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Dedication

This
book is for my family. Your love and support never waiver.

And,
of course, this book is for everyone who finds themselves surrounded
by pieces. Keep going until the pieces come back together. They do.


Chapter One

I had always relished
that sacred time alone when everyone was so busy I could slink about
in my own world while the house was empty. But now that empty space
was nothing but a spiteful bitch making me look over my shoulder and
check the locks on the doors twice as often.

That pissed me off.

Lobbing the keys at the
bowl on the side table in the foyer and narrowly missing, I nervously
kicked off my sneakers, leaving them in the middle of the rug, and
headed upstairs for a shower. A quick one. The way the water drowned
everything out was more like a straightjacket than a seductive
embrace these days.

I passed my suitcase on
the bed, right where I had left it earlier. Everything that I’d
need was packed, except for my toothbrush. A sense of exhilaration
tingled through me, though it was chased soon after by a weight I
understood all too well.

Shifters had always
abided by strict rules. While men were free to travel between lepes
-the multiple leopard clans that formed our society- women were
forbidden to cross boundaries without express approval by their
leaders. Which usually meant never. However, since forming whatever
the fuck you wanted to call it, our little "good neighbor"
group, compiled of every type of shapeshifter in the area, could
travel across any boundary unharmed. It was the only reason I agreed
to join the Collective. Because I needed freedom. Absolute,
borderless freedom for my revenge on the sick group that had ruined
so many lives, ending one. And if that revenge came in the guise of
goodwill, well then, love and blood never sounded so virtuous.

"Damn," I
muttered under my breath. "When did everything become so fucking
complicated?"

After a hot shower, I
threw on a pair of loose black sweats and crept downstairs to check
the empty house for signs of life. A chill foraged my soul when I
noticed the empty spot on the rug where my sneakers should have been.
Where I damn well knew I left them.

Coercing my feet into
movement with silent threats, I immediately regretted telling my
roommates so many times that it didn’t bother me to be home alone.
It didn’t bother me that a bitter madman was still out there,
waiting for my inevitable downfall, probably stalking my mental
degeneration with popcorn and a creepy fucking smile.

Standing in the doorway
to the foyer, I eyed my keys, now sitting patiently in the bowl on
the table.

What the hell?

Feeling my body tense
in anticipation of my fight or flight response, I knew I was about to
run. And something about that made my heart sick. There was a time
when I never would have considered running. It wasn’t even an
option. Fight. It had always been fight.

So where was my fight?

Taking an incredibly
deep breath, I heard a sudden lurching noise and spun to find my
brother standing in the doorway between the living room and kitchen,
propping the door open with his palm. His tidy white shirt and
wrinkle-free slacks were a welcome sight.

Darien's facial
expressions always mirrored that of our father. Of course, I hadn't
seen Dad in so long I was amazed I could remember shit all about him
to even compare. It had come as a blow to discover that he had
deserted his lepe long ago in favor of a nest. A repugnant, cold
snake pit. They had been hiding it from me for years, all of them.
Cowards. Not knowing how to handle the lies and deceit, I simply
ignored the whole damn mess. Including Dad's calls.

My big brother's
expression conjured that of trepidation as I eyed him.

"What are you
doing?" Darien asked, especially concerned once he realized my
heart was ready to burst from my chest like an elephant running from
a mouse. A juiced up, rabies-infested, 'I eat killer clowns for
breakfast' bastard of a mouse.

"I…" I
shook my head, willing my eyes to blink. "I thought I lost my
keys." I pointed to the glass dish. "But they’re right
there."

Inspecting everything
about my performance, he wasn’t yet convinced.

"I set them where
they should be." Carefully, he asked, "Is there something
you want to talk about?"

"Yeah," I
said, "I'd like to know when you turned into Lydia." Our
roommate, Lydia, had no concept of boundaries and lived for sharing
feelings. Faking a laugh, I crossed the living room, stopping at the
bottom of the stairs, and grabbed the rail. Pausing, I forced the
right side of my mouth to curve into a smirk. "I’m fine,
Darien. I'm always fine. You should know that by now."

"Well, I’m just
grabbing a late dinner before I head out again. Are you sure-"

"I’m fine,"
I lied a second time, voice flat.

"Okay. I’m sure
it won’t be long before the real Lydia gets home."

Lydia was studying for
her third degree in God only knew, writing research paper after
research paper, and never came home without a stack of books tucked
under her dainty chin.

"Whatever. I’m
going to bed."

Softly, Darien said,
"The nightmares won't last forever."

"I'm not worr-"

"They won't."

Ignoring his tender
expression, I barked, "Use the fucking lock when you leave."

"I’ll lock up."
It was a solid promise. My heightened paranoia hadn’t gone
unnoticed. Hell, it sunbathed like a cat in a picture window.

Trying to sound upbeat
rather than desperate, as if I were watching the last raft float away
into the darkness of an alien sea, I blurted, "I love you."

"Don’t be
nervous, little sister. The trip will go well. I’ll meet you there
in two days."

His assumption was
misplaced, but I let him believe he was right, that he had discovered
the root of my angst, because he wasn’t all wrong. Although I was
elated at the prospect of traveling, I had yet to be convinced that
our purpose was necessary. The serpentes -snake shifters- required an
impartial eye to oversee an ancient ritual to crown their next king.
Were we supposed to polish his crown or signal for the audience to
clap? It sounded like a bullshit attempt to waste our time.

Nodding to my brother,
I managed a smile and headed to bed. After all, Darien had
straightened up behind me: the keys, the shoes. There was no one else
in the house. No lurking psychopath, other than myself. And my
brother was right, the trip would go as planned no matter how I felt
about it. I only wished he had been right about the nightmares
disappearing.

They cracked my head
open like a tossed salad and paralyzed my memories in a fossilized
state of hyperawareness. The damned things also sent me running
straight into the solid arms I had fought so hard against.


Chapter Two

Knocking on my ex’s
door at two in the morning to cuddle when I couldn't sleep wasn’t a
copout, it was a goddamn necessity. And not for the typical horny
reasons. My massive case of bed-head was a testament to the urgency.

Ever since the
Dissenters had kidnapped and mutilated shifter children -our
children- the memories were reluctant to fade, and the dreams trailed
closer than the children who stacked reality too high and heavy on my
heart that horrendous night. But I only drove across town when the
nightmares made night terrors look like kittens in drag.

The mammoth mahogany
door opened briskly. I hugged my black leather jacket close and
hopped from foot to foot in the early morning chill. Until I looked
up. Blaire was barefoot, wearing nothing but boxers. Holy
shit! His bronzed chest begged to be teased by my
fingertips and his powerful shoulders could outperform anyone I knew.
Forcing my gaze upward, past the sensual lines of his neck, I stared
into perfect ocean eyes that haunted my very best memories.

Us. Hawaii.

Our
leopards frolicked by a lagoon, catching fish and sunbathing from the
time the sun rose until it set behind a panoramic view inspiring
countless postcards. Blaire’s fur receded, his golden flesh
compelled by heat and nefarious instincts as he drew closer. Shifting
as well, I matched his advances, meeting flesh with flesh. We never
spoke, never argued, as my legs hugged his hips.

There was a perfection
in that love yet to be matched by any other moment or person. And I
was never without it, especially in my darkest hour, which is what
gave me the strength to come here, even as I fought to remember one
reigning fact: The blue flame is the hottest part of the fire. I was
well aware this arrangement, accompanied by the eagerness in those
blue lagoon eyes, would char every last part of me if we broke our
abstinence policy.

"Aren’t we past
calling first?" Blaire’s voice washed over my spine, tickling
all the way down. "I sent the orgy home hours ago," he
mused, swiftly ruining the effect.

I shrugged. "You
know me, Blaire. I hate to bust up a party."

Inhaling a deep breath,
he shook his head. "Still Blaire, I see."

He wanted me to call
him Cale. Only, that was impossible due to our non-exclusive,
anti-relationship, relationship agreement. Blaire was an oversexed
body pillow. That’s all. Calling him Cale implied so much more, and
that was very specifically off limits.

Trying to ignore the
solemn undertone, I teased, "What should I call you, Pussycat?"

"If that’s my
only choice."

"I can be more
inventive, but past experience reminds me that people don’t care
much for my creativity."

Blaire was a little too
sober when he accused, "You’ve turned my name into a stain."

"No," I
protested, "You did. I’m just a reminder. A very tired
reminder." Looking at my watch, I shook my head. "Maybe
you'd prefer I left? This was a mistake."

His dark curls swooshed
as his unbelievably toned body sighed into mine. "You know what
I prefer." The heat of his breath graced a delicate region of my
neck.

"But dreams only
come true for good little cats," I tisked.

After swatting
temptation in the ass, I tossed my keys next to his on the delicate
armchair, which cradled far too much crap. It wasn’t as easy to
ignore Blaire’s advances as I made it seem, but it was enough to
make him keep trying. I hated that part of me that liked the effort
and attention. Although, the thought of him never trying again would
shut down something inside me.

A yellow halo pierced
through the crack of Old Abram’s bedroom door off to the right of
the entry.

"How’s your
father?"

He helped me out of my
coat and hung it on the rack next to his.

"Dedicated to
consistency."

Whether out of
frustration or rebellion, Blaire rarely entertained conversations
concerning his father. It had been months since the leader of our
lepe, Abram Blaire, sat up, let alone spoke. He was comatose. The
Western Lepe—the group of leopards I grew up with and considered
family—was baffled. Other than a pre-existing heart murmur, there
was no medically validated reason for his current state.

I peeked inside the
quiet room. Old Man Abram’s hair looked grayer, but he hadn’t
moved. My nostrils flared at the light presence of incense. Amita had
prayed with her husband recently. The old man wasn’t a practicing
Hindu but she was.

"Come."
Blaire wrapped his arm around my shoulders. Squeezing me close, we
retired to his bedroom.

Sleeping used to be so
instinctual. I trained and fought all day, so it was easy to fall
asleep before the sheet ever had time to cascade around me. But now
sleep was a dragon-tailed whip with enough bite to split fear from
common sense and enough power to make me not see the difference.

"Do you want me to
rub your back?" Blaire’s voice was heavy as we slid between
the sheets. So the Sandman was
listening to my pleas. Only, he doused the wrong shifter.

I let out a long-held
breath. "No."

He rolled over, his
head on the satin pillow. In my ear, he whispered, "There are so
many things to fight. Why fight sleep?"

"I don’t know,"
I whispered back. "Because I can, I suppose. Maybe because I
don’t know how else to be right now. I’m sorry it involves you."

"Don't apologize."
Blaire rose onto his elbow, casting his drowsy eyes down upon me.
"Don’t ever be sorry for coming here."

He laid back down.
Creeping under the leg of my ratty sweats, Blaire leisurely ran the
bottom of his foot up and down my skin. It was a relaxing sensation.
So much that I didn’t even remember falling asleep.

The wave of nightmares,
however, didn’t stop just because I was in a different bed. Equally
so, the monsters would never stop because they were real and had
found their target. Blaire’s comfort was simple. My leopard knew
his. After a startlingly realistic dream, I could allow my kitty
senses to bathe in Blaire’s dominance with the satisfaction that
together we would rip the glorious fuck out of anything coming for
me, imagined or otherwise.

So we slept, we
dreamed, and the night almost drew to a close before I woke Blaire
with the shrill pleas of, "Help me! Help me!"

He undoubtedly presumed
I was screaming for someone to actually help me. Help me
from being caught. Help me
from being tortured. It couldn’t have been further from the truth,
though I never made an effort to correct him. I knew who I screamed
for.

Jack. Always for Jack.
For the boy whose name I no longer spoke out loud. For the pride boy
who died for Marisa, one of our own. For the mangled corpse I would
never free from the web in my head. The weight of him in my arms was
always there. My mind refused to process the sudden loss of someone I
had never cared to know before that cruel day.

Barely awake, I rose on
all fours. A metallic hint saturated the air. Malevolence abounded,
sucking away any shred of comfort. And the screams, they filled the
night with such devastation. I had never heard children scream like
that, as if every god in every heart had been murdered. Snarling, I
prepared to shift and fight for Jack, the pride boy. Feeling my
fingernails thicken to points, I sliced through flesh until the
assaulting figures blurred together. My ferocious leopard half was
angling for the kill, fur roiling under my skin, but a force knocked
me off balance. Once it turned into a persistent, familiar voice, I
settled long enough for my eyelids to flutter open.

Blaire’s weight
pinned me to the bed.

"My hands," I
mumbled.

"What’s wrong
with them?"

"The blood won’t
come off."

"Let me see."

I held them up between
us, my eyelids heavy. Blaire’s warm fingers traced my palms from
wrists to fingertips and washed over my knuckles. When I didn’t
respond, he insisted I sit up and open my eyes. "There is no
blood. See? None."

Working to break the
bond between dream and consciousness, I finally shook my head like a
goddamn animal. Voice lazy from sleep, I smiled, but it was twisted
and out of sorts. "The blood’s never gone, Blaire. That’s
what no one understands. Half the shifters want me to be some type of
Messiah. The other half demand more blood, but they ignore the blood
that’s already been spilled."

"They can’t turn
you into someone you don’t want to be. You're too strong for that."
His hand hovered close, like he wanted to touch me but couldn’t
afford my wrath if I lashed out.

I stared at him. "Who
am I now? I’m not a fighter. I quit. If something attacked me, I
used to eat it alive. Now I hide, because I remember what it’s like
to escape death. I used to be strong."

"You are
strong."

"Look at me. I run
here in the middle of the night and cower in your bed how many nights
a week? And I keep trying to make it, to make what happened to all of
us, make sense in my head, but my heart" -I beat against my
chest- "cannot rationalize it."

"No!" Blaire
raised his voice as he sat up, shifting his weight to sit on his
shins. "I should have known earlier of the Dissenters and their
plans. I should have been leading rather than embracing prejudices
passed down from outdated moralities. You
fought that. You
brought them back."

I sat up. "To
what?"

We were essentially
screaming in each other’s faces.

"To a new way of
thinking."

"Well, it’s not
enough to erase what happened to them. I let them get broken. I
watched one break." Tears rimmed my bloodshot eyes.

A piece of me never
left the shed with Jack. Something important was permanently missing.
It was claimed by the freak trolling my nightmares and savoring the
moment we met again. I vowed to myself, Jack, and the other kids to
gut the bastard. He was the very devil.

Blaire interrupted my
devious thoughts.

"Do not reject the
one way I can help." His voice dropped off, exhausted from more
than Dissenters and a father with a mystery illness. "Don’t
invent a new way to reject me."

At that moment, I
realized that our arrangement hadn’t been a Dutch meal. Blaire
needed some cuddles of his own, a respite from the unknowns in our
lepe’s near future.

"I’m not. I’m
just not me anymore."

"Really? Because
hiding behind your anger is nothing new."

"That’s
bullshit." I leapt from the bed, slipping my sneakers on.

"What are you
doing?"

I pointed to the alarm
on his side of the bed. "It’s almost six."

"Come back to
bed."

"I’ve got to
finish packing, jog, and leave, so what’s the point?"

"Yeah," he
collapsed onto the bed, muttering, "What’s the point?"
before rolling over.

Left staring at his
back, I was speechless. And royally fuming.

Of course, it didn’t
take long to find my voice.

"I leave town in
less than three hours, Blaire. So you’re just going to roll over?"

"No." He
flung the sheets back and crossed the room, closing the distance
between us. "I want to give you something to think about while
you’re away."

Swooping me into his
arms, Blaire didn’t just kiss me, he ransacked my flesh with his
lips and threatened to boil my blood with his aura. Burning inside
out would have been a perfect demise if I hadn't already planned out
my day. Also, excavating our lust was dangerous. Reckless.

Cruel.

When my lips were mine
again, I mumbled, "I'll take that into consideration," and
practically ran home. Had I known the rest of my day would turn into
a shit fest, I would have stayed in bed with Blaire.


Chapter Three

Sprinting over a fallen
log, I turned my head for a split second to see if they still
followed. It was hard to focus on the crunching gravel underfoot when
the encroaching footsteps dominated my concentration.

When their scent
magnified and they gained in stride, I abandoned the trail, opting
for shadows and an unusually thick forest for October. We had one,
maybe two more weeks before the weather snapped and warmth was a
distant memory, but the leaves had already begun their chemical
changes. I could smell the dank, stale aroma struggling to overpower
life.

Picking up the pace, I
fought the urge to let my leopard out to play but smirked as the
breathy sounds from the others became labored.

"Tired already?"
I jeered. "Someone better catch me today. I’m not getting any
prettier."

"You’re not?"
a disembodied voice inquired.

"Shit, Shane!"
My stride suffered, but I recovered in record time.

"Every time we
meet, you’re always running somewhere," he chuckled.

I was indebted to Shane
and his kind -the shadowshifters- for saving my life when I had been
poisoned by an herbal bomb delivered in a flesh wrapper. And their
skill to merge into shadows left them with a keen ability to be the
fly on the wall, so to speak. But Shane could definitely work on his
timing.

"What are you
doing here?" I asked through deep breaths.

"Meditating."
What a smartass.

Shane was no more than
a shadow to my right, passing from tree to tree beside my tall frame.
If someone were looking, he could have been mistaken as my own shadow
had the canopy above not filtered out the sun with such precision.

"How did you find
me?"

He grazed my back like
a strong wind, crossing to the trees on my left. "We’re
everywhere. Information flows faster than the Internet in our world.
You can’t hide from us."

Dodging a large stray
branch, I checked to make sure I was still being followed before
saying, "Gee, that’s not creepy at all."

Laughing, he reminded
me, "We’ve been watching your back, as requested by your
boyfriend."

"Ex."

"Sure." He
didn't bother hiding his skepticism. "Anyway, things were so
quiet we almost thought it was a sham assignment."

"So what’s
changed? Quickly. I’m in the middle of something."

"They’re back.
Well, specifically, he’s
back."

My blood chilled all
the way to the tips of my toes as I stopped running.

"That cockroach
son-of-a-bitch that doesn’t have the decency to let me kill him is
back?"

"Yes."

"Where?" I
was glad I could even remember how to talk at this point.

"Yet to be
determined, but we will continue gathering info. In the meantime,
watch your back."

"Yeah, I'll be
sure to."

"No, I mean it.
Right now. Watch your back." Shane disappeared as a willowy form
smashed into my back, rolling us through patches of wild ferns. Hands
and legs tangled and bent awkwardly.

Laughter filled the
space between wilderness and civility.

I rolled to find Mira
sitting disheveled next to me, delighted. Strands of silky dark hair
fell loosely from her red ponytail holder. When she smiled, there was
no doubt she would grow to be as gorgeous as her bitchy sister. In
this moment, so normal and impulsive, no one could tell she was
cursed to walk the earth as a werewolf each full moon. But I’m
guessing it never escaped her mind that she transformed into a shaggy
abomination that the shifter communities shunned.

Forcing my thoughts
away, I returned the smile. The girls had tried for a month to catch
me. I wouldn’t break Mira’s heart by telling her that Shane had
distracted me. She needed this win.

We all did.

"Now
can we go home?" Ena pressed dryly as she jogged up to us.

Marisa was last to
catch up. She smiled shyly in Mira’s direction. I raised an eyebrow
at her.

"Sure. I guess the
magic’s gone, huh?"

Ena sighed. "I
appreciate the time you’re spending with us, it’s just hard when
we run in the morning. I went to bed late and I still have homework
to finish."

Marisa’s good nature
faltered. She no longer felt comfortable in the open unless we were
constantly moving. The wilderness was where our leopards were drawn
to play, but these were dark days when our leopards were outvoted by
human fears.

I nodded. "I’ve
got shit to do, too. Let’s go."

Still proud, Mira
hopped up as we began walking in the direction of the car.

I dropped Ena off at
home first, then Mira. Marisa’s house was closest to mine. Usually,
we enjoyed tidbits of conversation, which was rare for Marisa. She
was painfully introverted nowadays. I didn’t blame her. She had
been considered scrap meat by the Dissenters. And I suspected the
memory of Jack haunted her greater than it did me. There are just
some nightmares that feed on you, no matter if you’re asleep or
wide awake.

"I’m leaving in
less than an hour. You guys will have to run without me for a few
days."

Her fingers tangled
amongst themselves on her lap.

Running had replaced my
overpowering need to fight. However, it failed to quell the emotions
raging under my skin, seething like a rabid creature of destruction
so fierce even my leopard shied away from it.

I was no longer me. The
children were no longer young. Demons trampled our souls in the form
of silence and pity. And we were slowly being dragged to hell by our
memories.

I needed a miracle. Or
air.

A business trip would
have to suffice.

Marisa turned to me. "I
don’t want to run without you."

"Just remember
your defense basics and stay in town. You should be fine."

"When you aren't
around," Marisa ventured to whisper, "we're different.
Especially Ena."

"We all are."
When she didn’t respond, I added, "Ena says the same of you.
And if any of us knew Mira before, we would probably say the same of
her." After a few moments of dead air, I felt like I’d been a
little harsh, so I asked in a less judgmental tone, "How is she
different?"

"She’s more
confident."

Almost laughing, I
countered, "And that’s bad?"

"Mostly."

It was clear that
Marisa didn’t want to have this discussion, and she didn’t want
to run without me.

"Fine." I
pulled into her driveway. "Tell everyone to take a break until I
get back." Reading into her distressed brow, I added, "And
I won’t mention this conversation. Ever."

"Thank you."
Relieved, Marisa hopped out of the car and ran inside.

I took a deep breath.

"Jesus, I’m glad
I’m not a teenager anymore." Says
the shifter rushing to get the fuck out of town, I
finished in my head.

I was relieved to have
a few minutes of silence as I drove home. The thought had crossed my
mind not to leave. If not to evade the bullshit a ritual inevitably
causes, then for the girls. Marisa was right, they were different
now. There wasn't a one-size-fits-all manual for grief or abuse. They
each needed me in their own ways. But I needed freedom, if only
temporarily, even if it was manufactured. Vowing to figure it all out
once I returned, my mind relaxed.

My mood improved the
closer I got to home. After establishing the shifter watch group
known as the Collective that Tomas, leader of the local pride, and so
many others had been so vocal about, anyone in said group had a 'get
out of town free' card. My motivation for joining, obviously. Taking
a trip was like exchanging decaf for triple-shot lattes.

Darien had been right,
though. I reserved some anxiety for this trip because I was going to
see my father. Old Abram had banished him over twenty years ago for
his infidelity to my mother. Living in a different lepe, and now in a
nest, of all goddamn places, has left a lot lacking in our
relationship. I've avoided his truths and he's avoided my shame under
the cloak of indifference. But carelessness tends to sprout secrets.

Pulling into a slim
spot in the driveway, my car idled like a model walked a runway. All
eyes were on her. It almost hurt to turn her off.

"You better be
packed, Sweetness," Gage said, sauntering up to my open window
like a heavy metal god. "This cat show is about to pounce."

I shooed him away from
my door as I rolled the window up, kissed the steering wheel, and
locked my precious 1968 Mustang Coupe.

"Bet it took you
all morning to come up with that." I eyed him.

"Barely."

Chuckling under my
breath, I waved him off. "I'm packed. Don't worry so much. It
will cause stress lines and you don't want to lose all of that
pretty, do you?"

Gage was one of the few
people in my life who truly appreciated my smart mouth.

Pulling his neck into
the crook of my arm, I crooned, "Who's a pretty kitty?"

A heady purr roiled
through his body, vibrating into mine.

"Wouldn't you like
to know?"

I pushed him away in
mock disgust.

Joshua, who had been
packing the back of the Pilot, peeked his head around the vehicle.
"Guys, we really need to leave if we have any chance of staying
on schedule."

"My bags are at
the bottom of the stairs if anyone bothered to check," I whined.

"I'll grab them."
As he walked by, I tossed him my keys to set on the table in the
foyer. The wild strands of his honeyed locks bounced and waved as he
walked inside, passing Lydia and Warren.

We filed into the car,
me in the front passenger seat, Lydia and Warren cozied into a
loved-up lump of 'give me a fucking break' cuteness, and Gage
manspreading across the third-row seat.

"We brought
popcorn!" Lydia announced, pulling stuffed baggies from one of
the many designated snack bags. I snatched one of the baggies and
spun in my seat, leaning against the dashboard. My legs crisscrossed
against the seat back.

Joshua finished loading
my bags and hopped in the driver's seat.

"What the fuck
took you so long? We can't wait all day," I mused as I tossed
fluffy white pieces of popcorn across the interior into Gage's mouth.

Closing his eyes,
Joshua smiled. "I hope everyone stays this chipper the entire
trip."

I assured him, "This
won't be like last time."

Lydia had already stuck
her nose in one of the many books piled in the seat beside her. She
peered over the top of it, her hair clipped in a fascinating
masterpiece of twists and colors.

She proudly reminded
everyone, "I haven't gotten car sick since the Washington trip."

"That was
literally the last trip we took," Joshua reminded her. "Did
you take the motion sickness pills I packed?"

Never breaking eye
contact with him, Lydia slowly raised the book, giving the illusion
that she was sinking right into it until her entire face was cloaked
behind the front cover again. Warren snuggled into her shoulder,
ready for a cat nap.

"So no,"
Joshua muttered to no one particular. When he kept staring at me, I
stubbornly turned around until I was seated the correct way.
"Seatbelt, please."

"Fascist!"
Gage yelled from the very back, surrounded by our bags.

Yes, my mood had
definitely shifted. I was ready to put some miles between whatever
the fuck was happening with Blaire and I. And truthfully, I needed to
breathe without the girls up my ass every hour of the day.

"Who's ready for
the greatest road trip ever?" I yelled, dooming us all.


Chapter Four

"I'm just saying,
you jinxed us." Joshua stared right at me as he continued wiping
vomit off of the console between us. "Something stops being
great the moment you announce that it is going to be great."

Three hours into our
trip had proven to wear us down. Lydia's projectile vomiting was
merely the topper to our cake of dysfunction. Gage, having decided to
eat six-day-old leftovers for breakfast, forced us to stop at every
toilet the Western half of the state had to offer. The viscous layer
from Warren's exploding soda refused to disappear, no matter how many
wet wipes we used. I forgot my wallet at home. And a detour took us
the wrong way for the better part of an hour.

"I'll take those
car sickness pills now," Lydia murmured.

"It doesn't work
that way, Lyds." It was unheard of for Joshua to explode past
mild disappointment, though his gauge for self-defeat was quite
impressive. Judging by the slack in his shoulders and near-constant
lip twitch, that gauge broke a hundred miles ago.

"I can drive the
rest of the way."

He calculated my offer
and timing. "You were waiting for me to clean up the vomit on my
side before you offered, weren't you?"

"Hell yeah."

While Joshua was stuck
cleaning the vomit from the passenger side as we rolled down the
highway, I leaned back in the driver's seat and hit cruise control.
It had nothing on my Mustang, but the Pilot did ride well. It fit our
two-thousand parts inside, and that was saying something. We may pack
our suitcases light, but our snacks are everlasting.

After Joshua tossed the
last soiled baby wipe into a grocery bag and sealed it shut with the
might of an Olympian god, we attempted to relax. That worked for
nearly two hours as everyone tried in vain to cat nap while I belted
out the wrong lyrics to every song that came across the radio.

Joshua finally sat up.
"I think we should talk about the job before we get there."

"Shit, I had
forgotten we had a job." My hands tightened around the steering
wheel. The open road really did agree with me. It was the 'helping
the greater community' aspect that my brain struggled with. Some
still saw it as a form of intrusion, and I wasn't completely
disagreeing with them. I was taught growing up that meddlesome little
leopards lost their tootsies. When had the rules changed?

When
children died, I silently chided myself.

Joshua sighed. "You
blocked out the point of this very trip?"

"I want that
superpower," Gage said, pointing my way.

"Sorry, kitty,
it's a natural born talent." I smiled, ignoring the fear
slithering behind my eyelids.

"Womp womp,"
Warren chimed in, still nuzzled against Lydia. His Black Sabbath
shirt was wrinkled beyond legibility.

The smell of vomit
wafted heavily through the car. Our heightened sense of smell became
ninja-esque in what it chose to identify. Or, in this case, ignore.
The yacked up particles of Lydia's daily calories were dead to us,
and no amount of reality was strong enough to resurrect it.

"Listen,"
Joshua lightly commanded, "We are getting ready to walk into a
snake den. Let's be the fly on the wall rather than the donkey doing
cartwheels in the middle of the room."

Gage snarked, "Dude,
what have you been watching? Turn on some Animal Planet. Get right
with the world."

Lydia cleared her
throat. "Obviously, a donkey has limited physiology. Cartwheels,
no. Popcorning, maybe."

Leaning his head over
the middle seat, almost cheek to cheek with Lydia, Gage said, "Please
explain," in an overly theatrical tone.

"Well," she
ventured, "Popcorning is when an animal literally pops up off
the ground in succession. Guinea pigs do it. Horses, too. Why not
donkeys?"

Gage interjected, "So
you're saying you can't turn a donkey into a showgirl, but maybe into
a viral meme?"

Thinking for a moment,
she agreed. "I would watch a popcorning donkey meme."

"Look at that, I
would, too," he deducted quietly. "Case closed."

Joshua turned to me.
"Oh my god, we're always going to be the donkey in the middle of
the room aren't we?" He rolled his eyes.

I smiled. We all knew
the answer.

Gage relaxed into his
seat and waved for Joshua to continue. "We're listening,
brother."

"Thanks. The
serpentes are very unforgiving. If we make asses of ourselves, we may
never be welcomed back. While they share a nest, they are still quite
solitary shifters. Tread your paws lightly."

The serpentes were
descended from gorgons. Think Medusa and her two partially reptilian
sisters. While gorgons were the children of gods, and later cursed,
the serpentes have had countless generations of breeding with humans
and half-serpentes to lose most of their otherworldly powers, other
than the ability to shapeshift.

"If they are so
solitary, why do they need a king?" I asked bitterly, knowing
this talk was going to ruin my good mood.

"To maintain order
that would otherwise collapse into self-absorbed, ego-driven chaos."

"Predictable,"
I grumbled.

Joshua skimmed a note
written by Blaire. "A number of individuals are marked as the
future king. Only one will be chosen. Until then, it's our job to
protect them from a group of outlier serpentes that do not wish to
see anyone ascend the throne."

Gage crossed his thick
arms over his chest. "So we cozy into their nest, babysit, and
head home for milk and cookies?"

"Pretty much."
Joshua scratched at the back of his ear, wrestling with his inner
monologue. There was more, and he did not want to be the messenger.

I demanded, "Spill
it."

This was the most
Joshua had spoken in the last six months. He was usually pretty
introverted but proved to be a good briefer on these trips due to his
massive well of patience.

"And-" His
words died in his throat as he brought the note closer to his eyes,
inspecting something at the bottom.

"And?"

Joshua rolled the
window down, quickly ripping Blaire's directives to shreds, and
tossed the pieces into the eighty-mile-an-hour wind. Rolling the
window back up, he sat forward, pretending nothing happened.

"What the fuck was
that?" I growled.

He only shook his head,
refusing to speak.

"Tell me," I
demanded impatiently.

He shook his head
again.

"By God, I will
wreck this vehicle if you do not tell me right now, Joshua."

Lydia's eyes bugged out
and Warren sat up for the first time in seven hours.

"I. Will. Do it!"
I swerved the wheel and the tires flirted with the precarious seam
where blacktop met dirt. "I'm doing it!"

"She's doing it!"
Warren practically echoed, squeezing Lydia into his side.

"Do it!" Gage
goaded from the back, resting his forearms on the seat in front of
him, a maniacal smile plastered across his face.

"No more sugar for
you," Lydia chided him as she tried not to yelp when the Pilot
veered erratically off the road.

"Stop!"
Joshua screamed.

"Tell me!"

The melodic voice of
the GPS told us to turn left onto a thin dirt road. "Hang on,"
I warned, jerking the wheel until our gray Pilot hopped the seam
again and spilled across the two-lane road, cutting in front of a
cherry smart car putzing along in the oncoming lane.

Lydia screeched as
Warren and Joshua rumbled their disapproval deep from within their
throats. Gage sat back, visually upset by our anticlimactic break.

The vehicle slid to a
stop on the gravel as it coasted off the last few feet of paved road.
I stared Joshua down. My refusal to break our gaze first was an
outward threat.

"Let me call
Darien. He can tell you."

Those words! They
infuriated me to the core, lighting an invisible fuse. My foot
stomped the pedal with the force of King Kong. The Pilot jolted
forward, gaining speed, as I refused to tear my eyes from Joshua's
pickled expression.

"Tree!"
Warren screamed. "Tree, tree, tree!" he reiterated, his arm
extended in a rigid dead man's pose between our faces.

I smoothly jerked the
vehicle left, away from the patch of trees on the side of the country
road. The change of fate found us fishtailing across the gravel.

"Um..." Lydia
tried to vocalize a warning, but nothing more escaped her thin lips.

Warren flagged our
attention. "Building in the road!"

Joshua and I broke our
gaze simultaneously as my foot found the brake. We skidded to a halt
five feet in front of the south wall of the Knot's Landing Motel.
Lydia vomited orange circus peanuts into Warren's lap.

"Cool road trip,"
Gage praised, lifting the tab of his soda. An elongated hiss alerted
us before the cool spray of sticky sweet soda saturated everything
inside the vehicle.

"You have reached
your destination," the chipper voice of the GPS congratulated.

Clicking free of his
seatbelt, Joshua hopped out of the Pilot, damn certain he was out of
arm's reach when he confessed, "Full disclosure, Linay will be
here, too," before shutting the passenger door between us.

A snarl roiled up from
the bowels of my inner cat.

Linay was the sister of
Tomas, the leader of our local lion pride. Unlike her brother, Linay
lacked any redeemable qualities that made me want to keep her alive.
In fact, she checked every fucking box on my 'die, die, die!' list.

"Shit," I
heard Warren mutter under his breath. Was he reacting to being
covered in sickening orange goo -hats off to Lydia for that one- or
Joshua's news? Full disclosure: I gave zero fucks.

"Awe, we're late
to the asshole convention," I mused, noting people gathered in
groups and walking to and from motel rooms.

We got out of the
Pilot, struggling to wipe off whatever coated our skin. I think
Warren was the only one who got the two-for-one deal. Lydia bathed
him in baby wipes after he slunk the sullied shirt to the ground,
which had taken the brunt of the liquid. It laid on a deathbed of
crushed walnuts, deformed cigarette butts, and a Frito wrapper.

"Me, next."
Gage tapped Lydia's shoulder, his eyebrows dancing.

When he started to pull
his shirt over his shoulder blades, Joshua baulked before tugging it
back down for him. "Everybody keep your clothes on!"

I smirked. "Did
you really just say that to a bunch of shifters?"

"Madison?"
The baritone voice behind me was familiar, tugging at my emotions
like a forgotten dream.

Only family used my
birth name. I turned, shouldering the impact the man's presence
triggered.

"Dad?"


Chapter Five

The mix of sweet
aftershave and drugstore shampoo tickled my senses as he drew me into
one of his invincible dad hugs. Buried under those surface aromas,
something deeper, something less inviting, cocooned him. That smell
displaced him from the lepe. He was a one-man island in a sea of fur.

Regardless, part of me
sympathized with the unmatched excitement of a giddy five-year-old
running into her father's arms after his return from a long day at
work.

"Hi, Dad," I
breathed into the top of his shoulder, allowing his extra tight
squeeze to make up for the lost visits. No matter the amount of rage
and disappointment I carried, I could never manage to stay angry when
he hugged me.

"Hi, baby."

Gage walked by,
whispering, "Not so tough now, are you?"

I gave him the finger
behind my dad's back. He grinned and kept walking.

As we parted, I
adjusted to our surroundings, noting there were thirteen motel doors
with a few vehicles spotting the parking lot. The office was to the
left. And I was parked on a patch of geranium bushes.

"I didn't expect
to see you right when we pulled up. Do you live close by?"

In the noncommittal
fashion I had become accustomed to, Dad's eyes darted to the doors
before answering, "You know, I'm here and there on any given
day. How could I pass up the chance to welcome my baby to town? I
can't stay long, though." Reacting to my fallen expression, he
added swiftly, "Don't worry, we'll have plenty of time to catch
up."

"Will we?" My
meek question flooded with expectation and doubt.

"Of course. We've
got important business to discuss."

"We do?"

He acted as though he
wanted to hug me again, but settled on an awkward side embrace.

I immediately sensed
something was out of sorts. "What's wrong?" I pressed.

"Oh..." Dad
waved his hand away as if to say nothing.

"What is it, Dad?"
The lulling effect of his hug was wearing off as my irritation clawed
its way to the surface.

In an unsuspecting
tone, he leaned closer. "I think you need a shower, baby.
Something smells god awful."

Lydia's vomit train had
pulled into the station hot, and the residents, unlike us, had not
spent the better part of the day disassociating the gnarly bouquet
with the abomination that it was.

I turned to find Lydia
and half-naked Warren walking to the office, presumably for check-in
and room keys. Our mighty ambassadors of puke.

A thousand smartass
replies came to mind, but all I managed was, "I plan to."

"I'll see you
before you leave. Maybe I'll bring your brother."

It wasn't exactly a
statement. He was concerned, and for good reason. My little
brother, my half-brother, was somewhat of an anomaly. My father's
wife was serpente. While it was possible for certain shifter species
to procreate, it wasn't possible for a leopard and a snake to make a
slithering ball of fuzz. Until now.

Ask me how I felt about
said ball of baby? Exactly. The selfishness and cruelty involved in
creating such a mixed breed are beyond words. To know that my father
was part of such a choice had been a silent burden since Darien broke
the news.

And while knowing all
of this, I still had a hard time addressing my feelings with my dad.
It had become much easier to simply ignore it. All of it. I had
managed to erase the majority of my father's life through a series of
omissions. His wife. Their child. His reasons for not visiting. My
reasons for not picking up the phone.

In that moment, looking
into his eyes, feeling the unconditional love of his smile, I felt
shame for the first time.

"I'd really like
for you to meet him. It's time."

Unable to fake a smile
or confess my dark thoughts, I nodded. "Okay."

Dad passed through a
small crowd that had formed in front of the office before leaving in
the passenger seat of a Honda. I strained my ears, trying to make out
what was being said. Everyone in the crowd seemed to be voicing an
opinion, whether it be on the accommodations or where to eat dinner.
Suddenly, a grumbly voice beckoned attention when it questioned the
entire pending ceremony.

"I've never heard
of no damn snake king ceremony. We all get dragged out to the middle
of nowhere for something that hasn't supposedly happened in
generations? It's suspect. That's all I'm saying."

My interest had drawn
me closer as he spoke, not completely disagreeing with his rhetoric.

"Drey?"

A skyscraper of a man
turned to look in my direction. His ebony skin was so rich it looked
velvet to the touch.

"Well, now I know
it's a goddamn trap!" Drey joked. "Damn, girl, did they
call in all the big cats?"

Drey was part of Tomas'
pride. There was no denying that we had a bond, especially after we
shared Jack's death walk. When a shifter dies, they're honored by
walking or running their favorite corner of the earth as a pack.
Jack's was a beautiful piece of forest outside of town, part of the
two-hundred-acre conservation the pride owned.

He diverged from the
group.

"They either
called the best motherfuckers they know or the dumbest," I
confided.

"That's a worn
truth, right there."

We shifted our
attention, scanning the parking lot for anyone who might be
eavesdropping. Once we were confident our conversation was private,
Drey's smile was replaced by tension lines around his eyes. Not an
easy feat for a naturally jovial soul.

"What do you know
about these snakes?" I asked.

"Not much,"
he admitted. "A king hasn't been prophesized in five-hundred
years. The ritual should determine who will take the throne." He
scoffed, "So we're stuck babysitting all the bozos they rounded
up. This is gonna be the longest three-day nap."

"Not if someone
tries to kill them."

"A cat can only
dream."

A white school bus
pulled up, parking at the far edge of the lot. As we turned to
inspect the desperate faces lining the windows, a twangy voice
squawked from the doorway of a room, "Who invited this whore?"

My head jerked in her
direction, full well knowing who that prissy voice belonged to before
my brain had a fighting chance to catch up.

"Linay," I
purred, "what a pleasure to have not
seen you the first ten minutes I was here. I'll cherish that time."

She strutted across the
concrete walkway in her tight blue jeans, purposely gyrating her ass
in some sort of attention-grabbing effort. Though, it was clear by
the supernatural static in the air that the display was a show of
power over feminine prowess.

The edge of Drey's lip
curled as a low growl matriculated up his throat. He tried to step
between us, but I refused his protection. I had to. This was an
unofficial challenge of authority.

Her mouth was still
moving as I channeled my energy. Rolling my shoulders backward and
popping my neck, I released my own fury of prickly power, slamming
unforgivingly into Linay's bony frame. She gasped, stopping in her
tracks.

"What's the
matter?" I crooned, "Cat got your tongue?"

Close to sixty people,
shifters of all backgrounds, were watching our little outburst now.
Some anticipated a larger fight between all of the leopards and lions
in attendance. Their anticipation was palpable. Others -the serpentes
most likely- could not have been more disassociated. They were
neither excited nor bothered.

The weasely woman in
front of me was weighing her options. If she cowered in front of such
a large audience, she would never live it down. If she pushed me
further, we could see what she's made of. Every drop of bullshit and
blood.

Because I would gut
her.

Then I would free my
leopard to eat her remains.

The parking lot grew
quiet as I locked eyes with her, daring her. I wanted her to descend.
Something deep within had been seeking a challenge, a way to divert
the guilt and hateful energy built up from the nightmares Jack's
death had consumed me in. If Linay proved to be that angel of
release, so be it.

I winked at her.

Joshua and Lydia rang
out, "No!" in unison as Linay's foot left the ground. She
was faster than I remembered. She snarled, leaping through the air in
human form, but landing at my feet in full lioness glory.

Her loud roar was met
by the raspy yowl of my snow leopard. The change from human to cat
felt magnificent, like stretching my limbs and wiggling my bare toes
after being confined to one position for too long. I lost all
consciousness of our mission, honing in purely on Linay's misfortune
of being the object of my wrath.

Our combined power
played through the air, disrupting the calm of the other shifters.
Everyone became restless, twitching and side-stepping, feeling our
power crawl up their spines, whispering in their ears to free their
beasts with us.

It was a dangerous
calling. There were too many different factions of shifters for the
mass change to end without attacks or incidents of lasting
consequence. We were precarious, at best, just as people. Our beasts
would only magnify those pitfalls.

I released another
snarl as Linay refused to back down. She had been given plenty of
warnings. More than anyone her caliber deserved. When her claws
slashed through the air, threatening to strike my neck, I bounded
around the massive paw. Low to the ground, I circled her like she was
a blind little mole of a plaything.

Without warning, she
leapt on top of me. We became one large ball of fur, rolling and
jolting through the parking lot, banging into vehicles as bodies
sprang out of our way. Hissing and snarling filled the early evening
air, along with the screeching of metal and shattering glass.

We didn't stop until a
massive roar lashed out, rattling the panes of glass in the old motel
windows. Linay froze underneath my weight. After another roar from
the behemoth of a lion standing on the hood of a Corolla in front of
us, her body started to tremble, signaling the change. Instantly, I
rolled off of her, not wanting to crush her human form. Curling my
tail around my back legs, I laid on my furry side, ready to watch the
show.

Bones and squishier
things slid unnaturally, moving in much faster succession than if
Linay had used her own will. Within seconds, the lioness had
retreated in humiliation. Whimpering, she lay naked against the
asphalt of the parking lot. It is quite painful to force the change,
which is exactly what Tomas did. He used his power as her alpha to
shift her back into human form. She would be feeling that for days.
Her ego, even longer.

My leopard receded
inside at her own pace, allowing my smooth flesh to blossom until I
was purely human in appearance. Nothing as grotesque as Linay's
forced shift. I stood up, ready and alert in case she tried something
again. It was doubtful, though I would never expect less.

Tomas shifted
effortlessly, basking in his power. He looked magnificent, whether
beast or man. Even naked and human, he demanded a notability that was
hard won by any other in their best hour.

"Brother..."
Linay rasped weakly.

"Get up."
There was a quiet edge in his voice that even I would hate to tango
with.

"It was her,"
she blamed, pointing a shaky finger at me.

Tomas looked doubtful.
He turned to Drey, who was still angry as sin that he couldn't
participate in the brawl.

"Who started it?"
Tomas asked.

Drey lifted a knowing
eyebrow and nudged his head towards Linay. "I saw it plainer
than shit in an outhouse. She was the aggressor."

"Get out of my
sight," he growled under his breath to his sister.

She scrambled to her
feet and scurried across the parking lot. The budding pink gashes and
cuts across her body looked as superficial as mine. It was silent
enough to hear the door lock us out of her unruly little world after
she reached the sanctity of her room.

All eyes turned to me.
Gage had come to stand just behind me. As I stood naked, unflinching,
he held my arm in the air, licking the long gash down my right
forearm from wrist to elbow. It helped our wounds heal faster.

Tomas hopped off of the
car and approached us. He shoved his rugged golden hair out of his
face, the disappointment in his eyes on full display.

"I apologize,"
he said, shaking his head. "How can we make this right?"

Thinking for a moment,
I did the one thing no one expected from me. I forgave them.

"Call it even. I
needed a stress reliever." The satisfied grin on my face was
enough to show Tomas that I was being utterly honest.

"Allowing you to
kick my sister's spoiled ass was payment enough for her attack in the
first place, then?"

"Yep."

It didn't take him long
to agree. He held a fist out and I met his with mine, holding it
against his for a few seconds before we both withdrew. In shifter
terms, it was a good deal and there were no take-backsies.

"You might need to
chase down the owner of that car you just squashed, though."

"You're looking at
him."

I crinkled my nose. "Do
you always get stuck paying for your sister's actions?"

"More than you
know." Tomas sauntered toward his room, which was set apart from
the rest. Number thirteen was a suite, it seemed.

Joshua approached me
and Gage, handing us our room keys. "Seven," he said,
handing me a flat keycard. "Six," he relayed to Gage, who
had stopped licking my cuts to accept his key. "The future king
is on that bus behind you, so go wash up while we figure out who's
bunking with who."

I panned across the
bewildered eyes in the bus windows. They blended together before I
landed on one face, in particular, at the very back. His eyes were
curious, practically filled with wonder, as if he had arrived at a
once in a lifetime fair with his best friend, Santa Clause. And he
was staring directly at me.


Chapter Six

It turned out, Joshua
had to room with Lydia and Warren. Part of me felt sorry for his
predicament. Their cuddle capacity bordered between extreme and
extreme. Separately, two valued members of our lepe. Together, the
definition of karma.

On the other hand, I
had an adjoining room with Gage. Definitely karma! Like Lydia, he has
no relative idea of what healthy boundaries are. Locking the door
would do little good with a giant child banging on the other side.

"Is there an empty
room somewhere?" I asked Joshua, not bothering to hush my tone.

He shook his head,
angry that I had the audacity to act as if his situation was better
than mine.

Gage rounded the open
door adjoining our rooms. "Thank you, Mother!" he boomed up
to the heavens. His habit of thanking his dead mom was old hat to his
roommates. Others found it...unsettling. "If we get bored with
the candidates, we can rock out or watch television together. I
brought face masks," he encouragingly shared. Gage had a
penchant for yelling aggressively at Jeopardy while declogging his
pours. "Don't worry, Josh, you can join us if you get sick of
Lyds and Warren."

"You know,"
Joshua pondered, a smirk on his face, "I think spending time
with them will be sort of relaxing. Headphones and a thick book."
His attention shifted to me as his smile tapped into the vein of
insanity, growing wider by the second.

"Okay, get out of
my room," I ordered. "Both of you."

Just then, the door
swung open and the same curious expression from the back of the bus
scanned everyone in the room before settling on me.

He motioned to shake
hands. "Name's Cody." His dark hair was hidden under a
wide-brimmed hat. Tanned skin accentuated his crows-feet and laugh
lines. As his arm remained extended, I could see that his muscles
were in better shape than if an artist had sculpted them with precise
care. But these muscles were lean, built through hard work, not
wished into being by artisan tools.

I inhaled the air
around us. It didn't take a shifter to know what he was. I stalked
over to Cody, his odor engaging my kitty cat senses. Grabbing the
front of his shirt as if he were a child being scolded, I practically
offered him up as evidence.

"He's human!"

Not wanting to make eye
contact with me, Joshua nodded. Gripping his elbows in his palms, he
said, "The new king doesn't necessarily have to be an existing
serpente."

"And if he's not
their king, then what? A human with shifter knowledge cannot exist."

I wasn't threatening to
kill him, I was concerned. It was damn wrong for someone to include a
human in shifter games. There was no outcome that did not involve
ruining every aspect of his life. If he was king, he would be
expected to walk away from life as he knew it. If he wasn't... There
is a strict rule that no humans know our secrets. This is a death
sentence, to put it bluntly.

Releasing Cody, I spat,
"There are seven other candidates. Do you honestly believe this
human is the new snake king? The odds are against him."

"I like to believe
the odds aren't in till the day is done, Miss." Cody tipped his
cowboy hat in my direction, a wry smile playing against my scowl.

"What is this
bullshit?" I reeled. "A fucking cowboy?"

"Do cowboys bother
you, Miss?" he asked sincerely.

"Everything
bothers her," Gage chimed in a serious tone, unsure if he
approved of Human Cody just yet.

"I can't help
being human," he interjected between our grimaces of outrage.

Joshua tugged Gage's
arm. "Let's go. You still need to meet your charge."

I could hear Gage say,
"I hope it's a cowgirl," as they disappeared into his room,
shutting the door between our two rooms.

Standing in awkward
silence, I watched as Cody sat his bags on the round table in front
of the window. When I did not move or speak, he settled into one of
the chairs, propping his feet up next to the bags on the table.

In a smooth voice, he
addressed my concern. "I'm here. I'm ready to be or not be
whatever the future brings. If I'm not this king of snake-men, well,
we'll deal with that when it comes."

I turned, offering him
my full attention. "Why?"

"Why what?"
he asked, honestly confounded.

"Why do you want
to live with a bunch of snakes?"

"I can't damn them
yet. I haven't even met them. What if it feels right?"

"What if it
doesn't?" I countered.

He sat, rolling my
words around in his head as I unpacked my bag into the top two
drawers under the television.

"These are mine.
You can have the bottom drawer."

"I figured that
out." When I glared at him, he simply shrugged. "Deductive
reasoning."

We were silent for some
time. He remained in his window seat, hat on the table next to his
legs and bags. I reclined on the bed, already anticipating the long
night ahead. Not the snakes, the nightmares. Who thought entrusting
me with a human in the midst of my wildest nightmare flare-up was a
fucking Einstein idea?

A knock on the door
startled us both.

Lydia's sharp voice
broached the cheap door quite easily as she informed us, "The
serpentes expect us to dinner. Get ready to board the bus."

I answered, "I was
just waiting with bated breath!"

"Dreams do come
true," she mused before banging on Gage's door next.

"You heard Lydia.
Let's go, Buckaroo."

Wordlessly, he gathered
his hat and followed me out the door after I slid my shoes on.

"You might want a
jacket. The mountains are cold at night."

He pointed out, "You're
in a tank top."

I pointed out, "I
am a shifter," raising my hand high. "You are a human."
I dropped my hand lower to show his ranking.

Ducking back into our
room for a black jacket, he emerged with it in his hand, joking, "I'm
glad I'm at least on the ranking board. That would have hurt my
feelings."

"I thought cowboys
are supposed to be stoic."

Walking towards the
bus, he didn't look back when he retorted, "I think you mean
heroic."

Rolling my eyes, I
banged on Gage's door. "You ready?"

He cracked it open.

"You ready?"
I repeated.

"I don't know."
He was rattled, completely unsure of himself.

"What do you
mean?"

Opening the door wider,
he turned sideways, allowing me to glance into his room.

In the middle of the
floor, a woman with cedar hair hanging haphazardly in her face was
meditating, legs crossed. Her eyes were closed, and her green dress
tucked and hugged all the right places or my intrusion would have
been a peep show.

"She is freaking
me the fuck out," Gage confessed, not bothering to lower his
tone.

"Because she's
meditating in front of the television?"

I had taken ten steps
into their room without realizing it. Turning back to Gage, who was
still at the door, I tried not to seem as alarmed as I felt. This
woman called to my leopard. No, her scent did.

She smelled of ripe
blueberries on a lazy afternoon, rolling through thick grass under
the sun's loving touch. There was also a hint of fresh bark under my
claws after a furious session of sharpening them, the breeze playing
along my snout. And as I scratched my muzzle along a bulbous rock,
the delicate lace of ferns brushed through my paws and up my legs.

When I opened my eyes,
I was on all fours, my nose practically touching hers. The stranger
stared back, a smile of contentment on her face. Her eyes were three
shades of blue, like the rippling water of a pond under the thumb of
a driven wind.

She saw there was no
threat. I was not in the thrall of turning, of releasing my cat. It
only wanted a closer look at this magnificent creature, who was the
embodiment of our greatest love, Mother Nature.

"I am Uwharrie
Gaia. You may call me Arrie."

"I'm Fray. Would
you like to get ready for dinner with the serpentes now?" I
asked as politely as I had ever been.

"How delightful."
She popped up and walked to the bathroom.

Rolling onto my ass, I
took Gage's hand as he helped me up.

"You are rooming
with-"

"A walking air
freshener."

"I was going to
say a nymph, but...yeah!"

In no time, we were
packed onto the white activity bus like sardines, the potentials in
the middle while the rest of us sat in the front and rear. Naturally,
there was a dispute as to who got to sit closest to Arrie. Only Gage
and I opted for the back of the bus. We admitted to Arrie's natural
allure, but that hold over us was the very thing that drove us
farther away rather than closer.

The bear shifters,
Sunyet and Borus, flanked the woodland nymph. They were enamored.
After all, they were practically from the same area of the state as
Arrie. It was a stark reminder that they were no longer in their
protective corner of the woods anymore. Anything resembling home
called to them. I only hoped it wouldn't affect their performance if
we had to fight the outlier serpentes everyone was so concerned
about.

The bus ride was
jolting and demeaning. I gripped the seatback in front of me to stop
my ass from sliding across the cheap plastic every time the bus made
a turn. It was ridiculous that we couldn't drive our own damn
vehicles. I understood the dynamics, the safety of being wrapped into
one big bow rather than scattered to a number of vehicles and
locations along the way. But that was also my concern: being wrapped
into one goddamn bow for the plucking!

I strained as I pressed
my nose to the window pane to see more than my reflection. The sun
had set while we were at the motel.

"Don't bother,"
Gage interrupted my thoughts.

Leaning back in my
seat, I crossed my arms. "This is bullshit. How can we protect
anyone if we don't know where we are or where we're going?"

"That sounds like
a country song." Cody chuckled, turning to face us in the last
two seats. "We're just going to eat dinner."

"How many shifter
attacks have you won?" I asked, matter-of-factly.

He crinkled his thick
brows and let the crack in his cockeyed grin tell his truth.

"None," I
echoed his thoughts. Twirling my finger, I said, "Turn around.
Let the big kids talk."

Blatantly ignoring my
instructions, he placed his forearm on the seatback. "I saw you
fight in the parking lot earlier."

"Bad ass, right?"
Gage was unable to suppress his pride.

"So?" I was
growing aggravated.

"So, could you
take any shifter on this bus?"

That thought appealed
to me. Not because I wanted to hurt anyone there. It was the thrill
of the challenge, the competition that awoke inside me. My eyes
searched the tightly canned group. Three lions sat in front. I had
already kicked Linay's ass. Bottom of the cesspool. Drey was a worthy
fighter. One day, I would get my rematch, hopefully as friends rather
than enemies. The third pride, Gable, was tall and thick, built
similar to Drey. However, he had a menacing quality, like maybe he
didn't like to play fair all the time. That stoked a different
emotion, one that almost forced a hiss from between my lips.

Glancing across the
aisle, I settled on the bears. They were not much of a treat for my
beast or my human form as I scanned them. Sunyet was lanky and soft,
with a thick middle. If I were to imagine her in animal form, she
gave the impression of being a master at hibernation, not warfare.
The mix of auburn and chestnut hair softly gathered at the base of
her neck, accompanied by her compassionate eyes, told me that Sunyet
was too kind to do what had to be done if she were ever faced with a
world-ending moment. And though Borus looked as if he could be tough,
gauging his muscular outline, his rounds of laughter gave away his
forgiving personality. Borus was a better friend to lift your spirits
than a warrior to fight by your side when the hour was at its
darkest. They were purely here to add girth to our force, to deter
any possible violence with their bulky appearance, like bouncers in a
club.

The serpentes had
ridden in the one separate vehicle in front of the bus, accompanying
Tomas. Venus and Foust had no real charges of their own at the motel.
It was their job to be added muscle, the eyes on the backs of our
heads. But how much can you really trust a fucking snake? Their
attitudes are venomous enough to charge a good street fight, but
otherwise, we have nothing in common. It was their archaic need to
fulfill this prophecy that would keep them in check during this trip.
Maybe I didn't believe a fairytale dug up from a buried stone, but I
would pretend to if it kept these assholes in the right lane.

The only other shifters
invited to our little party were the arachnea. They are the shifter
equivalent to the weird cousin at a family reunion. If that cousin
fancied squishing bugs between his teeth like ice cubes. The good
ice. The soft squares that crumble with just the right amount of
pressure before melting on your tongue. The difference being, ice
doesn't leave a pile of legs and shells to crunch beneath the soles
of your shoes. Morgan and Viviane were better than most at glamouring
anyone at a distance. It was the closeness that exposed their beady
eyes and insect-littered clothing. The arachnea are one of a handful
of shifters who are never truly human, even in their human state.
Forever the predator. I could kick their asses, but the repulsion I
felt at the idea of getting close was greater than the thrill of the
fight.

I had spaced out,
enjoying how it felt to size everyone up. To tick each one off of an
imaginary list. It was Gage who finally broke the awkward silence.
"She could take any shifter in this county," he answered
for me. "That fight with Linay was nothing."

"It was a snack,"
I added.

From the front of the
bus, Linay's head pivoted slowly until she gathered every ounce of
hate in her shriveled, beating heart and aimed it right down the
aisle like it was the barrel of a shotgun. I winked and blew her a
kiss. Rigid, she faced forward. What had her brother threatened her
with to get such a docile response?

Cody observed the
fleeting exchange, noting Linay's hesitancy. "Under your
protection, I don't need to worry about what's out there," he
pointed out the window before glancing around, adding, "Or who's
in here."

"Is that so?"

He looked deadly
serious. "If something has the power to take you down, we're all
fucked. Pardon my French."

Gage waved him off. "If
you hadn't noticed, French is our first language around here."
He chuckled at his own joke.

My brother had started
a swear jar last summer in the hopes that he wouldn't have to wash
our mouths out with soap every hour. We use it in the kitchen to
store the dish sponge now. A constant reminder to Darien that our
combined love of foul language will overpower his brooding brother
behavior every minute of every day. The motherfucker was outmatched.
Pardon my French.

Looking into Cody's
calm, dark eyes, I scolded his arrogance. "You cannot depend on
my cloak of protection. If I fall and you find yourself surrounded by
deadly shifters, how do you save yourself?"

He audibly swallowed,
searching his brain for that piece of "ah-ha" information
that could protect his future lineage from being snuffed out by one
premature final breath.

A young woman with
medium length rose-blonde hair turned around, charcoaled eyes wide.
"She's right! How do we protect ourselves?"

Most of the nest
believed the coming Savior would be a king, as suggested by the
prophecy of the serpente elders. However, a significant number voiced
the possible rising of a queen, which led to the charges being of
either gender. Far be it for a king to go uncrowned simply because he
was in the form of a woman.

The lithe charge in
front of us had allowed her panic to eat away common sense.

"What if the
excommunicated serpentes attack us at dinner? We should turn back, or
scatter! Maybe we are better off at home."

Sunyet spoke up from
the front, barely bothering to sit up from her slouched position
against the window. "Calm yourself, Petal. Inciting chaos is a
condemning offense."

"It's not chaos,
it's the truth. Who says we're safer here, in the middle of a bunch
of snakes who don't give a damn about us unless we turn out to be
their new leader?"

We were all exhausted
and hangry.

"Petal,"
Sunyet's tone grew sharp, "Control yourself. You will feel
better once your belly is full and your mind has rested."

It was clear that Petal
had worn her welcome out back at the motel room with the bears. Part
of me felt for her. The other part sided with Sunyet.

We made it to Elder
Kit's farmstead in one piece. I'm not sure what I expected from the
old woman. She was a class above a class that you didn't know existed
until you acknowledged just how far you had fallen from your own
class. Everything about this serpente wreaked of old-world snake
charmer. When she entered a room, her matted white hair and oversized
robe added to the mystique. When she spoke, the ancestors sat up from
their graves to listen.

"Please, eat what
you may." Elder Kit made a grand sweeping gesture in front of a
row of tables packed with food. The group of serpentes lined up with
empty plates in hand made no mention of our presence. Many suffered
from resting bitch face or ignored us altogether.

"Thank you for the
hospitality," Tomas ventured, addressing the lethargic crowd,
his eyes falling on Elder Kit last.

Once every last shifter
had a full plate and a glass of wine, we sat in our given groups.
Like shifters with like shifters, plus those we were charged with
keeping safe.

Elder Kit spared no
time addressing the crowd. At the rate the snakes were eating, they
would be done faster than a cat can climb a tree. It was grotesque to
watch as hardboiled eggs were swallowed whole, shells intact.
Handfuls of steamed crickets and fried worms were shoveled in with no
worries of choking, as it's impossible for serpentes to choke. Just
as a true snake has the ability to breathe while eating, so does a
serpente due to an evolved respiratory system. Didn't make it any
less disgusting to watch, however.

Gage leaned in, forcing
his look of revulsion into submission. "This might be the first
time I've lost my appetite."

"It is a sight,"
Cody added.

I couldn't be sure if
he was as put off as we were or mesmerized by the oddity. Truthfully,
I didn't give a shit at the moment. All I had wanted since the fated
car ride was a good meal, and that dream was dashed by gluttony and
overextending jaws.

Everyone fell silent as
Elder Kit raised her glass of wine, swishing the robust liquid out of
habit.

"It is no secret
that the serpentes, as a people, as a family, struggle socially, so I
will speak for my brothers and sisters in attendance." An
audible sigh of relief escaped the snakes before she continued. "I
would like to thank the Collective in advance for your help. It is a
gargantuan feat to come together, a blending of species, to protect
and restore harmony." Looking directly at me, she added, "To
answer a calling."

Turning her attention
to the audience, she shared, "Our people have waited for the
mothers to bless us with the uniting force of a king's hand for
hundreds of years. Through their immeasurable silence, we have
waited. We persisted!" Her boisterous optimism was rubbing off
on the serpentes, who had stopped eating to support her words with
hoots and small sounds of victory. "The ceremony grows closer.
As a Graeae, a protector of gorgon heritage, I am reminded that every
serpente life, no matter how significant or trivial, has carried us
to this moment. Even the arms of our detractors, the very threat of
our apex, cannot obstruct the blessing of our great mothers."

Looking at each
potential king or queen, tears gleamed in the edges of Elder Kit's
worn eyes. "Thank you for your gift. For offering yourselves to
us. We drink to our mothers, and to you for heralding a new age of
power and unity to the serpentes. May the gorgons bless you."

Everyone drank.

The tale of Medusa came
to mind at the mention of gorgons. It is said that Athena condemned
the priestess to become the embodiment of death, never to feel the
touch of man again for her sacrilege in the sanctuary. Talk about a
cock-blocker. If you ask me, Medusa and her sisters paid an eternal
price for the infractions of men. Love is a bitch. I knew that much.

Dinner came to an
abrupt end as the serpentes began quietly leaving. That was our
chance to escape the socially awkward event of the century. Loading
onto the bus, we took our original seats and headed back to the
motel, our minds heavier from the trip, our stomachs lighter. We
wanted nothing more than snacks and mindless time in front of the
television.

Petal pressed her palms
against the window, pressing her nose to the glass between them. "I
saw something!" she raised alarm. "Something moved."

Sunyet was irritated.
"Do not start this again, Petal!"

"Everything is
moving," Borus sighed. "We are going sixty down a dirt
road. I'm surprised pieces are not hurtling off the bus."

"It was
something..." Petal whispered, squinting her eyes, searching
desperately out the window.

While everyone
dismissed her, I felt a tiny shockwave twist through my core. Better
to be safe. Coolly, I leaned close to the back window and cupped my
hands around my eyes. After a heavy, silent minute, Gage grew
restless and followed suit. He felt it, too.

The lone shrill down
our spines of someone watching us.


Chapter Seven

Gage and I saw lights
flash in the woods. Once, twice, three times more. A signal.

"Petal, get away
from the window!" I ordered. "Heads down, now."

Our group of misfit
toys was caught in the midst of huddling, faces between their legs,
when the bus lurched forward, then sideways.

Breaking my own rule, I
stretched over the seat and wound my fingers around Cody's arm. "When
the bus tips, stay close to me. Don't lose sight."

"When it tips?"
He sounded incredulous, like I was willing it to do so.

Headlights closed in on
us, shining into my eyes through the back emergency door.

"Is Tomas' car
still ahead of us?" I held my breath, but somehow I already knew
the answer.

Drey slammed his fist
into the side of the wall. "Goddamn it, no!"

The lights behind us
drew closer.

"Don't slow down!"
I yelled at the driver.

Throwing his body over
the wheel, fighting to maintain control, the balding man said, "I
should pull over before someone gets hurt."

Anything able to rattle
on the old bus certainly did.

"Don't you dare
stop this bus!" I reaffirmed, "I will reach down your
throat and yank your testicles out between your teeth if you stop!"

"Miss, if I don't
stop we might die."

"Stop and we most
certainly will die."

The driver inhaled a
rattled breath, his resolve returning as he straightened his
shoulders and gripped the steering wheel with a newfound purpose. I
was proud of him for releasing his fear.

Unfortunately, one
final lunge sent the tin coffin careening.

"Hold on, folks!"
the driver warned. "We're leaving blacktop!"

If you know anything
about twelve-ton vehicles, it's that leaving solid traction is never,
ever the winning idea.

Strained voices filled
the space. "Oh my God!" someone practically screamed from
the middle of the bus.

I dove over the seat,
dragging Cody to the middle of the aisle. My fellow lepe huddled
around us, creating a protective shield around the confused cowboy.
The only human on board.

We knew the moment the
bus' tires left asphalt. Skidding deep into the soil, mud sputtered
across the windows as the entire vehicle came crashing down on its
side. It sounded as if a massive dinosaur had awoken from the grave,
angry to have slept through such a tasty new world.

Screams echoed through
the space. Glass snapped and shattered. Bodies reeled into one
another. And as the rooftop slammed into the tree line, the mass
chaos came to rest in darkness.

There was a collective
moment relishing the stillness before we raised our heads.

"That was one hell
of a ride," Cody choked, his body buried beneath the weight of
Gage and myself. My arms were still woven tightly around him, our
chests smashed together. Cody had seemed rather lanky, at first
sight. Though, as I labored to unwind our limbs, there was a definite
authority in the way his muscles reacted against mine.

Drey began moving from
person to person. "Are you okay?" he asked a
twenty-something red-head who had shifted into her tiger, her
stronger form. Vibrating in response, Drey was reassured that she had
taken no damage. "Are you injured?" he asked a stalky man
in his fifties and a woman no older than thirty-five.

There were no
casualties. No real injuries outside of bruises and nicks. I began
making my way to the middle, where Drey and I met.

"Everyone good on
your end?" I asked.

"Yeah. Yours?"

"Yeah,
thankfully." As if on cue, Drey and I shifted our attention to
the empty seat beside us. "That wasn't empty before," I
commented.

There was nothing left
of the window except a jagged hole. And blood.

Drey turned to his
people. "Who was sitting here?"

Someone yelled out,
"Petal and the were-hyena, Brantley."

Sunyet's voice sounded
strangled as she yelped, "Petal?"

I dug my nails into the
seat cushion where Petal's frightened face had last been seen, and
climbed up to the window, allowing the lingering acrid tang to flood
my nostrils. "Snakes," I growled, dropping back to the
other side of the bus.

Drey ordered, "Gable,
you're with me. Let's find these motherfuckers."

"I'm coming, too."

Gage set his hand on my
shoulder. "You won't be safe on your own."

"I won't be
alone."

"Do you trust them
that much?"

Gage did not have to
fill in the blanks. His voice dripped with contempt for the pride in
front of us. Of course, he was hesitant to leave my safety up to
non-lepe. Hell, I felt the same way a few months ago. But things were
changing. We had to change. I wasn't the little cat refusing to grow
up any longer.

Looking into his eyes,
I nodded. "I bet my life on them."

Gage wanted to believe
me. He wanted to share in my confidence and newfound conviction that
all shifters could do better by one another, but it wasn't that easy.
The pride would have to win his trust just as they had mine.

"I'll come with
you."

"Absolutely not,"
I decreed. "I need you to stay and protect Cody. If they come
back, you are the
only one I trust to keep him alive."

He reluctantly agreed.

I turned to the rest of
the panicked shifters. "Stay together. Stay alert. Get back to
the motel and lock your doors."

Without further
hesitation, I leapt upward, through the hole in the window, landing
on the upward tipped side of the bus. Drey and Gable followed.
Sniffing the air, Gable closed his eyes, permitting his kitty senses
to find our trail.

"This way!"
He pointed across the road, in the direction I thought I had seen the
signal lights come from.

"Are you sure?"
I asked.

Drey said, "Gable
has an exceptional sense of smell. He's never wrong."

Gable's bones began to
crack. His head bowed back and slick skin gave way to thick, coarse
fur. As if his body was expertly turning inside out in an eruption of
biofluids and body mass, Gable's lion form soon dominated our view.
No wonder lions have a reputation for being kingly. They really are
quite impressive up close, had I ever bothered to pay attention.

I tilted my head,
having to look up to make eye contact with the giant cat. "Lead
the way."

Drey and I shifted. It
felt spectacular to stretch my tail, anticipating that feeling of
dirt beating beneath my paws. I was ready to hunt, to languish in
that moment when flesh gives way between my canines as I tear into
something. In this case, someone.

We leapt from the white
capsized bus, our mission crystal clear behind the sheen of our kitty
cat eyes. Drey's and Gable's were sun-kissed wheat. Mine were always
yellow, even in human form. It was something of a family mystery.
Snow leopards traditionally have blue or grey eyes. Only black
leopards have yellow eyes.

The night smelled sharp
from the matted pelts of tiny animals scurrying beneath us to the
crisp air mixing with the smoke of neighboring chimneys in the valley
and, of course, from that metallic tinge of spilled blood tainting
the world around it.

Speeding our pace, we
bounded between trees and over fallen limbs. I branched off when I
sensed Petal's presence. And that of someone else. I would sneak from
the other side, surrounding them with the help of the lions.

Drey and Gable remained
tight, shoulders hulking, standing on their tiptoes. Anything to make
themselves appear larger, like that was necessary. They were already
sharks in a fucking terrarium.

As they prowled through
the dark underbrush, I found my perch on a high rock, likely buried
twice as deep as its twenty-foot face above ground. I focused on the
movement below and the heavy breathing of someone well beyond her
right to panic.

Whimpering sounded
through the forest. That was our cue. Drey released a guttural roar
that seemed endless. It promised a slow death, to bring the
nightmares of nightmares to life.

The lions pounced from
their hidden space, coming face to muzzle with a pale serpente no
older than my ham sandwich from lunch. The boy was maybe eighteen.
His lower body was ten feet of sleek olive snake scales locked around
Petal's torso, threatening to... Well, I guess constrict her until
nothing was left of her lungs but a deserted hull. His upper torso
and head were still human. It was a sight.

I spit and hissed,
letting him know the lions were not the only kitties who wanted to
play. I thought he grew even paler at the sight of me lording over
him and the sticklike girl, no larger than your average pre-teen.

It only took a few
artful moves before I was on the ground, slinking towards him. While
he was threatening to twist Petal's neck or worse, my cat sniffed his
fear, tasting it. Yes, he would be a fine kill. Obviously too easy.
No fun. But his terror tantalized me like catnip.

Petal cried out as his
grip tightened.

Gable stepped closer to
the pair, growling.

As we circled the boy,
playing with his fear, a foreboding spike of apprehension froze my
paws in place. My claws itched to rip at his skin or scales but the
human voice in my head was reminding me of the last mess we leapt
into without much forethought. The Dissenters. I still wished to know
more about the men whose bodies we littered the earth with that fiery
night. Had they been spared, even for a few hours, we would have the
answers I sorely needed.

Shifting back into
human form, I allowed the chilled night air to crawl up my bare skin
as I yelled, "Wait!"

No one was more
surprised than snake boy.

"If he dies,
answers die with him."

The imposing lions
seemed to shift back, thinking.

I turned to the kid
threatening Petal.

"If you so much as
harm her, I promise, answers won't save you." Stalking him, I
added, "I would love to slice into your chest, here." I
pointed to the soft spot just below his bare ribcage. "I will
eat your kidneys and your liver, but first I'll pull your intestines
out and roll around on them like a bed of grass under the hot day's
sun. And you'll watch."

"I believe you,"
the kid whispered, unwinding his petrified body from Petal. After a
few seconds of writhing on the ground, he looked one hundred percent
human. Nothing as awkward or impressive as his half human, half snake
form.

Petal stormed up to the
shaking guy and slapped him across his face. "You are bad!"
she said in her worst voice, which was actually no more disturbing
than a kitten playing with a ball of yarn. He glanced from her to me,
confused. He had been terrified mere seconds before. Now he was
probably picturing her wearing a tight librarian's sweater and a cute
pair of glasses as he waited on his punishment for not returning his
library book on time.

"Petal," I
motioned for her to step back, "Let's not confuse him."
Snapping my fingers in his face immediately caught his attention. "I
am the punisher, not her. And I never break a promise."

The color slowly
drained from his cheeks. Yes, he would remember me until the day came
to walk into that bright light.

Drey and Gable shifted
back. We stood in the middle of the woods, naked, save for Petal,
fighting the urge to tear this kid's head from his spine.

"Why isn't he dead
yet?" Gable complained.

I held my hand out,
suggesting that he settle down. "Because I don't care to react
out of anger when I need to be calm and focused." Holy shit, had
I just quoted Nash? He had been spouting this type of crap for
months. I tried not to listen. I did everything but listen.

Apparently, I listened
to the damn walking bag of bones more than I liked to admit.

Turning to the
serpente, I asked, "What is your name?"

"Fred."

"What a daunting
moniker. You come with us."

I snatched him by the
hair at the base of his neck, walking him in front of us like a man
to the plank the entire way back to the motel. Petal walked between
the men, only feeling a tad safer. Her fear still perfumed the night.

Quickly, we returned
Petal to the bears and brought Fred to the arachnea in room eleven.
He sat trembling in a chair in the middle of the small room.

"This is your
moment," I told him.

"For what?"
His voice quivered.

I smiled. "To
decide if I come back and gut you, or if you tell us everything you
know about your friends."

"How do I know you
won't kill me after I tell you?"

My anger pulsated under
the surface. It took all of my strength to keep it in check.

Winding my fingers
around the arms of the chair, I leaned so close it seemed impossible
not to touch noses, and warned between gritted teeth, "There is
no reason to challenge the honor of my word. I'm not the shifter
screwing up right now."

He nodded, unable to
speak.

"Do you know the
location of the were-hyena?"

The tremble started in
his shoulders, settling into a full tick at the base of his neck as
he tried to shake his head.

I exhaled sharply.
"Remember, good little boys tell the truth. I pick bad little
boys out of my teeth." Straightening my posture, I stared into
his scared, beady eyes. "I want answers when I come back."

Viviane created an
excellent -if not completely fucking creepy- web around Fred, which
was impossible to escape. None of us asked where the web came from,
except for Gage, who was two parts regretful and one part fascinated.
Fred was, notably, one hundred percent regretful.

It did not take us long
before we were dressed and ready to search for Brantley, whose smell
had become distant, muddled somehow.

On our way out, we
noted the return of Tomas' car and stopped by his room, quickly
filling him in.

"We were just a
few miles ahead of the bus," he retraced thoughtfully. "Plenty
of time."

For
anything to happen, I finished in my mind.

"Do you think the
were-hyena's still alive?"

Drey sighed. "The
serpente wasn't saying much. I think Fray made him swallow his
tongue. We gotta get back out there and see for ourselves, I guess."

I stepped forward. "If
whoever's out there is as inept as the kid wrapped in Viviane's ass
web next door, we don't have a problem. But..." That last word
hung heavy.

"If he was the
bait to slow you down," Tomas interjected, "we've got one
royal problem. And we can't
have a problem, if you catch my drift."

The snakes barely
trusted us as it were. What good was a good neighbor group if we
failed to keep the neighbors breathing? We would lose every bit of
hard-won respect across each shifter and 'were' community. They would
topple faster than a politician's moral high ground during an
election year.

"We can bring him
back." My words were solid. I only wished my optimism matched
it.

The lions and I found
ourselves back under the cloak of night, sniffing and listening. This
time, our human sides were out to play. The big cats were curled deep
inside, resting, until we needed them. Shifting was a major drain on
our energy. It would be unwise to shift needlessly, especially when
we hadn't properly rested from the last time.

"Damn, I'm
hungry," Drey bellyached.

Gable nodded, grabbing
his stomach. "This is bullshit. We're stuck in a rat motel with
nothing but a vending machine. Whose bright fucking idea was this?"

They turned to me.

"Don't look at me.
I don't plan the field trips."

Gable began laughing.
It was soft at first, growing harder. "You were gonna eat that
kid like a Big Mac."

"If he were here
right now," Drey daydreamed, "I would, too."

"I'd eat his
intestines like one long Twizzler." Gable sighed with longing.
"What about you?"

There was no delay as
Drey said, "I'd go for his brain. It takes longer to get to, but
it's not like he's using it anyway."

They laughed even
harder when my stomach growled slowly.

"No one said it
was easy to have values," I quipped. "Nature's diet."

Drey was about to
return a smartass comment when he stopped, sniffing into the light
breeze. The air drew a peculiar expression from his brow.
"Something's wrong," he whispered. "Like wrong
wrong."

Gable and I leaned into
the wind, closing our eyes. An acrid scent trailed through the night.
It was akin to stomach acid and spoiled meat.

We ran through the
forest as fast as our human legs allowed. I was no longer filled with
exhilaration for the hunt, only dread. This had turned into a recon
mission. No amount of entrails this large could signal a living
victim.

Running into a
clearing, we quickly stopped. The moonlight was poorly through the
canopy of trees, stressing our human eyes. But something was there.
Stepping forward hesitantly, we saw them.

There, on the flat face
of a giant rock were two bodies tossed aside. One appeared slack,
slimy, with a flushed roseate pattern noticeable across his or her
nude form. The second body was rigid, though little else was
distinguishable. No defining features. He was almost translucent.

Daring closer, I
removed a keychain-sized flashlight from my pocket and shined it over
the crime scene. That's what it was, a crime scene. Only, there had
been one crime, not two.

"What the fuck?"
I breathed heavily, fighting the unnatural smell of burnt body juices
and over-boiled wantons.

Drey stepped up beside
me. "Brantley."

Somehow, in an act I
would have sworn to be impossible until this moment, Brantley had
been skinned. Not just a'la slasher film skinned. He had been forced
to shed his skin into a tidy, clear husk that bore little resemblance
to its maker, retaining no detail other than shape. It was its own
delicate ornament, bathed in a surreal shimmer. As I leaned over it,
I could see the gray hues of the rock underneath with little effort.
It could easily have been mistaken for a fragile ice sculpture.

Serpentes are known to
shed their skin at key growth cycles during their lives. Brantley,
however, had been a were-hyena, an animal perfectly in tune with
keeping his flesh on and in one piece.

"That poor
bastard," Gable concluded, shaking his head.

We stared open-mouthed
at Brantley's exposed muscle groups, which caused the roseate
coloring. He was completely intact, like a medical school corpse on
display. No gashes or piercings indicated that his skin was manually
ripped away. Supernatural power was at play here.

"Drey, you wanna
get a selfie with Bran for me?" I tossed him the flashlight.

He scoffed, "Do I
look crazy? You do it," tossing the flashlight back.

"No way in hell.
My phone is synced. I can't have this shit up in my cloud for just
any snooping official to trip over."

A flash of light
interrupted our dispute.

Gable's phone lit up
each time he snapped a photo. When he was done, he tried not to
gloat. "I've got an encryption system. Nobody's getting in
here." He wiggled the phone in his hand before shoving it into
his back pocket. "I'm sort of a tech junkie."

Drey and I mumbled
approvingly before turning our attention back to the body.

"I'll carry
Brantley. You carry...that," I ordered, pointing to the bizarre
husk.

"That seems wildly
unfair." Drey crossed his arms.

"It does, doesn't
it," I noted, saddling Brantley's limp, sticky body over my
shoulder. Thicker things started running down the back of my white
tank top, sloughing onto the backs of my shoes. It was nothing I
couldn't stomach.

The clear casing that
had been his skin freaked me out. The smell. It was aberrant. I
wanted nothing to do with it. And neither did Gable as he dragged it
with such obvious contempt.

Reaching the motel, we
stopped by Tomas' room to show him our findings. His face was
unreadable as he inspected the body draped over my shoulder like a
high society animal pelt.

"I know, I know,"
I said, "Once everyone sees it, they're all going to want one."

Ignoring my foul sense
of humor, Tomas fought the rage of his lion, pushing it down with a
few deep, calming breaths before asking, "What the hell happened
out there?"

Drey stepped forward,
making room for the abominable husk. "Something unnatural."

"That much is
clear." Tomas turned to me. "Put him in the ice chest for
now."

"Where do you want
this?" Gable pointed to the thing.

"Leave it for now.
I need a closer look." As we left, Tomas cleared his throat.
"Fray, your brother and lepe leader are en route. I thought they
needed to be here sooner rather than later."

I only nodded. In my
head, however, I was cursing up a storm. Was it too much to ask for
two days away from that pair? Was it too much for the fucking
universe to grant me this tiny allowance, to give me a sliver of
freedom?

Suddenly, I was angrier
with the corpse at my shoulder than with the perpetrator who killed
him. Rage knew nothing of making sense. It was pure animal.

We shoved Brantley into
the commercial ice maker, scooping out extra ice to make room. The
surrounding cubes quickly turned pink until it looked as if we had
made the world's ugliest snow cone. If so, I would name the flavor
'thanks for the memories, assface.'

While I understand that
shifter and 'were' communities need our help from time to time, like
this poor bastard, these missions serve a dual purpose. Ever since I
stopped fighting, stopped feeling like myself, they were my escape.
From Darien's heavy eye. From Blair's hypersensitive approach to my
problems. Mostly, from that part of myself that is unrelenting,
insufferable, and un-goddamn-forgivable.

Looking as bleak as I
felt, I taped an 'Out of Order' sign to the lid that Gable acquired
from the front office and headed to my room for some peace and quiet.
I swiped my key card. The door swung open and I was met by shocked
faces. Some Brantley had leaked onto the white key card. Staring at
the faces staring back, I rubbed the card clean across the thigh of
my jeans before tossing it onto the round table.

Lydia and Warren were
cuddled on the bed closest to the door. My bed. Cody was in his usual
spot at the table, cowboy hat flicked at an angle so he could see who
was coming and going with the illusion of privacy. And Joshua sat at
the edge of the second double bed, head hanging over an open book.

Without so much as a
'hello,' I stalked into Gage's adjacent room, reappearing moments
later with three mini whiskey bottles in hand. Twisting the cap off
one, I upended the bottle and tipped my head back. I repeated the
motion twice more, until three empty bottles hit the trashcan. A
burning trail of ethanol with a hint of smoked oak warmed my insides
as it slid to my gut.

I dropped into the
chair on the other side of Cody. He promptly swept his legs off the
table, staring at me.

"Hard day at the
office?" he finally asked.

A partially opened
pizza box across the table caught my eye. Cody slid it over and held
the lid open for me, as you would for any wild animal in the clutches
of a feeding frenzy. I helped myself to three slices, piled with four
types of meat.

Warren inhaled a sharp
breath. "Shouldn't you wash your hands first?" Even as he
said it, his question lost steam by the fourth word, leaving him
muttering the rest to himself.

Lydia scooted to the
end of the bed. "Is that Brantley?" she asked, moderately
emotionless.

I nodded, unable to
stop eating. My stomach had practically caved in on itself in the
last hour. As I sat up to grab a fourth piece, my shirt peeled away
from the chair back, the drying, sticky bits of Brantley creating a
Velcro sound. My white tank top had turned fifty shades of gore. I
strove not to taint my food with the gritty bits around my neck and
shoulders from where I carried the body, though they were everywhere:
the floor, the chair, the tabletop.

Silently, I finished
the last bite, grabbed some clothes, and tucked away in the bathroom
for a long shower, hoping the room would be empty when I emerged.

No such luck, cupcake.
In my world, when it rains, the ceiling caves in on a holiday weekend
with no handyman in sight.


Chapter Eight

I had bathed in the
hottest water the motel pipes could tolerate. Gage, Cody, and Arrie
were lounging in front of the television when I opened the bathroom
door, steam barreling out behind me.

"The snakes are
sending more backup," Gage said in between messy handfuls of
cheesy popcorn from the vending machine.

I shuddered. "It
will start to feel like a real snake den if we don't watch our
backs."

Cody lifted the hat
covering half his face as he reclined on the bed closest to the door.
"You don't like the snakes?"

"Why do you care
who I like or don't like, Cowboy?"

"Well," he
said calmly, and with more than enough Southern charm, "I guess
I shouldn't, but my parents didn't raise a fool. I'll either be one
of them soon, or you'll be buying an extra ice cooler." Eyeing
Gage and the nymph, he added, "I have a feeling humans don't
last long in your corner of the world."

A short laugh escaped
my lips. It sounded twisted and sickly. "Our corner
stretches a lot farther than you think."

"Hey, it's
starting. Cool it." Gage sat up, taking a swig of his Gatorade.
Inhaling a deep breath, he released it, the sound not dissimilar to
the slow release of a fog horn.

"Yeah, cool it,"
I mimicked to Cody. It was sure as shit out of character to joke with
someone I barely knew, but I actually had listened to Nash's advice.
'Laugh at the little things' was the mainstay to keeping his fangs at
bay when he was most vulnerable. Incidentally, it kept my
ever-charged resentment in check, much the same way.

Cody was surprised by
my turn of emotion. Rather than spoil it, he kept his mouth shut. The
evening felt bearable at that moment. Of course, I would have run
screaming into the arms of Brantley's killer had I seen what Gage had
in the paper sack beside the bed. It was worse than any porno or
cheap thrill mag.

An hour later, the pore
strip across my nose itched and the blue facial flaked into my eyes.
It had become a grotesque funeral mask while the incessant Jeopardy
jingle signaled a hell I promised myself never to participate in
again. Gage's screams and flailing limbs, causing the bed to jostle
me and the nymph in a barbaric rhythm, might as well have been the
force holding us beneath the heel of Death's filthy boot.

When the door beeped
and swung open, the look in my brother's eyes could not have been
more shocked. Darien and Blaire stopped in the doorway, basking in
the oddity of our blue faces and white striped noses as Gage
screamed, "Thank you, Mother!" and jumped on the bed, high
fiving the ceiling. He was in the lead of his imaginary stint on
Jeopardy.

Darien, ever the big
brother, tried to salvage the scene by respectfully ignoring it. "We
came as soon as we heard you were in danger."

"Of winning game
night," Blaire spat.

"Obviously, you do
not appreciate nuanced Americana trivia." I glared straight
through Blaire's soul, refusing to acknowledge the absurdity of the
situation or Gage's celebratory dance behind me.

Dropping his bag on the
tacky Berber carpet the color of my first boyfriend's pelt, Blaire's
nostrils flared. "I don't appreciate my time being wasted. I
canceled important meetings to be here."

Hopping off the bed as
I ripped the strip from my nose, I found myself standing directly in
his path. "Don't worry, the body is still cold. Wouldn't we hate
it if a resurrection ruined Blaire's weekend, Gage?" I never
diverted my attention from Blaire's icy stare.

Grunting incoherently,
Gage waved Arrie off the bed. As the two retreated into their room,
he shut the door lightly behind them.

Coward!
I screamed in my head. But was I talking about Gage or myself?

Though we had not
moved, the mounting pressure of Blaire's anger oppressed me. I felt
it crawl over my skin, snapping at my senses. The alpha of his
leopard was trying to assert obedience. While the power impressed my
coiled feline, it only managed to piss me off.

Cody interjected
coolly, "There's a bus that looks like a tin can and an ice
cooler that won't ever be the same. I'd say that's the start of a
pretty decent problem. Definitely worth canceling a few meetings
for."

If looks could
decapitate, Cody's hat would have been in dire need of a new head to
perch on. The anger flickered across Blaire's expression, settling
into the creases around his soured scowl.

In a fluid gesture, I
picked his bag up from the floor and handed it to him. "You can
stay with my brother." A simple yet loaded gesture.

What if I needed Blaire
tonight? What if the nightmares didn't get the memo that I was
suppressing my current problems in order to chase someone else's?
Fear began rising quietly to the surface, mingling with thoughts of
death and snake nests.

Blaire left. No
apology. No condemnation. He was just as tired as I was.

"Boyfriend?"

I locked the door and
collapsed on my bed, hands behind my head. "Ex."

"He has a lot of
balls for an ex."

"Well, he's also
the leader of the Western Lepe, so if you really are the new snake
king you just made your first enemy."

"Damn, that must
be a record, right?"

His insolence against
authority mirrored mine so perfectly, I couldn't help but stare.
Could this man be the next king? He had the attitude as well as the
composure. Where I lacked humility, he seemed to bathe in it. There
was something I couldn't pinpoint, though. Being human was a shit
place to start, but that wasn't it. Something lurked that had
potential. Whether Cody was a merciless cowboy or a wicked storm on
the horizon was yet to be discovered.

"Take a picture.
It'll last longer."

Resting my eyelids, I
mumbled, "A photograph cloaks the senses. I want to know what
you're hiding."

"Other than bad
credit and my favorite pasta salad recipe, I'm pretty mundane."

My snappy comeback
never left my tongue. Without realizing, I drifted off to sleep. My
dreams began restless and incoherent, steadily nose-diving from the
top of a rollercoaster, until I was running through fire. Smoke
scorched my eyes, the flames of the fire grabbing at my arms. I tried
to move away but a weight held me in place. When I looked down, Jack,
the pride boy, was lying across my lap, naked and dirty.

"Jack?" I
shook his shoulders, hunched over his slack body. When his mouth
jerked open, I thought he was alive. I demanded, "Open your
eyes, Jack!"

His crusted lips
mimicked my words, even as his lifeless, cloudy eyes opened, staring
at nothing particular. "Open. Your. Eyes. Jack." The voice
sounded strangled, like death on the wind.

"Stop it!" I
yelled.

"Stop. It."
As the bubbling, airy voice taunted me, it never quite gained
believability. It never sounded more than a dummy repeating his
master's words. A dummy with cold flesh and rigid joints.

Clutching him to my
chest, I squeezed my eyes closed, repeating, "Forgive me.
Forgive me," until the dummy became a real boy.

Color wound through his
veins. The hollowness of his face disappeared under full cheeks.
Golden hair thickened until no more bald patches or pieces of broken
skull were visible. And his lips were the color of cherries. It was a
miracle. Cradling this living boy in my arms, having wished to see
him whole longer than I had known him dead.

The fog of his milky
eyes cleared, a crystal impression of Tomas' eyes staring back at me.
He was so much his father. That much I knew. That much hadn't changed
between the boundaries of life and death.

I expected Jack to
smile or laugh. His flesh was rosy, and his neck was no longer
tilting in that sickening angle. But he winced, his jaw shuddering in
pain.

"Jack?"

When he spoke this
time, his voice sounded alive and more real than the voice in my own
head. He whispered, "Do you trust them?"

Searching his face, I
asked, "Trust who?"

Pain forced him to
double over, hugging his stomach. He refused to look up for the
longest time. I grabbed his shoulders and turned him to me.

"Who, Jack?"

His mouth jerked open
and shut, a fish out of water. "Do you trust?"

Without warning, bile
and spiders spilled from his mouth. A tepid wash of squiggly goo
flowed over my arms and legs, sinking between my fingers and settling
around my thighs. Long arachnid legs climbed from the seepage,
probing my skin. So many had climbed free that nothing was left of
Jack except a clear shell.

A low plea grew into a
scream. "Help me!" I screeched, feeling the burn of the
pitch in the back of my throat. Balancing on my knees, I tried to
push the spiders and fluid back into what was left of Jack's body. I
tried to push life back into that useless space. "Help me!"
I was yelling for Darien. For Gage. For anyone who could make this
stop. I wouldn't have even turned Blaire away. "Help me!" I
choked.

Arms grabbed at me.
Holding me, shoving me, making me feel everything but safe.

I was awake. Everyone
was awake.

The lights burned my
drowsy eyes. The voices were too many, speaking too fast.

"Stop," I
managed.

Lydia's voice seemed
uncharacteristically timid as it rose above the rest to ask, "Fray,
are you okay?"

My mind was reeling. As
I searched the tiny motel room, all I could see were faces. My
roommates, Darien, Arrie the nymph, the bears, Cody, Drey, and just
for good measure, the chest I was being secured to belonged to
Blaire. I didn't have to see his face to recognize those arms around
my body.

"Do I goddamn look
okay? Get off me!" Struggling out of Blaire's grip, I climbed
off of the bed with as much dignity as I could muster. Straightening
my blue V-neck, I fought the traces of the dream. Rubbing the sleep
from my eyes, I silently pleaded for the nightmare to relinquish its
hold on me. The look in Jack's eyes as he asked if I trusted them.
The feeling of helplessness as the spiders spilled all that he was
into my lap. The...

The spiders.

My brain powered
through the haze paralyzing it. Could Jack have been talking about
the arachnea? Did I trust them? Hell no, I didn't trust them.

But we had entrusted
Fred to them.

"Shit!"

I bolted from the room,
which was of great annoyance to the others. Their groans and protests
merged into an auditory ball of bullshit. Easily ignored, actually,
as I found myself banging on the door of rooms eleven and twelve.

"What are you
doing?" Blaire demanded at my back, trying to pull me away from
my mission.

"Fray,"
Darien interrupted, "What's happening?"

Blaire lifted me off
the ground, whispering, "Please stop fighting."

With my arms secured in
his bear hug, I channeled all of my force into one kick until the
door busted from its hinges. Room eleven was empty. Fred's chair was
empty.

By this time, the
entire motel guest list had collected at our backs, trying to gawk
past us into the abandoned room.

"They took him."
Darien balled his hands into fists and practically roared.

"They were with
him," I growled.

Blaire, Darien, and
Drey cased the room, inspecting everything.

Though the nightmare
had faded, I couldn't shake the feeling that Jack was still with me.
I felt him.

Everyone was aflutter,
bouncing between rooms, searching for the spiders and their fly. They
were all too busy to pay attention to little ole me. Slowly backing
away from the door, I found Cody. It was fairly easy. His cowboy hat
was a beacon.

"Stay with Gage.
I'll be back."

"Where are you
going?"

Taking off through the
parking lot, I whirled to face him, arms out by my sides, and
confessed, "I don't know," before turning around and
slinking into the woods.

I opened my senses,
relying on the undercurrent of bygone life to lead me where it may.
The outlines of day-old opossum tracks gave way to fresh deer scat.
Beyond, the musty tuft of mountain lions lingered in the air. Closer,
the stench of tiny rotting mice mixed with the decaying leaves
shielded the world from their accelerated regression back to the
earth. It was the following scent that made me stop dead in my
tracks. Pride.

The smell of Jack's
hair on my hands, to be exact.

"Jack?"

I was no longer
dreaming, but half expected to hear the eerie echo of his gurgling
voice.

"If you're here,
I'm sorry I couldn't save you. I'm sorry every day."

"Every night,"
a veiled voice corrected.

I spun to see who had
spoken. No one.

My words bounced off
the trees as I demanded, "Come out!"

Nothing, though the
feeling of Jack's presence intensified.

I climbed onto an
impossibly giant rock formation, searching from my new perch for the
culprit, daring him or her to come get me. Only, the forest appeared
darker than it had moments earlier. Night had turned thicker than
fog. Symbols and lines painted on the stone's face were the last
things I saw.

"She belongs,"
a raspy whisper declared into my ear.

Another reared, "She
does not belong!"

Flailing my arms, I
felt for a body to snatch up, to punish. The slopes and jagged edges
of the rock formation led me to trip a couple of times. With every
stumble, I half-expected Jack to catch my balance. It was as if he
stood protectively by my side. But I deserved no such protection. How
could a boy -a dead boy- want to, let alone actually, protect the one
person who had failed him during his greatest time of need?

I was beginning to
rethink this vacation. Especially when a half-human, half-serpente
skeleton slithered out of a crack in the stone, chasing me.


Chapter Nine

I managed to kick the
clattering mystical bones right in the skull. It whirled in place
like a macabre merry-go-round, coming to a halt backward. As it
turned to me, arms outreached in the opposite direction, that voice
whispered again, "She belongs."

"No!" This
voice was directly behind me.

Turning just in time, I
dodged a bony arm hammering down upon me. Falling to the rock, I
watched as the two skeletons reproached one another.

"You are blind,
Sister," the angered bones hissed. "She does not belong."

Turning to stare with
empty eye sockets, head tilted in contemplation, she confessed, "It
calls to me." Long fangs created a monstrous appearance on the
otherwise human skull.

Their voices floated on
the wind, through my mind, even as their skulls and arms wobbled
unsteadily. How much power did it take to hold themselves together?

"It lies."
The "s" was drawn out, almost as fear-evoking as the rattle
at the end of a snake's tail. Maybe more so because they had no
tongues.

"I have lied to no
one!" I leapt to my feet, ready to break bones and bury them a
second time if I must.

"She is a
warrior."

The rattling bones of
the smaller form slithered closer. "She is more," she said,
inspecting me.

Gathering the hint that
fighting would be unnecessary, I decided to be diplomatic. "I
can hear you, you faceless, dead bitches." Well, that's about as
diplomatic as I get.

The larger mass hissed,
ready to strike with her tail.

"No, Stheno!"
The skeleton jangled as it rushed between us. "Look, Sister."
A bony finger pointed to my face. "Her eyes do not lie."

Were they talking about
my yellow irises?

Their voices no longer
sounded hollow. As I searched the empty, black sockets for signs of
life, I could soon hear the undercurrent of a melody as they spoke.

"It calls to us,"
the small form said again.

"What calls to
you?" I leaned toward her, earnestly curious. "My leopard?"
I asked, searching the darkness for the reward the melody promised.

The sterner of the two
warned, "Euryale, leave it. Some things are not meant to be."

"It is not a
mistake, Sister."

Their use of "it"
was provoking me, whether they realized or not. Were they calling me
"it" or something inside me? Something part of me.

I clapped my hands
together hard, startling the skeletons into silence.

"Who are you?"
I demanded.

"We are gorgon,"
the smaller sister, Euryale, informed me, skull bobbling unsettled
between her shoulder blades.

"Like Medusa?"

Stheno hissed her
disapproval. "Three of us, yet only her
name sits on the tongue of history." The melody in her tone
faltered, teetering on the edge of ugliness. "We should kill
her." She grabbed a knife from a withered piece of fabric tied
where her waist should have been and descended upon me.

A throaty rumble
challenged the gorgons. Jack's lion stepped out from behind me. Where
he had come from, I was just as mystified and answerless as they
were. He was sturdy on his paws, his golden fur felt bristly against
my arm. Marisa had been right. The smell of bygone daisies wafted
into my nostrils. The scent of Jack's mane.

I blinked in confusion.
The darkness receded to the edge of the large stones, enabling me to
see more clearly. Jack stood by my side, his mane brushing against my
right shoulder. I buried my hand in his mane. It felt real. He looked
real. But my brain warred with my heart, demanding it not believe
this unfathomable sight.

"Did you bring the
darkness?" I asked the skeleton sisters as I released Jack's
deep auburn mane.

I felt the impression
of Stheno smile in my mind. "The darkness is yours."

"It calls to me,"
Euryale repeated to her sister, childlike wonder in her tone.

When Euryale reached
out for my hand, a growl matriculated from Jack. A warning.

Stheno stopped her
sister. "Do not be fooled. It lies," she warned again.

"Start answering
me clearly or I'll start throwing your bones back to Hell one at a
time!"

A scream of such rage
and suffering grew from Stheno's nonexistent diaphragm until is
spilled into the night. Startled and losing focus, I tucked my chin
to my chest and held my ears, only looking up in time to see Stheno's
snake-like tail slam my body into the air.

I flailed, freefalling
from the statuesque rock formation.

It was best to land on
my pads in leopard form rather than on my ass in human form. However,
as the moments ticked by, I realized unfortunately that my leopard
was unwilling to come out. Something had spooked her. More
importantly, something was blocking me from shifting.

I braced for impact in
human form.

When the moment arrived
to slam into the unforgiving earth, I hit something softer...before
slamming into the unforgiving earth.

My legs were splayed as
I stared up at the bright, starry sky and sighed with relief, even as
my lungs wrestled to fill with air again. The fog of darkness was
completely gone, replaced with a natural darkness kissed by
moonlight.

Rolling off of the
groaning form at my back, I felt the chill from the ground as I
turned, making eye contact with Blaire. Leave it to him to look like
a model resting under a beautifully arched oak when he's just been
battered into the dirt while I looked like twice chewed shit.

"What are you
doing here?" I spat.

"Looking for you."

He tugged my arm up as
we stood but I smacked it away.

"I'm perfectly
capable of standing by myself." Honestly, I was rattled by
everything, especially Jack, who had felt so alive. My body vibrated
with leftover adrenaline as my eyes darted across the terrain,
searching for any sign of him.

"You left the
motel grounds. What happened?"

We brushed leaves and
debris from our clothing while my brain quietly tried to make sense
of it all, and I gave no fucks to speak about it.

"Just chasing
butterflies."

"It's nighttime,"
he pointed out dryly.

"Just chasing
bats."

Raising his hand, he
stopped me from walking past him. "I heard you speaking to
someone. I couldn't find you through the darkness, but your voice led
me here."

"Who did you
hear?" I wanted to know as much as he did. I needed to know if I
was losing my mind or if I really just had a bad date with two
gorgons and an underage ghost.

Straightening his back,
he shook his head. "Absolutely no one, other than you."
More cautiously than I had seen him act in a long time, Blaire placed
his hands on my upper arms and drew me close. I feared he might try
to hug me. "Something happened. I'm not doubting you," he
said in a low voice. "But now is not the time to lose control of
the situation. The snakes are close behind me."

Was I giving off the
vibe of a woman on the edge? It felt more like soaring past the edge
only to discover a hidden ledge. I had just experienced a new
boundary and was doing my damnedest to process it.

"Don't worry, it
won't get in your way."

It.

"Nothing about you
is ever in my way. A pain in my ass, maybe."

I looked up into those
Caribbean eyes and saw the man I tried so hard to distance myself
from. He was a man of his word, a leopard of stealth and action. I
would be ridiculous not to love him with everything that I am, but I
would also be a fool to lose myself.

Sensing my trepidation,
Blaire pulled me to his chest, resting his chin on top of my head.
Not moving to reciprocate, we stood self-consciously close as I
allowed the power of his leopard to quell mine.

Voices and clatter
worked their way through the evening air until we were met with a
borage of questions and faces. Blaire released me and we shoved the
tender moment away, denying the bond that spoke so fixedly to both of
us.

Darien and Gage looked
me over for damage even before they were standing awkwardly close.
The pride members hung back, observing. And the snakes were pissed
that I had crossed into their sacred grounds. That we were all
standing dangerously close to their ancient ones.

Gage warded them away,
standing between them and us. "Back off or we'll sue your crusty
asses!"

"The seal has been
broken before the ceremony. She has placed our future kingdom at
risk! No one is allowed on sacred grounds without permission!"
Venus was one of those people who you wished suffered a loss of words
when anger overtook her. Her black hair swished, her olive features
overly animated, as she incorporated gestures and glares into her
searing words. "If the ceremony fails because this shifter has
the brain capacity of fungi, I will personally charge your lepe with
tampering and-"

Blaire cut her off.
"There is nothing to insinuate that this area is sacred."
His voice grew louder and pointedly more hostile with each statement.
"No signs. No special markings. Nothing to protect the space
from unwelcomed guests. So if you choose to raise your voice at me,
the leader of the Western Lepe, trouble will land on your doorstep
much sooner than ours, and I predict you will fair far worse."

Venus was spooked into
silence.

Foust, whose skin was
covered in a maze of light and dark birthmarks calling to the eye,
nodded. "She did not mean to offend. We have anticipated the
coming event, the change our nest has been relying on, our entire
lives. Venus, as well as our fellow serpentes, feel the weight of
collapse if the ceremony is a failure."

"What would make
it fail, besides me?" I asked.

Thinking for a moment,
Foust reckoned, "Failure, for a number of reasons, is far more
probable than success."

"This ceremony
means everything." More aware of her place in the delicate
hierarchy, Venus spoke with a hint of humility. "We fail or we
survive. Outsiders being involved will likely harm the nest because
you do not know our ways. This is a place where our people commune
with our dead. It isn't to be trampled on. If the ancestors become
unhappy, they could leave us permanently."

Feeling like a bucket
of chum, I stepped forward, motioning for Gage to move out of the
way.

"I swear, I had no
idea that I was on your sacred grounds. I'm sorry."

Everyone collectively
gasped. 'Everyone' mostly being my people, who would have bet on the
likelihood of intergalactic space travel long before hearing me
apologize for something that wasn't my fault. But these were dark
times for the serpentes, and Venus and Foust were right to worry. I
respected them for speaking up for their nest.

And I had
just interacted with ancient, dicky gorgons. Would that affect the
ceremony? Had I marred the site, somehow?

"I think she's
been poisoned again," Gage announced.

I shot him a look of
death. "Shut your face. Don't ruin my apology."

Gage turned to Foust
and Venus. "Congratulations! I'm still waiting on an apology
from Fray flooding my room two years ago."

"It was a faulty
valve," I reminded him.

"Faulty user,"
he corrected under his breath.

Blaire managed to catch
our attention. "Everyone back to the motel. It isn't safe out in
the open."

We began filing through
the forest. Being one of the last, I walked toward Tomas and his
people with the intention of walking past them, but a sudden flare of
guilt encased me. Jack had been made real. For a second, anyway. Time
had ripped in half and he had stepped through, a living, breathing
being. I still recalled the feel of his fur brushing against my bare
arm. The feel of the thick tuft of his mane challenging my fingers.
The injustice of it smacked me. Tomas deserved to see his son as the
proud, formidable lion that he would have been. Somewhere is.

And I deserved to drown
in my guilt.

As I approached the
pride, their nostrils flared. Tomas searched my eyes as Drey and
Gable stood at attention by his sides. I could smell his disbelief
before he opened his mouth.

"How?"

I didn't say anything.

"How do you smell
like my son?"

I couldn't say
anything. I wasn't sure how to answer his question.

He practically
screamed, "How?" This was the most unhinged I had seen
Tomas since Jack's funeral when he nearly banished Linay for her
hatefulness towards Marisa.

Without speaking, my
gaze settled on the rock formation behind us. I wanted to explain
what I had witnessed on the stone. How Jack had shifted, ready to
protect me from the ancient force that lived there. How spectacular
his lion was.

Without warning, Tomas
pulled me into his arms. He drew me close, leaning his head into the
crook of my shoulder, and inhaled. There was nothing sensual about
it. He was searching for Jack's scent, and it seemed to be
everywhere. When he released me, I held my hand up. The one that had
touched Jack's mane.

Tomas' eyes were rimmed
with unshed tears. He pressed my hand between both of his and brought
them to his nose. His breath trembled as he squeezed his eyes shut,
an expression of pure longing replacing his usual mask of duty and
leadership. Jack's lion form was only a dream to Tomas and his pride.
They never had the pleasure of witnessing his transformation. It was
a great loss to their community to have that moment stolen away by
the Dissenters.

I couldn't help but
think that I was just a thief in another form, stealing their great
moment away from them yet again.

When Tomas pulled away,
he looked down. An impressive auburn hair from Jack's mane had
shifted from my shirt to the front of his, tickling his neck. Gently
coiling it up in the palm of his hand, he smiled. "I have never
believed in miracles until now." Looking into my eyes, he said,
"I will ask one more time. How?"

Believing we were the
only ones left in the tight clearing of blessed land, I said, "There
is power here. First, he came to me in a dream. Then," I pointed
to the rock formation, "he protected me. I touched his fur."
Shaking my head, I whispered, "I'm still asking myself how."

The snakes were right,
it was a sacred place where the living and the dead communed. Where
fates were decided. Where rules of natural order were broken.

Tomas nodded before he
turned and walked away, Drey and Gable remaining close as they made
their way back to the motel.

Taking a deep breath, I
moaned, "What the fuck?"

"I've been
wondering the same thing," Cody said, walking out of the
shadows. He had been waiting for me, which was reckless as well as
clever. The initiates were being picked off one by one. He would do
best to stick as closely by my side as possible from this point
forward.

We walked swiftly and
quietly back to our motel room. After the pings
and swooshes signaled
the door was fully locked and triple enforced, I turned to Cody.

"How much did you
hear?"

"Everything."

His usual coolness had
subsided. There was a serious side to Cody, thankfully. I never
trusted happy-go-lucky pricks. They always had something to hide.
Possessing a serious demeanor proved that Cody could think under
pressure and solve harder problems than 'yes' or 'no' questions.

"Blaire could only
hear me."

"I hate to talk
bad about somebody I barely know, but he must be deaf. I was farther
away than him -and human- and I heard them plain as day."

A shiver ran up my
spine at the thought of the gorgons, causing goose bumps to rise on
my forearms.

"What did you
see?"

"Past the black
fog?"

Nodding slowly, I chose
my next words carefully. "Did you see anything unusual?"

"You mean, like,
'giant fucking lions in the South' unusual or 'dead skeletons
climbing out of rocks' unusual?"

I practically jumped
out of my skin as I pointed at him accusingly. "You saw them!"

"It would have
been a hard sight to miss. The darkness only kept your friends from
seeing."

The realization that
the sacred place of the serpentes contained death magic tugged at my
body, making it feel extra heavy. I collapsed in the chair next to
Cody's. We sat, eye to eye, elbows on knees, trying to figure out
what it all meant.

"How could it be
invisible to every shifter in the area, but a fucking human -no
offense- sees right through the smoke and mirrors of immortal
gorgons?"

"I thought they
were dead." He resituated his hat.

"Immortal has many
definitions."

Leaning back in the
chair, his hands rubbing the armrests at an anxious pace, Cody
whispered, "What if... What if I am this king they're looking
for?"

For the first time
since we had arrived, I entertained the idea seriously. If gorgons
existed, the prophesized coming of the snake king could very well be
true.

"Why do they need
a king?" he asked.

"The serpentes are
very solitary. Too much for their own good. They help no one. They
expect nothing. Most live week to week or month to month. A king
would unite them."

"Teach them to
rely on each other," Cody added. "I get it. I was a foster
kid, living everywhere and nowhere. It wasn't until I turned twenty
that I made a choice to keep a steady job, stay in the same place
longer than a bee's back, finding meaning in the people around me."

"And you did?"

"I was better at
doing the first two than the last. Turns out, people don't always
want you to turn them into part of your narrative. They want to be a
hero or a martyr or a star, forgetting that people need them to be
neighbors and family and best friends. Those are the real heroes
because they'll see your pain and save you before anybody else will."

"Big words."

"Big world,"
he countered.

Glancing out the
window, across the sparse parking lot, I searched the tree line for
danger. Nothing. The night was finally quiet.

"What if you are
the king?"

Cody shrugged. "Then
I've got a lot of work to do." We sat in silence for a while
before he asked, "Why do you think the gorgons spoke to you? And
why is a lion hanging around?"

It felt as if the
entire world was sleeping as we sat in our tiny room, bundled in
secrecy.

"Jack..."

"That's the name
you kept repeating after you fell asleep earlier."

My heart felt as though
a swift kick jarred it loose knowing that a room full of people had
heard me speak his name.

"He haunts me."

"Did you ever stop
to think that maybe you're the one haunting him?"

Pushing away from the
table, I stopped myself from dropping to the bed. The last time I had
done that, I fell asleep. I was scared of sleep now. That's when the
nightmares took over. Instead, I paced slowly across the room.

"I'm haunting a
dead boy?"

"Imagine it: He's
experiencing a perfectly good afterlife -plenty of food to...chase,
endless balls of yarn to bat around, girls asking to braid his mane-
and you keep interrupting it because you can't let him go. Or won't."

His words caged my sour
heart.

"Go to bed."

"How long did you
know him before he passed?"

"I didn't."


Chapter Ten

What sleep I got was
quiet. I remembered nothing of dreams or nightmares.

After readying
ourselves for the day, I knocked on the door between ours and Gage's
room. He opened it all too swiftly, as if he were standing just on
the other side waiting for his escape.

"Top of the
morning to you," I smiled.

Frowning -something
Gage rarely does- he leapt into my room, plastering his body against
the wall, shaking his head. "She wants me to meditate with her."

"And that's bad?"

"The nymph never
talks. She only wants to meditate and do yoga and 'eat clean'. You
know who acts like this? Serial killers."

"And people who
like clean colons."

"Serial killers
who eat clean
colons."

Patting his shoulder, I
said, "Exactly. You're safe."

Darien yelled through
the motel door, "Bus in five!"

"Grab your serial
killer. Let's go."

As I walked across the
parking lot, the straight red hair of Tomas' wife caught my attention
when the door opened to their room. She must have driven through the
night. I wasn't aware that she was joining our band of merry misfits.
Honestly, I wasn't aware that she had joined the world again. Ever
since the loss of Jack, the enigmatic woman was lost for words. Mute.

Her presence hung as
unforgiving as an albatross around my neck.

Everyone piled into the
new bus, fingers crossed that it stayed on four wheels today.

Though Venus and Foust
were sitting behind the driver, they kept looking back in our
direction. I was unsure if they were staring at me or Cody, so I
stared back until they stopped.

"Winning a staring
contest?" Darien asked.

I shrugged.

"You can't blame
them for being nervous, sister."

"You always assume
that I'm judging someone. How very judgmental of you, brother."

He smiled. "Maybe.
Or maybe I'm usually right." He turned his attention elsewhere.

Darien was right.
Before the Dissenters, I hated every shifter who wasn't lepe. I left
them to rot when they needed help, never giving them a second glance
in my rearview. Part of me had known it was wrong, but the rest
couldn't be bothered with inter-shifter bullshit. I thought myself
above it. Above them.

Looking at the many
faces on the bus, I made myself memorize something unique about each
one of them, whether it was a physical trait or something I had
learned about their personalities. The feel of Arrie's warmth, like a
well overdue sunbath in August. Cody's ease at which he took in the
world around him. Foust's birthmarks, calling to mind a master
painter's canvas. Chandler, Linay's charge, and her melancholic lips.
They pursed together in a permanent frown, making her seem both
childlike and old beyond her years.

See, damn it, I wasn't
an obnoxious ass bag. Maybe my brother was projecting his own biases
onto me.

Darien noticed me
glaring in his direction. "I feel you judging me from across the
bus," he laughed.

Shaking my head,
fighting back a snide comment, I focused on our mission for the rest
of the ride, which made for a great time killer. We arrived at Elder
Kit's farmstead before I realized we had left the highway.

Nothing transpired on
the way. The bus stayed in one piece and everyone kept their skin on.
That didn't stop me from being pissed off. We had a dead shifter on
our watch, and I could not fight the feeling that we were led into
this blind.

While the others
enjoyed a buffet lunch and a tour into serpente life by a handful of
locals that strung together more than two sentences at a time,
Darien, Blaire, and I joined Elder Kit in her sitting room. It
sparked the essence of a cigar lounge mingled with a gypsy caravan.
The space was comprised of preserved snake carcasses in jars,
glittery swatches of material hung and slung, and an altar. Of
course, the altar was more of a footrest in front of a mantel draped
with snake skins, candles, incense, and the overwhelming sense of
earthen things slithering between worlds.

Blaire smiled like his
mother, genuine but guarded. "Thank you for having us today. I
would like to extend my regret for yesterday's loss."

"Well, I'm not,"
I blurted.

Between gritted teeth,
Blaire warned, "Fray only ever speaks for herself without regard
to those around her."

"Be quiet and
listen, sister," Darien chimed in, though he was careful not to
sound bullying or partial one way or another.

"No," Elder
Kit spoke gracefully, raising her hand. She maintained a presence
that someone twice her size could never accomplish. "Let her
speak her peace."

So I did.

"We could have
easily guarded everyone had we known everything in advance. You
cannot expect us to protect lives when we're not sure of the
details." Going a step farther, I added, "When we are
purposely kept in the dark."

"Fray!"
Blaire seethed.

Her attention rested
heavily on me.

"It seems errors
have been made," she finally declared.

Trying not to sound as
disgruntled as he clearly was, Blaire said, "I'm sure time would
be better spent if Fray joined the others outside while we converse."

"Leave us."
Elder Kit waved my brother and ex out the door. Her peculiar, matted
white hair, a gawky headpiece, bobbed them goodbye. "We have
much to discuss."

"But we-"

She cut Blaire off.
"Formalities are the backbone of serpente life. We will have
plenty of time for those. For now, shoo." The 'sh' was
elongated, drawing attention to her permanently forked tongue. "Alone
at last," she commented once they were gone. "Tea?"

Declining, I got right
to the point. "Why are we here? What can we do that your own
people can't?"

"I respect your
directness." Elder Kit moved to the altar, lighting a stick of
incense and waving it through the air before setting it down on a
dainty white saucer.

"Is that for
wellbeing or something?"

"No, I burned a
slice of toast right before you got here."

Beside the lit stick
sat a photograph of a gorgon. Not a drawing, but a real photograph.

"How the hell?"

"They are our
heritage. Many think the gorgons are merely a myth. What do you
think?" she asked, voice dripping with suspicion. "You have
stood on our sacred land. Venus and Foust recorded the smell of
ancient scales as they intersected you last night. Did the old ones
appear to you?"

"They sure as shit
did."

"Direct, indeed."

"Why lie? If I
actively hide information, what would keep you from doing the same?
I'm here to do a job. If you give me all
of the information I need to do it well, I will not fail you."

"You sound so
sure, like the gorgons themselves."

Sitting in a hard
wicker chair, I responded, "That might be the one thing we have
in common, then."

"Oh, I'm sure you
have more than that."

"Meaning?"

Relaxing into the chair
beside me, Elder Kit drew a deck of Tarot cards from her pocket.

"I don't do hocus
pocus."

"You will do well
to listen, leopard." Her voice was sharper than a knife as she
shuffled the deck in her hands. "Tomorrow eve will bring a
blessing upon the serpentes, when the gorgons choose our new king.
For centuries, the patriarchy of man has fought to steal gorgon
power, to harness it as we have harnessed the secrets of life and
beginning anew."

"Why not crown a
queen, then?"

She smiled knowingly.
"Oh, there have been many. This particular moon calls for a
king. A new beginning. A protégé. A king of man as well as gorgon
blood, who will listen to all."

Cody.

"And there are
some who don't want this to happen?"

"Sadly."

"Why?"

"They are
misdirected. They fear a displacement of power. A need to bind old
ways drives them to violent ends."

"How is it even
possible to force other shifters to shed their skin?"

"Oh, now, we all
have our charms. Some more interesting than others."

Ignoring the
mischievous smile that followed, I asked, "How can I help?"
Sitting forward in my chair, I added, "I need to help."

The cards never stopped
moving between her hands. The light flutter of their edges between
her fingers became a lulling sound.

Elder Kit said, "You
have already begun the process. Last night, you gave the serpentes
hope that the gorgons are stirring, preparing. Most have never seen
them. I pray your incident has gained traction on the tongues of our
detractors and given them reason for pause."

"So you believe
me?"

"I am of the
Graeae, a guardian of the gorgon. It is my purpose to believe."

"You've never
actually seen them?"

Shifting in her robes,
she ruminated. "In visions and dreams. This will change tomorrow
night."

Standing, I tried not
to sound ungrateful, though I had still learned very little about the
serpentes stalking the would-be kings. "Where are these
detractors right now? If they give us trouble, we'll kill them before
dinner. I am that hungry. I'm not kidding around."

"No, leopard. That
is not your lesson."

"My lesson?"
Inhaling deeply, I used every trick Nash had taught me to cool down,
but none were working at the moment. "Look, lady, I'm not here
for any lesson. I'm here to see a king get crowned, and if we have to
kick a little ass along the way, blessed be!"

Before I could walk out
the door, Elder Kit grabbed my hand and shoved something into it. I
opened my fist to find a Tarot card bent in half.

"Beware," she
offered calmly before shooing me out the door lightheartedly. "Go
on now. You have threats to make and people who need you."

I slid the card into my
pants pocket.

As I was turning around
to thank her, though I was confused as to what for, Elder Kit pointed
to a stucco building at the far end of her property. "Now!
Someone needs you!"


Chapter Eleven

Taking off through the
yard at full speed, shooting past the tables lined with food, I heard
Gage groan, "Why can't we ever digest first?" before
following my lead.

I burst through the
wooden door of the building, not bothering to try the doorknob first.
Sputtering to a stop, I surveyed the large storage room. Extra tables
and chairs lined the walls. Garden equipment was stacked heavily in
one corner. The only thing out of sorts was the swinging door on the
other end of the building, leading into the woods.

"Shit!" I
screamed, running to the exit. Without looking over my shoulder, I
yelled to Gage, "Figure out if someone's missing!"

"Chandler!" a
ragged voice answered behind us.

I turned, my eyes
falling on Linay, who was gripping the doorframe as she tussled with
the beginnings of panic.

"How long?" I
asked.

Shrugging, she took a
moment to realign her thoughts. "Five minutes, maybe. She was
just supposed to get a second helping. I didn't think much of it."

Linay looked helpless.
This was her second fuck up on the trip. It didn't take an astronaut
to understand the wrath she feared from her brother. How many times
would he turn a cheek? How many times had he looked the fool in front
of their pride because of her?

"Gage, tell
Blaire," I ordered. "Linay, you're with me."

We ran out the back
door, into the shadowy path of the forest. Upon further evaluation,
it was probably the worst idea to choose Linay over Gage for this
mission, but some part of me felt...sympathetic? How many times had I
made Darien or Blaire look the fool in front of our lepe? How many
times would they keep turning the other cheek if I let them?

Caught up in her ball
of emotions, Linay rambled, "She was beside me all afternoon. I
only looked away for a minute. Goddamn it, I swear!"

Running side by side,
leaping over obstacles, I assured her, "I believe you."

"You do?"

"Yes! Now shut the
fuck up and let's find her."

In unison, we slowed
down and spread out, sniffing the air and surrounding foliage. My
nostrils flared to life. "Over here. Is this Chandler's scent?"

Linay stormed to my
location, wrapping her senses around the area in question. "No,
but..." Slowly, she veered to the left, slinking to all fours.
"This is her!"

I dropped to all fours
beside her. We called our cats from their curled slumber deep within.
That otherworldly static filled the air around us. Flesh twisted and
rolled until it was quickly replaced by the thickness of fur. My
white coat was a stark contrast to her sun-kissed shades.

Chandler's overbearing
scent was a mixture of mulberry and pomegranate. Likely her choice of
shampoo or body wash. Underneath, a hint of freshly poured gravel.
That was her scent,
the one created by the natural oils and hormones of her body.

Linay and I chased that
scent like a couple of sorority girls chasing tequila shots on Taco
Tuesday. Having never run with her lion, it came as a shock that our
steps easily found a rhythm. We swayed and jumped in sync. Was this a
bad dream?

Not wanting to lose
sight of our goal, I shook my muzzle, focusing everything I had on
Chandler. God, I wanted to find her in one piece. I hadn't even
bothered to pay attention to what type of shifter she was. By her
scent, a small mammal of some sort. Definitely not a predator.

The forest grew
thicker, the branches and briars oppressive. They suffocated our need
to haul ass. Practically forced to a standstill, we shifted to our
human forms. Opposable thumbs might prove more helpful.

"I still smell
her," Linay said, taking off on foot.

Following her, we fell
silent again, listening to as well as sniffing our surroundings.

Branches snapped far to
our right. We barreled towards the sound, crushing the underbrush
with our bare feet, annihilating branches in our way.

"No!" Linay
screamed.

I ran to her side.
There was no clearing to offer us space from the horrific sight of
Chandler's skinned, limp body contorted between two large trees. As I
rounded one of the trees, I came face to face with the husk. It was
propped against a patch of bushes, lightly swaying with the leaves as
I bumped into it.

It slid to the earth.

"She only walked
away for a second. One fucking second!"

I grabbed Linay by her
shoulders. "Listen to me. You didn't make whoever did this the
killer that they are. They chose this. Now take her back to the
farmstead. I'm going to look for the son-of-a-bitch who did it."

Staring at Chandler,
Linay nodded, completely deflated. She easily picked up the pink
form, tossing it over one shoulder. It slid and oozed over her peach
skin as I handed her the shell of Chandler to drag with her other
hand. There was a definite odor that was not Chandler. It had been
present on the first husk. If it belonged to the serpentes
responsible, I would use it to hunt them down.

When they were on their
way back to Elder Kit's farmstead, I whispered, "Not a great
fucking start to day two."

After a short time, I
was able to pick up the odd husk scent immediately. In the back of my
mind, I fleetingly wished Linay was by my side to catch the culprit.
It never felt good to get bested in front of the other shifter
communities. She needed a win as much as I did.

Right now, I'd have to
take the win for both of us, because I was closing in fast. The smell
of Chandler's insides permeated the quaint forest charm like a cheap
air freshener.

I may have gotten ahead
of myself.

As I was busy searching
the space around me, I forgot the space above. A body dropped on top
of me, causing us to tumble to the ground. Throwing a hard punch, my
fist landed square in the stranger's nose. She growled, returning the
punch equally as efficient. Blood streamed from my nose into the
crevices around my lips.

"Who the hell are
you?" I quizzed, wrapping my legs around her waist as I
struggled to pin her neck in the bend of my elbow.

She spun relentlessly
until it became impossible to hold onto her muscular frame. Whipping
out of my grip, the dark-haired woman with eyes of hellfire tossed me
into the air, kicking me with all of her might, like a circus ball. A
tree broke my fall before the ground had a chance to.

"Get up!" she
bellowed.

Quickly checking for
injuries, I sprung to my feet and cracked my neck with anticipation.
This wasn't going to end well...for her.

I wiped the blood from
my nose with the back of my hand. Tasting it between my teeth, I
could only imagine what it looked like framed in a smile.

"Give up already,"
I said. "Only one of us wins, and I've already taken my bet."

The wicked sight of her
screeching as she charged me, muscles rippling under her flesh, drew
a laugh. By the end of this, the forest would be covered in her
blood. Payback for her crimes.

I began running at her,
the speed of my legs matching my temper. Our bodies slammed together
in an awestruck moment. I didn't know that 'seeing stars' was
actually possible until our skulls met in the vicious collision. The
noise was sickening. Had either of us been human, important things
would have been annihilated. We would have been twisted together, as
inseparable as Siamese twins.

"Damn, you're
hard-headed," I ventured, trying to shake off the concussion.

The wild figure lunged
for my neck, gripping it between her unusually strong fingers that
seemed to slither along my skin. In fact, her fingers elongated to
perfectly sized snakes, constricting around my neck inch by inch,
until I was fighting for breath.

"No!" I
wheezed, thrashing my body. Calling to my inner leopard for help, I
allowed that tingling sensation of supernatural charm to reach
inside, tickling her ears, whispering of a fight she couldn't resist.
Instead, it came as a shock when she didn't budge. This was the
second time that I was in need and was unable to shift.

Digging my fingernails
into the woman's flesh did little to sway her grip. The little voice
in my head was beginning to panic. A fuzziness had nested in the
outer rim of my vision, eating away until it sluggishly crept to the
center, extinguishing the contorted face right in front of my eyes.

"You won't win."
My words were barely audible, maybe even laughable, but I believed in
them.

I felt her lean closely
as she whispered into my ear, "You're already dead."

That part of me that
had always been my security, my ace in the deck, was gone. There was
no turning to kitty cat form and tearing her apart. My claws were
clipped. It felt farther away than my own heartbeat when it usually
feels burrowed into every particle of my being.

Something was very
wrong.

Lying on the ground,
slipping away quietly, as I had vowed never to do, something new
breathed into my being. A power that had flirted with me on the rocks
with the gorgons. An ancient undertone of resentment and death that
clicked just right into a need I hadn't realized existed.

"You're not
welcome here," the woman said with venomous intent. "And
neither is Elder's king.
If they all must die to destroy the one, so be it."

A flare of heat sparked
inside my chest, causing it to rise and give way to new breath. A
healing breath. Even as the woman's snaking fingers wound around my
neck ever tighter, I felt more balanced and alive.

Staring into her
reptilianesque pupils, I took possession of her faculties. Thinking
merely of the tiny beasts slithering in on themselves caused her
fingers to glide and slip into a tangled mess before they retracted
back into human fingers, twisting and breaking.

"How are you doing
this?" she bellowed, wracked with pain. Clutching her maimed
fingers to her chest, she slid away, hunkering on the ground. "Your
eyes..."

I sat up, reveling in
the feel of magic coursing through my body. The pounding in my head
subsided. Nothing ached.

"You messed with
the wrong shifter," I warned.

"Please, I didn't
know."

"Where are the
others?"

Hesitantly, the woman,
no older than forty, began to weep. "The house by the crooked
tree." Trying to shield her fear, she pleaded, "Don't kill
them. They only want our nest to thrive."

I stood on solid feet
and marched towards her with a particular intention. Flailing my hand
in the air called the magic to my fingertips. The allure was damning.

"I can help you
talk to them," she offered.

Tapping into the magic
swirling through my being, I crouched in front of the serpente. "It's
too late for you." I felt a heat rise up, lapping behind my
pupils, as she stared helplessly into my eyes. "Nothing hurts in
the Timeless Place," I whispered, not understanding my own
words.

She only blinked twice
before her eyes focused, wide and frightened, locking into that new
thing that felt at home inside my chest. Her last breath hissed
between her teeth as she relaxed, inviting death.

My eyelids blinked
rapidly. They felt heavy with grit, dryer than I could ever remember
them being. As my vision cleared, I was able to see the serpente
again. No magic was left to paint a false canvas of truths.

The woman was frozen in
front of me, a statue of stone, her expression disturbingly peaceful.

"What have I
done?" I thought my voice would be a scream, but it came out
hoarse.

Instantly, I abandoned
the figure that more resembled a tombstone than a once living
creature. Running naked through the woods, I allowed my newfound
sense to direct my heading. I knew it would lead me to the gorgons.
That prospect scared the shit out of me, but not as much as the
brutal magic I had just wielded against a fellow shifter. Sure, she
was trying to kill me at the time. But what I had done to her... That
was of another realm. It wasn't leopard, so how could it have felt so
right?

My skin buzzed with the
invisible nuances of magic as I grew closer to the ceremonial grounds
of the serpentes. It was as if a million tiny voices had turned to
gnats swaddling my body, suffocating and sinister.

Stepping barefoot on
leftover cones from the sweet birches did nothing for my mood, though
I was suddenly struck with an unusual foreboding as I rounded a
cluster of hickories and oaks to stand at the base of the gorgon rock
formation.

Even as I climbed the
rocks, I lambasted myself for being such an idiot. The serpentes
warned me not to come back. So here I was making another mistake my
brother and Blaire would likely be made to clean up. I really was no
different from Linay. Maybe that's why I had hated her so much.
Looking into a mirror often hurts the ego when you've been used to
painting your own portrait.

I stood at the top of
the giant slab, waiting for something mystical to happen. After a
number of minutes passed, I felt the rage build inside.

"Really? Can't be
bothered?"

"I could stand to
listen," a warm voice spoke from the trees.

Clearing the brush,
Cody walked to the edge of the rocks. His arms were wrapped around a
bundle of material.

Not bothering to hide
my shock and agitation, I practically yelled, "What the hell are
you doing here?"

"Linay mentioned
you shifted and might need some clothes." Holding the bundle at
arm's length, he cleared his throat. "I mean, you are naked as
the day you were born." When I didn't move to accept his
offering, he chided, "You know what they say about gift horses."

Cody climbed up the
side of the stone before I could stop him. Snagging the clothes out
of his hands, I seethed as I whipped the wine-colored shirt on in one
motion. Next, I slid my jeans on, shaking my head in disgust as I
buttoned the last button.

"Do you have a
death wish?" I asked bluntly. "Because I don't see anyone
else skipping through these woods like Little Red Riding Hood at the
nth hour of, oh, I don't know, the most important ceremony to take
place in the last thousand years of serpente history."

Cocking a slight grin,
Cody replied, "I wouldn't necessarily call it a skip. More of a
swagger."

Stalking him until we
were face to face, I searched his eyes for even a shred of awareness.
"This isn't funny. People are dying for you."

"Me? Any one of us
could be the next king."

"No," I
scoffed. "Not one of those motherfuckers is half the king that
you already aspire to be." Raising my arms in a grand gesture, I
looked around us. "Can't you feel it? Here, of all places. Don't
you feel the magic beneath our feet, beating up through our soles,
fluttering through our bowels, threatening to spill out of every
pour?"

Wracked with a sudden
seriousness, Cody removed his hat to wipe the sweat from his brow
where his hair had clung to his forehead. I noted the indentation
around his hairline from the constant wear of the leather monstrosity
before he sat it back in place.

With a quick nod, he
said, "I won't deny it."

"You heard the
gorgons. You saw them when no one else could."

"You could,"
he noted.

"But I'm not their
king, you are."

"Look," Cody
soothed, "I'm just trying to do my part here and help out."

"Do your part
after you're crowned.
I'll let you tie my shoelaces and cut my apples, but not before the
ceremony. You need to remain safe." Gawking at the open sky and
menacing forest, the heartbeat of any nightmare in waiting, I
reaffirmed, "This is the opposite of safe."

"Why do you care
so much?" His words were confrontational, but his tone was
passive. It wasn't Cody's style to be rude when someone was trying to
help. That much I gathered.

"It's my job."

He laughed. "I
don't buy that for a minute. There are lots of better jobs out there.
Why did fate bring you here to save me?"

A streak of honesty
rushed the words out of my mouth before I could help myself. "Because
I couldn't save Jack. I thought I had at least saved the other kids,
but some days I feel like they're sinking faster than I am. Did I
really save them, or prolong the inevitable?"

"Damn."

"You did ask,"
I tried to joke, though emotions sparking happiness and relevance had
been fairly nonexistent since the ordeal with the Dissenters. Even
during the car ride with my roommates, I had joked and laughed,
experiencing moments of candor, but they always settled into that vat
of quicksand in my heart, forgotten. Erased.

But here...

"Don't you feel
something stirring here?" I asked Cody. "Don't you feel
whole?"

"In a way. I've
had this sense of longing, like a lump of peanut butter stuck in my
throat, ever since I can remember. It's what's kept me hopping from
place to place. I only made myself stop because I figured if I can't
have 'normal', I could have the illusion."

"And now?"

Taking a deep breath,
Cody confessed, "This is shit and gone from normal, but it damn
well feels more right than anything I've ever known." He stepped
closer. When I didn't step back, he attentively rested his hand on
the back of my neck and drew me to his lips. A spark of magic bounced
between us. The electricity pulsed from my lips to my stomach to
lower regions. When he let go, the urge to grab him back surprised
me. "Why do you feel right?" he whispered.

It was my turn to
confess. "I shouldn't."

He placed his hand over
my heart, feeling the beats quicken. "There's something in there
like me."

I was horrified by his
revelation. There was something serpente intertwined in the making of
my very being. The gorgons awakened it. Called it out of hiding.

Backing away from him,
I shook my head, clearing it of the mystical hold my body wanted to
so readily accept. "I can't."

The stone vibrated
underfoot.

"I don't think
it's something you can choose," Cody cautioned.

"It sure the hell
is. I can choose to push it away."

He stepped closer,
though slowly, trying not to spook me.

"You don't
understand. I did something bad." My throat felt restricted,
making my voice sound raspy. I had not forgotten the woman of stone I
abandoned in the woods.

The ground rattled with
greater resolve.

Cody reached his hand
to me. "Stop moving. Something's happening."

"No," I said
tight-jawed. "I reject them. I reject their power."

A disturbing series of
pops sounded through the forest. They couldn't have been louder if I
had been standing next to a lit stick of dynamite.

The rock formation
snapped in two with the force of the earth cracking open. Cody leapt
with no regard for his own safety, ready to stop me from falling
through the unnatural crevice.

He missed.

The last thing I heard
was Cody screaming my name as something slithered around my ankle and
tugged with great force, yanking me from this world.

And then darkness.


Chapter Twelve

The rocks closed in and
I was left alone in a dark, unearthly tomb. When nothing showed signs
of life or danger, I decided to feel my way around. I couldn't
actually be in a different realm or parallel universe, right? That
was for witches or people on acid.

I stood on sore legs,
hunched over, and ran my hands along the smooth recesses of stone.
The dampness fed the cold sensation wicking the heat from my fingers
and toes.

As I persisted onward,
a dim light began to shine. It expanded, its illumination gaining in
strength, as I inched closer. When I literally found myself at a
crossroad of sorts, the arm of the tight cave multiplied to five,
reminding me of a disproportionate, dangly hand. The light, however,
only shines from one point, down the left tunnel.

I was in no hurry to
see what was at the end of the tunnel, honestly. With the way my luck
was running, it would be a man-eating squirrel or a vampire with
rabies rather than a way to the surface.

The space was shorter
than I presumed. In a matter of minutes, I found myself peeking
around a corner, assaulted by bright lights.

"I told you,
Sister," a sweet voice cooed.

Shit.

Before I could move to
show myself, Stheno turned, directly making eye contact. "I
don't like her," she huffed, staring at me with disgust.

"Fuck you, too!"
I returned. "Where am I?"

Once my eyes focused in
the light, I was able to assess the gorgons, who were no longer piles
of clattering bones. They were...kind of beautiful. Their unnaturally
thick hair was pulled back, exposing human faces framed with the
occasional iridescent snake scale. Euryale had eyes the size of plums
juxtaposed by a slim dot of a mouth, creating an ethereal air.
Stheno's features, by contrast, were overly pronounced and sharp. Her
nose was beakish while the swells of her top lip were pointed. Woven
grasses and leaves acted as tops to cover their torsos, though the
hems fell unevenly. And their bottom halves were large snake bodies
covered in countless scales. Watching them speak as they moved
generated the illusion that they were gliding just over the surface.

"You have been
welcomed," Euryale sing-sang.

"I don't recall
accepting an invite to this party."

Stheno loomed near.
"Use our powers, accept the sacrifices."

"No, no, no,"
I corrected, "I didn't ask to use your powers. I'm not even sure
how I was able to."

Looking reproachful,
Stheno muttered, "You are of her
children."

"Whose?"

"The one no one
forgets, yet everyone is scared to speak of," Euryale chimed in.

"Medusa,"
Stheno said with a sour expression.

"That's not
possible. I'm ailuran, not serpente."

Ailurans are feline
therianthropes. Though other shifters are therianthropes, they may be
of different species, such as lycanthropes, which are wolves, or the
serpentes, who are snakes.

Slithering around my
body in a circle, Stheno was so close I felt as though she were
inspecting every angle of my soul. Both of the gorgons swayed
incessantly. The constant movement could have induced motion sickness
in the most seasoned of sailors.

"Your eyes do not
lie."

No one in my family had
saffron eyes in human form. I was the first in four generations on my
mother's side.

"These are
ailurian eyes," I protested.

"Are they?"

Stheno held up a bowed
piece of metal. She and Euryale flanked me, forcing all of us to
stare at our warped reflection. I wanted to protest further, but our
eyes were shockingly similar. While the pattern in our irises could
have been a carbon copy, my pupils maintained the rounded diamond
shape of a cat's. Theirs were slim and vertical, so often found in
those of venomous snakes. The only difference in color was in the
slightest of russet and gold undertones.

"She belongs,"
Euryale celebrated.

I swallowed audibly.
"What makes me more special than any other serpente?"

Stheno pointed to a
bust of Medusa. Not the ugly hag I had grown accustomed to seeing on
Mythology websites, but a woman with proportionately attractive
features and dainty snakes for hair braided expertly into a bun.

The irritable gorgon
said, "You are of her children." Motioning to the world
above, she said, "They are of ours."

"And the snake
king?"

She sneered, "Some
answers are not for you, Medusa's mixed breed ailurian."

Ignoring Stheno's barb,
I couldn't help but ask, "So Cody is the rightful king?"

"He is the
prophecy," Euryale said with a modest smile.

"Sister!"

"She belongs,"
Euryale countered her sister's harsh tone.

"Sister is right,"
I told Euryale, before crossing my arms. "Send me back."

"There is no
return," Stheno replied.

Euryale tugged at
Stheno's elbow. "But-"

"There is no
return," Stheno unpleasantly repeated.

I was not about to get
stuck in the bowels of gorgon hell for eternity. I already had a long
road of self-reflection after this huge ass discovery.

"Look, every
second I'm down here is a chance for those backward serpentes to
murder your would-be king. Do you want your prophecy king or do you
want to be stuck with my winning personality, because I can really
get this fucking party started if you're bored?"

Her lip curled in
revulsion at the thought.

"Kindred feelings,
Sister," I mocked.

Stheno and Euryale
slithered to where a tapestry hung on the wall. It wasn't a typical
representation of its historical time period, which looked to be
around the sixteen hundreds. This particular textile depicted a
lyrical place with dancing unicorns and jolly suitors showing off for
giggling horned ladies by playing croquet with porcupines rather than
wooden balls.

It wouldn't be my first
choice of artwork if I only had one flat wall.

The gorgons began
chanting in a foreign tongue. Something not at all of the human
world. Their tone was enchanting. It was not hard to understand their
allure, even in such a provocative, predatory form. As their words
lost steam, they chanted in English, "Do not fear the
metamorphosis for nothing hurts in the Timeless Place."

The Timeless Place?
Those were the haunting words I spoke before turning my attacker to
stone.

"No!" I
screamed. "No!"

Without warning, my
limbs froze in place. My ears, nose, mouth, and eyes sealed shut,
severing my senses, leaving me stranded inside my own body. That part
of me that was pure leopard shrieked, consumed by fear as if it were
a flesh-eating disease. I was turning to stone piece by piece.

Time ticked by as I
felt the erratic beating of my heart systematically slow. Tick...
Tick... The pressure was comparable to a large clock
readying to chime, to break the seal of an unbearable silence.
Tick... Each lung
seized from lack of oxygen. Tick...
Tick... My tongue felt too large for my mouth, pressing
dangerously against the back of my throat. Tick...
And my heart forgot to beat. Tick...

The only functioning
part left seemed to be my brain. I possessed the ability to think, to
freak the fuck out, but nothing existed beyond the stone wall that
had once been my flesh and organs.

Just as quickly as my
senses had been stolen, they zapped to life with a force greater than
any power I'd ever known. While sounds quaked my eardrums, colorful
backdrops sailed past at an unmatched rate that challenged my eyes to
process. And a smell from every godforsaken hidie hole on earth
comingled into one enormous plume of hideously spirited perfume. The
confusion brought to mind a trip to the county fair. Gage had talked
me into riding a towering whirly disc that left the world spinning on
its axis in a sick combination of lights and sounds.

This moment was the
climax of such a hellish experience, only I felt like melting cotton
candy on a hot sidewalk as the world spun by faster than my thoughts.

Suddenly, it all
stopped.

I fell face first onto
the hood of an old Corolla in the parking lot of the Knot's Landing
Motel, gracefully sliding to the ground in a web of corporeal sludge
from the Timeless Place.

I would be lying if I
said I bounced up, refreshed and ready to tackle the world.

I would be lying my ass
off if I said I remembered how I got covered in porcupine quills.

Night had fallen, and I
was starving.

A group was gathered in
my brother's room. The wide open door would have given them away if
the noise hadn't proceeded to spill into the parking lot. And pizza.
The aroma of cold pizza had never smelled so enticing.

Creeping through the
parking lot and into the back of the room, I grabbed a slice in each
hand and listened as my brother, bent over a map on the table, barked
orders to anyone willing to listen.

"This will not
happen on my watch! She's out there. The leopards will start our
search here." He pointed to a place on the map.

I snatched an open beer
out of Petal the prairie dog's hand. She turned pale, the sight of me
rendering her speechless. Ignoring her gaping mouth, I searched the
room for Cody. It didn't take long to find his hat bobbing above the
crowd. The lump in my throat disappeared. I was able to chug the beer
in large gulps as I turned my attention back to my brother.

His finger slid a
quarter to the right of the previous spot before continuing, "The
bears will take Foust and search here. The lions can start just south
of there. And-" Darien's voice cut off abruptly. He raised his
head, sniffing the stuffy motel air.

As if on cue, each
shifter followed his example, nostrils flaring.

One by one, they
turned, eyes transfixed on me. Holding the beer and pizza, it was
easy to ignore the entrails sloughing downward, thwacking the carpet,
at the bidding of gravity. Even easier to disregard the smell of
discount wine and unicorn urine. If anyone else cared... Well, fuck
them.

The silence burst into
a cacophony of relief.

Lydia blurted, "I
thought you'd been skinned alive!"

"Or worse!"
Warren chimed in.

"There is nothing
worse," Lydia corrected.

Perturbed, he
countered, "There are definitely worse things, Lyd."

"Yeah, like
unicorn piss." Gage wasn't one to walk away from the blunt
truth, though he did step as far away from me as possible in the
tightly packed room.

Venus and Faust were
the only silent shifters in the room. Deadly still.

Darien stepped past
everyone as if they weren't there, ensnaring me with his thick arms.
He tucked my head under his chin and sighed, oblivious to the ooze
that was rubbing off onto his clothing. The others filed quietly out
of the room, even Cody.

Blaire waited quietly,
respecting the moment, though patience was not often an attribute. He
certainly wasn't hiding his anger. It vibrated through the air.

Ignoring Blaire, Darien
released his death grip and held me at arm's length, maybe looking at
me for the first time since I hadn't fully come back after Jack.

I love my brother's
eyes. Not because they're a particularly dull brown or because they
capture the meaning of humble perfectly. Because the love he feels
always shines through, speaking for his soul, just like Dad's.

The depth of strength
he tapped to settle his emotions shocked me. His voice trembled
slightly as he said, "I really thought you were gone this time."
And it would haunt him. I could see it warring with the love in his
eyes, trying not to travel straight to his heart like a poisonous
arrow.

There was so much to
say. From holding Jack's limp body in my arms to feeling myself slip
away into this person I no longer recognized. And now I could either
carry the secret of my saffron eyes into a new corridor of
self-hatred or I could release myself from the standards that caged
me.

Feeling numb and cold,
I confessed, "I've been gone."

"I know."

I had been so focused
on what I couldn't feel that I took all of the little things for
granted. The notes telling me when everyone would be home, the
drive-by hugs, and the reminders to take care of myself. Reassurances
that I wasn't forgotten.

Fleeting seconds.

The same amount of time
it takes a heart to die.


Chapter Thirteen

After my moment of
weakness, Blaire was at a loss for words. No yelling. No growling. He
just walked away. I returned to my room for a long shower, checking
the lock on the door three times before Cody and I laid down for bed.

In our own beds. Thank
you, will power.

Fast forward five
hours. Waking up every time Cody shifted or inhaled was working a
number on my nerves. Was it too much to ask for a dreamless sleep
that actually consisted of sleep?

I jerked onto my side,
fussing with my white tank as it twisted awkwardly. The streetlight
pierced through my eyelids and the sheets were barely covering my
feet, exposing a long line of leg up to the edge of my shorts. The
sheets had felt hot and itchy. And when the fluffy pillow failed to
inspire comfort or drowsiness I tossed it across the room.

Soon after, Cody's soft
steps patted across the floor as he retrieved the item of my
displaced irritation. It landed next to my head, right before his
body collapsed beside mine.

I rolled over so we
were face to face, only my head rested on my crooked arm while Cody's
sank into the squishy pillow.

"Want to talk
about it?" he asked.

His chest was bare, and
as the streetlamp shined through the split in the curtains, I took
the opportunity to let my eyes travel the illuminated line across the
full rise of his muscles. The veiled light at my back created a
shadow of my own outline across his.

"Talk about what?"

"Anything."
Damn, his voice was smooth. "Everything."

"There's not much
to talk about. I live a pretty dull life."

I could see his smile
in the shadows before his laughter drifted through the early hours.

"Any duller and it
might strangle you."

"It almost did."
The faltering curve of my lips betrayed me as the memory of the woman
in the forest came to mind. I had turned her to stone. Was she stuck
in the Timeless Place, an eternal resident against her will? Was it
possible for her to escape as I had done, though I couldn't remember
an honest moment of being there or how I escaped?

"How about you
start with the dent in that Corolla outside. There's almost a perfect
impression of your profile in the hood."

"I turned a woman
to stone," I whispered, unable to suppress my confession.

Allowing the weight of
my words to sink in, he finally asked, "How the hell is that
possible?"

"For the same
reason I can see the gorgons."

I didn't want to say it
out loud. I wasn't ready to hear the words come from my own mouth
explaining that I was descended from Medusa. A fucking serpente, of
all things.

"For the same
reason something in here," he touched his chest over his heart,
"recognizes something in there?" Cody's fingertips glided
down my neck, stopping just shy of the swell of my breasts.

I nodded. Whispering so
low my words were barely words at all, I said, "I turned her to
stone, and later they turned me to stone. It's how I was freed."

"Well god damn,"
he whispered in reply.

Maintaining my dejected
mood, I threatened in a quiet tone, "If you tell anyone, I'll
rip your tongue out and feed it to the werewolves."

"All the more
reason to use it while I've got it."

Cody leaned in, the
curve of his shoulder pressing against my body. The heat of his
breath traveled across my delicate skin before I felt his tongue
playfully lick my bottom lip.

A bubble of laughter
escaped.

He did it again,
forcing another laugh.

Like the sudden torrent
of a dream, the playful banter surrendered to a riptide of emotions.
Cody's arm encircled me, the weight of his upper torso pinning me to
the bed. I wasn't disappointed by the onslaught of attention, believe
me.

As everyone slept, we
explored that invisible link binding us closer. And as my ailurian
half began the demanding process of accepting this man as a potential
partner, so had I taken the first steps in accepting the serpente in
both of us.

The bow of his lips
created a flawless pout that weakened my resolve. I sank into his
touch, lighter than I'd been in months. Holy God, I wanted to
renounce my pain, scream blasphemy to the bullshit that had distorted
the inner passages of my brain while I was too busy spiraling to
care. But...

Cody would be king. A
clever, kind king. A serpente. And I would always be lepe first, no
matter what other parts completed me. Which left scarce room for more
than secret kisses in the night.

Freeing my tangled
fingers from his soft hair that smelled of sunlight and wildflowers,
I forced myself to stop. Cody didn't have to ask why. He felt it too,
deep down in that space that controlled the Timeless Place.

"Yeah, I'm sure
this isn't the best idea."

"The funnest,
maybe," I quipped, fighting the urge to attack him with my lips.

Though we had stopped
kissing, he had yet to release his grip from around me.

"What's your name?
Your real name?"

"Madison, but call
me..." This is where I always corrected everyone, telling them
to call me Fray. I was Fray, to the core of my rotten being. But
maybe, as I looked into Cody's eyes, I could stand to let Madison in
on our little secret. Maybe Madison wanted something Fray couldn't
have. "You can call me Madison."

"It sounds nice.
And I do believe you'll drive me mad, so there couldn't be a more
perfect name." Leaning closer, he said, "Meet me again."

"What? No. When?"

Cody pondered. "One
month from now." When I didn't answer immediately, he threatened
to nibble my neck.

"Okay!"

I laughed, but part of
me was already mourning the moment I would leave Cody to go home.
Would I revert to the version of Fray that was grieving and distant?
Maybe the numbness would return. Maybe I would grow blind again to
the loving friends and family worried about me.

Then that would be my
own fucking fault, right? A man can't make or break who I am, damn
it. I know to trust myself more than that.

Falling sullen, I
mumbled, "I have to try harder."

"Then try harder,"
Cody motivated.

"I will."
Staring at his sweet face, I joked, "And you try not to turn
into a power-hungry force of wild, archaic gorgon prophecy when I'm
gone."

"Are you kidding?
I've waited my entire life to have an excuse to fly off the rails."
Once our laughter subsided, he rested against the bed, thinking. In a
more serious tone, he asked, "Do you suppose I'll be some type
of monster, or will I be like the rest of them?" He teetered
between worry and fear.

"I don't know."

Sighing heavily, Cody
said, "Either way, I believe everything will be okay. I feel it.
When we were on the sacred grounds, there was something settling and
knowledgeable about it. What did you feel?"

He was right. The
unruly force came from the gorgons themselves, not the magic that
charged the blessed grounds.

"They breed
chaos," I answered.

"Oh my god, you
are related!" he joked.

Though I smiled, I was
overcome by the familiar sense of relating more to the cause than to
the cure. "I do breed chaos. A large part of me wouldn't have it
any other way. But sometimes... Sometimes, I wish I could bring peace
instead of disorder."

"I think we all
wish that. The hard part is recognizing your moment."

We laid in silence, our
knees touching, thinking about the changes ahead. Cody's life was
practically being rewritten with every step. It was odd how willingly
he embraced it. He had very little to return to, though. I suppose
that made it an easier transition. My metamorphosis, however...

What a hoax I'd been,
charging through the world, naively tearing into it, never asking
what it needed first. Sometimes it just needed love. But the fight
always appealed more than forgiveness. The adrenaline of winning was
intoxicating, and in return, it restrained me even as I felt its lies
lifting me up.

How many moments had
passed me by while I floated on those lies?

How many moments,
still, would die without ever being recognized?

Moving forward, I
quietly vowed not to chase away the slivers of compassion that often
went overlooked. Blatantly ignored. If I could somehow contribute to
someone's healing rather than their downfall, I would choose to be
the person -the shifter- I fought against being all along. Because a
lot of responsibility comes with peoples' hearts. I never lacked the
aptitude for sympathy, I lacked the stomach for failure.

But failing had become
old hat. I had failed those around me every day since the Dissenters
changed our lives. My brother was the only one who seemed to trust
that I'd find my way back. Though Tomas had trusted me all along with
his son's memory, never doubting that I had done my best to save
Jack.

I shook Cody, whose
breathing had now drifted into a peaceful, shallow rhythm. "Wake
up!"

"What time is it?
I feel like I've only been asleep for a few minutes," he
mumbled.

"You have, but I
need your help."

We dressed quickly as I
relayed my plan, hoping it wouldn't fail. Linay had returned the
clothes I shed in the woods with her earlier, so I slid into the same
pants that held Elder Kit's Tarot card. My fingers grazed one side of
the shiny card before I shoved it back into my pocket.

Dawn was still a wish
on the horizon when I knocked lightly on Tomas' door, trying not to
call attention from any of the dormant rooms.

His hair was unkempt as
he wiped the remains of sleep from his eyes. "What's wrong? Has
something else happened?"

Shaking my head, I said
in a low tone, "I need to show you something. Bring your wife."

Never questioning my
intentions further, he did what I asked. They followed us as Cody and
I directed our small group to the sacred grounds of the gorgons.
Trespassing again, but Cody was hours away from being crowned king.
What was the point of being in tight with local royalty if I couldn't
break a few rules and get away with it?

The large stones were
soon in front of us.

"Wait here,"
I told Cody. "We can't risk you changing before the ceremony."

I had only brought him
as backup, in case something went terribly wrong, like the gorgons
trying to suck me into their very outdated hole in the ground again.
Damn, at least get an Internet connection. Their lack of social
interaction really showed, and who doesn't love ordering from Prime
at 2 a.m.

Tomas helped his wife
up the side of the jagged rock formation until they were standing on
the smooth curve beside me.

I confessed, "I
don't know if this will work," before resting on my shins and
planting my palms against the cold stone.

The early morning air
swirled and dipped around us, bringing with it a procession of
aromas, from the musky leaves of the late season to the pledge of a
colder than usual winter. The distinct scent of snake scales rose
from the porous rocks while Tomas and his wife stood patiently, their
forms softened in the shadows.

Drawing from my last
experience with Jack, I envisioned him alive, in human form. He had
come to me once before when I needed protection. This time, I was
channeling his energy, asking him to appear in flesh and bone not
because I was in trouble, but because it might save a small piece of
his parents from dying with him. This place was full of gorgon magic,
and as Medusa's descendant, I was able to fill my being with said
magic. Maybe my newfound power would never work beyond these sacred
grounds. For now, however, I would use every bit allotted by those
ancient weirdoes to help the couple standing in front of me and boy
sealed in my heart.

I made eye contact with
Tomas. By the intent expression in his eyes, he knew exactly what I
was trying to do and he wanted it more than any of us. Maybe even
more than the woman by his side, hands clasped together, eyes staring
downward.

No one missed Jack more
than his own mother, but Tomas had lost everything. With Jack, so
went the red-haired love Tomas had built a life around. And now, in a
permanently quiet household, he struggled to conjure the energy to
face each tomorrow, knowing it would be exactly like today.

Ignoring the
ever-mounting serpente aura, I focused solely on Jack. His scent. His
presence. His smile.

Cody stood guard, ready
to intercept anyone, serpente or gorgon, who might challenge what I
was trying to do. I looked to him for support. With a small nod of
his head, my heart fluttered.

I called to Jack in my
mind, from the dark recesses I had closed off long ago.

Please
show yourself, Jack. They need you.

Call it a resurrection,
a resuscitation, or a miracle. Whatever it was, it was beginning to
happen. Heat grew in the center of my chest as I forced that serpente
seed to blossom into a beacon.

One
last time.

My eyes squinted shut
so tightly a low pain grew in my head, but I didn't stop.

Let
them see you. Say goodbye. Be free of our pain, Jack.

Tomas' wife let out a
gasp, forcing my eyes open.

Jack stood in solid
form by my side. His mother, wracked with sobs, wasted no time
closing the distance. She grabbed Jack to her, hugging him tighter
than death as she rubbed the back of his head, feeling his hair in
her hands to make sure this moment was real. He was taller than her
by an inch. It didn't stop her from trying to hug every bit of him to
her like she had done countless times when he was a tiny child.

Tomas made no move to
join them, though he inhaled his son's scent in the air, fighting
back tears of thanks. He had prayed for a miracle. It didn't take a
mind reader to know how much his family needed a healing force.

It shocked all of us
when the soft, medium pitch of Jack's voice touched our ears.

"I'm okay."
He looked into his mother's eyes. "I am."

"Where have you
been?" she quizzed, her own voice rough and edgy from lack of
use.

"With you, Mom."

She squeezed him to her
again, tears streaming freely down her face as she sobbed
unencumbered. Agony and joy spilled from her unencumbered wails.

Tearing my eyes off of
them to glance at Cody, I saw the awe in his expression. I was
curious if he would maintain this level of wonder as his new life
progressed with the serpentes, or if it would evaporate. I wanted to
believe that his human heart would always find this life enchanting,
if only to keep it from driving him mad.

Tomas stared at his
son, whom he hadn't set eyes upon in months. The last time he had,
Jack had been layered in dirt and blood, limp, splayed across his
mother's lap for the entirety of the pride to witness.

"Dad."

Here, in this place of
dreams and nightmares, he was speaking with a voice dug from the
grave. He was seeing with the perception only the dead possess. And
he was...happy.

Something the rest of
us hadn't been since Jack's last night.

Tomas approached Jack.
Before us, the air sparked alive with supernatural barbs as they
shifted into massive lions. Jack was almost as tall as his father.
They would have made a lovely and lethal pair.

A humming noise
reverberated from Jack as they rubbed their heads together,
expressing happiness. It had been thought this moment died with Jack.
Being able to stand side by side with his son was a lost dream until
now. Jack pawed his father playfully and Tomas was soaking it in,
fully aware that it would be the first and last of such moments.
Bittersweet, though the sweet would far overpower the bitter, surely.

Jack's mother ran her
hand over his mane adoringly. Before retracting her touch, she used a
sharp fingernail to cut some of his coarse hair and held it tight in
her palm. And as the timeless bubble burst, the contented lions
reverted to their human forms. Just like that, it was time to say
goodbye.

For the last time.

Jack turned to me.
"Thank you."

"I didn't do
anything worth thanking."

"You could have
left me there." The glowing undertone of his angelic skin was
captivating, even while his eyes were pained. "You chose to
carry me with you."

I shook my head.
"That's nothing."

"It was
everything," he conceded. "Everything. Don't take that from
me."

I nodded, embarrassed
by the levels of my own self-doubt.

"Give Marisa a
message for me?"

"Of course."

He leaned close,
whispering his message. I swore to give it to her. With that, he
said, "Thank you for watching over me."

"Thanks for
watching over me."

"You had a lot of
growing up to do." He smiled a goofy, sideways grin. It must
have looked spectacular when he was alive.

Silently, he approached
his parents and laid a palm on each of their shoulders. A dull light
radiated outward until it shined so fierce, I feared it might
incinerate us all. The early morning turned upside down, as if we
were standing on the sun itself.

Tomas and his wife
inhaled sharply, struggling with the unassailable power of the light.
When Jack let go, they visibly sagged and stared into their son's
eyes, mystified. The light vanished.

An innate sense of
wellbeing engulfed us.

"I'm not alone,"
Jack reassured them. "Neither are you." Before they could
grab him back, Jack returned to wherever I had manifested him from. I
felt the release of him in my chest, and not just from the serpente
part within. I felt my guilt and resentment and failure rise from
where they had settled in my bones. For the first time in months,
that godforsaken pain that never let up, that hounded every side of
my soul, had lost traction. The toll it demanded had been greater
than I realized.

Tomas kissed the tears
on his wife's cheek as she stared at the strands of mane poking out
from her grip. In my heart, I thanked Jack one last time.

We left the rock
formations with less baggage than we'd arrived with. It felt like a
new start. Though optimism took hold for the first time in forever,
it was short lived.

Heading back to the
motel, Cody commented, "Why wouldn't I want to be a part of
something like this every day?"

As he jogged ahead, I
mumbled to myself, "Talk to me after
you've felt the wrath of your own beast."


Chapter Fourteen

The following day -the
day of the ceremony- was utterly quiet. No one ventured too far from
his or her given motel room. And those of us who had stepped out in
the wee hours felt no inclination to mention it to the others, much
less talk about it amongst ourselves.

Gage and Arrie hung out
in our room. The nymph's presence was nature's tranquilizer, and I
was taking full advantage. She drank green tea and watched Jeopardy
with Gage and Cody while I "meditated" with a stiff Tom
Collins. Don't ask where it came from. I didn't when Gage set it in
my hand. I vowed not to ask where the second one came from, either,
if one were to show up.

A knock at the door
startled us from our best motel lives.

I peeked around the
curtain. Darien was waiting patiently outside.

"We didn't order
room service!" I yelled.

"Let me in."

"Who is it?"

My brother looked at me
through the slip in the curtain. "Dad's here. We need to talk."

Just like that, my
pristine mood was dead.

Gage grumbled, "I
wish he'd been room service."

I smirked. "If
wishes were kisses..."

"We'd all be
whores," Gage finished.

"Who broke you?"
I asked, grabbing my knit sweater off the back of the chair before
heading over to Darien's room.

Cody hopped off the
bed, grabbing his hat. "Should I join you?"

"No, stay here."

Gage leapt onto the
bed, screaming at a contestant on the show. Arrie's tea splashed
across the comforter. She didn't seem to mind.

"Gage will protect
you if there's trouble." Glancing at Gage one more time, I
rectified, "Unless it happens during the Daily Double."

Locking the door behind
me, I joined my brother and Blaire in the other room. With my father
and little brother. Damn, that sounded bizarre, even thinking it in
my head.

"Hi, Dad." I
hugged him, though it was a guarded action. Not at all like the one
I'd given him two days prior.

"I'm glad you're
here, baby."

I glanced over the
brother I had worked so hard to erase, though I had never actually
laid eyes on him. He was of average height for a teenager. A spitting
image, downsized version of my father. The scowl on his face,
however, must have been his mother's because my father had never
looked at anyone so disrespectfully.

"We have something
to tell you," Dad said, pressing his knuckles into his palm.

Eyes on the kid, I
guessed, "You and your wife are having a replacement baby?"

"Fuck you!"
the boy shouted.

"Andre!"

Blaire acknowledged,
"He has your vocabulary. What a great addition he'll make."

"Addition?" I
practically ate my words as I struggled to ask, "What are you
talking about?"

Dad took a long breath
before saying, "Andre needs to learn what it means to be lepe."

"But he's
serpente," I returned sharply.

Andre was just as
surprised as I was. "I'm not going anywhere!" he yelled in
Dad's face.

"He's not serpente
like his mother," Dad struggled to say. "Andre turned. He's
a leopard."

Stunned into silence, I
stood motionless, assessing the half pint hairball. I had
successfully avoided this very moment for months, and now it had come
home to roost threefold. What were we supposed to do with a serpente
kid who didn't want to be part of our lepe? Who didn't know shit
about a lepe, to begin with?

"What about Mom?"
I asked. "This isn't fair to her."

My dad was almost
apologetic when he shared, "It was your mom's idea. Baby, it's
been discussed round and round." He turned to Andre. "It's
happening. It's for the best."

A fire mightier than
the devil's own hand tore through Andre's temper. "Then you can
ride straight to hell with your ex-wife and every shifter in this
room!" He stormed out, slamming the door behind him.

The room was quiet.

Eventually, my dad
apologized to Blaire.

"He's scared. It's
my fault," he blabbered. "I would have raised him
differently had I known he'd take after me. But Andre can't stay
ignorant to lepe ways. Not if he has a chance of being accepted into
the community."

Blaire nodded. I
recognized his formal stature and stiff handshake as the front he
often used to portray a confident leader. Something learned from his
father.

"We will teach him
what every young leopard should know," Blaire assured my father.

"I don't doubt
that one bit," he said before disappearing out the door to
locate his runaway son.

Darien waited for him
to leave before asking, "Are you okay with this?"

"The part about my
asshole of a half-brother coming to live with us, or the fact that
all of this was planned behind my back?"

Without waiting for a
reply, I stormed out. I was livid, and I had a right to be. This was
another spotless example of Darien and Blaire not trusting me. For
not seeing me as more than an agitator or a fuck up. It was as if, in
their minds, I wasn't allowed to evolve into a dynamic member of our
lepe. I was forever shelved with the misfits.

Forever wishful they
could look past the surface and see me.

Luckily, it was time to
head to Elder Kit's for the crowning ceremony. I wouldn't be trapped
seething in the motel room for the remainder of the evening.

The ride was quick,
though my mind was anywhere else. It was a task to focus on the
serpentes when I was so overcome by the changes about to take place
once we returned home. And that was shitty. My head needed to be on
the job. I needed to be present for Cody.

It didn't take long to
be reminded why.

As we arrived, filing
off the bus, an explosion rocked the twilight. It vibrated violently
underfoot.

"What the hell was
that?" Gage grabbed Arrie instinctively, shielding her between
him and the side of the white activity bus.

Tugging Cody behind me,
I surveyed our surroundings. Nothing was out of sorts. Picnic tables
were lined up in the yard from the previous day. Lanterns burned in
preparation for nightfall. The light fragrance of citronella mingled
with lamp oil. The day was coming to a drowsy close.

Every shifter sniffed
the air, searching for an adversary.

Elder Kit stormed from
her home, deeming, "The sacred earth must not be spoiled!"

The hair on my arms
prickled with the dew of magic as mutinous serpentes appeared from
nearby hiding spots, ready to attack.

Shifters began yelling
and scrambling for cover. Well removed from the chaos encircling us,
Cody and I set our sights on the hallowed grounds of the gorgons.

"Fray!"
Blaire barked.

In the heat of furious
bodies scattering left and right, I halted, eyes transfixed on my
once lover. The dying light flirted with the rich hue of his skin.
Alert, he stood on the brink of bedlam, a golden god, summoning me to
fight by his side.

"I need you here!"
he ordered.

The warmth of Cody's
skin as his hand slid around mine abruptly severed the power Blaire's
words held over my heart.

"The gorgons need
us!" I answered. Leaving with Cody, I didn't risk glancing back.
The betrayed look on Blaire's face would have been a killing blow.

All hell broke loose.
Screams of surprise turned to war cries at our backs, but we refused
to stop. It was the sight of the explosion that had our attention.

When we busted through
the dense brush and briars, bloodied by hundreds of scratches, the
staggering spectacle in front of us was enough to steal our breath.

"The blast broke
the sacred stones in half..." My voice trailed to nothing.

The mammoth stone
formation had been blown completely down the middle. One large piece
slumped backward in a repulsive slant. The smooth indentation where I
had stood only hours before was gone. The disfigurement changed the
weight of the air, stifling the magical pull that had thrived for
centuries in this place of secrets.

What now? The rogue
serpentes had won, managing to mutilate the most coveted of their
ancestral places, and in less than an hour before the ceremony. Would
it rob the gorgons of their power? Cody of his future?

He looked as wounded as
I felt. "What should we do?" he asked.

"Fight!" My
scream turned to a low rumble, a warning that I was coming for them.
Flesh receded, readying to release my leopard half. Fur roiled over
my body as my torso elongated and the joints of my arms and legs
reworked their projected direction. My need for blood far outweighed
my leopard's repulsion of the ancient remains.

Wasting no more time
than necessary, I charged the nearest serpente. I wanted to be the
last thing he ever saw, to rip him into thick, squishy strips, but it
wasn't my place. He would answer to the serpentes.

To the king.

I vaguely heard Cody
grunt. Not risking an attack by losing focus as the snake worked his
best angles to strike my sweet spots, the neck and belly, I charged
ahead, flipping him through the air with the twist of my powerful
muzzle. This enabled me to glance in Cody's direction. The last thing
I expected to see was the man I had come to know in the last few days
riding a serpente like a cowboy taming a wild stallion.

It was disturbing.

Assessing my options to
help Cody or lay the serpente's humiliation to rest, I reacted to the
budding smell of snakeskin to my left. With deadly precision, my paw
lashed out, catching the slithering torso with my claws. The
serpente's insides slid out with a squish and a flop. He dropped to
the ground, writhing. The serpente clutched his belly in an attempt
to stop the grotesque waterfall of life force being spent over the
ground.

Voices enclosed the
melee until our shifters lunged into the open space under the first
touch of moonlight, fighting every serpente who gave them opposition.
The coats of leopards, lions, and bears looked pale amongst the
gleaming keratin scales of the serpente shifters, enemy and ally
alike.

The only division
amongst the therianthropes this night was between the rebels and the
rest of us. We moved as if we were at home in our given groups. Drey
and Gable covered my ass as effectively as Gage or Darien, matching
every strike and bite against our enemy with equal efficiency. Elder
Kit stood ground beside Tomas and his wife, warding off the
trespassers with a threatening hiss and growl respectively. I
protected Sunyet's pelt from raging fangs without a second thought to
my own safety, just as I would for any of my fellow lepe. Venus and
Foust flanked Lydia and Warren's great cats, shielding their blind
spots as they bullied forward, tearing into near-feral snakes. The
rest of the nest glided through our woven stances, on the offensive
and defensive wherever demanded.

Overcome by the
adrenaline of the fight, I almost forgot about very human Cody. He
must be terrified by the sea of unbound, rampaging animals tossing
one another around like chew toys. I scanned, expecting to find him,
at best, hiding along the tree line with Arrie and Petal or, worst
case scenario, reduced to a pile of meat.

Rather than save his
ass, I returned to my human form and found myself gawking as he stood
motionless on the tallest point of the last standing stone.

Blaire snuck up beside
me, also human. Unimpressed by the object of my attention, he rather
rudely suggested, "If I had been serpente, you'd be dead right
now."

Unable to peel my eyes
off of Cody, I merely shook my head. "Nothing about you is
serpente."

"Disappointed?"

There was definitely a
jealous bite in his tone.

Slowly, the fighting
was subsiding around us as Cody demanded the attention of the
shifters, their animals reverting to humans, one by one. Shrieks and
hissing and roars died away, bathing us in an unnatural silence.

Gage crept up on my
other side. "What's happening?"

He whispers louder than
an average person bellows. No conversation is ever private when it
involves Gage.

As I tried to answer
him, I realized I'd been holding my breath. Blaire noticed. He was
the only being in attendance staring at me rather than the human. I
wanted to tell him to kiss my ass, but I was drawn to the sight of
Cody as he fell to his knees, head tilted upward. I wanted to remind
Blaire that we were finished. Long gone were the late night arguments
and the lonely stretches of uncertainty. We were both free now to
grow in different directions. I wanted to express the totality of the
turmoil that accompanied our connection, but I was struck mute.

Under the forgiving
rays of the moon, the gorgons traversed the newly crumbling wall of
stone, crawling up from the heart of the explosion like cockroaches.
Skeletal hands arched into view, undertaking the chore of hoisting up
the rest of their clattering bones.

The gorgon sisters had
arrived for all to witness... Well, not exactly.


Chapter Fifteen

Serpentes stood in awe.
The rest of the naked shifters, unable to see the gorgons, stared
blankly at Cody, unimpressed by his theatrics. And I... Well, I did
my best not to let them know that I could see exactly what the
serpentes were witnessing.

Gorgon magic.

Gage leaned over and
whispered in his outdoor voice, "Do you think he's meditating?"

"Shhh!" I
wasn't about to miss this on account of Gage's nonexistent attention
span.

Stheno and Euryale
looked perfectly steady as they righted themselves on the teetering
edge of the formation, calling forth a celestial power. An
undercurrent of chanting gripped the snake shifters in their thrall.
It looked as though the stars were falling from the heavens,
alighting the very bones of the gorgons with the eyes of the
universe. The shower of light was surely nothing I would witness
twice in a lifetime. When the last starlight reached them, something
incredible happened. The plethora of lunar kisses had awakened the
long-decomposed flesh of Stheno and Euryale. Every inch of skin
manifested until they appeared fresh and rosy, sealing the burning
gasses of the stars within themselves.

The sisters stepped
right out of their graves into warm bodies.

I wasn't sure if Cody
had the look of a runaway groom or someone who had just completed a
sickeningly sweet cake eating competition and wanted his trophy. His
face shadowed every emotion playing inside his heart and it was damn
confusing. Should I save him or buy them matching 'his and hers and
hers' towels?

How could I be jealous?
Dead bitches or mysterious beauties, they were still scarier than my
worst nightmare served on Gage's pale ass. That's would I told
myself, regardless of their full curls and bronzed skin.

Cody fell to his knees
at the feet of the ethereal sisters. Nothing plagued his brow any
longer. There seemed to be a quiet dignity. Confidence and composure
ruled his temperament.

Stheno advanced on
Cody, stopping erratically an arm's length in front of him. She was
getting used to her human body. It must have felt heavy on her lithe
bones.

The second gorgon
circled around, stopping behind him. She was much better on her new
feet, though no one would dare point that out to Stheno or she'd tear
the face off the world to reconcile her shortcoming. Hell would look
like a daycare in comparison.

I glanced around,
gauging if the non-serpente shifters were gifted the sight of the
striking sisters, or if they were unknowingly in striking distance of
power so ancient it rivaled the moment the Earth took its first
breath.

Blaire and my brother
stood tight, ready for an overpowering moment of gorgon magic to hit
them like a shockwave. Little did they know, it had already begun
under the radar of their precious scrutiny.

An unnerving noise from
Cody drew my attention to his wracked face. With Stheno's palm on his
chest and Euryale's on his back, an invisible force traveled between
them. They worked their magic through Cody's core like it was nothing
more than wormwood until it threatened to tear him in half.

He fought the need to
scream into the night by shutting his eyes and focusing on anything
else. The crowd grew restless with each passing huff or muffled cry
Cody stifled. Half of us were absorbed by the devastating influence
the gorgons swayed, while the other half mechanically searched the
stones for a source of his pain, looking clear through the mystical
forms.

Elder Kit shoved her
way to the front of the crowd. Her white hair was in stark contrast
to the shadows encasing the hoard of bodies as the last bit of light
in the sky disappeared.

"Blessed be!"
she cried. "They have risen from the netherworld."

"And Chicken
Little says the sky is falling," Gable whispered to Drey,
completely unaware of the gorgons.

Like the archetype of a
Greek play, Euryale dramatically slashed her own throat open with a
knife from her waistband. The serpentes gasped.

I gasped.

At the base of the left
side of her neck, Euryale collected the dark liquid. Before Cody
could turn to see for himself what was happening, she removed her
cupped hand and shoved it to his mouth, forcing his head backward,
draining the blood down his throat.

He instantly stopped
struggling. Stopped screaming. He stopped...dead.

It is said that one
drop of blood from a gorgon has the power to kill any living
creature, so long as it is taken from the left side of her body.

I held my breath,
waiting to see the rise of Cody's chest. To see his eyelids flutter.
But he was as lifeless as a pile of heavy bones left to rot. Not a
single flicker of life sparked through the currents of his brain.

Involuntarily, I
ordered, "Breath, goddamn it."

I could feel Blaire's
gaze. He had a knack for paying attention to little details, so long
as they weren't orbiting a relationship. In that case, he ceased to
recognize the most elementary messages, whether I screamed them in
his gorgeous face or cried them tear by tear.

But this wasn't about
Blaire.

Ignoring my hot-headed
ex and shoving through the oglers, I came to stand beside Elder Kit.
"Is he-" I couldn't bring myself to finish the sentence. I
refused to say the word 'dead' out loud, for fear that it would ring
true, that the world would agree and propel his spirit far away from
this realm.

"Wait," she
offered, her eyes never leaving Cody's wilted body. There was a hint
of a smile on her lips.

Stheno slashed her own
throat, drawing blood from the right side of her neck. Not being as
gentle as her sister had been, she simply bent down, allowing the
liquid to splatter into Cody's slack mouth. It dripped from the side
of his lips. I watched the thin line of Stheno's blood run down his
neck, threatening to stop at his collarbone, before sliding down his
side and dropping to the rock beneath.

A tremor in his hand
caused my back to straighten. Even Gage shut up when he noticed the
dead man quake under the invisible touch of serpente goddesses. "Why
didn't I bring popcorn?" he muttered.

Raising their hands to
the night sky, Euryale and Stheno took turns yelling an incantation
into the breeze, which carried their sacred language straight down
Cody's throat to mingle with their gorgon blood in the darkest,
squishiest parts of him.

Elder Kit leaned close,
repeating their words in English for my benefit.

"To die for us is
to live. To live for us is to rule."

The wind whipped our
skin, screeching gorgon secrets into the ears of every serpente until
it defied sound. The noise turned to an impossibly high-pitched wail.
The wail of Stheno and Euryale releasing their king's power into our
world.

Cody sprung to life,
his screams of pain masked by the women's chorus. We watched in
horror as he convulsed on the stone perch for all to witness. The
sound of breaking bones replaced our cries of confusion.

My brother rushed the
formation, wanting to help him. Elder Kit screamed, "You must
not interfere!" just as the gorgons struck Darien down with
their bright light. He collapsed, reduced to meat on bone.

I shrieked. I didn't
hear the burst of air escape my lungs, but my mouth was partially
open, and I was shaking uncontrollably. Reaching my brother first, I
refused to hand him over to Blaire or any of my fellow lepe as they
tried to lift him up. He wasn't breathing. There was nothing they
could do for him now. My brother was dead. The gorgons had struck him
down with one bolt of their deadly lightning.

"He's gone,"
I heard Lydia sob into Warren's shoulder.

Elder Kit tisked, "Only
serpentes may touch the sacred formation during a ceremony. I am
sorry."

Blaire kneeled beside
me. "Let us take him away from here." His voice was gentle,
though he couldn't hide the part of himself that had fallen with
Darien.

"No." That
one word was a strangled warning, and I meant it. I would fight every
one of them to bloody pieces before I would allow them to move him
from this spot.

"Nothing can be
done," Blaire pressed. "Let us help." He tried to
slide his arm under Darien's broad back. A growl matriculated from my
throat as I blocked his arm. He shot me a look of pure anger. Under
his breath, he said, "As your leader, I am taking him. If you
defy me in this, you will suffer the consequences, no matter how I
feel about you. He is not only your brother, he is also a member of
my lepe."

I stood my ground,
baring teeth. He was wrong. Something could be done.

"Stay out of my
way," I threatened, standing to confront him.

Blaire rose to his
feet, towering over me. His jaw and brow were tight with remorse.
"Don't make me do this."

We had sparred together
in the past but never fought a true battle to test our skills. If
Blaire attacked to establish dominance, I would lose. Not because I
was a woman or anything less than an outstanding opponent. I would
lose because Blaire had become a master fighter before the rest of us
graduated from elementary school. He would win because nothing came
before the lepe, not even me. On foreign shifter territory, Blaire
didn't have the option to lose or it would make us all look weak.

The old me would have
fought him anyway. I would have relished kicking him swiftly in the
face, watching his blood-soaked teeth summersault through the air. It
would have quelled a deep resentment to slam his body against the
unforgiving slab of stone, listening to the air shoot from his lungs.
And when he returned blows, I would have smiled and made him eat
every moment, knowing that he was knocking a piece of us into
oblivion with each hit.

That was the old me.

Instead, I gave him a
choice. "The King will help him. You can trust my judgment or we
can fight for dominance."

"You will lose."
He sounded alarmed at the prospect of winning. It was a first.

"I've got some
moves that might surprise you." More seriously, I conceded, "But
your victory is the likeliest outcome." It tugged at my ego to
acknowledge that Blaire was the better fighter.

"These are my
choices?"

"Trust me or kill
me, because I'm not going down without a fight. And I don't like to
lose."

He stared in silence,
weighing his options. The shadows of his hair played across his face,
making his expression seem harder.

I spoke in a loud tone
so that everyone in the general area could hear when I said, "I
am asking, formally, that you grant my request to seek help for
Darien from the Serpente King." Quieter, I leaned in and
whispered, "Darien is my brother. He will always be my brother
before he is your lepe."

A last ragged cry
escaped Cody's lips, calling our attention back to the formation
where the gorgons kneeled.

"The King has
arisen," they ushered.

Cody had shifted into
the largest Serpente I had ever seen. That any of us had ever seen,
including Elder Kit. It was apparent by her saucer-shaped eyes,
taking in the brilliant shades of emerald in his scales as he lorded
over the mob. In a magnificent display, hulking golden wings
stretched wide to the left and right of him. A startling frame. They
could easily wrap ten of us up with room to spare. At the tips of
each wing appeared an oversized fang. I shivered at the thought of
poison pumping through those fangs into the poor, faceless bastard
who might cross Cody in the future.

And yet, I didn't
hesitate to lunge at the edge of the rock, vying for his attention.

Joshua yelled, "Don't
touch it!"

"They'll kill
you!" Lydia screamed over him.

Pressing my body to the
side of the formation prompted Stheno to hiss. Euryale chided, "If
your action is not that of jealousy, let her speak."

"Speak!"

Of course, Stheno would
never admit to something as petty and human as jealousy. I gathered
it was the reason she wanted to speak nothing of Medusa, known for
her talent of capturing the attention of men.

Cody slithered to the
edge, just above where I stood. Looking down at me the way God must
peer through the clouds, he followed the direction I pointed, right
to the body of my brother.

"Bring him back."

Furrowing his brow, he
shook his head. It must have been hard to speak with fangs the size
of caterpillars instead of human teeth.

Wrought with
bitterness, I motion to the gorgons and said, "They can and they
won't. But you can bring him back." Holding back unshed tears, I
practically pleaded, "Do this for me."

Cody folded his wings
until they were compact humps on his shoulder blades. After a few
moments of sliding down the smooth face of the stone, he stood over
Darien. Wordlessly, Stheno handed him a knife with a bone blade and
wooden hilt. It must have been older than I could comprehend.

He sliced his inner
right arm from his wrist to the bend in his arm. It gaped open,
reminiscent of a clown's distorted mouth. The vein lay exposed. A
pipeline of blood gushed over Darien.

Everyone was dead
silent, except for my brother. Darien inhaled with such force, his
torso jolted upright, cracking at least six ribs. He released a
protesting moan.

"Darien!" I
squeezed him tightly, not caring to be gentle with his ribs. It was
only pain, and they would heal once he shifted.

Lydia began to explain
what had happened to him, but it took only a second to see in his
eyes that he already knew. And it would never leave him. He stood
with my help before turning to Cody, who loomed near.

"Thank you,"
was all my brother said.

"Run with him.
Stay together," Blaire ordered.

Gage stepped up. "I'll
stay with Fray."

"No," he
rounded, "I will."

The leopards called on
their feral energy and shifted. Darien was whole and well by the time
the last of his fur spilled down his legs. The playful yip he made
soothed my anxiety before my lepe disappeared into the forest,
leaving me with Blaire.

"Our king has
proven his power!" Elder Kit boomed into the night air. She
repeated the gorgons. "Our king has risen!"

Every serpente in
attendance whooped and shouted for joy. There no longer existed a
rift between the factions. Cody's transformation had healed them. He
brought them together as one. How long had it been since they acted
as one cohesive nest? In the short time I knew them, I figured out
that some miracles rely on ancient intervention.

Elder Kit invited us
back to her farmstead for the celebration, which would continue well
into the next day. Blaire politely declined for the leopards. This
led to the others also bowing out, opting to go home rather than stay
another night in a shitty motel.

Grasping my hand in
hers, my skin rich against her pale wrinkles, Elder Kit smiled. "You
have been made welcome. Always."

"Thank you."

Since we were leaving
early, I wanted to say goodbye to Cody, but he was surrounded by
serpentes. Having reverted to human form, engulfed by ecstatic voices
and rambunctious revelers, I could barely see the top of his hatless
head.

Searching the ground, I
found the damned thing like a thrown out house cat, almost trampled.
Under Blaire's watchful eye, I handed the hat to an unknown serpente.
"Give this to your king."

I wanted to find Cody
and give him one last kiss under the rim of his ugly hat. I wanted to
say something. Anything. The moment was lost, though, with Blaire
refusing to stand more than a foot away.

"Ready to go
home?" he asked.

Sarcastically, I mused,
"There's no place like home."

We walked back to the
motel in awkward silence.

"Don't forget to
pick up your little brother on the way out."

"Shit!"


Chapter Sixteen

Every light was on and
the motel was abuzz with voices and movement as we all prepared to
get the hell out of dodge. There were no more threats of danger and
no more free buffets. That was the end of a trip in our eyes.

Unbeknownst to Blaire,
I was able to sneak away quietly long enough to locate the stone ball
of the woman in the woods. I couldn't just leave her there. As king,
Cody could bring her back. There was no doubt in my mind after
watching his power work through my brother's shriveled veins.

Hauling her through the
woods, I returned her to the base of the gorgon formation. I felt
their eyes on me as I walked away. The entire area was littered with
discarded clothing and blood. The serpentes had already returned to
Elder Kit's for a celebration that no one would soon forget.

"No goodbyes?"
a voice asked from the edge of the woods.

The largest smile
blossomed on my lips before I could help myself. Cody stepped
forward, dressed in fresh clothes.

"How does it feel
to be king?"

"I'll let you know
in a month," he declared.

That's right, I had
agreed to return. Technically, I could use my father as an excuse.
The prospect of meeting Cody again equally thrilled and plagued me.

"What's this?"
he asked, motioning to the lump of stone.

"A gift. Sorry I
didn't have time to buy a bow. Maybe you can bring her back."

"I swear to you, I
will try my damnedest."

"I know."

"Oh, I believe
this is yours." Cody pulled the Tarot card from his pocket. I
took it wordlessly and shoved it into mine again. As many times as I
kept losing it, it kept coming back to me.

Before I could help
myself, I grabbed Cody and kissed him with everything I had to give.
He didn't waste the opportunity to wrap me in his arms. Breaking our
kiss, I confessed, "I've never felt so calm yet wanted to run so
far in all my life."

Smiling, Cody hugged me
closer. "I don't mind as long as you're running to me."

It left my heart heavy
and tired to leave Cody in the magical woods that had awoken more
than desire.

Soon, I silently
returned, packing our bags into the back of the Pilot when Darien
rounded the vehicle. He wrapped me in one of his special big brother
hugs, ignoring the smell of snake musk on my skin. Of course, we had
all tussled with the serpentes, leaving us with mixed aromas.

"I'll see you back
at home," he said.

I mumbled into his thin
jacket, "Not soon enough."

"If you don't stop
too often, you'll make it back by sunrise."

"It's like you
don't even know these monsters I'm riding with," I joked.

He paused, as if
searching for the right words. "We have some things to talk
about when we get settled in." I wanted to respond, but he
pointed across the parking lot. "The lions are gathering."

Turning, I saw Tomas
and his wife trying not to stare. After saying goodbye to Darien, I
walked over to their truck.

"I'd say it's been
fun, but it's been a real shit show," I laughed.

The seriousness of
Tomas' expression wouldn't budge. "Thank you," he said.

"Don't." I
raised my hand in the air. "Please."

His wife wrapped her
arms around me. "We must thank you."

Looking somber, Tomas
offered, "Sometimes truth cuts to the bone. When it does, you'll
find out what kind of person you are." His wife released me,
taking her place beside the only man she cared to call home. A king
and queen by their own right. Shaking my hand, Tomas said, "Don't
be scared to look a matter straight to the bone."

I nodded quietly as
they got in an old borrowed Ford and followed Drey and Gable out of
the parking lot. The Corolla had to be towed home. I waved to the
men. Returning the sentiment, they looked relieved to be leaving, to
say the least.

Linay hopped in her
fancy little sports car. When I approached the driver's window, she
spat, "What are you gonna be an asshole about today?"

"Tuesday morning,
6:00 a.m., the front gate at Deer Park."

"What?" She
was confused. I would be, too. No smartass remarks. No snide
name-calling.

"It's where the
kids and I run."

I wasn't above inviting
her to exercise with us. It's where I was able to open my mind and do
my best thinking. Maybe she could use some clarity. It had done
wonders for me. However, I was above saying it out loud. If she
wanted to play our shifter games, she could show the fuck up like the
rest of us. If not, that was on her.

Linay looked stunned. I
walked away, listening to her pull out of the parking lot as a car
rolled in.

"I heard you made
quite an impression on the serpente community," my dad said,
getting out of the old car. "Sorry I missed it."

"Where were you?"

"Oh," he
waved his hand in the air, as if he could bat away my question. "I
let serpente business stay just that. I live with one. My interest
stops there." He hugged me. "It feels like we just said
hello. I'm sorry we didn't get to spend time together."

That's how it always
was. My dad would put off spending time with me until the last
minute. Was he scared that I might not love him as much if I actually
got to know him? The likelier reason was the secrets he kept. I was
smart enough, and grown enough, to know they existed. I swore to dig
them up, chase them out, or rip them to shreds one day. And that day
was coming because I didn't plan on waiting until it was too late.

"It's okay, Dad."

When our hug ended,
part of me wilted. I would miss him like crazy. Like always.

He handed me a brown
suitcase. "Here are your brother's things."

"Shit."

"Hey," he
placed his hand on my chin, "Be good to him. It hasn't been easy
for him here since the change."

Seizing the suitcase
from his hand, I admitted, "I can't make any promises."

"Well, do your
best. That's at least better than most people's worst. Love you,
baby."

I tried to smile. "Love
you, too."

Packing the suitcase
with the rest of them, I didn't wait to hop into the front passenger
seat. Lydia slid in behind me with a bag full of snacks.

"We raided the
snack machine. Elder Kit also gave us a few leftovers from the
buffet," she admitted, a bit bubbly.

As I watched Venus and
Foust -the only two serpentes not at the celebration- pack up the
lucky souls who would never be king, I wondered out loud, "What
will happen to them now?"

Lydia shrugged. "They
go home, like us. Cody was the only human. He would have been
disposed of, I guess, to guard the therianthrope secret." She
took a bite out of a chip. "It's good to be king."

Joshua sat behind the
wheel as Warren and Gage got in. Warren unconsciously lifted his left
arm, allowing Lydia to tuck in without a word. Their lovey-dovey
actions usually struck a nerve. Today, it brought to mind Cody and
made me sad. He was starting a new life. I could wish him luck and
joy, but underneath, a layer of jealousy boiled because I had to
share him with the serpentes. He had to be king, and I had to go
home.

Andre appeared at the
back window, looking morose. They made room for him next to Gage in
the very back.

"This should be a
fun trip," Joshua lied.

I sighed, looking at
the rear passengers in the vanity mirror on the sunshade. "Andre,
put your seatbelt on."

"Fuck you!"
he said in a sing-song tone.

The shade snapped
closed. Fighting the urge to lunge at him, I turned slowly. Everyone
fell silent.

"Put your seatbelt
on before I choke you with it."

Crossing his arms, he
looked dead into my eyes and shook his head.

"Put it on, now,"
I demanded through clenched teeth.

"Dude," Gage
warned under his breath, "I should have sat somewhere else."

I lunged before my
brain could comprehend my actions. Lydia and Warren parted. I flew
between them, snatching Andre by the collar of his shirt, pulling him
over the seatback. He landed in the middle seat with us.

"Eat shit!"
he yelled.

"You eat shit!"
I returned.

We immediately started
grabbing snacks from Lydia's coveted bag, popping open lids and
shoving the contents in the other's face. Casserole, salad, turkey
slices. You name it, we threw it.

"Not the Brie,"
Lydia bemoaned.

Andre shoved the soft
cheese in my face. The smell assaulted my nose before the carefully
sliced white squares exploded in my hair.

When we were out of
full containers, I ripped open a bag of chips and started shoving
them in Andre's face. Lydia jumped into Warren's lap on the other
side of the Pilot. Andre's face was shoved against the windowpane as
I forced chips into his mouth.

"Mmm," he
exclaimed, "I love barbeque!" His words were muffled by the
food falling out as fast as I could shove it in. "Got any more?"

"I hope you like
sour cream!"

As I grabbed a second
bag, we noticed Darien, Blaire, and our father staring at us from the
parking lot. We froze. Everyone else in the vehicle pretended to be
busy, avoiding our lepe leader's death stare.

Calmly, I rolled the
window down. Chips fell out of Andre's mouth to the ground.

In a take-no-prisoners
tone, I stated, "We thought we had a snack shortage. Turns out,
there's enough for everyone." After a moment of silence, I
rolled the window back up.

I said I was trying
to be a better person. Nothing a little exercising and meditating
wouldn't fix.

Letting go of Andre, I
took a moment to survey the damage. The entire vehicle and its
occupants had been turned into one giant fucking buffet.

Turning to Lydia, I
said, "I'm sorry we murdered your snack bag... I'm sorry for a
lot of things."

She smiled like she
couldn't smell the Brie burrowing into everything she was wearing.
"You don't have to apologize. We love you."

"A little less,"
Gage chimed in.

Lydia shot him an evil
expression. "He's kidding. Mostly kidding."

Together, we swept the
car out and started over. Food still clung to our clothes and parts
of the interior, but we left the bulk of it in the parking lot of the
Knot's Landing Motel. A keepsake.

I took my seat in the
front, Andre in the back.

Gage looked at him
incredulously. "Put your seatbelt on."

He did.

They all did.


Chapter Seventeen

Three weeks passed as
we settled back into daily lepe life...with a few tweaks. The
emptiness of Jack's death was replaced by a newfound sense of amity
between the shifter communities after word spread of Tomas' family
healing by my handiwork. Of course, he never shared how it was
possible or that we were standing on ancient gorgon grounds when it
happened, only that Jack had used my broken heart as a conduit to
deliver a message of love, which laid the groundwork for hope between
our groups. The strands of Jack's mane solidified their claim.
Undeniable proof.

And I found proof of my
own healing with family.

Sunday dinners at Mom
and Frank's, once again, fed my soul as much as it ever had my
stomach. I no longer felt shame or guilt for sharing a table with my
loved ones when Jack's parents had locked themselves away, even from
each other. They would never be quite whole, but every tomorrow
brought new possibilities, and that was a miracle all of its own for
Tomas, who could hear his wife singing any given afternoon.

Andre fit in better
than I had expected. He could be a real asshat. Then again, I've been
given the same shining review at times. We had a lot to mend between
us. I didn't want to be an idea anymore, I wanted to be a big sister.
The same could be said about my relationship with the girls.

I spent a lot of time
talking to them about my experience, again, omitting the existence of
my serpente ties. I wasn't exactly denying it, merely delaying the
shit storm the revelation might cause if it were to be shared amongst
the wrong shifters.

While Mira and Marisa
were spellbound by the tale of Jack's ghost, Ena was a bit more
skeptical, never passing up a chance to bring it up. I grew used to
her third degree whenever we met for a jog.

"So he just
decided to come to you in serpente territory?" she asked
suspiciously.

"Yes. He came
because I felt threatened."

"By what,"
Ena scoffed, "naked shifters hallucinating in the woods?"

"That's
ridiculous."

The others hadn't
passed on the chance to gossip about the serpentes and their
lackluster ceremony. The oblivion to the gorgons and their archaic
magical hold on our realm spurred a ton of scolding stories
questioning serpente rationality and sobriety. Some from my own
household, except for Darien. He knew that something had changed me
during our time in the nest, and not knowing what ate away at him. I
was still sidestepping our talk that he had been trying to corner me
with every other day. I wasn't ready for that can of worms to
explode.

Not missing the chance
to glare at me, Ena's eyebrows raised. "Or did you learn a
secret that you're hiding from your own lepe?"

Glaring back with equal
mastery, I said, "Linay will be here tomorrow, so lay off the
conspiracy theories for a while."

Because they were way
too accurate.

"Again?" she
griped.

Mira chimed in, "I
like her," just as Marisa mumbled, "She scares me."

"You'll get used
to her. Get in the car." As the girls made their way to my
Mustang, I tugged Marisa's arm, holding her back. "Let's talk."

Once we were alone, I
sighed, kicking a rock with my sneaker.

"I've been waiting
for the right time to tell you something, but I don't think a perfect
moment exists for this type of thing."

"You can tell me,"
she said in her soft yet confident voice.

"I have a message
for you."

"Like a text
message?"

Shaking my head, I
confided, "Like a message from the dead."

Marisa's body
stiffened. "From Jack?"

Wrapping her thin frame
in a powerful hug, I repeated what he had told me.

"You were the
first girl I ever
kissed."

She crushed my ribs,
squeezing harder with each fallen tear. We stood by the picnic area
of the park for some time while Marisa found some healing of her own.
The last time she saw Jack, he was being dragged into a room by
monsters. Dragged to his death. To know that he was safe now,
somewhere now, thinking about her... That would bring her comfort
when the nightmares came.

My nightmares felt
farther away. Ant-sized in comparison to the old giants they used to
be. I was sleeping alone these days, to the chagrin of Blaire. He had
felt defeated in nest territory, useless as a leader. And here, in
his own domain, he had lost his way around me. I wished I could
apologize, but the only way out is through the beast of absence. If
he could lose me, he could find me again.

Marisa wiped the last
of her tears away. "Thank you," she whispered.

"Some things can't
be taken by violence or greed or control. You gave something to Jack
that crossed the boundaries of death. Part of you is with him
forever."

Smiling wistfully, she
nodded.

"I'll meet you in
the car after I pack up our food."

Marisa scuffed the
rubber soles of her sneakers against the pebbles all the way to the
car as I picked up empty Danish wrappers and packed the breakfast
leftovers.

"Trash duty?"
a familiar voice asked from the shadows. "Restitution for your
crimes?"

"I'd ask you to
help, but I'm sure you would use some lame excuse like, 'My arms
aren't corporeal,' right?"

Shane's laughter echoed
through the chilly early morning air.

I pointed out, "I
expected to see you much sooner, like three weeks ago."

His humorous tone
turned thoughtful. "We discovered something. I needed to be
certain before bringing it to you."

Stuffing the glass
containers into the zip-up bag, I charged, "Tell me."

"There is a spy in
your lepe. A spy for the Dissenters."

"What?" I
hurriedly shelved my disbelief, not wanting to draw attention from
the girls sitting in the car twenty yards away. They had been through
enough. If I could protect them from further pain, I would fight half
the world with one arm tied behind my back. "Tell me who. I'll
rip his throat out before he can beg me not to," I growled.

"That might be a
bad idea. You don't want to ruin the upholstery in your car."

The breath left my
lungs and my head drowned in static as I turned with inhuman
precision toward the Mustang, where Marisa, Ena, and Mira waited
patiently for their ride home. One of these young women -one of these
girls- had turned on our lepe. On me.

An overwhelming sense
of dread eclipsed the spearhead of my anger because I had worked too
hard protecting them to let a wolf sneak into the flock. "Damn."

"I'm sorry."
Shane disappeared, leaving me to this ugly revelation.

I sat on the bench,
discarding my clean-up attempt. When I needed answers the most, the
world seemed agonizingly quiet. In one week, I was supposed to visit
Cody. Three weeks ago, I said goodbye to Jack. Every day, I wrestled
with the memory of Blaire, even while he was a living, breathing
thorn in my ass. And now the Dissenters had found a way to snuff out
the light in my soul.

Praying for an answer,
I remembered the Tarot card. How could I forget it? I carried it
everywhere, like it was an extension of my being, afraid to open it.
Pulling it from the lunch sack, I released a long-held breath and
unfolded the delicate crease.

The Devil.

Glancing at my Mustang
before grabbing the bags, Tomas' words sat heavy on my mind. 'Truth
cuts to the bone,' he had said. Not if I get there first.

"The devil better
run," I whispered.
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Chapter
One

My fight had been
restored ten-fold once the serpente king was crowned by Medusa's
sisters, the gorgons. Once I had said my peace to Jack, the pride
boy, who wasn't stuck anywhere resembling limbo or Hell.

Once I knew there was a
traitor among us.

Kicking Haden Nash with
the might of my innermost beast, a smile cracked my vicious facade
when he stumbled backward.

"Not eating your
Wheaties?" I purred.

The vampire was losing
our sparring match.

"Not used to
seeing the fire in your eyes, that's all."

"There's nothing
wrong with my eyes," I protested too quickly, jabbing him in the
throat.

I used to be proud of
my saffron kitty cat eyes...until I found out they were practically a
calling card, screaming to the world that I had gorgon blood. I had
recently discovered that I was a descendant of Medusa, the only
mortal gorgon. Keeping such a truth hidden from those I respected was
like living with a burrowing animal in my gut.

Nash held his hands up,
surrendering. "Relax."

Stalking him, I chided,
"Don't you know it's rude as fuck to tell someone to relax?"

Nash crouched in
anticipation of my next attack, having expertly run countless
scenarios in his head from years of experience. He could guess my
next three moves before I had time to blink. Which is why my psyche
didn't throw a tantrum when he dropped me to the unforgiving tile in
one swift blur.

"My abounding
years tell me that you are hiding something."

I accepted his hand as
he extended it to help me up. Re-grounding myself, I scoffed and
rolled my eyes before an awkward pfhif
noise escaped my lips.

He sighed. "A
human toddler is more adept at lying. Or, should I say, omitting the
truth?"

"Or the lack of
sunlight has shriveled your brain and now you're delusional."

Pretending to entertain
my hypothesis, Nash mused, "A valid concern."

He was only an inch or
so taller, and his dark hair was expertly clipped to the nape,
calling to mind a bygone private eye.

"Does it bother
you," I asked hesitantly, "to know that you'll die as
something totally different than what you were born as?"

My candor caught him
off guard. I immediately took advantage, kicking him in the ribs
before landing a rigid elbow to the jaw. In a hot second, the floor
was at his back and I was smiling.

Raising onto his
elbows, Nash pondered my question as if I hadn't just kicked his ass.

"It would only
bother me if I hadn't accepted the duality of my existence. Many
supernaturals are, in fact, not born but made. We have the added
advantage, as well as the shortcoming, of thinking with two minds and
two hearts. You are but one animal when the skin is peeled away and
the fur dries. Is it easier? Who's to say?"

I wanted to tell Nash
right then what I knew about the gorgons and my bloodline. It should
have been easy to confide in him, but it felt wrong to want to tell
him instead of my brother, Darien. Shouldn't I trust family first?
Shame sealed my lips.

"So being more
than one thing is an asset?"

"I...think you're
only going to hear what you want to hear." He stood, brushing
himself off.

Ignoring my inner
turmoil, I pointed out, "Lucy has no problem living with one
foot in each life."

"Doesn't she?"

Lucy Wells, the
sunniest vampire you ever did meet, was Nash's ex. She was dating a
handsome, enigmatic, werewolf. And yet, she accepted an invite every
Saturday night to Nash' townhome for a light human dinner,
watered-down coffee, and small talk. Something told me she would
never accept her vampirism over human pleasantries, or deny her fangs
over feelings. There was a balance to her madness. Maybe I just
needed to find my balance between leopard and gorgon. It would be
helpful if I was going to keep sneaking around with Cody, the newly
crowned king of the serpentes.

The serpentes were the
descendants of the immortal gorgons, Stheno and Euryale. Half human,
half snake. As shifters, the serpentes were fairly underwhelming. Who
would rightly exchange a full shift into a magnificent beast for a
slithering tale? Fuck that. But Cody was king, which meant that his
serpente form was exquisite. His powerful wings eclipsed the sky,
gorgon nor serpente could match his hulking size, and he had fangs
for days. Their striking force rivaled the speed of my leopard.

In lightning vampire
fashion, Nash swept my legs. He smirked as I fell to the floor beside
him. "Penny for your thoughts?"

The hem of Lucy's rosy
A-line summer dress brushed the tops of our heads as she wisped past.
A magnificent aroma wafted from the tray in her hands.

"Hot ham and
cheese," she lured with four simple words.

Eyeing Nash, I shook my
head. "You should kick your own ass every night for letting
someone so perfect get away," I whispered.

"You are the
expert," he countered.

I stood and reached my
hand out. When Nash took it, I kicked him in the ribs. He landed on
the floor again, grabbing his stomach and laughing.

"Asshat."

"The one and
only," he quipped, standing and brushing himself off.

We followed the smell
of warm biscuits and melted cheese to the table. I sat down and
grabbed the smallest biscuit ever in my hand. "Ham and cheese?"
I asked, sniffing the tiny delight.

"Cheddar-Polenta
biscuits filled with fresh ham salad. I can make something else if-"
She stopped mid-sentence as she watched me inhale three of them.

After wiping my mouth,
I paused long enough to beg, "Please make these every day until
I die," before shoving another one in my mouth.

Lucy beamed with pride.
She and Nash ate a few bites from their own plates. As vampires, they
are able to indulge a bit, but too much human food and drink will
cause them to become extremely ill. It was clear, Lucy enjoyed my
reaction far more than the act of eating.

"You had something
to tell us?" Nash inquired, interrupting the moment.

The corners of my mouth
fell as I swallowed the last of my food. "A spy has infiltrated
the Western Lepe."

My
lepe.

Dropping his napkin on
the table, he inquired, "What sort of spy?"

"Someone with the
Dissenters in their corner."

"When did you
discover this?"

Pausing briefly, I
confessed, "When we returned from the crowning of the serpente
king."

"And you kept this
from us?" I nodded. "From everyone?" After nodding
again, Nash replied, "Smart."

"I don't think her
brother will feel the same way," Lucy interjected.

"Or my lepe
leader," I added, thinking about the myriad of emotions Blaire
would experience as his head exploded. Not only from the mere thought
of a spy, but also because I had kept this knowledge from him for
over a month.

"Is that why you
canceled your trip to visit the serpente nest two weeks ago?"

"It is. I couldn't
hide that information and then abandon my lepe, even for a weekend.
We are already at such a disadvantage because the spy knows
everything about us."

Which
is why King Cody drove all night to meet me on the edge of town,
I thought to myself, suppressing a smug smile.

"Do you know who
the spy is?" he asked.

My fortitude stumbled.
I wanted to tell him that it was one of the very children we rescued
from the Dissenters lifetimes ago. That it was someone I had taken
under my wing and trained every day for months. That it was a million
jagged knives to the soul.

Ignoring my hesitancy,
he asked, "Are you requesting my help as an Alleviator or as a
friend?"

Alleviators are the
supernatural equivalent to 'don't make me tell Mom or Dad.' They keep
everyone in check, no matter if that means a slap on the wrist or an
untidy late night burial. If Nash were to become involved in an
official capacity, a young girl could wind up dead. That wouldn't be
fair to any of us. Especially when I didn't have all of the
information.

Staring into the silver
glean of Nash's eyes, I wondered how he truly felt about his job.
About killing for a cause that wasn't his own. His motivations were
never anger or grief. It was purely a job. It was something asked of
him. Did he ever turn away from the Alleviator to just be the
vampire? To just be?

"A friend," I
answered. I could never be the reason he was forced to kill. And I
could never sign the death warrant of a child.

Though death seemed to
be coming for us all if my intuition had anything to say about it.
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