marcus as your mate?”

“I do.”

The smile on her face made tears form in Sheila’s eyes. Her best friend’s happiness glowed like the sun after a summer rain. The alpha addressed Marcus.

“Marcus, do you, the human man, accept Eva as your mate?”

“I sure do.”

Sheila saw Marcus wink at his mate. Eva giggled.

“This is a strong mating. The Mother blesses those who love. You are young. Build a strong bond, then a happy family. As alpha, I give my blessing. The pride rejoices.”

Then the alpha lifted his head towards the sky, roaring. The pride followed. Sheila joined the celebration. She let out a human roar so powerful that her throat hurt. After the noise died down, minutes of chaos ensued. The participants closed around the beaming couple. Congratulation flew from all sides. Sheila stood back; she already gave them in private.

Music rose from the speakers and the crowd dispersed; some went to the buffet and some to the dancing rink. The laughter and agitation of the party seeped into her pores. Peace—that was what she felt at that moment. Sheila smiled. All was right with her world. She looked up at her date.

“Dance?” Nicky was looking at the buffet table.

“Can it wait? Someone is stealing the cookies.”

Before Sheila could respond, Nicky dropped her hand, heading for the table. She shook her head in disbelief, chuckling. “Oh, dear Mother. He is incorrigible.”
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Chapter Three
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Sheila’s brain sparked to life. She wasn’t an early riser, but something woke her. A noise? A scent? Then she heard the whisper of a shuffle. Someone had invaded her private space. Go away! I’m tired. She hoped the thought reached the mind of the person daring to enter her cabin. Though she knew she wasn’t a telepath like her father. The little signs weren’t there. She never picked up snippets of thoughts from the surrounding people.

The shuffle sounded again. She wasn’t worried about dangerous intruders. The cabin the pride manager, aka her mom Maria, had assigned to her, was in the middle of the Dark Claw territory. No sane human or shifter would dare to enter her father’s territory uninvited, unless he or she was suicidal.

Sheila knew she was safe, but the intruder was disturbing her sleep. She was tired. Eva and Marcus’s party went on until three o’clock in the morning. All the adults knew that. Her mother wouldn’t disturb her, knowing the blast they had. Then she felt it—the slightest touch, like a feather caressing her face. She inhaled. The scents coming from the two little people standing over her were too familiar. Opening her eyes suddenly, she stood up in bed.

“What are you two doing in my bedroom?!” The shriek she let out must have been heard from the main house. Sara and Sasha, her ten-year-old twin sisters, screamed. Turning, they rushed
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