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      “What the hell?” I demanded as if I was actually about to get an answer out of thin air. “I don’t understand.”

      I scratched my head hard, willing information to fly into my brain, but that wasn’t going to happen here, was it? In my luxurious office which looked over the sleek New York skyline, I couldn’t work out what had happened all the way in Brazil, could I? The last time I saw Dr. Kayla Trucane, she was headed out on an expedition to Brazil, using my money to research some ancient ruins… but at some point, we lost contact, and now I had no idea where she was.

      I couldn’t stand that. My intense need for control couldn’t let me lose  a part of myself. Or my investment, at least.

      I’d made a living specializing in investing in expedition groups and archeological digs, and I’d never come across anything like this before. It was a real mystery. And not the fun kind with a treasure map to follow.

      “It’s been several months,” I tapped my chin thoughtfully as I spoke aloud to myself. Sometimes, by admitting things with volume, it forced me to make plans I’d been putting off. This was sure as hell one of those! I kept trying to believe that it would all get back on track soon, but I couldn’t lie to myself any longer. “Any reports I’ve had have been sketchy. Nothing to outline what happened at the ancient ruins or where she is now.”

      I sighed loudly, knowing where this was headed. Deep down, I’d already accepted it, I just needed to set it all in motion. If I wanted to discover what was happening in Brazil… then I needed to be there.

      “Fuck!” I clicked my heel hard on my lovely marble flooring that cost me a damn fortune. “Brazil.”

      I loved to travel when it was for fun, but much less so when it was for work. Particularly, alone to some strange place where I had no idea what I was about to walk into. But by funding the trip, I’d invested in Trucane, so I had a certain responsibility to make sure that she was okay. I wasn’t sure what her family situation was so perhaps there wasn’t anyone else out there looking for her. If it was me… well, I’d obviously prefer to know someone cared!

      The more I thought about Kayla, the more the tight knot of anxiety twisted in my gut. Images of what could be happening to her freaked me the hell out. She could have been kidnapped, she could be stuck in some hole in the middle of nowhere like the guy who eventually had to cut his own arm off, she could be lost somewhere in the jungle.

      The possibilities were endless, and none of them very great. My blood was actually cold now. I needed to get my plane ticket booked before I completely crumbled. A deep pull had grown in my chest as if she was trying to pull me to Brazil using a magnet. I sat down at my computer quickly and brought it to life, unable to relax until I had my ride booked. I needed to be accountable, to make myself go before I managed to talk myself out of it again…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I tapped my foot on the ground, anxiety zig-zagging through me as I waited for my flight to be called. I needed to get out of here now, to be on the way already. As soon as I’d booked my one-way ticket, my life had been a rush. I’d needed to get packed up and ready to leave, which took a lot longer than I intended. Then I needed to get my ass to the airport and head through security. I hadn’t really had a single moment to rest and think until right now.

      Only, it turned out that my thoughts were unpleasant and unhelpful, wanting to believe the worst was happening.

      Come on, come on, come on. I stared at the departures board, waiting for my flight to just go ahead and get a gate already. It wasn’t late; it had been ‘on time’ the whole time I’d been sitting here, so why wasn’t I on it already?

      I pulled out my cell phone and checked my emails for what felt like the millionth time. I wasn’t sure why because I already knew that if I got any work-related ones, I couldn’t do anything about from here, and everyone who needed to know that I was away was already aware. I still needed to do something with my hands. Something to keep me distracted.

      The loud ticking of the clock, the scream of children who’d had enough of the airport, the complaints from people at the information desk nearby…it was all getting too much for me, about to overload me. But I couldn’t run. I needed to stay, I had to be here. I needed to find a way to block all of that out before I exploded…

      Thankfully, right at the moment I couldn’t stand it any longer, the gate number appeared on the board. Almost as if the fates had plotted to ensure I couldn’t panic. At that moment, everything returned to moving a lot faster. I got to the gate as the air hostesses started boarding the plane, and I found my seat. Most people liked the window seats which made it easier to always get one at the aisle, which I preferred, so I had control over getting up and down as much as I wanted…not that there would likely be a lot of that today. Once I strapped myself into this chair, I didn’t think I would rise again until I was in Brazil. I needed the time to prepare, to get my thoughts in order, to be ready for whatever Brazil had to offer me. There was only one way to find out, and there was no turning back now!
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        * * *

      

      Exhaustion flooded me as I finally got into Santarem. It had been one hell of a journey. Leaving New York was tiring enough, and the plane ride didn’t help, but that wasn’t the end of it. Then there was a bus ride to the Amazon which was…well, just something else. Unlike any New York bus. Cramped full of people, animals as well some times, and hot too. Humidity like I hadn’t ever experienced before now. The drive was through a lot of rickety roads which didn’t help my travel sickness one bit. I felt green most of the time. Then, just when I couldn’t take it any longer, there was the boat ride. I wasn’t great with water at the best of times, but after everything else I’d been through, it was hell. Sure, the scenery was incredible, but I could hardly appreciate it in the state I was in.

      Urgh, thank God I was here. I couldn’t move any longer.

      I glanced at the map the moment my feet hit dry, unmoving land, trying to locate my room. I needed to dump my stuff; I couldn’t lug these big bags around with me as I started on my mission to find Kayla. Perhaps that was something I should do after a night of sleep, considering I wasn’t in the best place in that department, but my feet itched. I needed to move about, to get started on my investigation. The sooner I got some information about Kayla’s whereabouts, the more I’d get to relax…just a little bit.

      I followed the map as best as I could, wandering down the strange roads, admiring the pale and sandy colored buildings as I went by. It was beautiful here, very unlike home, and I kinda liked it. If only I was here for a vacation rather than something potentially dangerous. I could have spent forever exploring this place.

      Finally, I found the address that I was hunting for, and I stepped inside. There, I found an elderly gentleman with weathered, sun damaged skin and the brightest smile on his face. His hand outstretched to shake my hand and greet me, which was nice. His grin was infectious, despite my exhaustion, and I matched it. He didn’t seem to speak a lot of English, but he just about got my name across which was a place for us to start. He wasn’t going to be the man to help me find Kayla, but he got me to my room which was all I needed for the moment.

      The room was nice as well, for the price. It didn’t exactly cost me the earth, which was perfect because I didn’t know how long I would be here. It didn’t have any luxuries, but the basics were just fine, thank you very much. A small bathroom just for me with a nice -  if a little old fashioned - toilet and a shower. A queen sized bed with a strange floral bedspread across it, a lamp, and a small table with an outlet for my laptop and phone charger.

      I plugged my cell phone into the wall and unpacked my suitcase. Not all of it, just a few items of clothing that had to be hung up on the small rail in the corner. Once I was done, I ignored the pull of the bed and headed towards the door instead. Kayla needed me more than I needed sleep.

      I couldn’t forget about her.

      After a brief, challenging conversation with the man who owned this place - where neither of us could really understand one another but it was still pleasant enough - I left. The darkness had started to fall, and everything began to look quite different, but I didn’t allow that to deter me. I would be able to find my way back, surely?

      Yeah, I was just going to have to find my way back, because there was somewhere I needed to be.

      It took me about an hour, and I needed to ask a few people for help, but soon I found myself in the bar Kayla had mentioned to me once, where one of her crew members liked to drink when he wasn’t working. It was my only one lead, so it was the best place to start. Someone there had to know his whereabouts.

      As I pushed the door open, the stench of beer infected my nostrils right away. It was a busy bar, rowdy already considering the early night hour, and there was a soccer game playing on a big screen. All of a sudden, this didn’t feel like the right time to ask for information… but I couldn’t turn around now. I’d made it this far.

      “Excuse me,” I said pointlessly as I tried to get past the endless ocean of much bigger bodies to find the bar. My voice was dissolved by the racket, no one could hear me, but I kept trying regardless. “Excuse me.”

      Finally, my patience paid off and I leaned up against the wooden bar, pushing on to my tip toes so someone would see me. I waved a piece of paper around to show that I didn’t want a drink, I just needed some help from someone.

      “Como posso ajudá-lo, senhorita?” a kindly looking man asked.

      I attempted to lean closer to him. “I’m looking for Paulos Santos, is he here?”

      The man didn’t hear me at first. He leaned in closer and I practically yelled into his ear.

      “Santos?” he finally asked, getting it a bit. “Paulos?”

      I nodded enthusiastically, relief flooding me as he held up a finger to indicate one minute and he moved away from me. If Paulos was here, then I wasn’t about to get the worst news. All would be okay…

      But the man who came to speak to me next, who wiggled his finger at me, indicating for me to follow him, didn’t look like the sort of man I could picture on an archeological dig. Not to be judgmental, but I had been to several of those, and the tattooed type who wore leathers in the sweltering heat like they belonged to a motorcycle gang, was a rare sight.

      But he had information and I needed him, so I didn’t hesitate to follow him.

      “You’re looking for Paulos Santos?” he asked as soon as we reached a small outside area.

      “You aren’t him? I thought that the guy said…”

      “He doesn’t speak English and I do. I need to be able to communicate with you effectively to make you understand where Paulos is. It isn’t the easiest to explain.” Those words froze me. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. “He has been…unwell recently and he’s in the hospital getting some treatment. The mental hospital.”

      He almost looked like this was shameful to say. He certainly didn’t need to be embarrassed. He just need to explain more.

      “Why is he in there? What’s happened to him? Is it…?” I wanted to ask if it was anything to do with the expedition, but somehow, I couldn’t quite get the words out. “Is it bad?”

      He couldn’t look at me as he answered. “You have to see him to believe it. I have written the address down.”

      His attitude confused the hell out of me. Why couldn’t he just tell me what was going on? I couldn’t push him, though, he’d been more helpful to me than anyone else. “Thank you so much, I really appreciate this. Can I go now?”

      “I… I don’t know.” He shrugged. “It would be better to go in the morning when there is a guarantee that they will let you in… but to be honest, you don’t seem like the sort of woman to take no for an answer.”

      I couldn’t help but smirk at him just a little. He had my card already. “Sure, thanks again.”

      My mind spun as I left the bar, I tried to process all that had just happened, but it seemed a bit much. Could there be a link between Paulos’s mental health deterioration and Kayla? Was she there too? If so, what the hell happened out there at the ruins? It had to be something really bad, something I couldn’t even begin to imagine.

      I found a cab willing to take me to the hospital, for a hefty price of course. During the drive there, I got myself all tied up in knots. I knew that Paulos would give me a lead, but I wasn’t expecting it to lead me here.

      It took me a while to find a nurse that I could communicate with, and thankfully by that time they seemed to feel sorry for me, and they took me to Paulos’s room, even if it was after hours. There, I found a man who looked a lot more like the archeologists that I was used to. He was the sort of man that I could speak to easily, aside from the fear in his eyes. There was no shying away from the sheer terror dancing constantly.

      “Paulos?” I asked quietly, not wanting to stun him. “Paulos, do you have a moment?” Nothing. He didn’t even react to me. It was like I wasn’t even in the room. “Paulos, I need to talk to you, about Dr. Kayla Trucane.”

      Those words got his attention. His eyes snapped around to me and he parted his lips. I assumed this was to answer me, but instead, a deep howl burst from him. One that sounded animalistic, it came right from his gut.

      “Panthers… monsters… Kayla… they took her… she’s gone… the ruins…”

      I skated back from where I stood and plastered myself against the wall, scared of what he was going to do.

      “Someone… took Kayla?” So, she was in trouble. My instinct was right. “Where is she?”

      But I didn’t get a chance to find out. The staff burst in through the door like a hurricane and pinned Paulos down before he could react any further, silencing him. It seemed a little excessive to me, but then again, I had no idea what had really happened to him or how dangerous he’d become. All I knew was that I needed to solve this mystery, quick!
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        * * *

      

      I gulpedback the rest of my coffee quickly, frustration fizzing through my veins. I wasn’t getting anywhere! I’d contacted every single travel business that I could find in the city, just looking for a guide to take me to the ruins since I had no idea where they were, but everyone refused. I even checked out of my room with the idea that I would be leaving today to go on a longer journey, so now I had all my bags with me and nowhere to go.

      “Did I hear you right?” an older gentleman said in a gruff voice beside me. “You want to go to the antigas ruínas de Panthera?” I cocked my head curiously at him, unable to believe that he’d been listening in. “The ruins?”

      “That was actually a private conversation,” I bit back. “So, if you can’t show me the way, then…”

      “I can show you the way,” he insisted. “That’s why I’m talking to you.”

      He finally met my eyes and I could see a glimpse of darkness there. I just wasn’t sure if it was the color of his irises, or something deeper. But still, I was intrigued by the idea that he could help.

      “Of course, it would be wrong of me not to suggest that you don’t go. It’s a very dangerous place…”

      “Which is why I need to go. My friend is there. I have to find her.”

      “Ah, I see.” He nodded slowly. “So, you find yourself in a bit of a situation then. I suppose I shall have to take you. I suppose it would be better for you to go right away.”

      I didn’t think that going anywhere with this strange man was a good idea, especially not into the jungle alone; there was something creepy about him… but I was rapidly running out of options, so it seemed like I would have to.

      “Okay,” I eventually agreed. “Let’s go.”
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      “What are we going to do about Garret?” my brother, Javier, asked me in frustration. “He’s becoming a pest.”

      “Look, I know what you mean, but he’s just a prankster, isn’t he? I don’t think he means any harm…”

      But I could already see that my words were falling on deaf ears. Javier took his role as pack leader very seriously, which I could understand because I was the same about my own pack, but I always left a little wiggle room for fun too. Over time, it seemed like Javier had let that slide which was why Garret really got to him.

      “There needs to be discipline,” he insisted. “There needs to be punishment for bad behavior. Whether it’s supposed to be a joke or not, people could get hurt. People have been hurt in the past, it isn’t good.”

      I nodded, feeling the urge to agree with him whole heartedly. If it wasn’t for Garret’s past, then things would be very different…but we had to take into consideration that he’d been through a lot. He’d been through more than the rest of us combined, and that did have a massive impact on the way that he saw the world.

      “Well, we can’t put him back on guard duty, because he loves that and he winds the others up, and we can’t give him extra babysitting duties either.” I couldn’t resist smiling. “The kids adore him.”

      The kids either referred to him as Uncle Garret or Tiger because of his cowboy hat. He liked to think of himself as Tiger from “An American Tale: Fievel Goes West”, the scaredy cat turned hero. He had a slight limp in his leg from one of his pranks gone wrong, and a scar running from his temple to his chin on his right cheek from the fight where the female shifters turned on the pack and fought hard. People allowed him to get away with things that others wouldn’t get away with… but his easy smile and his fun-loving nature were just so easy to forgive.

      “I suppose his pranks are a way of dealing with his injuries, aren’t they?” Javier agreed dejectedly. “Time locked away under ground only makes him worse. He spends that time concocting his next trick.”

      I shrugged and laughed, knowing that there really wasn’t anything we could do. “So, again, we’ll cut him some slack and allow him to get on with it in his own way…just hope he doesn’t hurt anyone else in the process.”

      “I will have a word with him. I’m not going to just let it slide, but what can we do?”

      There were other topics that we really needed to discuss, and we couldn’t put it off any longer. It wasn’t something easy, and there were a lot of disagreements on either side, but we needed to face it and make a choice.

      “So…” I sighed loudly. “I guess we need to get to the main topic, don’t we? Mating…”

      “Mmm, mating,” I could tell from the small smile playing on my brother’s lips that he was thinking about his own mate. It was lovely to see, but also a bit sickening since I didn’t have anyone. “Yes, we do need to discuss it.”

      “Will you stop thinking about her for just a second?” I chuckled. “Can we make a suitable plan?”

      “I can’t ever stop thinking about Kayla, you know that by now…” His eyes lifted up to meet mine. “I know you haven’t always agreed with me and Kayla because she’s a human woman, but what else can we do? The female panther shifters are all gone now, and if we don’t mate with someone then our race with die out.”

      I didn’t want that, I really didn’t. Even the idea that it might be supposed to be that way wasn’t enough. I didn’t want to accept that we were done. The world was a better place with us around.

      “Now that you’ve shown us the way by being truly in love with your woman and making it work despite all the odds being stacked against you, I suppose you have swayed me a bit,” I admitted. “Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to bring women into our pack. Of course, it would have to be the right women, like Kayla. I can’t imagine that many people would be accepting of us, our city, and what we are.”

      “Jakar, I get it.” Javier rested his hand reassuringly on my shoulder. “But trust me, this is something that we will be smart about. We aren’t going to rush out into the city and just hook up with anyone. Plus, trust me, you will just know when you see your mate. There’s just a universal pull. It’s unlike anything else.”

      I gulped back the thick ball of emotion that lodged itself in my throat at the mere idea of that. It sounded too nice for words. Sure, we all had each other, and our pack was for life, but there was a little bit of loneliness to not having a woman to share my life with. Seeing Kayla and Javier so happy made me yearn for more.

      “So, I suppose at some point we do need to take a plan to let the pack out into the city, to see if they can find a mate. A lot of the guys are getting restless anyway, needing to…unleash some energy, shall we say?” We both laughed. “I think it would probably be better to do it sooner rather than later, don’t you?”

      “We could talk to the guys and set out a plan for now, couldn’t we?” Javier cocked an eyebrow at me. “Unless there is some reason that you want to hold back? Are there any other reasons you want to protest this?”

      I smiled thinly and shook my head. As much as I wanted this, I was a little afraid of how it would change the dynamics. Even having Kayla in our city had shifted things…although not necessarily for the worse. The more women who came into our pack, the more things  would change. But I suppose it can’t stay the same forever.

      “No, there aren’t any more reasons why this shouldn’t happen. The sooner the better, I suppose.”

      As I called my pack - Trevor, Dean, and Garret - over to join us, to share the good news with them, I tried to push any self-doubt aside. Yes, it still made me nervous, but it would probably be fine. Especially, if what Javier said about just knowing was true. If the woman was the right one, then we didn’t have any worries.

      Plus, if we did this now, it wouldn’t just be Kayla’s sprog running around the city. We’d have a whole bunch of other kids racing and tearing about. It’d fill up with the next generation which would be fun. The noise, the games, the fun, the play fighting, in human form and in panther form…yes, we did need a lot more of that.

      “Right, guys,” I said with a serious edge to my tone. “Me and Javier have been talking and we think that it might be time to head out into the city, to find human women to mate with…” Garret cheered with excitement, but the other two guys looked at one another with caution dancing behind their eyes. “I have come to see that it’s the best way for our pack to progress and grow. I know it’s going to be scary and it will bring in a new dynamic, but we’re all strong enough to survive anything. You guys know that as much as I do, don’t you?”

      They nodded silently, no one saying a word. If it wasn’t for Garret’s giant smile, then I might have changed my mind. I knew he was the most anxious as well. He might not have said it to the others, but I was acutely aware of his fear that he’d be pushed to the side because no woman would accept his looks. He thought his scar would push them away… to be honest, it’d probably have the opposite effect. He had the ‘bad boy’ appearance many women loved.

      “So, we’re going to journey out of the jungle now to see who we can find in the city. Do any of you have any questions?” I glanced at them all in turn. “If you’re concerned, then now is the time to speak out.”

      Trevor parted his lips but paused for a second before he spoke. “I am the one who’s probably had the most concerns about bringing human women into our city, even after seeing Kayla with Javier, but I do think that we need to find some way to continue on with the next generation. It’ll be terrible for the panther shifters to die out. Plus, I think we need some young ones around here. It’ll make it an even better place to live.”

      The other guys nodded, agreeing with this sentiment, which meant it was time to go. Me and Javier shared one last look, knowing this was going to be the last time that things were like this… but it would be good. It had to be.

      “Okay, guys, go and get packed up. Then it will be time for us to go, okay?”

      Javier patted me reassuringly on the arm as the others raced off and as I smiled at him, as I could see how pleased he was for me. He could only see this change as a positive one, which I hoped was right.

      “This will be good for all of you, it will. The guys will see it themselves once they’ve found their one.”

      “Urgh, then we’re going to have a bunch of sickening soppy guys in love, wandering about the place, not just you. It’ll be hell.” I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “You just make sure that you look after your woman while we’re gone.”

      “Oh, I will. And you never know, there might even be a panther cub when you return.”

      I liked that idea, far too much. “I hope so, brother. That would be amazing.”

      It was time for me to pack up as well, so I stepped away from my brother and tried to make strides in the right direction. I glanced around the city of Panthera, the place that had been my home for my whole life. I hadn’t ever had any reason to leave it until now. It was going to be strange to see the rest of the world outside this place.

      Thoughts of what we would find darted in and out of my brain, fears and worries became happiness and wonder. Perhaps this would be the best thing that ever happened to all of us, in a strange way.

      “Jakar!” The terror in my brother’s voice made me drop everything. All the thoughts that had been racing through my brain dissolved into nothingness. “Jakar, you need to get over here already.”

      I braced myself as I ran, preparing to shift into panther mode as I went, just in case things took a bad turn, but as I arrived back by my brother’s side, I quickly realized that I didn’t need to. Javier wasn’t in the same place, he stepped outside to the ancient ruins in the middle of the jungle which was our cover up… and my brother wasn’t alone.

      “Antonio?” I said to the elderly looking gentleman as his lips twisted up into a smile. “What are you doing here? It’s been a long time since we have seen you. Has something happened?”

      Antonio was a friend to the panther shifters. He’d known about us and the ancient lore for a very long time, but since he’d aged, he didn’t make the treacherous journey out into the jungle very much, so his appearance troubled me. Everything had been calm for a while, I wasn’t sure how ready we were for more trouble.

      “You have Dr. Trucane here?” he asked quietly, almost as if he was shielding his voice from someone. “Because there is someone who wants to see her, who believes that she might be in danger.”

      “Dr. Trucane? Kayla? She isn’t in trouble. She’s happy here. She wants to be here, she…”

      All of a sudden, the words flew out of my mouth. I was completely silenced by the strange looking woman who burst past Antonio with a fire blazing behind her pale gray eyes. She had a tight business suit on which clung perfectly to her curves, and her jet back hair was pinned back in a very complicated, but smart looking style. She was such a juxtaposition to the greenness of the nature, and the calm of the jungle, that I instantly became entranced by her.

      She was a potential danger, humans knowing of our existence was one of my main worries when it came to bringing new people into our society…but as this stranger glared at me, I didn’t think about any of that. It was as of the strings connecting me to the earth had been snipped and I was floating higher than air.

      My heart beat differently, the hot blood pumping around my body in a new way. It was as if something had fundamentally changed inside my body and it wouldn’t - couldn’t - go back to how it was. Just a moment ago, I feared any change, I was scared for it to be bad for the pack, but now… now I didn’t feel so terrible. Change wasn’t such a bad thing. If it involved introducing a new exciting character like this into my life, then perhaps I could survive it.

      “Where is Kayla?” she demanded while flinging her hands on to her hips, drawing my eyes to that area of my body. It was hard to think about anything else other than the color of her skin underneath that suit. I wasn’t sure why that fascinated me so much, but I couldn’t stop. “Where is Dr. Trucane? What have you guys done with her?”

      She peered over my shoulders, looking at the ruins, trying to work out what was going on.

      “I already know you guys have kidnapped her. Why else would she be here still?” the woman demanded. “Why wouldn’t she have kept up communication with me like she was supposed to? Hmm? I’m her investor. I funded this expedition and I haven’t ever had a member of a team going missing before. Not like this.” She darted her eyes between me and Javier. I couldn’t help but notice the amusement on Antonio’s face. I guess he hadn’t explained much, because the panther shifter community wasn’t something that humans couldn’t believe without seeing, so he’d heard all the ranting all the way here. “Kayla might have been afraid of you, but I’m not.”

      I wanted to laugh out loud. I didn’t know this woman at all, but I could sense the fire in the pit of her belly, and I knew she wouldn’t be afraid of anything. I bet she hadn’t ever been scared of anything in her life.

      Humans were so often fearful of everything they didn’t understand. It was wonderful to see one who wasn’t.

      “Let us talk,” Javier tried. “This is something we can discuss in a calm way….”

      “Calm?” she half screamed. “Calm? Now you’re going to extort money from me? No way!”

      “Ma’am, this isn’t that,” I tried, hoping I could soften the blow a bit. “Just let us explain.”

      She ran her fingers over the top of her head and shook it in frustration. “I want to know where she is.”

      “She’s inside.” I pointed behind me to the ruins. “Once we’ve explained, we can go and see her.”

      “Inside what? There? Isn’t that just a bunch of bricks from an ancient civilization? Where are you really keeping her?” The glare she shot me was bone chilling. Were all human women like this? If so, that might not be the worst thing in the world…I liked the spunk. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll make real trouble for you.”

      “I don’t doubt it, Ma’am. But this is something we need to discuss before you can see it.”

      Antonio chuckled out loud and we all snapped around to stare at him, causing him to hold up his hands in an apologetic gesture. “Sorry, I don’t mean to laugh, I just know what’s coming is all…”

      Before I could ask him what that meant, the woman took off at a speed I didn’t know human women could run at. She pushed passed Javier, shocking him so much she nearly managed to knock him to his feet, and she headed towards the ruins to see what was inside. I stared back at Antonio to see him shrugging.

      “I’m sorry I brought her here,” he said sounding far less sorry than his words suggested. “But you’ve seen what she’s like already. She’s feisty and she wouldn’t have stopped searching if I hadn’t brought her. I just happened to over hear her on the phone, calling every available travel guide in the city. I needed to intervene.”

      “Well, she’s in Panthera now,” Javier chuckled. “I guess the secret is out whether we want it or not.”

      We needed to get to her before the others did. There was no telling what’d happen if one of the guys found a strange human woman in their city. I probably should’ve been on their side, wanting to protect our city, but there was a strange protective sensation in the pit of my stomach for her. I wanted to make sure nothing happened to the woman who had the intriguing, fiery beauty to her. I wanted to stand in front of her and tell the other panthers to leave her alone…almost as if she belonged to me.
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      My heart pounded as I raced passed those men, so big they could almost be considered giants. They didn’t look like any men that I had ever seen before, all sculpted like they spent half their lives in the gym…not that there was any fitness equipment out here. I might have taken a moment to admire them had they not posed a risk to not only my life but Kayla’s as well. They had her, they practically admitted as much, and now I needed to find her.

      “What the fuck?” As I tore past the ruins and I spotted an ancient city behind it, I couldn’t understand what those guys were talking about. There wasn’t anywhere they could hide her here. “Where is Kayla?”

      I darted my eyes from side to side, irrational thoughts bouncing through my brain. I wasn’t leaving here after that long ass walk in the jungle, trudging through vegetation, and passing wildlife that I had no idea even existed before. Never mind if they were life-threatening or not, but there was no chance of me going out into the hot sweltering sun,.

      “Kayla?” I cried out, my voice echoing off into the distance. “Kayla, I’m here to save you!”

      I heard footsteps  bounding behind me, which meant those guys were coming. To be perfectly honest, I had no idea what they’d done to Antonio, I didn’t think about him at all as I ran off, but now they were coming for me. To ‘explain what was going on’ which I didn’t doubt was a way to kidnap me too. Well, they hadn’t faced Reese Keene yet…they were going to get a surprise when they tried to fight me. I mean, I used to do karate once upon a time… about fifteen years ago. I gave it up after I hit fifteen, but I could probably remember a few moves. Maybe.

      A tunnel. All of a sudden, it caught my eyes. I had no idea where it led, but it was better than standing still and allowing those guys to get to me. Even if I’d hit a black belt in karate, I wouldn’t be able to take on two guys as large as them. So, with my pulse still pounding vigorously against my rib cage, I ran again. My weary body protested like crazy, it had been through enough, it sure as hell didn’t need to go through more. Thankfully, my survival instinct was stronger. I didn’t want to end up dead here in the middle of nowhere where I would never be found.

      Not that there would be anyone back home looking for me. No one that I could think of, anyway.

      Words burst out from behind me, the men were yelling. I definitely heard the words ‘irrational’ and ‘crazy’, but I chose to ignore them. They might have even been accurate, but I wasn’t in the mood to hear it.

      “Kayla!” I continued to scream. “Kayla, I’m coming for you. I’m coming, I’m here, Kayla!”

      The darkness shrouded me the moment I stepped into the tunnel, which caused me to blink like crazy. My eyes had grown so adjusted to the bright lights outside that it was a shock. I could hardly see, but I continued to stagger forwards, reaching out to try and grab on to something. I couldn’t fall, that was the one thing I was certain of. Falling meant death. My ragged breaths made such a racket, as did the whimpers which burst past my lips occasionally, but I didn’t stop moving. I forced each aching foot in front of the other, fighting off any resistance.

      “Fuck.” I darted my eyes behind me as a pounding against the ground exploded. It was too late, they were here. I angrily brushed away a tear that wetted my cheek. Not a chance in hell I was going to let these assholes see me cry.

      Maybe it would be alright, perhaps Kayla couldn’t escape their trap alone, but if we put our heads together, we could do it. She was whip smart and I was fiery as hell. Together, that would be a good combination. And if there were other women there, trapped in what I could only assume was some deviant hell hole, then we could make it all happen together. I would get back to my life in New York. Nothing would stop me.

      A finger brushed my shoulder, sending an ice cold bolt of fear racing to my core. My legs took off quickly without me even needing to think about it. I moved and moved, slamming from side to side, hitting every inch of the tunnel until I knocked into the side of someone warm. A warm body which could only belong to another human.

      “Argh,” I gasped, almost screaming. “Oh my God, I’m sorry, I…”

      “Reese?” The voice which replied chilled me to the bone. I actually couldn’t believe it. It took me a couple of seconds to wrap my head around it. “Reese, is that you? I thought it might be when I heard the voice but…”

      “Kayla!” Tears flew down my cheeks now, I couldn’t stop them. She was here. All of that wasn’t for nothing.

      I leapt forward to wrap my arms around her, but something stopped me. A large round belly pressing into me, meaning I couldn’t quite reach her. In my half delirious state, it took me a couple of moment to process this.

      “Oh no, Kayla,” I party wept. “What did they do to you? Did they… did they…?”

      I couldn’t even get the question out, it was far too sickening. The thought that I might have sent her out into this mess was too much to handle. I funded the trip, sent her out here into the middle of nowhere without even considering the potential danger that I could have been sending her into. Now, it was all I could think of. Kayla was here, having fuck knows what done to her and another member of her team had ended up in a mental institute with endless panic about monsters. This was really fucking bad, it was time for me to find a new game…

      “Reese, this isn’t what you think.” Kayla took my hands gently. “Just come with me. Let me show you.”

      Uh oh. Was she now a part of this? I’d read about this in the news, but I didn’t realize it could come true. Women were kidnapped and brought into some kind of horrific situation, then manipulated into bringing other women into the mess. I couldn’t imagine many females passing this way since none of the tours from the city came passed here – for reasons that I could now understand – so, I was probably one of the first.

      I should have run. I needed to get the hell out of there, but for some reason, I ignored every instinct and I allowed Kayla to continue taking me to the end of the tunnel. I was in so much shock that I didn’t even realize the other two men had joined us until the light infiltrated my irises once more and I readjusted to the light.

      Antonio wasn’t with them, but he’d likely scarpered once it was obvious the guys had me. He did try to warn me against coming, I suppose, but he didn’t fight me hard enough. Then again, he seemed to be a part of this.

      “What… what is this?” I gasped as I looked around at what Kayla was trying to show me. “A court yard?”

      But it wasn’t just a court yard, that was just a small part of what appeared to be a thriving city. A city that sure as hell wasn’t on the map when I examined this area in detail. It was a secret, for some reason. There had to be something untoward about this place or it wouldn’t be hidden in the middle of the jungle, shrouded by ancient ruins that seemed to be far more of a disguise than an actual feature. I had to hope it wasn’t long until I worked out what it was.

      “Kayla… what…what is this?” I whispered to her. “What are they doing to you here?”

      I glanced at her, immediately shocked by how much she’d changed. Not only from the pregnancy which had given her a heathy roundness and a beautiful glow but the expression on her face as well. I always thought that she was happy as she worked, that was where she seemed to get the most of her joy from, but that was nothing compared to this. She seemed full of a real, genuine joy. There was a lightness to her steps, a bounce, as if a weight had been lifted.

      “I am sorry, Reese,” she replied, making my blood freeze over. Now was the moment I got ambushed and thrown in a cage somewhere. “Sorry I lost communication with you. That was never my intention.” She sighed loudly, a glimpse of regret crossing her expression for just a second. “I feel terrible about the botched expedition as well. You funded it and didn’t get anything from it. I didn’t want to steal your money like that. If I could pay you every penny back, then I want you to know that I would. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, it was a surprise…”

      “But what happened?” I demanded, still unable to wrap my head around it. “What is this?”

      I looked around again, amazed to see such a thriving place way out here. Although it had a tribal feel to it where food appeared to be grown, and of course, there wasn’t the constant interruption of technology – I lost my cell phone reception ages ago – the little homes had a surprisingly modern feel to them. It was strange.

      “Something is off,” I muttered, more to myself than Kayla who still hadn’t answered me. “What is it?”

      As I glanced at everyone in turn, half admiring the mass of sculpted gorgeous bodies just like the guys who had come to greet me and Antonio at the gate despite myself, it hit me. It was all guys. Or almost all men. There were hardly any women around at all which was incredibly strange. There wasn’t a way to have a society without women because of reproduction… which of course, reminded me of Kayla’s swollen body.

      I bent over, almost throwing up. This wasn’t normal, I couldn’t accept it.

      “What the fuck, Kayla?” I panted, through the bile that threatened to spew over the ground. “I don’t get it.”

      “No, I know. I didn’t at first either. I know this is strange, I get it. But you will come to understand, I’m sure.”

      I twisted my neck to look at her, scooping my hair off my face when I spotted her with one of the men from outside wrapped around her with his hands delicately caressing her belly as if the baby inside belonged to him…

      Did it belong to him? Judging by the serene looking smile on her face, it wasn’t a bad thing. But if things weren’t as they seemed, if she wasn’t having this lifestyle forced upon her, then what was going on?

      “Do you want to be here?” I snapped, unable to keep the temper from my voice. “I don’t understand, Kayla. You were just going to stay here with there…men, and never tell me what was going on with you? That’s messed up. I’ve been worried about you, panicked in New York, thinking that bad things have happened to you, and you’re just here…doing whatever this is. No, that’s unacceptable.” I shook my head hard. “I just trudged through the fucking jungle to find you. This isn’t about the money lost on the expedition, that isn’t important. What I’m concerned about is you. Or I was anyway. Now, I don’t know what the hell to think about anything.”

      As the rant spilled out of my mouth, my breaths became sharp and painful. Almost as if I wasn’t getting enough oxygen to my brain any longer, a dizziness damn near consumed me. This was fucked up.

      “Reese, please calm down,” she cooed. “Just let me explain. I need to talk to you about this.”

      “Explain… all everyone wants to do is explain, but I don’t see how anyone can explain this… this mysterious place filled with men that no one knows about.” I waved my hands around dismissively. “If this is just a normal place where you’ve managed to find some kind of love so strong that you were just going to let me think that you died, or something, then why does it need to be private? Hmm? Why can’t people just know?”

      Kayla parted her lips as if she was about to say something to me, but I was already on a roll. There were too many things that were bubbling up inside of me, I was a pressure cooker about to explode, and I couldn’t hold it in.

      “And do you even care about Paulos? He’s in a mental institute, seemingly because of this mission, screaming about monsters. I went to visit him, and that man is in a real mess. Are you going to explain that to me as well?”

      Kayla exchanged a nervous looking glance with the man beside her, the one that seemed to be messed up, and probably very controlling since he’d kidnapped her from society.

      “I can explain it all to you,” she tried her best to reassure me, not that I was really in the place to hear it. “I promise, but I need you to calm down a bit before I do, because it’s a lot to take in. You need to have a clear head.”

      I shook my head and glanced at my feet, trying to fight back the emotion. “I don’t get it, Kayla. Not at all.”

      She stepped away from her boyfriend, which I only knew from staring at her feet, and she wrapped a reassuring arm over my shoulder. A childish part of me wanted to shrug her off, to punish her for leaving me to worry in the way that she did, but I resisted the urge. Mostly because I needed her. She was the only person I knew from real life. I needed some reality in all of this mess. I had to try and keep grounded somehow.

      “Let me just take you somewhere that we can talk alone. Then we can clear all this mess up.”

      I clung tightly to Kayla’s arm as we walked through this place. I kept my eyes fixed on the ground, so I didn’t have to see any more of it. I wasn’t sure how much I could process until Kayla had talked to me. I had to hope that somewhere she knew the right formation of words to make all of this alright again.

      “Oh, sorry.” Kayla halted as a boy ran passed our feet. My eyes immediately snap up from the ground, and as I saw him, something snapped inside of me. It was  the idea that there were more children here, which meant more women. A strangled scream burst out of my gut before I even realized what was happening.

      The boy jumped back, his body contorting. I almost stretched out, to grab him to stop him from falling because it was my frightened scream that caused him to fall… but I snatched my hand back just as quickly.

      “He…he…” His body wasn’t just contorting, it was changing, becoming something new. His skin turned and transformed, becoming a black furry being…a monster. An animal. A freaking panther. “He’s a…a…”

      I blinked a few times, trying to make this image vanish. It wasn’t real, it couldn’t be. It had to be a hallucination, an imagine that my weary brain had concocted to make this worse than it already was. There was no way I was actually looking at a human shape shifting into a panther. That wasn’t real. It was a construct from fantasy books or movies. I couldn’t lose my mind, not out here, that wasn’t right…

      “It’s okay,” Kayla tried to reassure me. “Don’t worry, this is normal.”

      I looked up again to see the boy, now a full panther, bounding off away from me. The sickness that had threatened to come before, spilled past my lips. Luckily, I just about managed to bend forward quick enough, so it only covered the ground and not me. This was a good suit, one that cost me a lot of money. Perhaps that was the wrong thing to focus on, but I really didn’t want it ruined.

      “This this isn’t normal, Kayla. How can you say this is normal?”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t want you to see before I could explain. You still need to come with me.”

      But I couldn’t move. Instead I gave into the guttural growl of fear and I allowed it out. It tore from me painfully. Aching my stomach and my throat, hurting me all over. It didn’t matter how many times Kayla could touch me now, there wasn’t anything to comfort me and calm me down. I was a mess. Everything that I used to know was real, the foundation that my life had been built upon, had been ripped away from me, leaving me confused and dizzy.

      “Panthers… monsters… Kayla… they took her… she’s gone… the ruins…”

      Paulos’s words ran through me and I realized that he actually wasn’t crazy. He knew the truth, he was right…

      What the hell was I going to do now? How was I going to get out of here? I needed to escape, I didn’t care about what Kayla wanted to do anymore, I didn’t want to be here in this nightmare. I needed freedom. I needed to keep my life.
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      Marvelous. I gave my brother a withering look before nodding in Trevor’s direction to allow him to run after his son. This was the exact reason why we didn’t want the panicked business woman to just blast into our city without warning. We needed to prepare her and the guys as well. It was obvious something like this would happen.

      Kayla tried to grab her friend – I presumed it was her friend – as she fell, but her pregnant belly prevented her from doing so. So, with lightning speed I jumped in and stopped her from hitting the ground. The raven haired beauty fought me with a surprising amount of force for a human female, but she was no match for me.

      “We need to get her inside,” I warned everyone. “Then, we need to do whatever it takes to calm her down.”

      “Water,” Kayla rasped. “She needs water. Maybe food as well. Something to get her breathing in order.”

      Javier led the way and I followed with this woman bashing and fighting me. At one point, her teeth sunk into my arm which stung a little, but nowhere near enough for me to drop her. If anything, it made me smirk.

      “Lock the door,” I warned Javier as we finally found a suitable private room for her. “Or she’ll make an escape.”

      “Reese,” the woman who was more feral than any of the animals in the room snapped. “Reese, not she.”

      “Reese.” Mmm, I liked the way her name rolled off my tongue. “Okay, I’m sorry…Reese.”

      In a haze, water and food appeared. I watched her intently as she gulped the drink back as if she’d been in the desert for years on end, but she only eyed the food suspiciously like it might be filled with poison.

      “Is that better?” Kayla asked her cautiously. “Are you calm enough to talk yet? Because I can make sense of this.”

      The flames ignited, I spotted them flickering behind her eyes, and I braced myself for another attack. It was coming, Reese wasn’t the sort of person to swallow her feelings, I got that impression of her already.

      “I can make the guys go,” Kayla continued in a hurry, clearly seeing the same thing that I did. “It can be just me and you. We can talk alone, and I will answer any questions you have. I’m sure there are hundreds.”

      Reese’s eyes flickered among us all. She was sizing us up, and as her eyes met mine, she froze for a second. I wanted to switch places with her for a moment, to see what she saw in me. Why I was the one she stuck to. Did she trust me the least? Like me the most? Assume that I would be the one she could talk to?

      Or, perhaps she could feel the same thing I could. That deep seated, inexplicable pull. It was almost a connection of some sort. I wasn’t sure it felt exactly as Javier described, but it was something…

      “Okay.” She nodded, putting the flames out as she admitted defeat. “I will speak to you. Alone. Only you.”

      We were forced to leave the room. I didn’t want to, but we had to if there was going to be any resolution found today. Javier ran off, presumably to warn everyone else what was going on so we didn’t have any other accidental shifting which could prove dangerous if Reese accidently got in the way, leaving me, Garret, and Dean to guard the door. We all glanced at one another, unable to believe what a turn this day had taken.

      “I guess we aren’t headed out into the city today then,” Garret chuckled. “We have too much drama here. What actually happened? One minute we were all packing, and the next chaos erupted. There was all this screaming…”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Javier called me, and we found Antonio outside of the ruins…”

      “Antonio is the old guy, right? The one who knows all about us. I love that dude, he’s awesome.”

      “Exactly. Then this woman just came screamed past us, demanding to know what happened to Kayla.”

      Garret narrowed his eyes at me, staring into the parts of my soul I wouldn’t want revealed. I shifted my feet uncomfortably, trying to create a distraction. I didn’t want him to call me out on the changes in my expression as I spoke about Reese. If the guys figured it out, there would be a lot of pressure on me.

      “So, do you think Kayla will be able to talk her around, or what?”

      I shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know, I hope so or this could create issues for us. It could get serious quick.”

      Garret pressed his ear against the door, listening into the conversation happening inside. I was just about to tell him that I didn’t think that was a great idea, that we shouldn’t intrude on their privacy, but curiosity got the better of me. I wanted to hear too. Luckily, our enhanced panther hearing ensured we wouldn’t have to miss a thing.

      “What are you doing?” Dean hissed, voicing the sentiment I decided against. “We can’t listen.”

      I waved a hand dismissively. Obviously, Dean wouldn’t listen, that wasn’t the sort of thing he did. As a quieter, more reserved member of our pack, he wasn’t known for doing things that weren’t recommended behaviors. Usually, I would’ve agreed with him, but today this was different. Today, breaking the rules felt like life or death.

      “…yes, this city is called Panthera, which is Portuguese for panther,” Kayla explained. “I’m sure today has shown you why that is. I know it’s scary, I felt that too at first, but I can assure you, worrying is needless.”

      “Needless? Fucking needless?” Reese snapped back in that vicious tone of hers. “Are you joking me? The men here turn into animals. That shouldn’t even be real, so I’m afraid I’m going to have to worry about it.”

      “Okay, yes, I understand that. I do. But the panthers are a gentle race, they wouldn’t hurt anyone. They are more protector animals than anything else. Nothing has ever happened to me while I’ve been here.”

      “But if they are so helpful and all about protection, then why all the secrecy, huh?”

      I smiled at Reese’s authoritative tone, she was incredibly amusing to listen to. Even as she yelled, I just wanted to hear more. I could picture myself being screamed at by her for the rest of my life.

      “Can you imagine how humans would treat shifters if they really knew of their existence?” Kayla answered. “Think about the dreadful way humans treat each other. Especially those they don’t quite understand. If you really think about it, and you take a look back at history which I have done a lot through my career, then you’ll see how most violence and hatred comes from ignorance and fear. If people discovered this race who could easily defeat them and rule if they want to, they would freak out and act crazy. I’m sure you can see that. Humans have treated animal shifters terribly in the past, pushing them underground, and into hiding.”

      “So, they just live here, hidden away, and they don’t care about that? They don’t want more?”

      “Panthera is a wonderful place to live, filled with warmth and happiness. No one here wants any more than what they have. If you remained here and looked at it through open eyes, you would see. It’s wonderful. There’s all the food you could want, all the water, all the friendships… plus, plenty of room for the panthers to roam…”

      “It’s so weird to hear you talk about them as if they’re normal. I can’t stand it.”

      Kayla laughed lightly. “I suppose it is normal to me now. Panthera is my life.”

      “So, you just want to stay here? In the middle of the jungle in Brazil? You don’t want to come home?”

      “There isn’t anything in New York for me. I never really had a life there. Here, I have it all.”

      “But, your work?” Reese demanded. It was clear from her tone that she prized her work, it was incredibly important to her. “You surely can’t want to give all of that up? You’re so good at what you do…”

      “But what I do now is more important.” I could practically see Kayla cradling her belly. “You’ll see.”

      “I don’t want to see. I don’t. This is messed up and I don’t want any part of it. I just want you to come home with me. I came out here because I care about you, because I want to save you. I don’t really want to leave without you.”

      “Reese, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the world but here, and I think if you were to give it a chance you would feel the same. It feels to me like you were brought to Panthera for a reason…”

      “No, this isn’t some fate crap. This is for you. I came here for you, Kayla. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

      I glanced at Garret and he raised an eyebrow at me. Right now, it didn’t sound like this conversation was going according to plan. I didn’t want to consider any kind of plan B but if we weren’t careful then we’d have to. I wasn’t sure what our plan B was - we hadn’t been in this situation before - but we were sure as hell in it now!

      “Do you think she’s always this rude?” Garret hissed to me. “Is it the situation or her personality?”

      “I don’t know, it seems like she really cares about Kayla,” I replied just as quietly. “Perhaps she’s just a leader type and she’s trying to help her friend. She doesn’t realize this is actually a safe place.”

      How could we show her that? How could we make Reese see that it was okay here? I wasn’t sure if she’d stay in Panthera, especially since it really sounded like she loved her city and the life that she had there, but we needed to make sure that the moment she did leave, she was on our side and not about to expose us.

      The way Kayla described it was mild. The way humans used to treat panther shifters was disgusting. We’d gone into hiding to protect us as well as the humans being harmed as they tried to hurt us. Unlike the way we were portrayed, we always cared about both. That was why we drew so much happiness from our city, because we didn’t need to worry about an attack… well, an attack from the humans, anyway.

      “We need to get together,” Garret nodded, an unusually serious expression on his face. “To decide what we’re going to do. If this woman has as much hatred for us as she seems to, then she’s going to be trouble.”

      “She just doesn’t understand us yet,” I insisted. “It’s like Kayla said, any hatred comes from ignorance. We just need to make sure that Reese stays here for long enough to change her mind before she goes.”

      There was another reason I wanted her to stay, but I didn’t want to get too sucked into that idea or I’d end up being disappointed when she left. I would just have to hope I got this feeling again when we finally made our way into the city after all of this was over. When I found a woman who would finally become my mate.

      “Don’t worry, Garret,” I continued, trying to convince him as much as myself. “This is just a bump in the road. You don’t need to worry about this. It isn’t going to be as problematic as you think.”

      But he didn’t seem convinced. I glanced over to Dean who was purposely looking away, not wanting to get involved in the middle of this mess. I couldn’t blame him, I suppose, but it would be nice to hear him say something.

      “…you just need to see it,” I heard Kayla insist louder, catching my attention once more. “Just see their way of life, that’s all I’m asking. Make your judgments once that’s happened.”

      Reese didn’t answer. I wished I could see the expression on her face to know how she was feeling. I also wished there was something I could say to make her remain here for a while, but I wasn’t sure my presence would help. Reese was a petite, slight woman, and I was a large panther shifter who towered over her in human form.

      Garret stepped back and leaned against the wall beside Dean, giving up on listening in, but I remained exactly where I was, my thirst for knowledge more powerful than anything else.

      “I’m scared for you,” Reese finally announced. “I’m frightened about this whole situation.”

      “I know you are, but you don’t need to be. You know me, Reese, you don’t need to be scared for me. I’m fine. I’m happy. You must be able to see that I’m happy. Happier than I have ever been.”

      “You do look different, but what if it’s Stockholm Syndrome?”

      “What even is that?” Kayla demanded, now sounding a little annoyed herself.

      “You know, when you’re kidnapped by someone and you end up getting brain washed to being in love with them.”

      “You know that wouldn’t happen to me, Reese. I’m strong minded. A bit like you. You wouldn’t allow yourself to be brain washed, would you? No, exactly, and I’m the same way. I know that I love it here.”

      The women began to murmur quietly to one another then. If I really wanted to hear what they were saying, I could have tuned into it, but I took the moment to look at the other guys instead.

      “Do we need to find Javier?” Garret asked while getting ready to move. “Is it getting bad?”

      I shook my head no. “Nothing has changed. Kayla is still attempting to talk Reese around, Reese isn’t taking it. She wants Kayla to go back to the city, which of course isn’t going to happen… Kayla wants her to stay.”

      “We kinda need to make her stay, don’t we? Even if we have to lock her up.”

      “Just because you spend half your life locked away and it makes no difference to you, it doesn’t mean Reese will like it. Remember, we need her to leave here with positive vibes about us. We don’t want her mad and ready to spill our secrets to the world. I don’t think we’ll ever get a settlement as good as this one.”

      “So, we make her stay full time?” Garret offered. “We need women, don’t we?”

      “We don’t want women who don’t want to be here,” I snapped, perhaps a little angrier than I intended, but the idea of keeping Reese here against her will really pissed me off. “Plus, she’ll run at the first chance.”

      “Hmm, yeah I suppose so. I’m just trying to work out what we can do.”

      The door to the room swung open loudly, banging against the wall hard. It even made me jump because it was so unexpected. I twisted rapidly to see Reese’s angry, beautiful face glaring at me.

      “Okay, so I know what you are now,” she growled. “Kayla has finally ‘explained’ it to me.” The air quotes spoke volumes. She definitely wasn’t in the right mind set to leave here. “I might not get it, but whatever, that is completely irrelevant.” Her arms folded across her chest defiantly. She wasn’t about to back down even as three panthers towered over her, casting shadows over her face. “So, what now?”

      I glanced at Dean and Garret, to see if that was a question they understood. I guess it was up to me to reply.

      “Erm… what do you mean, what now?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me.” She rolled her eyes. “Obviously you aren’t going to want me to just walk out of here now that I know your secret. I don’t know what you think of me, but I’m not stupid. I understand.”

      “Woah, woah, woah, didn’t Kayla explain to you that we’re peaceful?”

      “She explained to me that you want to protect, but also that you need to keep your presence a secret. So, what I want to know is what you intend to do to me. Are you going to kill me? Or trap me?”

      “Reese, I thought I told you it wasn’t like that…” Kayla tried while resting a hand on her friend’s shoulder, but Reese flung her off. She’d been pushed to the edge of her limit and she couldn’t stand this anymore. This wasn’t good, if she left right now then we would all have to move. We wouldn’t be able to relax not knowing what she was going to do. I would like to assume that she’d just try and forget about all of this, but I wasn’t convinced.

      “It doesn’t matter what you tell me it’s like anymore, Kayla, I just want this man to tell me.” She pointed to me. “You’re the leader, aren’t you? The alpha, or whatever. You look like the leader and you’ve done a lot of talking…”

      “Jakar,” I reminded her of my name, but it a much kinder tone than when she barked her name at me in the heat of anger. “My name is Jakar, and yes I am the alpha.”

      “Right, Jakar.” For some reason, her cheeks stained red at the mention of my name. Curiosity flooded me but I just about managed to keep my questions inside. “So, it’s time for you to tell me what you’re intending to do with me.” Both eyebrows raised as she waited for me to answer her. Her feet tapped impatiently on the floor. “Are you going to let me go or not?”
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      I stared Jakar down while I waited for him to answer, trying to focus only on his piercing green eyes rather than his sculpted cheek bones, the deep darkness of his lush hair, and that body…that body could distract me from anything, but right now my life was on the line and I needed to keep my eyes focused.

      Ignore the butterflies, I warned myself. Ignore the fizzing space dust. Just get out of here.

      “You know our secret,” he finally answered me slowly. “But we aren’t going to make you stay.”

      “Hey!” one of the other guys called out from behind him. “I thought you weren’t going to…”

      Jakar only had to hold up one commanding finger to silence him. The power he had over the other men was something else. Sure, he was the pack leader or alpha or whatever, but it was kinda strange to see. I came from a loud city where everyone always fought one another for attention, where the main thing people needed was the limelight. It was strange to see a grown ass man take a step back because someone else told him to.

      “I am not going to make you stay,” he repeated. “Obviously, I would prefer you to keep our secret. I think you might know how important it is for other humans not to find us, for our safety and theirs…”

      “What if I don’t?” I jutted out my chin defiantly. “What if I come back with a whole bunch of people?”

      This wasn’t exactly what I had planned, I didn’t know what I was going to do, I just wanted to test these panthers, to see how far I could. With Kayla and her pregnant belly behind me, I assumed that I was mostly safe.

      “That would be unfortunate.” He seemed to choose each word carefully. “That would cause many issues on both sides, which we would prefer to avoid. But if that’s what you choose to do, then I cannot stop that.”

      “Right.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “So, I can just leave here? You won’t stop me?”

      I didn’t believe him. It didn’t matter what Kayla told me or what he said, I knew that I couldn’t trust them to allow me to walk. It would put their whole life at risk, this whole city could be torn down, so why was he lying?

      “We won’t stop you. But we would prefer it if you stayed. Just for a while. We would prefer you to stay and just see us here. See our way of life before you go. Be certain that your friend is as happy as you want her to be. I know that might seem scary right now, so I get it if you turn me down, but that would be the best solution for all of us.”

      “That’s what I suggested,” Kayla jumped in. “Just spend some time with us before making up your mind.”

      Ah, I got it. I wasn’t being held here, but they would ‘prefer me to stay’. That was a polite way of letting me know that if I did walk out of here, they would hunt me down in a jungle that they knew far better than I did and kill me.

      “Just stay for a visit,” Kayla continued. “Remain here and we can decide what to do about the expedition.”

      “The botched expedition?” I rolled my eyes. “There isn’t anything that we can do about that now, is there?”

      Jakar took one step closer to me. Just a small one, but it was enough to have me sucking in a panicked breath. Everything that I was trying to push down, all of my unexplained, unnecessary feelings for him, intensified and exploded. I could hardly hold myself together, my fists bundled up by my sides, I didn’t know what to do.

      “I will cover the costs of your lost investment. I know that must be an issue to you.”

      “So, now you’re going to pay me to keep your secret? You can cut the bullshit, you know?”

      Jakar had amusement dancing behind his eyes, but I wasn’t sure how long that would last. If I continued to push his buttons, surely, he would snap at some point and lose it. No one had that much patience.

      “Or the panther shit!” one of the other guys hooted with what felt like inappropriate laughter. “Oh, sorry,” he teased when he caught my expression. “I’m Garret. Some call me the joker. You’ll get used to me.”

      He stuck out his hand for me to shake which I did, all the while staring not as discretely as I would have liked, at the scar running down his face. He looked utterly terrifying, but he seemed to have the personality of a real softy. I liked a joker, someone who could make light of awful situations, this was the sort of person I would like to befriend.

      “Right,” I drawled. “I’ll get used to you… if I decide to stick around, right?”

      “Oh, you will.” He nudged me playfully in the side, nearly knocking me down with his sheer strength. “You have to. Panthera is somewhere that needs to be seen to be believed. And you have a curious mind. I can see it. That’s why you invest in archeological projects. Because you want to know what’s going on with the world.”

      Damn it, those words sunk too far in. I was curious, I did want to know about the world and the mysteries it held. Garret’s statement unleashed the part of my brain that I’d been trying to ignore. The bit of me that just wanted to sit back and observe these animal shifters that I didn’t even know existed. I stared at all three men in turn, already knowing that I was far too intrigued by all of this to just turn my back now. Plus, it would help me to avoid that long journey back trough the jungle which I would probably have to do alone this time. Without Antonio navigating and helping me, I didn’t know I’d survive anyway. If I did what the panthers wanted and swore to keep their secret, perhaps they would assist me in getting the hell out of here, and back home.

      Home, which would seem cold and empty now that I knew what real mysteries the world had.

      Why do I have no self control? I demanded of myself. What is the matter with me?

      The ‘yes’ almost flew out of my mouth, I nearly agreed to the insane plan when others joined us. One of them being the young boy from before who I scared into shifting with my screams. Now, in the man who I presumed was his father’s arms, he just looked like a tiny child who feared the terrifying woman in front of him.

      “Say hello, Sean,” the older guy said to his child. “See, there isn’t anything to be afraid of.”

      The boy cocked his head curiously at me, his eyes running over my body as he did. He didn’t look too afraid of me anymore, more unsure, like he didn’t quite know what I was. To be fair, that was exactly how I felt about them too. It seemed strange to have him looking at me that way because in my mind, I was the normal one…

      Then again, if this was all that they boy had known, then in his mind he was normal. So be it.

      “Hi,” I said softly, trying to pave over the awkwardness between us…mostly because damn it, Garret was right. My curiosity was piqued here. I did want to know what the hell this was all about. “My name is Reese.”

      “My…my name is Sean,” he stammered back at me. “And my daddy is called Trevor.”

      I glanced at his father and smiled apologetically.  He did appear to forgive me with his expression, but I wasn’t convinced he really did feel that way. I wasn’t yet a mother myself, but I imagined that it would bring out a momma bear inside of me and I would despise anyone who frightened my child…whether they wanted to or not.

      “Hi, Sean. Hello, Trevor. It’s nice to meet you all. I am sorry that I scared you. This is all a bit…”

      All of a sudden, the boy silenced me by sticking out his hand for me to shake it. I reached out and did what he wanted with a more genuine, warm smile on my face. His hand was warm, his skin soft, his face sweet as he touched me. This little Sean made me feel much less afraid of the panther shifters. Perhaps they were okay…

      “You know, I have some things with me in my bag. I might have a gift in there for you.”

      “A gift?” His eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. “You have a present for me?”

      “I sure do. But I left my bag up by the ruins outside. I think I dropped everything at some point.” It was all such a blur, I could hardly recall any of it. Panic, terror, fear for Kayla… all of it was worthless. “I will go get it.”

      “I will,” the quiet shifter who had remained in the background up until this point jumped in. He had a slighter figure than the rest of them and a much shyer face. There was something intriguing about the pale blue of his eyes, something about his hair cropped shorter than the others which made me want to touch it…he fascinated me. “I will go and get it.” He met my eyes for just a second before he pulled them away. But it looked to be a wrench for him. “Was it just the one bag? Or is there more for me to pick up? Never mind, I’ll see what I can find…”

      As he raced off, I glanced at Kayla in shock. She simply smiled at me as if that was normal. “That’s Dean. He’s very quiet and serious. But incredibly intelligent. He’s in love with science.” She gave me a bit of a curious look. “You know, if you’re really interested in what’s going on here, then he will be a good one to talk to. He’s a typical introvert when you get him talking about what fascinates him, you can’t shut him up. I think you’ll get along.”

      I glanced behind me at where this Dean had just run off, wishing I could chase after him…and not only because I wanted to know everything about these panther shifters, but because I wanted to get to know him as well. There was definitely something about him…something that pulled me in towards him…

      What is the matter with me? I snapped inside my brain. One minute, I’m all attracted to Jakar, now Dean… It was like I hadn’t been near a man for far too long and it was making me crazy. Like a sex obsessed horn dog. Although, was that the truth? Had it been a long time? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been in a relationship, never mind had a fling. I wasn’t usually a ‘fling’ type of person. I’d thrown myself so much into my work that I didn’t even think about it…and now with all of this testosterone around me, I was losing my mind.

      “Yeah, I think I will pull him to one side at some point and speak to him,” I commented idly.

      Kayla grabbed my arm and bounced on her heels. “Does that mean you want to stay? Oh, please tell me you want to stay here. I have missed you a lot and would love to show you my life here.”

      “The life you took up while sacrificing my project,” I said, but with a playful smirk playing on my lips. “Yeah, I guess I am going to stay for a while so you can show me around this place.”

      “I knew it!” Garret snapped while fist pumping the air. “I knew you couldn’t resist.”

      I flung my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you going to be trouble for me while I’m here?”

      “Oh, I sure am. You just wait and see.” He winked at me. “It’s going to be all sorts of fun.”

      I liked his attitude, it was fun, and if I was going to be stuck here in a strange place with animal shifters that should be mythical, then I was going to need a friend to make sure that I had a laugh. I nodded at him and let out a little chuckle despite myself. I came to Brazil having no idea what I was going to find, and I ended up finding this. I suppose it made sense that my curious mind needed more. I needed to explore it all.

      As Garret laughed with me, a magnetic pull came from Jakar and I accidentally glanced at him. A blush filled my cheeks as I looked at him, but I couldn’t pull away. I couldn’t stop staring at him. I guess I was a freaking horn dog because in this place there were two guys that did something funny to me. Then again, perhaps it was because I hadn’t ever seen guys like this. The men in New York were far more uptight, far less god like, far less attractive…

      I tried to think about the last man I was with, Luke. He was so wishy washy, barely even in our relationship when I thought about it now. I didn’t care at the time because I wasn’t really in it either. I was too consumed by work. It didn’t even bother me that he wasn’t great in bed or we didn’t have much to talk about, because I guess I knew that it wouldn’t last. I wasn’t even sure that we really ended things almost two years ago, we just kind of drifted apart.

      Did I ghost him, or did he ghost me? Did it even matter if neither of us cared? God, how pathetic was it that the last person I was really with, I didn’t even give a shit about? Did that make me a bad person? Or an unlucky one?

      I got the impression that these panther shifters were nothing like that. They did everything to the fullest. They loved hard, fought hard, put their whole selves into everything that they were doing. That passion ignited deep seated butterflies in the pit of my core. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what they were like in bed because it was too much for me. It made me feel dizzy with lust, and I really didn’t want to fall apart right now.

      I turned to Kayla, really drinking in the happiness within her. There was something here making her love her life, and it had to be these men. Yep, I did need to stay here, to find out more about what was going on.

      “So, you’re having a baby?” I touched her stomach gently as if it were fragile. “That’s amazing. You must be really happy…” I dragged my eyes up to look at her. “Will your child be a panther shifter?”

      She nodded, her eyes lighting up with joy. “I would think so. I don’t see why not.”

      There were so any questions that I needed to ask, but I wasn’t sure if it would be rude or not. I’d been around these guys for long enough to sense that they weren’t about to attack me right now, so it was now or never. I took in a deep breath and steadied myself as much as I could before I started speaking once more.

      “Are you scared about that? It’s going to be… different, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. “Different for sure, but not scary. Definitely not scary.” She rubbed her bump like it was the most precious thing in the world to her. There was a love in her eyes that I envied. That was exactly what my life had been missing. I didn’t even realize there was a giant hole in my existence until this very moment. “I’m excited to bring another panther shifter into this world. I wouldn’t want them to die out. They’re wonderful.” She spotted the confused look in my eyes. “But I’m not just doing this because they might die out. It’s because I’m in love.”

      In love. My sensible scientist friend had lost her head over love. Now that was something I never thought would happen. I actually clutched on to my chest because of the intense pain there. I wasn’t ever the sort of person who assumed love would complete my life, but now it was all I wanted. How much had changed inside of me since I stepped into this brand new city? It seemed like I would be leaving a completely different person.

      “Well, I’m glad to hear it,” I whispered back. “It’s great to see you happy. Is Javier the father of your baby? That’s a stupid question, isn’t it? Of course it’s him. I’ve seen how in love the two of you are…”

      A thick silence clung to the air, one that spoke volumes. I’d already worked out that there was a secret here, and it seemed like I’d accidently stumbled upon it. It was something to do with Javier, Kayla, and the baby…

      “Have I said something here?” I laughed awkwardly. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “No, no. It isn’t that.” Kayla could hardly meet my eyes. “I actually don’t know who my baby’s father is.”

      “Wh… what?” Just as I thought that I was getting on top of things here, finally sort of understanding what the hell was going on, Panthera threw me another curve ball. Now, I was worrying again. Panicked that I was just seeing the happiness in Kayla’s eyes but it wasn’t actually there. “What do you mean?”

      “The panthers are polyamorous,” she replied. “I actually have four mates. Javier, Eben, Damien, and Tyler.”
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      My feet barely touched the ground as I walked. I floated on air. From the moment I laid eyes on this new human woman, things hadn’t quite been the same inside of me. I felt illogical, which wasn’t me one bit.

      “I don’t even want this,” I reminded myself quietly as I raced outside the city, needing to get away from the turmoil Reese’s presence created. “Human women aren’t the way to go. I’ve been fighting that forever.”

      It frustrated me so much that the others wouldn’t listen to my way of thinking. I was the one who’d pursued education over everything else, it was me who picked brains over brawn, I was the only person in this pack who’d made an effort to study the science, to figure out how we could survive as a pack without including women… but no one wanted to listen to what I had found out. Least of all Javier and Jakar… all because it involved jaguar shifters.

      Okay, so the history between jaguars and panthers wasn’t the easiest, and I would be one of the first to admit that. It was hard to negotiate with the jaguars since didn’t like the ‘genetic anomalies’ which was how they referred to us, but we could do it. The jaguars were global, there were millions of them. We would find some willing to work with us.

      But pride stopped the leaders from following through with what was the most logical plan. Javier thought that he had the answer in Kayla, and now it seemed like Jakar was feeling the same way. Instead of reaching out to a community that could help and understand us, they were more willing to risk our secrecy by involving humans.

      It didn’t make sense. It was upsetting to know they weren’t thinking with their brains since that was how I did everything. Logic was the only way for us panthers to survive, and I had so much evidence backing up my plan, so many things I could show them all, if only they would listen. But no one wanted to listen to me.

      I flew out into the jungle and remained there for a moment, sucking in a couple of deep breaths. A part of me wanted to shift, to run out into the jungle and to just live as an animal for a while, but as my eyes caught the sight of Reese’s bags, I knew that I wouldn’t do it. That woman created a weird pull inside of me and although I knew that I wouldn’t be able to get a word in edgeways, I wanted to know what she had to say.

      “It’s just because she’s different,” I did my best to reassure myself. “Because she represents the rest of the world.”

      But Kayla did as well, and I didn’t feel the same intense pull when it came to her. I didn’t want to consider what this meant, so I put my head down, I grabbed the bags, and I walked back inside. I hoped all would become clear once I laid eyes on Reese again. I needed the understanding that came with logic.

      I walked back much slower, a strange sense of dread overcoming me as I walked. I felt a bit like a sheep walking into a lion’s den, which was ridiculous since I was the animal. I was the one considered a beast.

      “Javier, Eben, Damien, and Tyler?” I heard Reese screech as I made my way back towards the room. “All of them are your mates? But how does that work? Isn’t your mate your one true love or something?”

      I froze, waiting to see how anyone would respond to Reese’s demands. To humans, our way of life would seem strange, but it had always been that way. Even more so since the female panthers vanished.

      “It…it doesn’t quite work that way,” Kayla replied. She sounded warm, trying to win her friend around. “You’ll see. Trust me, the more time you spend here, the more you will see that it’s better this way.”

      “What…because you have more than one man? I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Kayla, but don’t you think this is a bit much? Four men? What do you even do? I don’t understand it, I don’t get how it works. Is it like, one at a time? Different men each night? Or is it…is it at the same time?”

      The giant gulp that Reese let out told me all I needed to know. She wasn’t comfortable with our mating rituals, which only highlighted what I tried to say before to the leaders. Humans didn’t often mate like us; our way of life would be very unusual to them. Jaguars would understand us so much better. It was a shame, but that was how it had to be. Kayla was obviously one of a kind, a human woman who had fallen for us all. She wasn’t the norm.

      I couldn’t hold back any longer. It was time to do what I’d come here to do, so I slipped inside the room stealthily,, and I slid the bags next to Reese. She caught my eye and smiled at me, filling me with a strange intense warmth.

      “Thank you.” Her words were so quiet I was the only one who heard them.

      “You’re welcome.” I nodded and attempted to smile back.

      Once done, I dragged my eyes away and melted into the background where I was most comfortable. But today, I still didn’t feel right, even pressed up against the wall with no eyes upon me. There was a pressure pushing down on my shoulders making me incredibly uncomfortable. I needed a way out before my lungs squeezed completely shut and I couldn’t breathe. So, once everyone started talking again, I took my leave and slipped to the side to head back to my room. I needed my laptop, I needed my research. That was where I felt most like myself.
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      I hid in the walls, surrounded by my laptop and books, breathing much easier now. Being here, where I spent most of my time, using the generator power for good, it was hard to recall why I got myself in such a tangled mess before. I had some kind of intense emotional response to Reese being here, which I was certain had more to do with presence as a human than anything else, but now it was gone. Now, I was back to my jaguar genetic research.

      “…do you think she’s going to stay here then?” I sat up straighter as I heard Garret’s voice on the other side of the wall. It didn’t take a genius to work out who he was referring to. “She was a little freaked out about the mating…”

      “She was,” Jakar replied in a serious tone of voice. “But didn’t you see her face change after a while? It was only subtle, but I’m pretty sure Kayla has shown her the fun side to polyamory. It probably is intimidating at first.”

      I swallowed back the thick ball lodging in my throat. This wasn’t the greatest news. It would only push Jakar and Javier further away from my suggestions which wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

      “She’s going to stay for a while anyway,” Trevor joined in, his voice unusually upbeat. “She definitely agreed to that, so I suppose all that we can do is wait to see what she thinks as she spends more time with us. As long as she doesn’t run out of here and tell the world what we are, we’re on to a win.”

      “You never know, she might even stay here.” I leaned my ear up against the wall, intrigued as Jakar made this suggestion. As much as it irritated me and disproved my theory, I couldn’t help but like the idea a bit. Just a tiny bit. “She might love it here so much, like Kayla did, and remain in this place.”

      I pressed my hand to my chest, wondering why my pulse had sped up tenfold. The idea of Reese being here all the time, living in Panthera, I could hardly stand it. The walls were closing in on me again, trapping me here.

      “We should make her comfortable,” Trevor agreed. “Spend plenty of time with her, making her happy.”

      “I can get her in on a prank!” Garret cried out with excitement. “She liked my sense of humor a lot.”

      I groaned, just about ready to hammer against the wall in anger. There was nothing worse than Garret and his pranks. They were so disruptive, and people often got hurt because of it. Even harming himself didn’t change things. I was going to be spending a lot more time hanging out by myself to keep out of the way. I was not about to get in the way of Garret if he was on a mission to make life here hell…or more fun in his mind.

      “If she gets your pranks, Garret, then she will fit in,” Jakar teased. “She can stay forever. If she finds a mate or multiple mates here, then even better. It saves us from having to go out into the city.”

      At least that was good news. The more humans who came here, the more at risk we were. At least Reese was already here, there wasn’t much that we could do about it now. It wasn’t the ideal situation, it still involved the risk of humans, but it was better than nothing. For the time being anyway.

      “She is gorgeous, isn’t she?” Jakar observed. “And spunky. I like the way she just demands things and won’t take no for an answer. She isn’t afraid to offend people with her questions, which is great. We need some of that around here. Someone who isn’t afraid to take charge, you know? Panthera could use her.”

      “It sounds like you might have a little crush on her,” Garret teased. “You want her to be your mate? Ooh, that’s funny to hear from the guy who was dead against it, once upon a time. This is going to be fun!”

      “Shut it,” Jakar growled back. “Don’t wind me up and become a pain in my ass, or there will be some punishment for your recent behavior. Yeah, that’s right, Garret, I haven’t forgotten about all your pranks.”

      Garret fell into silence. I wondered if Jakar’s warnings would be enough to stop him from behaving like an idiot for a while. It wouldn’t last forever though, it never did. He would always fall back into his old ways.

      “Jakar,” Trevor said. I could tell that he was speaking quietly, but he had his back pressed against the wall near to me so I could pick up every single word clearly. “I know that you just told Garret to shut it, but you do want Reese to be your mate? Just so we all know where we stand on this matter.”

      “You know that isn’t how it works, Trevor. It isn’t up to me, or any of us. It’s up to Reese and who she wants to be mated with. The women have all of the control. I would be very happy if she chose me though. Perhaps she will decide on the whole pack like Kayla did with Javier and the guys. We can only wait and see.”

      “So, we should all try and spend individual time with her, get to know her.”

      “Yes, and let her get to know us. We want to show her what we’re all about.”

      I leaned back and thought about Reese being here, about how she would change things. I wasn’t sure it would all be as hopeful as the other men felt. If only they would listen to me, then I would have told them as much, but I could already see how that would go. Jakar would barely hear my words and dismiss me, as usual.

      “Where’s Dean?” Jakar suddenly asked, remembering my existence. “I haven’t seen him for a while. He just seemed to vanish at some point while we were introducing Reese to our society.”

      “I don’t know, he’s always doing that, isn’t it? Sulking off to be by himself.”

      Maybe I should have been offended by Garret’s words, but I wasn’t. I didn’t see it as an issue that I preferred to be alone. Being by myself allowed me to think much clearer, it assisted me to do my work.

      “I don’t think he’s comfortable with our dynamics,” Jakar replied wearily. “I don’t know if he’s happy with our way of life at all. He keeps insisting that the best way for us to preserve our genetics is to use the jaguars, but they are far too feral for us. We don’t get along, it just won’t work.”

      I breathed out an angry sigh. Didn’t they care to think that it might not be as they assumed? That there were bound to be some of the jaguar community not like the others? Plus, all the past bad blood had gone now, surely? We were a different generation who didn’t necessarily hold all the sins of our elders. Why did we have to live as we did?

      I just couldn’t see why we couldn’t give it a shot. What would be the harm?

      “We need to find him,” Jakar continued. “We need to find him and talk to him. Get him on board with what we’re doing here because even if Reese decides to go, we don’t want her to leave on bad terms, do we? If she hates us when she goes then we’re all fucked.” I blanched at his harsh tone. “Dean needs to agree.”

      “Okay, so what we should do is find him now?” Trevor asked. “Talk to him before Reese does. If she does.”

      “Exactly. That isn’t going to be easy since he seems to have the best places in the city to hide, but we need to try.”

      I rolled my eyes. I needed my hiding places because it was the only way that I could get my work done in peace. If I could have a safe space where the others wouldn’t disturb me then that was what I’d use. At least I knew that they wouldn’t be able to get to me here; no one knew about my hollow wall. I wasn’t sure that I could sit with Jakar and talk about Reese when I wasn’t sure how I felt about her being here. It was too weird for words.

      “Where are Kayla and Reese now? Is there any chance of Dean getting to them?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Kayla is finding her a place to stay so that will take a while. You know what Kayla is like, if she wants her friend to have a nice time here and to maybe even stay, then she will ensure that Reese has the best room possible. Since she’s a woman in a posh looking business suit, I guess she’s more used to the finer things…”

      “Even more reason why we need to keep Dean away from her until we’ve talked.”

      This was utterly ridiculous. I wasn’t a crazed threat, a serial killer out on the loose, ready to harm Reese. Just because I didn’t necessarily see things in the same way that they did, didn’t make me dangerous. It angered me a little, I balled up my fists by my side, irritated by them all. I certainly wasn’t going to let them talk to me now.

      No way. Now, I really needed some time alone and there was only one place I could be sure of that.

      I listened to the footsteps of the other guys as they walked away, waiting for the right moment to bolt. I shut my laptop down and piled up my books in the right order, knowing that they wouldn’t be disturbed again. Then, once I was certain that I was alone, I crept out of my hiding place and with my head down, I walked towards the jungle. I needed to shift, to be in my panther form, to have some time just feeling as my animal self. I was quick on my feet as a panther and stealthy too, which meant I wouldn’t be found anytime soon. It would take the others a while to even consider me gone, much less find me when I had this much of a head start in the never ending jungle.

      I breathed deep and started the process of shifting, contorting my body and becoming the beast inside. As I changed, the itch intensified, I needed this more than I realized. How long had it been since I last changed? I could hardly recall anymore. But with Reese around, changing everything, I had a feeling that it would be occurring a lot now. There was something incredibly satisfying about crashing to the ground on four black paws.

      My nose bent forwards and I sniffed the ground, using my most effective scent while in this form, and once I determined the safest way to run, I took off at the speed of light, running freely, shaking off the issues that affected me while I was a human. The faster I ran, the further I got away from Panthera, the better I felt. The more like me I became. Yes, this was the best way to recover from all of this Reese nonsense.

      It would be better for me to return everything back to normal, with Reese no longer around, confusing me and messing up my brain. I need her gone and my life back as it was.

      I raced off, considering my main human issue one last time before I caved to the animal instincts that wanted to swallow me up whole.
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      “So, how are you finding it?” Garret asked me with that gorgeous cheeky smile playing on his lips as he handed me the drink which had come to replace my usual caffeine filled coffee since I’d been here. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, some kind of herbal concoction which was surprisingly delicious. “Getting used to us yet?”

      “I think I might be actually.” I nodded slowly. “It’s definitely different from what I’m used to…”

      “And what are you used to? I’d love to know more about you before you came here.”

      There was a different side to Garret, one that I didn’t notice when I first arrived here but had been coming out over the last week or so since I arrived. Underneath all the jokes and pranks, which I had to assume was a way to cover up for his insecurities that came from his scar and limp, there was a perceptive, sweet side to him which I really liked. At first, I assumed that I was just glad to have him as a friend, but a couple of nights ago I had a really steamy dream about him where he was completely focused on my pleasure alone. Ever since then, I hadn’t seen him in the same way. I kept feeling an intense fizzle whenever I was around him, so when he asked me a question about myself, showing a real interest in me, it only intensified and excited me further.

      “I lived in New York before I came here.” Why was I suddenly talking about my life as if it was in the past? I hadn’t exactly decided to live here full time, had I? “And I had a very successful investment business. I’ve invested in many projects like the one Kayla was sent out here on. It’s been…very fulfilling.”

      “Fulfilling?” Garret cocked an eyebrow at me. “You don’t sound like it was a happy life.”

      I honestly wasn’t sure how to answer that. Before I came to Panthera, I assumed it was, but seeing the life that people had here I wasn’t so sure. This wasn’t just a thriving city, it was a family. Everyone looked after one another, they really did care. It wasn’t like the city where people refused to make eye contact with other people. I could tell this caring and kindness wasn’t just to make me feel welcome either, because I’d been watching the way the panthers treated each other. It was special. The bond was something else. I really wanted to be a part of it.

      “I don’t know. I do like New York, I do have a good life there, but…” I couldn’t quite explain it.

      “I knew it!” Garret clapped his hands together excitedly. “I’m changing your mind, aren’t I?”

      I had to laugh at his cockiness. “I don’t know if it’s just you changing my mind…”

      “But I am a factor, aren’t I? That’s all I need to know. That I’m a part of it.”

      As I laughed, Garret flung his arm around my shoulder and electrical bolts shot through me. Yep, he was getting to me, burying his way under my skin, making me feel all kinds of unexpected things. I no longer felt bad about my feelings for all kinds of men in this place, especially when it was different qualities in each man that drove me to them. Seeing Kayla in a very happy, satisfying relationship with more than one man now gave me a different view. It thrilled me. “You’re a factor,” I admitted. “But I haven’t made any real choice yet. I can’t make a decision based on a week here. I’m only supposed to be…you know, visiting, anyway. Checking in on my friend.”

      But my words were nowhere near as strong, and my resolve was weakening moment by moment. There was just a real idealism to this life…but would I like it forever, or would I begin to resent it? To miss the busyness of the city? I really wasn’t sure yet, and that was what I needed to take the time to work out.

      “I know, but us panthers are so loveable, you can’t resist us. I get it, I’d feel the same way.”

      I did chuckle at his joke, but as I looked around Panthera at the people who were slowly becoming my friends, I knew that he was right. I was getting sucked in, consumed by the life here, and it made me yearn for it. Everything was incredible, I was even becoming adjusted to seeing the occasional panther about the place. There was a beauty to the shifting process, the animals were gorgeous, almost better to look at than the men…

      “I’m starting to see why you’re all so determined to keep the race alive,” I suddenly blurted out. “You’re such an incredible people, the world is better with panthers alive. Even if humans don’t know about you all.”

      At first, I was swept away by the notoriety that came with a new discovery of an ancient civilization, but now I was more consumed by the idea that these men did need to mate, to ensure the panthers didn’t die. It was a real shame that there weren’t female panthers here anymore to make that happen, but it seemed like they could make it work with willing human women such as Kayla…and maybe me, if I was willing to give up everything else.

      “I’m glad you see us that way.” Garret beamed, smiling at me. “Because we only want to be loved.”

      Sean bounded up to me and Garret then, and let us know that it was story time. I couldn’t believe it had gotten that late already, but I was excited about it. I loved the stories because they taught me more about the panther history. Plus, it was really nice to listen to Trevor talk. That man was a real surprise. It took me a while to get to know him because he was a single father, completely focused on raising his child, but at story time, he really came out of his shell.

      “Thank you, Sean.” I ruffled his hair playfully. “You’re a superstar. We’re on our way now.”

      Sean and I had a good relationship now. We started off scared of one another, but we’d become best friends over the past few days. We spent a lot of time together playing. The panthers had a lot going on, and obviously Kayla was too pregnant to play, plus she had four men to keep her entertained, so Sean and I hung out a lot. He was a great kid, and Trevor was doing an absolutely incredible job of caring for him.

      It had to be a massive challenge for him, for all the shifters with children, to raise them without their mothers. I found it incredibly admirable, as was their desire to keep doing so, to ensure they didn’t die out. But I guess it wasn’t just hard for the men, was it? The children were missing out as well. As much as their fathers could do for them, having their mothers gone had to be a struggle. No wonder they wanted to bring some women in.

      If I were to become one of those women, it would be an honor. I’d have more pride in that than I did in my business, which was something I never ever thought I would say. My business was everything to me…before.

      There was a giant bonfire blowing which we all sat around. I chose a seat next to Trevor, and next to Sean as well, so I could really focus on the story and Trevor’s words. I wanted to soak in the chocolatey smoothness of his voice. It was so lovely that sometimes I even closed my eyes so I could focus solely on him.

      “Right everyone…” Trevor glanced around at everyone in turn. “Where did we get to last night?”

      “Ooh, I know!” Sean’s hand shot up. “Our elders had just finished the first shift from panther to human.”

      I smiled to myself, wondering if Trevor had decided to go right back to the beginning of their history for my benefit, so I could get to know them all more. He barely seemed to see anyone but Sean, but he’d obviously noticed me enough for that. I liked him noticing me, because he was gorgeous as well. I was intrigued by his sweetness, by the manner in which he interacted carefully with others. Also, he was freaking incredible to look at.

      Oh God, what is happening to me? I asked myself silently. Am I going to end up with four men as well?

      Four seemed like a really excessive number…or it used to, anyway. Now, it didn’t seem so bad. The idea of so many hands all over me, making me feel things I probably hadn’t ever felt before…well, it could be fun and it would surely beat the lackluster sex I’d been having back in New York.

      “Okay, right, so Luiz Alves has evolved and shifted into a human by command of the wind, to assist the humans in their war with the sun sprites which refused to let up. Without Luiz, the humans wouldn’t have known what they were battling against. The wind couldn’t speak with them, so they assumed it was just a deadly heat, a drought designed to ensure that only the strongest of them survived….”

      As the story burst out of his mouth, I found myself wondering what it would feel like to have those lips of his on mine, on my body, kissing me all over and sending my head spinning into space. I chewed down on my bottom lip, staring at him, wondering what his body was like underneath his clothes…

      I felt someone’s eyes on me too, so I snapped my gaze around. At first, I thought that it was Kayla. I knew how much she wanted me to like it here. She hadn’t yet said it, but I could tell she wanted me to stick around for my female company and to enjoy this lifestyle with her. She wanted me to find someone that I could mate with. If she sensed me having any attraction to anyone here, I thought her one-woman campaign might start, which was why I’d kept all my confusing feelings to myself. But it wasn’t her. She was currently too wrapped up in Eben to notice anything about me. The other guys she’d mated with sat around her, but none of them revealed even a scrap of jealousy, it was incredible, really. In that sense, they were far more evolved than anyone I knew.

      No, it wasn’t any of them, it was Jakar. As soon as my eyes met his, an intense shiver raced through me. His commanding was so powerful. Every time he looked at me, I found myself transported back to the moment I first arrived here. All I did was yell at him as he tried to calm me down, to explain, yet he’d treated me with nothing but respect ever since. He had a good soul, I liked him a lot. The way that he looked at me across the fire suggested his like for me was growing every day too. The sizzling wasn’t just from the crackling flames, it was between us as well.

      My hormones raged, estrogen flying around. I was on fire. I wanted to run through the flames to strip him down too. To run my tongue up his body, to taste his muscles, to kiss him everywhere, to see how big he was down there.

      Who am I? I folded my arms across my chest, trying to hide my pounding heart. What is going on with me?

      “Right, bedtime.” Trevor’s words shocked me back into the present moment, dragging me from my fantasy. What I needed to do before I did something really crazy, was to go to bed alone. In my dreams, I could allow all of these fantasies to run free, but out here, I needed to act all cool and collected.

      As Sean moaned about having to go to sleep when he definitely wasn’t tired yet, I shot him a grateful smile and tried to slip out from the crowds. While the kids were put to bed, the adults took the time to talk, which I usually really enjoyed, but today was different. I liked to be in control, and the more I lost the power over myself, the harder it became for me to be here…yet I really didn’t want to leave either.

      “Reese!” My eyes flew closed in dismay as Jakar called after me. It seemed I wasn’t about to get some time alone after all. I sucked in a couple of deep breaths before I span around with a fake, wide smile on my face. “Reese, where are you running off to? Don’t you want to stick around and have a chat?”

      “I just… I just need to get some sleep, that’s all.” I averted my eyes as I lied. “I’m a bit tired.”

      “Oh, that’s a shame.” Even when I wasn’t looking directly at him, I could sense his face falling. “I was hoping that I could have a minute with you. There are some things I need some advice on.”

      “You want advice from me? What could I possibly have to advise you on…?”

      I trailed off as I thought about the outside world. I suppose I knew much more about that than any of the shifters, but Jakar hadn’t ever really shown any interest in anything other than Panthera.

      “It’s…well, it’s Dean actually. I’m a little worried about him.”

      “Dean?” Now that I wasn’t expecting. Surely, he knew Dean far better than me. Despite Kayla’s assumption that him would get along, I hadn’t seen much of him at all. I couldn’t think of any words we’d really exchanged.

      “Yes.” Jakar grabbed my arm and pulled me along with him. He found us both a bench to sit on where there wasn’t anyone around to overhear us talking. “He’s very… distant. I’m sure you’ve noticed that ever since you got here.” I nodded. “Right, well, the thing is he has always been that way, but it’s gotten worse since you arrived.”

      My heart sunk. “You know, I’m pretty sure that’s because he doesn’t like me.”

      I hated that thought. I couldn’t think of anything I’d done to offend this man, but clearly, I had. I’d tried not to think too much about it because I assumed I was just being paranoid, but if Jakar was here talking to me, then it meant I needed to be worried. If my presence here was having a negative impact, then it was probably time to go.

      “I don’t think that’s it.” Jakar hung his head low. “I think it’s my fault. See, Dean isn’t sure about bringing human women into our society because it presents a risk. I was actually in agreement with him until recently.”

      The way that he said the word ‘recently’ made me tingle all over. He wasn’t expressly saying it, but it felt like that was all for me. Like I was the one who changed his mind when I strode into Panthera.

      “So, I warned him not to say anything stupid to you when you first got here. I think I might have scared him away from you. He’s become even more secluded, and I don’t know what to do about it. I’m afraid of pushing him further away from the rest of us. He’s a good guy, we all need him here, the last thing I want is for him to go out and try and make it on his own.”

      “Would he even be able to do that?” I asked inquisitively. “Live out in the human world with no experience?”

      “I don’t think he would. I’m sure he’d remain a panther for as long as he could, barely being human at all.”

      That sounded lonely. I felt bad for the guy. “Do you think maybe I should leave to make him more comfortable?”

      “Oh no, no, I wasn’t suggesting that at all. That isn’t what I mean.” Jakar shook his head fervently. “No, I was actually wondering if you might go and speak with him. Help him to relax more that way. I’m sure if you approach him and he gets to know you that way, it will be so much better for everyone.”

      That made a lot of sense, and it wouldn’t be too hard. I’d spent all my time here talking to people I didn’t know and getting to know them. A lot of my New York job involved speaking to people I didn’t know. So, why did the idea of speaking to Dean fill me with such terror? He was just a little shy, that was all.

      “Yes, I will talk to him. I will look for him in the morning…”

      “Actually, I know where he is right now if you want to get this over and done with. I find him more amiable in the evenings.” I nodded, unsure of any way I could get out of it without looking completely unreasonable. “Okay great.” Jakar’s smile spoke volumes. He had a lot riding on this. “I will take you there now.”

      As we walked, my mind spun. I was going to have to speak to the one shifter who probably did hate me, no matter what Jakar said. What if he started yelling at me? Demanding me to leave? What if it ended up causing a row between him and the other shifters? I didn’t want that! This was going to be freaking awful.
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      “Here we are.” Jakar gave me a wide smile as he dropped me off at my meeting point with Dean. He sat in the distance with his head bent over a book, clearly blocking out the rest of the world. This seemed to me to be a clear sign that he didn’t want to be disturbed…particularly not by me, the woman he hated. “Good luck.”

      “Good luck, right.” I nodded rapidly, not even trying to hide my nerves. “I’m going to need it.”

      Jakar touched the bottom of my back gently, giving me encouragement. This was a nice gesture, but it didn’t help me much when I really felt like I was on my own here, in the middle of a truly messy situation. Especially when Jakar left, leaving a cold, hollow space behind him, making me feel the most by myself than I had since being here.

      I was always alone in New York, I didn’t mind it, I was used to it, but here I’d gotten accustomed to company.

      “Come on, Reese,” I muttered to myself. “You can do this. There isn’t anything to worry about at all. He’s just a person…just another panther. I’m not the worst person in the world, I can make him like me…”

      But each step I took towards him felt forced. It was like shoving lead through thick mud to get to him. Dean sat oblivious where he was, completely ignoring me. I could tell from his body language that he had no clue I was around. He would have stiffened and probably make an excuse to get the hell away from me.

      Eventually. I stopped. I rocked back and forth on my heels trying to swallow down the throbbing pulse in my throat. Nerves darted everywhere, infecting every single one of my organs, sizzling through my veins.

      “D…Dean?” I stuttered quietly. “Dean, sorry to interrupt you, could I have a moment of your time?”

      His eyes snapped up from his book and he stared at me with horror. I wasn’t expecting the best reaction in the world, but I didn’t think he’d look at me like I was the worst thing he’d seen. I felt uncomfortable in my skin as he stared me up and down, hating every inch of me. Was it just me, or did I represent something? Did he despise Kayla in the same way? If I could find my voice, then I would have asked him…

      “I’m busy,” he snapped, slamming his book shut. “I don’t have any time to talk with you.”

      As he rose to his feet, I reached out to him desperately. I didn’t want to think about Jakar’s disappointed face when I let him down by failing to even have the shortest conversation with Dean.

      “Dean, please, just give me a moment, I just want to get to know you, that’s all. I feel like I know everyone but you, and I want to rectify that. I want to…I don’t know, just talk to you, that’s all.”

      For a moment, he froze and stared at me. I thought I could see him cracking just a little, seeing through me, and I relaxed just a tiny bit. He was going to allow me to chat to him, which meant I had at least tried…

      “No, I have somewhere that I need to be.” He shook me off and moved away from me. “I can’t talk to you.”

      “Please, Dean, why won’t you talk to me? Just for a moment.”

      “You…no.” He shook his head at me. “No, it isn’t right. None of this is right. There are better ways.”

      “Better ways for what?” I shrugged. “What are you talking about? Give me a chance…”

      “No, I need to go. I need to go now. I have to do this. There isn’t anything holding me back now.”

      As I watched him walk away from me without even glancing back, sadness crushed me. I slipped down to the floor, tears rolling down my cheeks as I did. I was having such a good time here, and everyone was going out of their way to make me feel special and welcome, but the cold look that Dean just gave me wrecked it all.

      I wasn’t welcome here, I wasn’t wanted. It wasn’t the best thing for me to stay in Panthera after all.

      I gripped my head hard, trying to keep the scream inside. I hadn’t fully accepted it yet, but there was a big part of me that loved it here so much that I wanted to stay, to have a bit of what Kayla did. Panthera made New York feel like an empty shell to me. I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied there anymore. But if Dean wasn’t happy with me, then I needed to get out of here. Having him so unhappy wasn’t right. The blame rested firmly on my shoulders.

      I darted my eyes everywhere, but of course, there wasn’t anyone else around here. That was why Dean liked it. The silence, the peace, and the space away from the woman who ‘wasn’t right’, whatever that meant.

      “What’s that?” I gasped as I saw a piece of paper fluttering to the ground ahead of me. It had to be Dean’s, it probably came from his book. It didn’t matter that he didn’t like me, if he was doing scientific research then it was likely to be very important, so I didn’t want him to lose it. I raced and picked it up before the wind took it.

      I stared at the page, just to see if it was something important, but I couldn’t understand what was written. If it was science, then it wasn’t the sort of science that I understood. I decided to keep it just in case.

      With sadness trudging in each step, I made my way back to my home for bed. I already knew that sleep wasn’t going to come easy for me, not with all these thoughts circling around my brain, but I had to try.

      “Hey, Reese!” Garret’s happy tone felt out of place in the black cloud of my mood. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re out late.” I forced a smile on my face. “Everything alright with you?”

      He bounded over to me excitedly and threw an arm around my shoulder, acting just like he always did. “What’s the long face for, missy? You seem really sad. Has something happened? Can I help you?”

      I shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if anyone can help me at this point.”

      Garret used his arm to guide me to his place. As he took me inside, I barely noticed his home, I was all consumed by him. His large, fun-loving personality managed to do that to me, always. As he sat me down and made me a drink, I fixed my eyes on the page in front of me, wishing I could make sense of it. Perhaps if I could, then I could also unlock whatever it was that made Dean despise me so much…a pipe dream, maybe, but it was something.

      “What’s that?” Garret asked as he handed me one of those delicious herbal concoctions. “Looks complicated.”

      “I don’t know. It belongs to Dean, not me. He dropped it as he was running away from me.”

      “Ah,” Garret replied knowingly. “He’s still being an ass then, is he?”

      “You’ve noticed?” That left me even glummer. “Yeah, he hates my guts. Jakar tried to get me to speak to him. He said that he’s just shy and I should make the first move. I tried and he was just rude to me.”

      Garret’s eyes fell downwards. I could see that he was disappointed. “I just don’t know why he’s acting this way. It isn’t right. I get that he would prefer us to mate with jaguars rather than humans…”

      “Jaguar?” I snapped, panicked. “There are jaguar shifters as well? What is this world?”

      “This world is much bigger and more complicated than you know…but it’s good.”

      “So, why don’t you mate with jaguars?” I asked curiously. “Or is that some cross species thing?”

      It did make more sense in a way because jaguars would also want to keep their presence a secret. Sure, they got lucky with Kayla and I had no intention of telling the world about them, but not everyone would be the same.

      “The jaguars don’t like us,” Garret admittedly guardedly. “They basically think that we’re an anomaly and they are the only shifters that anyone should give a damn about…just because there are more of them than us.”

      I narrowed my eyes confused. This seemed like a really long story that was obviously inbuilt in the history of the shifters. I wondered why it hadn’t featured in any of Trevor’s stories at all. I suppose it could have been more like myths and legends, a bit like the fairy tales humans told their children. Still, I wanted to know more.

      “Look, don’t worry about Dean,” Garret finally announced. “He just is how he is. None of us worry about him too much because he’s hard to understand. But I can assure you that it isn’t personal. You’re adorable, there isn’t anything that anyone could dislike about you. It’s definitely more about him.”

      I had to laugh at that one. “I don’t think anyone has ever called me adorable before. That’s new!”

      His arm snuck around my shoulder again, sending a spark of excitement racing through me. Combined with the compliment and the comfort, he had me not only forgetting all about the way that Dean treated me, but focusing on the way Garret had me feeling instead. It was really nice in his arms. I felt incredibly special.

      I turned my eyes to look up at him, getting sucked in by the piercing green eyes looking back at me. My lips tingled, my heart raced, my brain turned to a jellified mush. All my smarts vanished, and I became a slave to the deep-seated sensations in my body instead. They were intoxicating, like a powerful drug swallowing me up whole.

      “You are adorable,” he murmured quietly, causing a shudder to race down my spine.

      “Well, I think you’re very cute yourself.” I pinched his side playfully. As I touched him, I could see the same electricity tearing through me on his face. “I like you, Garret. I might like you a little too much.”

      He brushed his thumb over my lip, sending me spinning into heaven. If he could make me feel this alive with just a mere touch, what the hell would it be like if I allowed him into my panties? Freaking incredible probably.

      No, not probably. Definitely. His fingers were magic. The rest of him had to be the same way.

      “I can’t even tell you how much I like you,” Garret rasped back, sounding nothing like the joker he usually was. He was allowing me to see a raw, vulnerable side of him that the rest of the world didn’t know.

      I rolled towards him, my hips angling in his direction. I was communicating just how turned on I was with my body. I wanted Garret to know that he had flames licking up and down my skin, setting me alight. My heart pounded, I was breathless and dizzy, all over the place, desperately needing this man more than anything in the world.

      The closer his lips got to me, the crazier I felt. The wilder, the more animalistic, the freer. The anticipation coursed through my veins, I nearly screamed under the weight of it. Any minute now we would be kissing. Any minute now.

      Oh, holy hell. The moment Garret’s lips connected with mine, the world shifted and changed completely. Everything that I knew was true before vanished, all I knew about myself disappeared, and I became a new person. The best version of myself. As the fireworks exploded in my stomach and every fiber of me lit up, I knew for certain that this was where I needed to be. With this man, in this unexpected place, living this wild life.

      Garret’s fingers clutched at my waist. I wanted them to pull at me, to strip me right down. I wanted him to spread me across this table and to do whatever he wanted to my body, to make me feel brand new once more.

      “Knock, knock…” A voice coming from Garret’s door brought me back to reality. I leaped away from Garret like I’d been caught doing something naughty. Like I was a teenager who’d been found out kissing behind the bike sheds. “Oh, sorry, Garret. I didn’t know that you weren’t alone here. Hi, Reese, how are you?”

      I nodded, unable to speak as a heat crept through my body. I was so embarrassed, all I wanted to do was run. It barely mattered that I was a grown ass woman, almost thirty years old who could do what I damn well pleased.

      Trevor stepped closer to me and Garret, barely acknowledging that I was humiliated and would prefer to be alone. I couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes, I stared at my feet, wondering when they were finally going to move.

      “Come here,” Trevor whispered seductively to me. It made me jump, it felt weird to have him clearly flirting with me in front of the man he’d just seen me kissing. “Reese, it’s okay. Come here with me for a moment.”

      He took my arm and Garret’s as well and pulled us into the middle of the room. I forced my gaze to meet his as he tugged me and Garret into an embrace. It probably should have felt weird, being in a hug with two men, but I’d spent enough time in Panthera now to know that it was natural. And actually, it felt natural. Nice too. We were all together, but I was the center of the focus, and the guys were making me feel sexy as all hell.

      Trevor dipped his mouth down to mine, causing me to rise up on to my tiptoes. I was acutely aware of Garret’s hungry eyes upon us as I met Trevor’s lips and I got lost in his kiss too. With Garret rubbing my hip, Trevor darted his tongue in my mouth, and I welcomed his loving caress willingly. He set off those fireworks too.

      Once Trevor pulled away, I wasn’t alone for long because he turned my head and angled me back towards Garret who now kissed me with a more intense, fiery passion. I almost fell apart, my legs turned to jelly, I was a mess. My core throbbed needily, it ached to be touched. I wasn’t sure which of these amazing men I wanted to massage me first. Garret, with his eager hunger, or Trevor with his careful precision. Both of them would be phenomenal.

      “Everything is good,” Trevor reassured me while stroking my hair lovingly. “You don’t need to worry about anything while you’re here. Just remember that, okay? Panthera is a welcoming home for you.”

      As I nodded, Garret blurted out angrily, “yeah, welcoming aside from Dean. He’s being an asshole.”

      Even the mention of the man who hated me wasn’t enough to cool me down. He barely even existed anymore, I was all over the place, wondering why these men were pulling away from me rather than taking me here and now. I suppose they were being smart about it, trying to be careful with me, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted that. They had me all riled up, completely on fire. I wanted to carry on with that before my rationality kicked in.

      “What’s going on?” Trevor asked coldly. “I thought he’d been talked to…”

      “I don’t know, he was just horrible to Reese when she went to speak to him. It isn’t right, he doesn’t have any right to treat her like that, does he? We need to do something about it…”

      As Trevor and Garret discussed what had happened between me and Dean as if I wasn’t even in the room, I took my seat again and squeezed my thighs together tightly. The subject had been changed now, and I guess we were done kissing, but the imprint of their lips was still all over me. I didn’t think that would ever leave me.

      “Hey, Reese.” Trevor grabbed my focus once more. I needed to shake off the intense sensations for just a moment. “What’s this? Is that what Dean dropped as he ran off? Is this his research or something?”

      “I don’t know. He did drop it, but I have no idea what it is.”

      Trevor narrowed his eyes and studied the paper carefully. “Oh no,” he muttered as he digested it, clearly seeing more into it than I understood. “This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all.”

      “What is it?” Garret demanded. “I haven’t really looked at it, but it looks too complicated for me.”

      “It’s about the jaguars.” I flinched as they mentioned the other animal shifters once more. I wasn’t sure why, but the thought of the jaguars seemed far more frightening than the panthers. It had to be because I didn’t know them, that was all. I couldn’t judge them before I ever met them. “This isn’t good at all.”

      The two panthers shared a look. I might not have known exactly what it meant, but I was well aware enough to know that it spelled danger. There was a storm cloud coming, I could just feel it.

      “I’m going to go to Jakar about this,” Trevor finally announced. “He needs to know about this. He will know what to do. We can’t let this carry on as it is or who knows what will happen.”

      I stared at each man, in turn, fearing for my life as I did. Perhaps I was reading too much into this, but I was scared for the fight that I felt like was coming. The jaguars were clearly a threat, and they could be coming…
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      “What do you mean?” I demanded, staring Trevor down. It wasn’t his fault this news pissed me off so much, but the real target wasn’t anywhere to be seen and someone had to take the brunt of my anger. “Dean knows we don’t want to involve the jaguars in our mating rituals. We’ve told him enough times it won’t work…”

      “But that hasn’t stopped him from working on it. He really believes this is the answer.”

      Recently, Dean had gone from a wallflower, permanently in the background, barely saying a word, to a real nuisance. Not only because of his insistence in being rude to Reese, which was a real issue for me because I’d let him know we wanted her to be made very welcome here but also because of this whole jaguar thing.

      Why was he so insistent? Why did he care so much about the jaguars? They weren’t the answer.

      “Okay,” I finally replied wearily. “Well, I’m going to have to find him, aren’t I? Straighten this out.”

      I sighed loudly, it was too late for all of this nonsense. I just wanted to go to bed, to rest until the morning where we could face all of this properly. But people were getting worried about Dean, so it was up to me to sort it out.

      “Sorry, Jakar, I know this isn’t what you want to hear, I just thought it best to come to you first…”

      “Of course, I understand. It was best to come for me. I am the only one who can deal with this.”

      Trevor turned, about to leave, but just as he got to the door, he halted suddenly. I could only assume that there was someone else coming in, probably to moan to me about Dean. A headache was starting to come on.

      “Jakar!” Oh no, I was wrong. It was Javier, my brother, with fury across his expression. “Do you know what’s going on here? I can’t believe it. I don’t even know how we’re going to deal with this now…”

      “Wait, Javier.” I put my hand on him to stop him pacing. His eyes flickered towards me, revealing a million different emotions. “What are you talking about? Let’s get on the same page here before we go off on to a rant.”

      “Dean…Dean and his new incredible idea that we have turned down a million times.”

      “Ah, okay, I see.” I nodded at Trevor. “Yes, I’ve just been informed that he’s still researching the jaguars…”

      “Research? Pfft, I wouldn’t call it that. He’s out there right now, arranging a meeting with them.”

      “A meeting?” My blood ran ice cold, which for a hot blooded male was hard. “What do you mean?”

      Javier waved his hands frustratedly at me. “What do I mean? I mean Tyler just caught him shifting and running outside. He asked him what he was doing, and he told him. He said he’s sick of the way we’re doing things around here with the humans, and since we won’t listen to him, he’s going to show us. There was a scuffle, but Dean got away and now he’s going to be bringing them to us. Can you even believe this shit?”

      Fuck, that was bad. That was bad, real bad. Especially as he was one of mine, so the blame fell on me.

      “I’m going to find him,” I insisted, preparing myself to leave. “I’m fast in animal form. Faster than he is and I’m pretty sure I know where he’s going.” I held up the piece of paper which had fallen from Dean’s book, giving me plenty of information. “Set up a meeting for the morning. With everyone. We will be back by then.”

      Javier looked like he was about to argue with me for a moment, but then he silenced himself and nodded. “Okay, yes, I think that might be the best option. Find him, hopefully before he gets to the jaguars, and we can sort this out.”

      Trevor’s eyes were wide with shock, he didn’t really know how to process all of this. It was obviously hard on him too, to learn that his pack mate had betrayed him. This was going to cause waves through all of us.

      “Trevor, inform the others to be ready in the morning for a meeting. We need to get this sorted once and for all.”

      Trevor left then. I wished I could have talked to him more, to check that he was okay, but I just didn’t have the time for it. I had my priorities and I needed to make sure that we got to Dean first.

      “Do you want me to do anything?” Javier asked, with sympathy in his voice now.

      “No, I don’t think so. I think all we can do is get ready for tomorrow. It’s going to be a shit storm.”

      I always knew that bringing more human women into the pack was going to change the dynamics of things, I just never quite realized how much. If things with Dean went the way I thought they were going to, then it was going to shift things forever. Life as we knew it was going to be dramatically different.

      “Okay, well I’m going to go.” I shifted my body, preparing myself for the moment I left the grounds of Panthera to transform into my animal form. “I won’t come back until Dean is with me.”

      “Good luck, Jakar. Let’s get this sorted. We’re in this together, don’t you forget about that.”

      I nodded and smiled gratefully at my brother, glad that I had someone on my side, someone to support me. It made it easier to know that I had an amazing family to come back to, whatever the outcome. Even if things did change, there would be enough constancy to keep myself going, to ensure that I remained sane.

      I left Javier then and ran out of Panthera, already shifting my human form and transforming into the beast. I exploded forwards into my black fur, onto four paws, ready to take on the world. Then the jungle raced passed me in a blur. I had a target in mind and one direction in which I needed to head, and nothing would stop me…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dean wouldn’t look at anyone as he stood in the middle of the room, waiting for the rest of the shifters to join us. I told Javier that I wouldn’t return without Dean and I hadn’t… it was just a shame that Dean had managed to evade me for such a long time, and I didn’t get to him before he’d spoken to the jaguars.

      They were coming. The meeting was already set without my command and Javier’s. We were potentially fucked.

      As Reese entered the room with Trevor, Sean, and Garret close beside her, she looked anxious. I guess this was a bit much for her, to be involved in something so serious. It was a shame, really, that this had to happen when she was here, but it couldn’t be helped. We all needed to be in the same room to make this happen successfully.

      I tried to give her a look to let her know that everything would be okay, but she wasn’t looking my way at all. She was staring only at Dean as if she was trying to figure him out. My heart bled for her, she looked like she just wanted to be accepted by him, which was strange to see from the fiery woman I knew that she was.

      This just made me even more determined to make things right. It was sad, but it needed to be this way.

      Once Kayla arrived with Javier’s pack, it was time to begin, and since Dean was one of mine it was up to me.

      “Okay everyone, thank you for coming to this meeting this morning. I’m sorry that it’s under such grave circumstances.” I allowed that to sink in, just so everyone was aware what we were doing here. “As some of you know by now, last night, one of our own…Dean, set up a meeting with the jaguars about mating.”

      Kayla gasped loudly and clutched her belly, taking a true offense to this. “He did it? He really did it?”

      Her and Reese were potentially at huge risk if the jaguars came. We weren’t sure how they would react to humans and it could all go horribly wrong…just another reason why we didn’t want to go forward with this.

      “Yes, so now we need to work out what punishment will fit the crime. So, Dean, it’s time for you to explain.”

      He looked desperately uncomfortable as he twitched and fidgeted his body in front of everyone. “I have tried to tell you all about the jaguars, about how they are the right people for us to mate with. I have explained over and over again how it’s the right method for us, which I have backed up with scientific evidence.”

      “Scientific evidence doesn’t cover every angle,” Javier burst out, unable to control himself. “Science doesn’t take into account the emotional side of things does it? It doesn’t take the need to fight into account.”

      “But that’s why I had to go and see them to find out how they’d feel. We need to have all the options before we can make a choice. I know you all think humans are the way to go, but it’s so problematic.”

      “Is that why you’ve been so rude?” Now it was my turn to let anger get the better of me. “You’ve treated our guest here appallingly. That might not be why we’re here, but it’s worth bringing up.”

      He hung his head low. “My behavior hasn’t been the best, I’ll admit that, but it’s frustrating to know that I’m right and for no one to even give me the time of day. None of you have listened one bit.”

      “We have listened over and over again, but it isn’t the right move for us, which is why we haven’t pursued it. You think we haven’t considered it? You assume we’ve just ignored it, but we’ve considered it over and over again. Me and Javier have made a choice for the pack that it isn’t the way for us to go.”

      I glanced at Javier and he nodded at me. It was time to dole out the punishment. As I raced through the jungle, I decided what punishment I thought was most appropriate for this crime and as soon as I got back, Javier agreed. It was time to get it done so we could all start getting used to it. It wasn’t going to be easy…

      “Dean, you have betrayed the pack, and for that reason, I’m afraid we can’t let you continue here…” I sucked in a deep breath. I hated that it came to this, but we had no other options. “Panthera needs loyalty, we can’t survive without it. Loyalty and secrecy. It seems like you have turned your back on the pack, and for that reason…”

      “Wait!” All of a sudden, the most unexpected person took a step forward and interrupted me. “Wait, are you going to banish Dean for this? Are you going to send him away just for setting up a meeting?”

      I narrowed my eyes, wondering why she looked so panicked about this. It seemed like she was more committed to Panthera and the people who lived here than she’d been letting on. “There needs to be punishment for the crime,” I told her calmly. “Dean has gone against the wishes of his pack alpha, he has revealed our location, he has put us at risk. You and Kayla too. That is something we cannot let slide, not when it puts our childrens’ lives in danger. Everyone here needs to know that the rules must be followed. The alpha’s word is law, not to be ignored.”

      For a second, it looked like she was going to step back, to accept my words, but then a fire ignited within her again and I could already tell that a rant was coming before it flew out of her mouth.

      “You cannot turn your back on your own, just for making a decision that he thought was right for the pack. It seems like he’s tried to communicate with you, and you haven’t properly explained why you don’t think it’s a good plan. Yes, he’s set up a meeting without your permission, but this isn’t a dictatorship, is it? Sure, the alpha’s word might be law in nature, but from what I’ve seen during my short time here, it doesn’t work like that in practice. You all respect one another and treat each other like equals, like everyone matters.”

      I gave Javier a desperate look, but all I got back was an impressed smirk. He liked that Reese was standing up for Dean, even if it meant putting the rest of us down and making us look foolish in front of our pack.

      “Reese,” I addressed her wearily. “Dean has been rude to you over and over…”

      “But I don’t think that’s personal. I think it’s just because I represent what he is afraid of. I was probably rude to all of you when I arrived because I was scared, so I understand. I certainly don’t think that’s a reason to send someone out into the jungle alone, with no one to support him. I don’t think you should be so harsh.”

      I glanced at Dean and spotted the shock on his face. He was as stunned by Reese standing up for him as I was. That was the last thing I expected today. I was anticipating a bit of resistance, but not from her.

      “So, what do you propose we do?” I leaned back and looked at Reese defiantly. If she wanted to get involved in our politics, then I was going to chuck her right in the middle of it to see how she coped. “What’s your idea, Reese?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Make him do jobs around the place, take away privileges, make him stay in the city for a while…I have no idea. I just know that banishment is far too extreme.”

      I looked at Javier and he didn’t immediately oppose the idea, which meant he was all for it. Then I looked around at everyone else to see how they were feeling. To be honest, it seemed like everyone was in agreement with Reese. No one thought that Dean needed to be banished from the pack, to make it on his own. I was stunned.

      Shit, it seemed like I’d gotten it wrong. Well, I wasn’t so full of pride that I couldn’t admit it. But I was going to give him a suitable punishment to make sure that he opened his eyes to what we were trying to do here.

      “Dean.” I turned to face him and watched the fear flood him. He had no idea what decision I was going to make, and because I was tired and a little crabby, I wanted him to sit and stew with that for a few moments, so I paused before I spoke again. “You can stay here.” He breathed out with relief. “But you will be Reese’s primary guardian until the meeting with the jaguar shifters happens. It will be a busy time for the rest of us, we need to prepare, and of course, you cannot be involved with that, so you can spend time with Reese.”

      If he got to know her, really know her properly, he would like her. He would give up all of this jaguar nightmare and accept that this was the way forward for all of us. It was the best solution.

      Reese didn’t look convinced, but this was a little trick for her as well. She’d stood up to me, and I liked it, but I needed to keep an element of control around here or things could descend into chaos.

      Everyone nodded in agreement before it was time to filter out. Reese remained behind, presumably to talk to me. But it wasn’t me she needed to spend time with now. It was Dean. So, I stepped aside and allowed him to walk towards her. He didn’t at first, he just remained staring at her with a shocked, fearful expression.

      Good. He’d fucked up, he’d pushed her away and now he couldn’t anymore.

      I stepped outside the door and listened in, trying to hear what was being said. I just needed to check this was going to start smoothly and that I hadn’t just made a huge mistake. It was quiet for a very long time.

      “Thank you,” Dean finally said quietly. “I don’t know why you did that but thank you.”

      “I did it because it was the right thing to do.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at Reese’s typical snappy answer. She really was something else. Somehow, she’d managed to turn my mind around and change my ruling, which was crazy.  I never usually changed my mind, I stuck stubbornly to my guns, but Reese just had that effect on me.

      She was going to have the same effect on Dean as well. She would, I just knew it.

      “I guess we’re going to be seeing a lot more of one another now,” Dean replied cautiously.

      “Yes, it seems that way. Which is good for me because I am very interested in your research.”

      “You are? Even though it got me into all this trouble?”

      “I have a scientific brain. I want to know what you’ve found. I’ve always been interested in it…”

      I nodded to myself, satisfied. Actually, this was the best outcome for todays meeting. I was happy with it. It spelled good things to come. If we could survive this meeting with the jaguars that was…
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      “Okay, so that’s all of our defenses in place,” Javier announced, sounding far more confident than I knew he felt inside. Him too, for sure. He was just keeping up appearances for the rest of the pack. “Just in case…”

      “What do you think is going to happen?” Garret demanded. “Are we expecting the worst or what?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” I rested my hand on his shoulder. “We’re just trying to be prepared is all.”

      I honestly had no idea what to expect. Dean had told us all that the jaguars were open to meeting and since they didn’t rip him to shreds the moment they saw him, we should feel open too, but I didn’t know if we could trust his words. It was awful to feel that way about someone who I was supposed to put all of my faith into, a pack member I could rely on to save my life just like I would do for him, but that was gone. That wasn’t to say he couldn’t bring it back…it was just going to take some time, that was all. He was going to have to build it back up.

      Garret stared at me, his eyes filled with fear. His mood reflected how the rest of the panthers felt. No one wanted to face the jaguars. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen Kayla. It seemed like Javier was keeping her and the pack baby locked away in case the jaguars turned up early and unleashed hell.

      It didn’t matter who that baby biologically belonged to, he or she was all of theirs.

      “You think we’ll be shunned?” Trevor joined in. “Or attacked? What is more likely?”

      I huffed and shook my head. “Why don’t we just focus on the positives that could happen? This could be alright.”

      But no one believed me. They all stared at me like I’d lost my mind. I guess I wasn’t the only one who had lost faith in Dean. That boy was in a shit storm here. He might have been better off going away…

      Speaking of Dean, I wondered where he was. With Reese somewhere. Hopefully bonding in a good way. I said that the rest of us would be busy with the meeting preparations and I wasn’t wrong. I didn’t realize quite how much organizing this was going to take. It was a bit of a nightmare, actually.

      “Look, I don’t want to think of an attack right now. It isn’t helpful to focus on the negative when we aren’t one hundred percent sure which way it will turn. You two need to keep yourselves busy, to stop thinking of it too.”

      Garret and Trevor looked at one another hopelessly. It was as if they didn’t know what to do with themselves. I was sure there were a million and one jobs that needed doing, but there was only one I wanted attending to.

      “Why don’t you go and find Dean and Reese?” I asked. “Check that he’s treating her right.”

      As they nodded and raced off, I thought about Reese and the last time I’d seen her properly, when she stood up so fiercely for Dean. The more I considered that moment with a more objective view, the sexier she looked. It reminded me a lot of the second I first laid eyes on her when she arrived at Panthera screaming and yelling. Reese had a real sense of justice, and she would stand up for what she believed in. I liked that. It felt genuine.

      I suddenly realized that I was dragging my tongue along my bottom lip, imagining myself strolling up to her in the middle of that room in front of everyone, and kissing her. My hands cupped around her cheeks as I claimed her with my mouth…that was what I should have done. It was a missed opportunity.

      She’d been here for a while now and I hadn’t yet made a move. The time was definitely coming for me to do so. I’d held back and respected that all of this was a lot for her to take in, but she did wild things to me and I wanted to explore that. The other guys in the pack hadn’t said much about their feelings for her, but I knew she was the one for us. All of us. There was a silent acceptance between the lot of us…

      Hey, if the jaguars were coming and there was a chance that we would be attacked and lose our lives, then what was the point in holding back? None of us knew what the future would hold, if we were even going to have a tomorrow. Of course, I was hoping for and focusing on a positive outcome, but there was no guarantee.

      I needed to find her, to tell her how I felt about her, to see how she felt about me.

      “Is there anything else you need me to do, Javier?” I asked my brother with a slightly desperate edge to my voice.

      Javier gave me a look, almost as if he could see right into my mind and he knew exactly what I was thinking. “No, I don’t think there’s anything else I need you to do today. You go and…check on your pack.”

      He shot me a wink which caused a weird sound to fly out of my mouth. I intended for it to be a laugh at his joke, but it didn’t quite end up like that in the end. It was all strained and weird. I was acting nervous. Not like myself.

      “Right y…yes, I will be back to help you soon.”

      “Not too soon I hope!” This time the laugh was real. “Have a good time.”

      My heart pounded in my throat, all my muscles flexed as if they were getting themselves ready. I couldn’t wait to see Reese now, my mouth salivated with the idea of getting my hands all over her.

      “Dean?” Finally, I found him in the unused office that had at some point become his unofficial study. We all knew that he had other places to work where no one could find him, where he could continue to be his antisocial self, but this was where he would work when he didn’t mind being found. Only today was different because he didn’t appear to be working at all. He was simply staring out the window as if the universe had some answers for him there.

      “Hmm, yes?” He blinked a few times, returning to the room from his thoughts.

      “What’s going on? What are you doing in here…alone?”

      Admittedly, it did feel a little weird asking him where Reese was when I was the one who basically thrust her into his life, even when it seemed like she wasn’t welcome there. But if Dean thought it strange, he didn’t show it.

      “Oh, well Reese wanted to go to her place to have a nap. I didn’t think it was necessary for me to watch her all the time. I don’t think there’s much trouble she can get into while she’s sleeping.”

      “Was that sarcasm I detected there, Dean? That isn’t like you at all…I like it.”

      It was nice for him to show a bit of spunk. I much preferred that to his quiet demeanor. Getting under his skin and learning more about him would only make us closer as a pack. It was just a shame that it had taken such a long time.

      He half shrugged and didn’t answer me, returning his gaze to the window.

      “Are you worried about something?” However much I wanted to see Reese, I couldn’t ignore one of my pack in trouble…even if I was about to kick him out only a week or so before. He stayed, so he was still mine.

      “No.” His arms folded defensively across his chest. “I’m not worried about anything.”

      “Is it the meeting with the jaguars?” He angled himself away from me, answering me with his silence. “You set it up yourself, defended your choices to the bitter end, and now you’re worried about it. Why could that be? Is it because you aren’t quite as confident as you once were that they won’t cause issues for us?”

      “I’m sure they will see the logic in my plan, just as you should too,” he shot back tartly.

      “Okay, well, just in case they have a little trouble seeing the logic, like we do…” I cocked an eyebrow at him, letting him know I wasn’t too impressed by his attitude. “I can see that you only were doing what you thought was best…even if it was a little misguided, so any blood, if there is blood, won’t be on your hands.” He snapped his head around to look at me, completely surprised, so I smiled. “See? Not such a bad guy after all.”

      “I never thought you were a bad guy, but that…that means a lot to me, thank you.”

      I nodded and left him alone in that room to think, walking with almost a skip in my step as I went. A weight had been lifted from my chest that I didn’t even realize was there. It seemed like I needed to make things right with Dean more than I knew. Now, we could all move together properly, facing the jaguars as a united pack.

      I wasn’t sure if that would be enough to help us, no one knew what we were about to face, but it had to be better than being divided. Nothing good could come from arguing amongst ourselves when facing an enemy.

      But more importantly, I knew where Reese was, so it was time to head out to find her. She had a place at Panthera, one of our homes which had no one in it before, where Kayla had set her up when she first arrived. I just hoped that would become a permanent home for her. Panthera was a brighter place when she was around. I’d become very used to her presence. If she left, she would take a lot of the sunshine with her.

      I knocked on her door. Once, then another time, and finally one more time, but I got no response. I remained at her home for a couple of moments debating what to do next. I could have easily walked away and got back to work, but the idea of waking her from her nap to tell her how I felt about her was an all too cute image.

      I never ever thought that I would be the guy to go for a cutesy romantic thing, but Reese and her spunk had changed all of that. As I lightly pushed the door and I realized that it was unlocked, it only seemed logical to step inside. This was some kind of fate bullshit telling me I needed to do this.

      “Reese?” I called out quietly as I stepped inside, just in case she was awake. “Reese, you here?”

      My super sonic hearing picked up movement in the other room, the bedroom probably. She was moving about which meant she wasn’t sleeping anymore. Reality no longer played into my ‘cute’ idea, but that wasn’t about to stop me. I’d made my choice to tell Reese everything and now I couldn’t wait.

      Hold on. I halted where I was as I picked up on something. I’d been so focused on finding Reese that I wasn’t listening carefully enough, but now it was clear. She wasn’t alone in that room. Someone was with her. I racked my brain, trying to figure out the most logical solution. I could hardly imagine it was Dean. He’d still be in that room thinking for hours, purely because he would have to analyze my words for ages. That was how he was. So, it could be Kayla, maybe? They could have been having some girl time. I didn’t think they’d mind me breaking that up…

      “Reese?” I pushed the door open, just expecting to see the girls talking, so it was a big shock to see two men there around her. “Garret?” I narrowed my eyes curiously at him. “Trevor?”

      Trevor’s lips were inches from Reese’s and Garret had his hands on her hips. It seemed like I wasn’t the only one to feel an intense need to express my desire for Reese. I was almost the last one to it.

      She had ditched Dean to spend time with the other two…this was almost scandalous.

      The three of them stared at me expectantly. A heat rose all the way through Reese’s body as she looked like she’d been caught out. Considering she was so used to the odd relationships of humans where only one mate was considered truly acceptable, she probably felt embarrassed. Especially since it was obvious she had an attraction to me. Maybe she was even worried that I would consider this unacceptable because I wanted her all to myself.

      I glanced at my boys and allowed a small smile to play on my lips as I took a testing step closer to Reese. The scent in the air suggested that both men needed a release as much as I did. They hadn’t received that yet, which meant Reese was about to dive in head first. She wanted them both, she needed to be taken, she was pulsing and throbbing just as much as them…if she was willing to have two men, would she be willing to have one more?

      She sucked in a breath as I stepped closer to her, really invading her personal space, but that only made the thundering sound of her heartbeat even more intense. I could sense the wetness between her little pink thighs without me even needing to touch her. Holy fuck, she was ready to be taken in any which way I wanted.

      For a woman who spent all her life in control of things, she was about to lose herself here, and I couldn’t wait.

      “What is going on here?” I rasped, while grabbing her chin and making her look at me.

      “I… I…” Before she could get any words out, I slammed my mouth to hers passionately, taking her breath away.

      “It seems like you’re having a lot of fun here…without me. I want to be included.”

      With those words taking her words away, I laid her back on the bed with her head on Garret’s lap. His hand delved into her top and I watched for a moment as his fingers eagerly massaged her breasts, tugging and teasing her nipples. Reese’s eyes almost rolled to the back of her head and she began to make whimpering sounds. They were adorable, they were vulnerable, raw, and sexy as hell. She wasn’t naked yet, but she was stripped down.

      Trevor slid up her body and kissed her, much more gently than I did, moving back down again only when he’d grabbed the waist band of her leggings to peel them down off her. Her skin glistened, already gathering a sheen of sweat as we worked on her body in unison, driving her wild.

      “Oh, fuck,” she gasped, her fingers clutching on to the bed sheet as desire rocketed through her body. “Oh, shit, this feels so good. It’s too much, it’s…” I couldn’t help but smile as she lost her words.

      Trevor moved up to her mouth and he returned to kissing her, leaving the lower half of her body just for me. I eagerly popped one of her toes into my mouth and sucked until she was trying her hardest to pull away from me, the sensations getting far too much. Then, I moved my lips up her leg, kissing her all over, occasionally darting my tongue out to taste the delicious perspiration all over her skin. If she tasted so good here, then there was no telling how fucking incredible she would be when I got to where I so badly wanted to be.

      As the boys worked the top half of her body, I finally reached her core, where I blew out a hot breath along her slit. She shuddered hard, her back arching with pleasure. I absolutely loved having that effect on her. The buttoned-up woman becoming unleashed, blooming into the true version of herself. That was the Reese I wanted.

      I kissed her once, pressing my lips gently against her clit. She practically screamed in bliss as I did. I licked the taste of her off my lips, absolutely reveling in it. She was fucking delicious. I needed more. So much more…

      Then, I dived in and I ravaged her. I gripped on to her perfect, round butt and I held her in place so she couldn’t escape me as I became a mad man on a mission. I wanted to coax the orgasm from her. I couldn’t wait to drive her over the edge into the deep abyss of pleasure. I dragged my tongue off her clit and plunged it into her, massaging her insides, before returning to her hypersensitive nub, loving the way it felt on my taste buds. I flicked and traced patterns all over her, and from the way she was mewing like a kitten, she fucking loved it.

      One of Reese’s hands gripped on to my hair and she tugged every so often, probably when the bliss got too much for her,, which was just incredible. Her other hand was reaching out and touching the other guys, exploring them too. I couldn’t wait until her hands were all over me, sending me to heaven, giving me some much needed release.

      This felt fucking incredible. Being with Reese was perfect, it felt right, just as Javier described. Thank fuck I didn’t hold back any longer. The time was right, the time was now.
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      At first, it was intimidating having three men around me, touching me all over, but as Jakar’s tongue rolled over my clit, plunging deep into me, and Garret ran his mouth all over my nipples, with Trevor kissing me hard, it all felt oddly right. This was already so much more satisfying than any sexual relationship that I had ever had before.

      “Oh fuck,” I moaned while rolling my hips, pressing myself further into Jakar’s mouth. Garret’s thick, throbbing erection leaned against my leg, sending butterflies fluttering in the pit of my stomach. I wanted to feel him, to touch him all over. But I wanted to feel Trevor too, and Jakar. Fuck, I wanted them all. “This feels so good.”

      I tugged Trevor upwards, needing a taste. I couldn’t hold back any longer. His sexy, muscular, strong body shimmied up me, leaving me breathless. By the time his cock brushed against my mouth, what Jakar was doing to me was just about to tip me over the edge. I couldn’t stop myself from parting my lips, letting him slip inside. Trevor slid all the way to the back of my throat before he pulled back again, using his strong arms, to do press-ups into me. It was hot as hell. I wanted to reach around to grab his butt, to take charge and dominate the situation like I normally would, but before that happened Garret slipped his own cock between my fingers, bringing me to life all over again.

      Fuck, these three men were incredible. I wasn’t sure what I was worried about. When this was just about to begin, I almost hesitated with anxiety. I wasn’t even sure what I was fearing; that this would be my first and only chance to explore something so unique and exciting, or that I would be put in danger somehow from these animals, but that sure as hell wasn’t happening. Thank God I overcame my hesitancy because this was just…

      “Oh shit,” I screamed, my words vibrating against Trevor’s cock and my fingers squeezing Garret’s as Jakar tipped me over the edge. I couldn’t hold back any longer, he’d sent me spiraling over the edge into the deep abyss of pleasure. The storm cloud exploded in bolts of lightning, the hot waves of bliss hit me like a tsunami, shattering every bone in my body. It was off the scale; the orgasm was something else. It was neverending. My head spun in the clouds, I wasn’t even connected to the planet anymore. It was everything and so much more.

      “Fucking hell…”

      I wanted to call out a name as the pleasure rocketed through me, but I didn’t know whose to yell out. It was Jakar’s tongue sending me over the edge, but the bodies of the other men as well. It was all of them, combined. I could see what Kayla meant now. It didn’t feel strange. It was the most natural sensation in the world to have all of them.

      As the pleasure subsided and died down, leaving my heart hammering like crazy against my chest, I returned my focus to where Trevor lay between my lips. I wasn’t done yet; the animal that they’d unleashed inside of me was hungry for more. Perhaps there was a little bit of panther inside of me as well…

      I moved my hand off Garret and used my fingers to caress Trevor’s balls as I flickered my tongue up and down his length, somehow instinctively knowing that was what he needed. Instantly, he stiffened. A tension rocketed through Trevor, followed by and intense shiver. The sounds coming out of his mouth were absolutely delicious. They were made even sexier by the hands of the other panthers rubbing and massaging my body all over.

      If I closed my eyes, the three men became panthers in my mind, and that was strangely sexy. They were still them, it was just the animal inside of them coming out, reminding me this wasn’t an every day situation.

      “Reese,” Trevor gasped, my name falling off his lips like a prayer. I tilted my eyes back to watch him, to see his face contort in sheer bliss as I tipped him over the edge too. The expression on him, knowing that I caused it, created fluttering sensations at my core. I wanted to be felt and explored all over again. “Oh, Reese, Reese…”

      Just as he exploded, his sweet seed filling my mouth, someone plunged their fingers into me, making me scream. With Trevor tasting far more delicious than I ever could have hoped, and that unexpected bolt of bliss, I was in heaven all over again. I gazed at Trevor with love filling my heart as he pulled away and I swallowed him down.

      “You are something else,” Trevor gushed. “You really are something special, Reese.”

      His words left me wanting more. Not just right now but forever. I hadn’t ever felt like I belonged so much before. This unexpected place in the middle of the jungle that couldn’t have been further from my old life if it tried, made me feel more at home than I ever had. I never ever wanted to leave. This was everything to me.

      Before I could even catch my breath, I was pulled up into a sitting position by Jakar. His fingers slipped out of me, but his eyes were filled with such a dark desire, such an intense lust, he was practically fucking me with his eyes. He pulled me up on to his lap and kissed me hard, passion flowing from his tongue as it filled my mouth. He stole the breath from my body and left me with only joy instead.

      “You sexy, dirty girl,” Jakar growled, his lips hungrily sucking at my neck for a moment. The blood all rushed there, I already knew that he’d left a mark there, and I didn’t care. I wanted to be claimed by him.

      “Hmm, that feels amazing,” I groaned, tilting my neck to give more of my exposed throat to him.

      Just as I was about to say something else, Jakar silenced me by flipping me around and sitting me  down on his lap. He teased my entrance, nudging against me, causing a deep, intense swirling sensation. I wasn’t in the mood to be teased, I needed him right now. So, I twisted myself and angled until he was deep inside me, hitting all the right spots.

      Trevor leaned back and watched me with a serene smile as I bucked my hips, riding Jakar desperately. I greedily needed another orgasm, I was thinking hungrily about my own pleasure and nothing else as I rocked back and forth…well, until Garret slid into my eye line and his hands began to run up my body. I grabbed his thick length again, loving the way he felt between my fingers, desperately enjoying the way he felt for me. Garret hooked his hands around the back of my neck and yanked me towards him to kiss him. His kiss was deeper than anything else I had been given from him before, and it unleashed another new side to him. I had peeled back another layer of Garret.

      “Fucking…wow…” I gushed into Garret’s mouth, as Jakar’s magic fingers slipped around the front of my hips and he instantly found my clit. It seemed like he was just as much of an  expert with his hands as his mouth. His teeth sunk into my shoulder as he bucked and flicked his fingers, giving me an indication of how much he was enjoying my body. It really did feel like this was exactly where I was meant to be, like my life needed to be here.

      With Garret’s incredible body in front of me, my hands all over him, and Jakar fucking me phenomenally from behind, with Trevor’s excited eyes all over us, the scent of pleasure still wafting from him, it was perfect.

      “Reese, I…” Garret whispered, his voice shaking as the pleasure crept up through him. “I… lo…”

      He didn’t get to finish that sentence because the pleasure exploded from him, soaking all over my body. His seed hit me all over, claiming me in his own special way. I loved it, the way it felt as my naked flesh was covered in him, it was Garret’s own special way of claiming me. Playful, a bit like his personality…

      “Shit, Jakar!” My toes curled as his thrusts tilted me once more. My veins fizzed with space dust, the pleasure buzzed and screamed. He was dragging me deep under the ocean of pleasure once more, and I loved it. Garret and Trevor circled me as my body stiffened and shattered, and I lost myself. Their hands were all over me, their lips kissing me, as I experienced an even more powerful orgasm than the first time around. “Fuck, all of you are…”

      I glanced at each man in turn, smiling proudly and happily as they all looked at me with intense loving emotions. I had no idea what was going to happen next, which way my life would turn, but I didn’t want to focus on the future. Just the incredible present which had turned out to be the best night of my life so far…
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      The sun rose up slowly over the city of Panthera, warming up my bones as it did, but it didn’t do anything to settle the strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. The butterfly wings that were almost anxiety. I wasn’t sure why I felt that way, why I wasn’t happy and sated after that amazing night last night, but something didn’t sit right.

      It was incredible, I reminded myself. I loved every damn moment of it.

      It wasn’t like I thought I’d been used either, that I was going to be ignored and discarded now. The panthers weren’t like that, they didn’t see women as objects like a lot of human men, but still…something was off.

      I sighed sadly, wishing desperately that I could put my finger on it. If I could just know why I felt all weird then I could sort it out. The last thing I wanted to do was upset the guys by acting moody and distant the night after we finally caved to temptation and sated our cravings. I didn’t want them to believe they’d done something wrong. That would leave Garret subdued and quiet, Trevor would cut himself off, and Jakar would get silently mad. It would be an unnecessarily unpleasant scene. I wanted to avoid that at all costs.

      “Is it because they’re panthers?” I muttered quietly so no one could over hear me, not that there was anyone around to listen in. For the first time ever, I had gotten up before everyone else. “Is there some kind of internal prejudice about this that I don’t even know about? Some kind of subconscious thing?”

      But that didn’t feel right. I was fine with who they were. Sure, when I really thought about it, there were moments it was still strange to think about animal shifters in the world, because it was so unlike anything that I assumed was possible, but I had more than accepted it. I didn’t think that would make me feel weird…

      “Kayla,” I suddenly announced, the answer obvious. “She will know. I need to speak to her.”

      I jumped to my feet and placed my cup down beside me, forgoing the water as I decided what to do. Sure, it was early, but she was my friend and my only true confidant in this place. The  only person who could fully understand what I was going through anyway. She had been where I was and overcome it, so I needed to speak to her now. She had told me that I could talk to her whenever I needed to anyway, which applied to this moment for sure.

      I raced towards Kayla’s house, my heart pounding and my brain racing as I did. I knocked on the door probably harder than I should have done because I was so desperate to see her.

      “Come on, come on, come on…” I muttered needily. “Kayla, help me, I need you to help me…”

      The door swung open, but it wasn’t Kayla looking back at me. Damien’s eyes were staring back at me.

      “Uh oh.” He narrowed his eyes at me, immediately spotting my emotional state. “You want Kayla?”

      I nodded, unable to form words to him, and followed where he led me. Once he’d called Kayla into speak to me, he headed into the kitchen and I could hear him making us drinks. It was almost funny that the panthers still had the human tradition for immediately making drinks for guests, particularly emotional ones.

      “Reese, what’s going on?” Kayla demanded while hastily tying her robe up. “Are you okay? It isn’t like you to burst in here so early. Are you having some kind of an emergency? Has something happened?”

      I paused, waiting for Damien to bring in our drinks and to go before I spoke out. The last thing I wanted for any of the panthers to over hear the awkward conversation that I was about to have. They were bound to tell them.

      “Okay, Reese, I’m worried now,” Kayla warned. “You’re freaking me out.”

      “I… yes, something did happen,” I murmured back. “Something good… but it feels all wrong.”

      She leaned closer to me and took my hand, giving me a seriously sympathetic look. “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on, Reese. If there is someone that needs their ass kicking, I will do it.”

      “Even that heavily pregnant?” I couldn’t resist asking. “You’d probably still win. But no, I don’t need anyone’s ass kicking. I just need some advice from you about the…mating rituals of this place.”

      Her eyes lit up with excitement. “Ooh, why, are you thinking about taking things to the next level?”

      A heat raced through my body, I wasn’t sure if was the memory or the embarrassment. “Actually, things already happened. Last night actually. And it was…well, it was amazing at the time. The best that I have ever had. It was off the scale. Utterly phenomenal. I didn’t know it was possible for it to be that good.”

      “Oh, I know. Tell me about it!” Kayla grinned, the memories of her own sexual encounters tearing through her and crossing her expression. “The panthers are just amazing in bed. They know female bodies so well. I bet you feel utterly incredible today, don’t you? Are you just buzzing and all like…on fire?”

      God, I wanted to be. I yearned for that. I so needed that feeling. Why the hell wasn’t I all happy?

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t know how I feel. I’m a little bit…empty.” Guilt flooded me as I admitted this, but it was really important to get it out if I wanted some advice. “This morning I feel like something was missing. I didn’t notice it at the time, I was completely consumed by them all, but now, I don’t know…”

      “Hmm, that is strange. I never felt that way. I was really happy afterwards.” As she narrowed her eyes at me, I wondered if she was thinking the same way as me, that I didn’t actually belong here after all. If I wasn’t going to live here though, I didn’t know if I belonged back in New York City either. I wasn’t sure what there was for me. “What happened? Maybe if you tell me a bit about it, then I will be able to see.”

      “What, like talk about it?” I gasped. “Won’t that be a bit… eird?”

      I hadn’t ever been that girl, the one who could share sexual stories with girlfriends like it was normal.

      “I don’t know.” Kayla shrugged. “I don’t know how else we can work it out.”

      Damn it, she was right. I was going to have to swallow my pride and get over it. I nodded and began.

      “Well, I was kissing Trevor and Garret, something that has happened before, but this time it was different…it was clearly going somewhere. I could feel it all over me. I was scared, but excited as well. I was willing to see how it would go…but then Jakar walked in and interrupted us. I thought he was going to yell for some reason, but he didn’t. He actually walked over to me and joined in, taking things to the next level very quickly in his commanding way.” A small smile played on my lips. “It just got hot and heavy from there…”

      “Wait, it was just the three of them?” Kayla asked. “Where was Dean in all of this?”

      “I…I don’t know where Dean was. At his place, I presume.”

      “Ah, well I can tell you what your issue was right away. The pack mentality was missing, there needs to be all four of them for it to feel the best it can ever be.”

      “Oh.” Four wasn’t quite so intimidating now that I’d been with three. “That’s how it is, huh? The only problem is Dean still isn’t that keen on me, and I don’t think that’s going to change.”

      Kayla smiled and glanced away from me, a knowing look in her eyes. “I don’t think that Dean dislikes you at all. I think you have it all wrong. I think he might like you more than you think. He’s just afraid.”

      Hmm, that idea was a new one…and one that helped me a lot because I really wanted to belong here more than ever. “So, what do you think that I should do, Kayla? How can I make this right?”

      “Go find Dean! Go and speak to him. Make this right. You can!”

      She was right. I could do this. I just needed to try.
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      I tossed and turned, unable to relax for even a moment. I had been that way all night long. There was a disturbance in the atmosphere, and I couldn’t shake it off. Lying here was a waste of time. I needed to get up, go out, and have a run. If only I could have gone into the jungle and shifted to burn off this excess…whatever it was, but my punishment meant I needed to remain in the city. At least until the meeting with the jaguars was over.

      “They will see,” I muttered darkly as I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “They will all see.”

      I was sticking to what Jakar told me to do because I knew that his mind would change the moment he actually spoke to the jaguars. He’d dismissed them without even giving them a chance. It wasn’t right. Old prejudice didn’t need to exist in this world. We could work with the jaguars to make it a better place for future generations…the generations that would come to be a part of both of us.  I wasn’t sure what would happen to Kayla, but that wasn’t my issue. I had a feeling that mixing with the humans would quickly become a thing of the past. A mistake.

      I ignored the way my breath got stuck in my throat as that idea fluttered through my brain. Kayla going would mean Reese leaving too. She might not have been here long, but our time together was hard on me. It shifted something in me that I didn’t want to be moved. She dragged my focus from my research, which I didn’t think I’d ever do. She was complicated, what she did to me was complex, and it was a journey.

      Even if it was hard, having her go would be good for me. For all of us. Humans here wasn’t the natural way of things, it wasn’t right. It was dangerous, it risked everything. We needed to stop it before it got out of hand. I could see the future if we traveled down that path, and it wouldn’t be good. Eventually, we’d be destroyed. Human men wouldn’t want us interacting with their women, history had shown how they reacted to change, and it was always with violence. We didn’t have enough of us left to survive another war.

      I dragged a pair of trousers on and a tee shirt before heading outside. The early morning sun washed over me, but it didn’t do anything to dull my mood. This was the closest to an emotional wreck that I’d ever been.

      I ran. Running in human form wasn’t as satisfying as when I was an animal, but it was the best I had right now. I pumped my feet hard on the ground, trying to shed off the anger like it was a second skin. I thought of the snake and how he just took his scales off to remove everything dead and no longer needed. If only feelings worked the same way.

      I ended up outside the secluded office which was once used all the time but had since become my unofficial research room. This was where I kept all the stuff, I didn’t mind other people seeing. Where I sat when I didn’t mind people talking to me. I wasn’t in that mood right now, but no one would be awake at this time.

      Or so I thought…but as I stepped inside and I noticed a figure sitting in my office chair, my heart stopped beating.

      “Reese?” I gasped out, shocked. “What are you doing awake? What are you doing here?”

      Was I supposed to be with her already? I was her guardian at the moment, had I forgotten something? That wasn’t like me, I was usually incredibly meticulous, but Reese had shattered my brain a little.

      “Dean.” Her eyes flickered up to look at me. “I wanted to talk to you about some things, if you don’t mind.”

      I remained silent for a few moments though, studying her carefully. There was something different in her today, something had changed dramatically since the last time I saw her…which was only yesterday.

      “You…you want to talk to me?” I stammered. “What do you want to talk about?”

      I took a step closer to her, and instantly inhaled a brand new scent circling her. A scent that I recognized well. It belonged to Jakar…I sniffed again. And Garret....Something had happened with them. Another step allowed me to smell Trevor as well, and it quickly became clear what had happened. She mated with them.

      Jealousy twisted in my gut, an angry green sensation that transformed into bile and nearly made me puke. I clutched on to my belly hard, almost dizzy with it all. I didn’t like it one bit. Was it because I’d been left out of something with my pack, or because it was Reese and despite myself, I wanted to be with her? Even though it defied everything I believed in, everything I wanted for myself and the pack. She was human, the enemy…it was wrong.

      “I wanted to speak about me and you,” Reese continued as if she couldn’t sense my intense inner turmoil. “If that’s okay? I know that it’s been a bit problematic, and the last thing I want is to make it all awkward, but...well, I don’t know. I don’t think that we can just continue as we were anymore. What do you think, Dean?”

      After what had happened, and very recently, she was right. Everything had shifted now, nothing would ever be the same again. Not only was it going to make it an issue when the jaguars arrived because both packs had a human mate…well, it made me confront the feelings that I was trying my best to push right down.

      “Yes,” I rasped back while averting my eyes. If I just didn’t look at her then it would be okay. “I think so.”

      “Right. I see, so my presence is the first issue for you, isn’t it? You don’t like me being here.”

      “I don’t think that’s the case. It isn’t anything personal against you as such…”

      “But you don’t mind Kayla?” she asked, demanding more from me than she had ever asked before. “So, it has to be to do with me. I don’t mind if it is personal, but I would just like to know that.”

      I took a seat on the other chair in the room and stared at my feet. How the hell was I going to have this discussion? I didn’t have emotions, never mind discussing them, least of all with the one person who knocked me off kilter.

      “It isn’t you,” I breathed out. “I can assure you of that. I l…like you. You’re a nice person. What you did for me when Jakar was going to banish me was the nicest thing that’s ever been done. And I know that I didn’t deserve it.”

      “You didn’t deserve to be sent away. That’s why I stood up for you. It was the right thing to do…but that isn’t the only reason I did it,” she admitted, with far more honesty and ease than I felt. “I did it because I think you and I could have a connection. I don’t know in what way, but I’m sure there could be something between us if your walls came down just a little bit. You’re blocking me out, and it’s fine, but it means you aren’t giving me a chance to get to know you, to show you who I am, to see if there could even be a friendship. Even during this time where we have spent a lot of time just me and you, we haven’t gotten to know each other one bit. And we do have a lot in common. I am very interested in your scientific mind and your research. I would love to see it all.”

      I hated how her words cut me to the core. No wonder I was an outsider. No wonder the pack didn’t include me in things and Reese didn’t see me as a nice person. Because I hadn’t acted that way. I was horrible.

      “I’m sorry, Reese, I don’t mean to be…that way. This is just…confusing for me.”

      “Why?” She leaned forward in her chair to examine me. It was uncomfortable, almost like she could see right into my soul, but I couldn’t run. I just needed to let her see me if this was going to work. “Why is it confusing?”

      “Because I have done all that I can to prove that our best genetic chance is with the jaguars if we want to continue on. I have fought that, as you have seen. I have tried to fight against the idea of human mates. Humans to me prove to be a risk. If the human race finds out about our existence, then it could be trouble…”

      “But there are humans who know about you, and nothing bad has happened yet.”

      “A few choice humans.” I nodded slowly. “But the more we let in, the higher the risk becomes.”

      A thick silence swam around us. I had to force my eyes off the floor to try and see how she was feeling. She was good at keeping a lot inside, her facial expression was stoic, but she couldn’t hide what was in her eyes. She didn’t yet know what I meant by this and how to digest it. To be fair, I didn’t either.

      “So, you still want to pursue things with the jaguars then? You haven’t changed your mind about that?”

      “The meeting has been set up. There isn’t anything I can do to change that now.”

      “Dean, that isn’t what I asked you. I want to know what your opinion is.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I wasn’t really sure; my head was all over the place. I forced myself to really look at Reese, to think about her presence here in Panthera, to consider what it meant to have her here as well as Kayla, to really examine how I felt about the night she spent with my pack…with everyone but me.

      Logic didn’t come into it. Rationality didn’t matter. Emotions and sensations were everything right now, and all I wanted was her. I rose to my feet and edged closer to her, drinking in her scent once more. The image of the others all over her, inside of her, touching her, tasting her…it sent my head spinning. I could hardly think straight.

      “You haven’t answered me yet, Dean,” Reese rasped, her words thick with lust. “What do you think?”

      All I could think about was her, so I cupped my fingers underneath her chin gently and dipped my mouth towards hers. My lips tingled with need, lust zig zagged through me, and I just wanted to taste her a little bit. Plus, I wanted to gauge Reese’s reaction. She said she thought that we could have a connection, that we could have a friendship, but I knew that she meant more. She wanted more and I did too. Or so I hoped…

      I was good at research, but not relationships. I wanted that to change.

      “What’s happening here?” Reese gasped, her breath tickling all over my mouth. “Are you sure about this?”

      I didn’t need to answer her, not with my words anyway. I could do it with actions. So, I crashed my lips to hers and I kissed her. My first ever kiss and my God it was phenomenal. How could I have lived a life of logic when this was out in the world? Why did I push Reese away the moment she arrived here, when I should have been kissing her all the time? I did feel something, even if I didn’t want to accept it, and it was this.

      As the kiss deepened and her tongue massaged mine, the foundation of my life vanished. I was solely connected to her, nothing else, she was the only thing holding me to the planet. She was my everything.

      As we pulled apart, Reese looked startled but pleasantly surprised. “Why the change of heart?”

      “I don’t know how to answer that, the only thing I can say is you. You have changed me. All of me. My opinions, my thoughts of what is right and wrong, I don’t know how to explain it…”

      She traced her finger down my cheek softly, smiling at me gently as she did. “That’s how I feel about all of you as well. I didn’t expect to come to Panthera and to find people who changed me so much.”

      I breathed out a sigh of relief, safe in the knowledge that we were in this together. All of us.

      “I am sorry if I have hurt you,” I continued, needing to get all of this out. “I never meant that.”

      “No, I know.” She nodded slowly. “I get it. I understand how confusing it is. I’m just glad that we managed to talk about it. Communication is key in all of this, I think. While we’re all getting to understand this, talking is what we need to do. That’s why…well, that’s why I came here to speak to you.”

      “While we’re being honest…” God, was I really going to say this aloud? “You mated with the others?”

      “I did. I enjoyed it, but it wasn’t the complete package. Not without you there.”

      I sucked in a breath, really taking this to heart. She had to mean that, she wasn’t the sort of person to say that if it wasn’t the truth. She missed me. I thought I was a person who was barely noticeable, who blended into the walls, but Reese saw me. She noticed me and she wanted me around. That was brilliant. It made me smile.

      “I would like to be there next time. I think it would be better if we were all together.”

      “Yes, I think so too.” She squeezed my hand softly. “We’re all meant to be together.”

      She really understood it, that was important too. She got the panther mating ways, which was great. She understood it deeply as well, to the pit of her core. She loved it, she wanted to explore it more. Reese was perfect. I gazed into her eyes, knowing that our connection went deeper than like, at least for me. It was a lot more like love. The dangerous sort of free falling love which had a soft, safe landing as well.

      “We will have to talk. All of us, won’t we?” I said quietly. “We need to have communication as a pack.”

      “That would be a good idea. Perhaps today. The sooner, the better. Looking at what Kayla and her pack has, I think that we could get that too.” Her hand rubbed gently over her belly. “All of it.”

      “If we’re going to have it all,” I felt compelled to say. “Then I think it’s best you know about all of our misgivings. I don’t know if the other men will tell you how they feel, but I can. Now that I have started to talk to you, I feel more relaxed with being honest.” I smiled at that revelation. “You need to know what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “Should I be worried?” She giggled awkwardly. “Is there some big secret that I don’t know?”

      “Oh no, nothing like that.” I shook my head hard. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to freak you out. It’s just…well, I’m not the only one who has my misgivings. I’m not the only one with insecurities. I might have my own fair share; I might not feel like I’m good enough, like I’m not fully a member of the pack, but the others do too. Like Garret, with his scars. He has the deep seated belief that he is also not good enough for anyone. That he lost his looks in the war and now no one will ever see him as a full man again.” He never said that to me, but I had a perceptive nature. Being quieter allowed me to understand things that no one else could. “And Trevor thinks that because he has another child, he will not be able to find someone who truly wants him, he will assume that you will grow bored of him. That when you have your own child, you won’t want to be around him, that he is excess to the pack.”

      “Wow, I never would have thought…” Reese panted. Her hand to her chest. “I would never think that way. I can’t believe they think that way. Of course that isn’t the truth. I’m not like that at all…”

      “And then there is Jakar,” I interjected, not quite done yet. “He fears not being in his brother’s position of power, that it makes him less of a man. He wonders if it bothers you, if you would rather it be Javier with you.”

      Reese sucked in a breath and shook her head. “Dean, that isn’t me. That isn’t what I’m like. I have strong feelings for everyone here. I don’t see you in that way, I see you as amazing humans…and animals too, obviously. Not that I have seen any of your four in animal form.”

      “Do you want to fix that?” I jumped in quickly. “I could show you me as a panther.”

      She hesitated for a second, trying to work out if this would change her opinion of me, but then she nodded. “Yes, Dean, I would love that. Thank you very much.”

      It was going to bring us closer, I was sure of it. This was going to be me and Reese spending some real time together. I had been vulnerable, and it was okay. It had worked out just fine. That was a great sign for the future.
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      The insecurities of the guys circled my head as I walked with Dean. I couldn’t believe what I had been told by him. Poor Trevor, of course I wouldn’t make any judgements because he had a child. I loved Sean, I thought that he was doing an amazing job with him. If I was going to mate with Trevor, then it meant taking on Sean as well. I was very happy to do that, I adored that little boy. We had a good connection already.

      Then there was Garret. His scars came from past battles, but I honestly didn’t notice them as we spent time together. He was so handsome, they were a part of him, the limp was nothing to me either. His personality over shadowed anything anyway. I was attracted to that side of him, as much as I was to his looks. I couldn’t believe he felt so terribly about himself. I hoped that during our time together, I could help him get over that.

      Jakar too. Who would have ever thought that he felt that way? He seemed so cool and in control. He had a real power to him. It was a massive shock to know that underneath his macho exterior, there was more. With the others, I knew that there was more. With Dean especially. But with Jakar, it was a shock.

      Dean reached out and interlaced his fingers through mine. He seemed to know exactly what I needed, like he had an extra perceptiveness to his nature. I gripped his fingers tight and smiled happily at him. I was so glad that I’d gone to speak to him today. It was incredible. The anxiety I had had in the pit of my stomach was long gone.

      “We will go to the outskirts of the city,” Dean told me quietly. “And I will shift there. But not for too long because everyone will be awake soon and then we have lots that we need to do.”

      I nodded, knowing that the conversation was going to change things, hopefully for the better. With the whole pack together, with me, it was going to be perfect. Even more perfect than the last time. With Dean giving up the idea of mating with the jaguars, or at least pushing it to the side for the time being, they would all have something to agree on at last. The meeting would still have to happen if they were on the way, but that would end in a different way and we could all go on with our happily ever after…or so I hoped anyway.

      “Right, here.” Dean nodded sharply. “This will do. If you’re still comfortable with that.”

      I nodded, unable to speak. I’d seen a panther shift before, but none of the guys that I was mating with. It just hadn’t yet happened. I wasn’t sure if they had done that on purpose because they thought I might be afraid of them, but I didn’t think I would. I was nervous and excited to see who Dean would become.

      He looked at me intently for a few moments, before he began to shudder. Instantly, he changed. Not fully, but the shape of his body, his angles weren’t quite the same. I watched in awe, breathless and happy, while Dean trembled and bolted forwards, falling onto his hands and knees, dark black fur sprouting from him as he did. He was like a contortionist, a circus performer, but with a real graceful beauty. I was mesmerized by how gorgeous he looked as he changed, how much I wanted to reach out and touch him, to feel him now.

      Once he was fully panther, we stared at one another. In his eyes, I could still see the very serious Dean whom I knew well, and was starting to get to understand a lot better, but his body was beastly. Beautifully monstrous. He was stunning. My heart balled up in my throat, hot tears burning behind my eyes as I fell for him all over again.

      Dean took a tentative step towards me, the question in his eyes, and he nudged my hand gently with his soft wet nose. I gasped as I brushed my hand over his fur, loving the silky way that he felt. I ran my hand down towards his back and even wrapped my arms around his neck, hugging him. A moan flew passed my lips as I held him.

      It was a wonderful, beautiful moment, that imprinted deeply on me. I knew that this was something which would last in my memory forever. I would never forget how Dean, as a panther, felt in my arms.

      Eventually, voices burst into the background. I wasn’t sure why, but I knew that Dean wanted to be back in human form before anyone saw him, so with huge regret I stepped away from him and allowed him to change. I watched him return to human form. For some reason, this felt more like a private matter. But the whole process was just as beautiful. Dean in human form was just as wonderfully amazing. I adored his face, his body, his smile, everything about him was just incredible. My heart raced faster, my mouth ran bone dry, and I felt flutters all over me. For Dean, and for the rest of the pack. All of them meant everything to me.

      I love him, I thought to myself, not really in shock. I love all of them, I’m sure of it. I’m head over heels in love.

      That was scary, I was going to need a lot of courage to get through telling all of them that. Even if they felt the same way about me, it was going to terrify me to get it all out there. I suppose I was not used to being vulnerable, and I was going to have to be very vulnerable and raw at that moment.

      “Shall we go?” Dean asked me with a caution to his tone. “Find the others? It seems like the city is stirring now.”

      “Yes.” As he reached out his hand to me, I took it willingly. “Let’s do it. Let’s get this done.”

      I felt all messy as we walked through the city towards where the other guys would be. I wondered how they’d feel to see me like this with Dean. Would they view him as the missing puzzle piece, finally bringing us all together, and making us whole like I did? Or were there still underlying problems that needed addressing first? Who knew?

      It didn’t take me long to find out, because Jakar was on my door step, glancing around like he was looking for me. As his eyes spotted me, his face lit up, but then it furrowed in confusion as he spotted were my hand was. That was the moment that the nerves full took over and my brain became a fuzzy mess.

      “Uh oh,” I murmured to Dean. “Is it me, or does Jakar look mad?”

      “I don’t think he’s angry. I think he’s just trying to figure out what he missed.”

      Jakar called out Garret and Trevor’s names, and soon they joined him outside too. Immediately, Garret grinned in his happy, easy going way. I should have known that he’d be easy to win over, and to be honest, Trevor didn’t look too mad either. I hoped and prayed they would be able to persuade Jakar to be happy too.

      “Hello,” I said quietly, warily, as we reached the rest of the pack. “I…went to find Dean.”

      “Hmm,” Jakar shot back. “And it seems like you found him.”

      “Yes, I did, and we had a long talk about everything that has happened between us. All of us. He has…”

      “I’ve realized the error of my ways,” Dean jumped in, taking the reins for me, thank goodness because I wasn’t totally sure what I wanted to say here, nor how to explain it. “I was wrong, about many things. About refusing to have humans here and going to the jaguars. I was only trying to do what was right for the pack and what would be best for our genetics, like all of my research shows.” His eyes flickered to the ground. “And I think that I started to push harder for that when Reese turned up because I didn’t want to admit the truth. That she was making me see things differently and doubt all of my own decisions. I’ve had feelings for her for a long time, and that scared me because I’ve held onto the notion that it isn’t right. But who’s to say what’s ‘right’? There are no rules for this.” Finally, he began to look at everyone in turn. “I know that you have all fallen for her too. So, I would like…if it’s okay with you guys, I would like it if we could start afresh and really find a way to make this work.”

      Garret nodded instantly and Trevor had a smile on his face. Both guys were in agreement, knowing that this was the best way for all of us. For them to be a pack, for us to all be in this together, it was safest and happiest. But Jakar had a funny look on his face. He looked like he didn’t quite know what he wanted to do.

      “Dean has treated you badly in the past. I’m not ready to forget that. And he’s brought the jaguars to us, knowing that we don’t want to go down that road, knowing that we might end up in danger, because of his research.”

      “I have just explained all of that to you,” Dean tried, but all it took was one firm of Jakar’s head to silence him.

      “I just want to be sure this is the way for all of us to be happy, that’s all.”

      I nodded at him enthusiastically, sensing that sentiment was directed more at me than anyone else. “I will be so much happier if we’re all together. I know this is the only way for it to truly work. You might assume that I don’t fully understand the panther customs, but I’m getting there. I understand more every day.”

      Jakar kept his eyes fixed on mine for a few moments. I could tell that he was trying to understand just how serious I was about this. I kept his gaze, smiling at him the whole time, with my fingers interlocked with Dean’s. He wasn’t going to be excluded anymore. He wasn’t going to be left out. He was an integral part of the pack and soon the others would see that. They would feel exactly the way I felt when he wasn’t around.

      “I want to stay,” I finally admitted quietly. “Forever. I don’t want to leave. I feel like…like this is my home now, and I don’t want to go. I won’t ever be as happy as I am here…if you’ll all have me, that is.”

      “It means you’ll have to be here to face the jaguars when they come,” Jakar warned.

      “I know that, but I want to help you with it. Whatever comes your way, I want to be a part of it.”

      “It’ll be dangerous. We will have to keep you hidden because we don’t know how they’ll react to you being here.”

      “But I would rather stand behind you and help,” I offered, but Jakar wasn’t having any of it.

      “The only way you can help is by keeping yourself safe. We don’t all want to be worried about you on top of everything else. This could result in a real nightmare. There are no guarantees.”

      I had to squash the leader in me, the person who always thought that she knew best. I needed to do what they wanted, even if it didn’t feel right. This was their world, and I was still learning my place in it.

      “Yes,” Dean finally agreed with him quietly. “Jakar is right. I don’t think that the jaguars will take the news well. They aren’t exactly known for living harmoniously with humans. When I went to them, I convinced myself that over time they might have changed, their lives and views might be different now, and since they’re all over the world, they may live differently in each pack…but now I’m worried about what I have unleashed. I’m afraid for you, Reese.” His head hung low, I could see the sadness rolling off him. “I should never have acted on my research, I should have listened to what everyone else was trying to tell me, and now…now there is you. There’s Kayla with the baby. She must hate my guts right now as well. I’ve caused chaos.”

      “Hey, Dean.” Surprisingly, it was Jakar to rest his hand reassuringly on his shoulder. “All we need to do is get through this meeting. There isn’t any point in worrying about which way it will go yet. We don’t have any idea, do we? I have been strong in voicing my opinions about it, but that doesn’t make me right.”

      The softness to his tone, the kind way that he had turned his attitude around to protect Dean and to make him feel better was lovely. He was allowing that sweet side of him to come out and I really liked seeing it. It made me even more attracted to him, to know that he had a kind heart under that masculine exterior.

      “We will be okay, we will face this together and survive it.”

      Dean nodded, seemingly accepting that explanation. “Okay, but I would feel much better if I knew where we were going to hide Reese. Do we have a plan for that yet? Do we know where Kayla will be?”

      I spotted what Dean was telling me about for just a split second. A dark shadow crossed Jakar’s face, like he wasn’t impressed about Dean referring to Javier’s plan, like it could be better than his. There was a tad of insecurity there, which was so strange. I wanted to help him as much as I could.

      “I can be there,” I insisted. “I will be fine. I don’t want you all to worry so much.”

      “Don’t let curiosity kill you,” Garret announced with a smirk. “The jaguars aren’t worth it. They’re boring. Nowhere near as cool as us. You won’t be impressed at all.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at his remark. Despite everything that was going on, Garret had a way to relax me. “Yeah, I’m sure you’re right. They can’t be anything like the panthers, I just…I don’t know, I would feel better being there so I can see what’s happening. I’m not good at waiting patiently for things to happen.”

      “Yeah, I can believe that! I think the term for it is ‘control freak’.”

      A clever retort played on my lips, I was more than ready to engage in a bit of banter with Garret to take my mind off of everything, but before it could come out, a strange howling sound seemed to fill the whole city. It wasn’t the sound of a panther; that I would have immediately recognized. It was a noise that chilled me to the bone.

      “Is that…?” I whispered instead. I couldn’t finish the last word, I was too scared to say it. If I said ‘jaguars’ aloud then it would become much more real. Which wouldn’t be good since I definitely wasn’t in hiding yet.

      “Fucking hell,” Jakar groaned. “They’re early. That’s such a typical bullshit move. Proving dominance by turning up before they are supposed to. Trying to show us that they control everything. This is bad form. Already a bad start.”

      I shimmied closer to Dean, needing some comfort from someone. If things were bad already, then chances were they were only going to get worse. I had just decided to stay here, to forgo my life in New York to be with the panthers, and now we were about to dive head first into a war. One that we might not be able to win. If there really were as many jaguars as Dean suggested, all over the world, and the panthers were at risk of dying out then this could be the end. My life had only just begun, and it was going to be over already.

      “What do we do?” I whispered fearfully. “If they’re here already, what can we do next? How can I hide?”

      The guys all looked at one another, searching for answers which no one had to give. My chest tightened, I couldn’t seem to get enough air into my lungs however hard I tried, and I was more fearful than I’d ever been before. I had lived a life ruling the roost, being in control, but that was because I always understood what I was up against. Now, with the animal shifters, I couldn’t ever be sure.

      “I guess we can’t,” Jakar finally announced with resentment lacing his tone. “Not now. If they’ve come early, then they probably already know about you and Kayla, which is why they want to be in control.” His eyes burned into me. “You’re going to have to trust us, and I mean really trust us. Because you’re going to have to come to face the jaguars with us. We will take care of you. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I nodded, not even needing to think about it. I already trusted them all, I knew they wouldn’t let any harm come to me…if they could help it. If they were stronger and not completely out numbered.

      It seemed like I was going to meet the jaguars after all. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be the last thing I saw before my life was taken from me…
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      This was it, the moment that we had all been waiting for…even if we didn’t really want it to happen. The jaguars had descended upon us and life as we knew it was going to change. Probably not for the better.

      “I will stand at the front at all times,” I commanded, using a fiercer tone that I needed to. “I’m sure Javier will be doing the same with his pack. So, you will be behind me, surrounding Reese, ensuring her protection.”

      “What about Sean?” Trevor asked with a tremor in his voice. “I shouldn’t bring him, should I? No good can come from him being there. It isn’t the sort of place for a child to be. I’m right, aren’t I?”

      As he glanced at everyone in turn, his desperation was obvious. “No, your child isn’t to come. Make sure that he is safe while I find Javier. Then come back to us so we can make a united front as we stand in front of the jaguars.”

      “Are we going in human form, or as panthers?” he asked, just as he was about to escape through the door.

      “It’s clear they are jaguars right now. It only seems right for us to greet them the same way.”

      I stared at Reese, trying to see if this was something that suited her. She hadn’t yet seen any of us transformed, none of us were sure that she was ready for it yet, but our hands had been forced. She nodded sharply, accepting this easier than I thought she would. Probably because she knew that we didn’t have any choice. I hoped she could handle it. I didn’t think anything would put her off now, but it was still a little scary. She was a big part of us now, a massive part of our pack, and I wasn’t sure that any of us could handle losing her. Least of all me.

      It was then time for us to separate for the time being. We had our missions to complete before we faced our enemy…well, potential enemy, I didn’t want to make a snap judgement that could make it awkward before we even spoke. I absolutely had to see where Javier’s head was at, and how he was going to protect Kayla.

      “Make sure you watch Reese,” I warned Garret and Dean before I raced out the door. “I know it’s unlikely they will come in here before we meet with them at the entrance, but we need to be safe.”

      They nodded. She meant as much to them as she did to me, which was the only reason I could leave her. I put my head down and tore off, only stopping when I slammed into another body.

      “Oof, Javier,” I cried out as I spotted who I’d banged against. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

      “Looking for you!” he yelled. “Did you hear that howl? The jaguars are here. Already. We aren’t ready.”

      “We’re going to have to be ready. We don’t have any choice. We’re going to have to face them and get this sorted.” Javier nodded, accepting my suggestion fully. “We should face them as panthers as well.”

      “Sure, yes, I agree with that. And we’re obviously going to have to take the girls with us too.”

      I breathed out a sigh of relief as it seemed like we were both on the same page. I was the alpha of my pack, but Javier led all of us, so his opinion would overrule mine if it came down to it. But it didn’t matter. With this one, we were all good. We barely had enough time for arguing, so thankfully we didn’t need to suffer through it.

      “Yes, keep them behind us so the jaguars can’t get anywhere near them,” I insisted.

      “Of course. I can’t let them anywhere near Kayla. Not with the baby so close to arriving.”

      This was shit. Such bad timing. I did get what Dean was up to, I understood his reasoning even if I didn’t much like it, but despite all the forgiveness, I was annoyed that this was happening. That we had to face this. We shouldn’t be in this situation, but we were now, so I guess all that we could do was get it over and done with.

      After we got this done, we could focus on the future. We could concentrate on forgiving Dean properly and learning to trust him again. We could sort things out and work out how to love Reese properly, in the way that she deserved. She was an amazing person who deserved everything, the very best, and I wanted that for her.

      “So, you go and get your guys together.” Javier nodded at me. “And I will get mine. We will shift and head towards the tunnel to greet our…guests.” He rolled his eyes. “Try and survive this without anyone being killed.”

      I didn’t want anyone to die. I didn’t want to lose any of the panthers, and I would prefer it if no jaguars lost their lives either. Any death could lead to a war and rationality suggested it was one we couldn’t win. Their high numbers were just too much for us. We wouldn’t be able to overcome that.

      “Don’t worry, Jakar.” Javier rested his hand on my shoulder to reassure me. “We all have each other’s backs. I can see that you’re thinking about how this might explode, but we will do everything we can to make sure that doesn’t happen. We will keep this peaceful if we can. Just don’t rise to anything they throw at us.”

      That was easier said than done, Javier knew that, but I would do my best. I hadn’t ever been in such a stressful, high pressure situation before, but if I could hold it together through that, then I could do anything.

      “Let’s do this.” I nodded. “Survive it. All of us.”

      I headed back to the pack to find Garret and Dean with their arms around Reese. The pain shone off them; they didn’t want to find their mate, only to immediately lose her. It wasn’t right. I stood up straighter, jutting out my chin, determined to be leader they needed me to be. I would be strong, stronger than Javier if I needed to be.

      Trevor burst through the door not far behind me and he nodded determinedly. “Okay, it’s time.”

      We stepped outside before starting the process of shifting into our panther forms. I sent a little prayer up into the skies, hoping that Reese could hack it. Dean went first, surprising me with his confidence, and I watched intently as Reese smiled knowingly at him, as if she had already seen him like this…

      Then Trevor went. His fur had always been a slightly lighter shade than the rest of us which made him stand out…but his intense speed was off the scale, unlike anything I’d ever seen before, so it made no difference to him. As Garret split from his skin and changed, his scar lessened. With four legs, his limp was also far less obvious. Because of that, I knew he was far more comfortable in his animal form. I had a feeling that he’d soon become just as comfortable as a human because he was an awesome person…despite his annoying tendency for pranks.

      Then it was my turn. I locked eyes with Reese for the last time before I exploded free from the constraints of my human form and I twisted and jilted into my beast mode. My vision shifted, noticed different things, my sense of smell intensified, and my already incredible hearing deepened as well. The jaguars were getting restless out there, their anger was building. We needed to go and greet them soon before it turned unnecessarily sour.

      I took a tentative step towards Reese first of all, needing to confirm that she was okay, and she reached out without hesitation to rub my nose. Her human skin felt incredible against my fur. My eyes slid closed and I nestled against her, loving her for just a moment. The tenderness of her caressing me lured the other guys in and she giggled as she caressed us all. There was a sweet pleasure on her expression as she brushed over us all. It made me think that we should have revealed ourselves sooner. We should have trusted her enough to know that she would be fine.

      I wanted to remain here with her, I wanted her to stroke us all damn day long, but unfortunately, we had to suffer through this meeting first. We had to get the damn jaguars out of here before we could have a good time.

      I fixed my eyes on the other guys, letting them know that the time had come, then we all walked towards the entrance of Panthera where the tunnel from the ancient ruins met the city, and we waited. Javier and his pack were already there, with Kayla and her rounded belly  standing behind them. Without me even needing to command it, my pack did the same thing. Surrounding Reese, making her the center.

      Javier nodded at me. It was up to me and him to go out, and to bring the jaguars in. As we padded through the tunnel, I hoped and prayed that we weren’t about to be ambushed. Without the alphas I didn’t know what the pack would do. I wasn’t sure they’d be able to protect the women if we weren’t there.

      I was shocked to see a large pack of jaguars outside, prowling around, their yellow spotty fur glowing in the sun shine along with their teeth. They made sure their teeth were bared so we knew what we were up against, as if we weren’t already aware. If they wanted to tear us to shreds, they absolutely could.

      Javier and I stood strong, making our position known. It didn’t matter if we knew they could kill us without trying, we had to make a show of power, to let them think we had it all under control. And that was how we remained for far too long, in this strange stand off where none of us wanted to make the first move. I counted eight jaguars in sight. Eight that were showing themselves and probably a lot more hiding, just in case.

      Anticipation filled the atmosphere, it surrounded us all. I could barely stand it any longer. I kept darting my eyes towards Javier to get some guidance from him, but he seemed all consumed by determination to keep staring these assholes down. If one of us didn’t shift to human first, then there was only one other way it could go, and that would be a throat torn out. I wasn’t going to have that, so even without Javier’s permission, I took charge and I just did it. I had people in there that I needed to defend, and no pride would get in the way of that.

      I rose up tall and stood proudly in front of the jaguars, letting them know that while they thought they were in control, they most definitely weren’t. This was our territory and I wasn’t afraid to stand up high.

      It took a while. Actually, it was an uncomfortably long time before one of the jaguars shifted back too. I could tell it was a power play. They wanted us on edge before they made their move. My eyes rose up, and I was half expecting the guy who had to be one of the leaders, if not the one in charge, to be bigger than me, but he wasn’t. I had a good inch on the guy. I wondered if that meant we were bigger in general…that could help us.

      “We’re here,” the guy drawled at me in a slightly husky, gravelly tone. “We want to come inside.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and narrowed my eyes at him. “There are innocent people in our city. People who don’t deserve any violence. I want to be certain you aren’t about to create danger here.”

      He took a giant stride, closing the gap between us, getting right up in my personal space. My breaths became ragged but not with fear, more annoyance that he thought it okay to try and intimidate me.

      “You came to us, remember? You sent one of your lackeys to invite us here.”

      I pursed my lips together, refusing to let them know that Dean wasn’t sent. That was show unrest and weakness. Instead, I nodded sharply and glanced at Javier, needing some guidance from him. He seemed to sigh before he shifted too, becoming his human form. The jaguars took lead from that and shifted too, becoming a bunch of guys standing with their fists balled up by their sides. All of them were smaller than us and lighter too. Skin and hair. I really felt like we were the more impressive specimens. They had to be a little intimidated.

      “I think we should exchange names,” I barked in irritation. “Then we know how to communicate.”

      “The only name you need is mine,” the leader snarled. “I am the only one you will be speaking to. I am Benji.”

      “So, why did you bring so many people with you? Couldn’t face us alone?”

      He tossed his head back and laughed. “I could face you by myself easily. These people just wanted to see this place for themselves. See what a hot mess the panthers are, if they live up to reputation.”

      “Reputation?” My temper was burning, my blood boiling hot. How dare these fuckers come here and try to insult us? Who the fuck did they think they were? Rationality would fly out the window in a moment…”

      “We are Javier and Jakar. Let us go into Panthera,” Javier declared coolly, putting an end to the fire before it could really ignite and set flames alight, burning Panthera down to the ground. “Then this meeting can go underway.”

      He walked with purpose in every step and I followed closely behind. The jaguars remained close to one another, refusing to break from their pack, and they followed us inside. Taking them willingly into our home felt wrong. There was an intense vulnerability that didn’t sit right. I didn’t like how exposed we were.

      “This is your home?” the leader, Benji, snarled mockingly. “This is a shit hole. How do you live here?”

      His friends all laughed like hyenas, sounding like a bunch of idiots. My top lip curled up in anger, and it was really hard for me to keep myself in check. I was going to lose my head in a moment and do something crazy. Someone was going to get smacked in the face which would be followed by death eventually for sure.

      “You live in poverty,” Benji continued. “Don’t you want more for yourself? I know you’re the anomalies and you should be locked away in the middle of nowhere like freaks, but this is ridiculous.”

      “I don’t think we’re here to discuss our home with you all,” I snapped. “So, your opinion is invalid.”

      “Yeah, well that’s probably for the best because I have a lot more opinions about this hell hole. But let’s just push that aside for the moment. Let’s talk about you guys instead. Well, the few of you there are left.”

      The smirk on his face let me know that he was more than aware of what was going on here. Benji may well have known about the women leaving for a long time, or perhaps Dean told him, but either way, it was going to be used against us. He probably loved the idea that the panthers were struggling to carry on.

      “You know that is what you’re here for,” Javier replied, his tone calm as he could make it. “So, let’s talk…”

      “Wait, before we talk, I want to get to know the rest of our greeting party. Only, they’re all in panther form. Any way you can make them shift so we can get to know one another properly? Or don’t they follow your command?”

      Unfortunately, I made a snap   and I span around and gave the guys knowing eyes, falling right into Benji’s plan. They shifted on my command because I demanded it of them, but as my eyes met Javier’s and I realized that he hadn’t done the same thing, I knew I’d done wrong. I caved to what he wanted me to do.

      “So, you are the panthers?” Benji ran his eyes critically over all my guys. “Yeah, you do live up to reputation. You’re all ugly bastards and shit as hell. No wonder all your women left you…but what is that I see? There are females here, and one of them is pregnant.” He made a big deal of sniffing the air. “And they are human…what the fuck are humans doing here? Clearly, they know our secret since you’ve been panthers in front of us, which puts us in a brand new position. Now, we need to work out how we’re going to kill these women before they head out there and spill our secrets to the world.”

      My guys and Javier’s jaguars surrounded their mates protectively. I wasn’t sure if this was supposed to be some kind of sick joke or not, but it riled up an ugly green and red burst of emotions inside of me.

      “Don’t you dare speak about things you don’t understand…”

      “Jakar.” Javier rested a warning hand on my shoulder. “Benji, I think it’s time for us to have this meeting, don’t you?” I couldn’t understand how he was being so cool and collected. “There is no need for us to discuss anything else. Unless…the meeting isn’t what you’re here for?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reese

          

        

      

    

    
      The way that this Benji looked at me chilled me to the bone. He might have said his death threats with a smirk playing on his lips, but it was immediately obvious to me that he wouldn’t hesitate to tear my head off. That man came here for death and I didn’t think it would matter who he destroyed to sate his blood lust.

      “We will come,” Benji finally drawled and nodded. “We will come and have this meeting with you. That’s why we made the journey all the way here after all. It wasn’t to stand and look at you. While we’re in this meeting, I expect you to come up with some answers as to why you thought it appropriate to bring humans into this place.”

      The fear in the pit of my stomach was ice cold. It sat heavy and thick, making it hard for me to move. It took Dean putting his arm around me to guide me in the right direction for me to move. Thank goodness the guys in my pack shifted. It meant they could really surround me and comfort me as we walked. I looked backwards to see Kayla’s pack shifting too so they could do the same thing in this meeting. She needed even more protection than I did with the baby growing inside of her. We needed to make sure that her and the future of the panthers remained okay.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Trevor whispered into my ear. “You don’t need to worry. We got this.”

      “Yeah, you know us.” Garret pinched my hip playfully. “We kick ass. Don’t you forget that.”

      I tried to force a smile up on my face, but I couldn’t quite make it happen. The muscles in my face ached far too much. Stress ricocheted through me, causing sickness to swirl painfully. I knew that this day was going to be scary, that this meeting was going to be a nightmare, but I didn’t quite expect it to feel like this. I wanted my inner strength which got me through so much, but it had evaded me. Perhaps it was a good idea for me to be at the back rather than next to Jakar. I wasn’t sure that I would be able to protect him for a second. I was a mess!

      We took opposite ends of the meeting hall. The jaguars all gathered around Benji, who appeared to be the only one with any power, and we all stood at the other side. Javier and Jakar were in front of us, with my guys surrounding me protectively, and Kayla’s all around her. A Ttension that could have been cut with a knife surrounded us, and it was actually quite difficult to breathe through it. I felt a little dizzy. I wanted to sit, but right at the back where I couldn’t be seen. Thankfully, I had Garret to lean into who was strong enough to keep me up.

      “Do we have to have the humans in here?” Benji curled up his face in disgust. “They stink.”

      “You will not come in here and insult our guests,” Javier insisted. “You are here in Panthera. You will treat the people who are already living in this city with respect while you’re here. Just like we would do for you.”

      “Not that we would ever invite you!” Benji howled back. “And did you just say that the humans live here? Why the fuck are you idiots treating them as equal? I know you are low down on the pecking order, perhaps even right at the bottom, but even I wouldn’t put you as low as the humans. They are dirt.”

      “What did I just say?” Javier’s hands banged on the table. “It isn’t your business if there are humans here…”

      “Ah, but it is. Because as history shows us, we are the ones in control of you. We are the ones in charge because you are simply a sub species of the jaguars. A bit of DNA gone wrong. A string of us that shouldn’t exist.”

      That was such a horrible thing to say, and surely not the truth. The jaguars didn’t look anywhere near as impressive as the panthers. They looked like the incorrect DNA string. I so wanted to yell that out, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t have been able to open my mouth even if I thought it would be a good idea to speak.

      “So, if we tell you that you can’t have humans here, then you should hand them over to us and allow us to kill them in any way we choose.” He leaned back in his chair and ran his eyes hungrily up and down me, making me shudder. “I think I will start eating their feet and working the way up to their heads, so they die slowly.” He laughed evilly. “But don’t worry, I will let you have the corpse of your offspring. I’m not that cruel.”

      Javier rose to his feet, losing his cool for just a moment as a quiet sob exploded from Kayla. I snapped my head towards her wishing that I could reach out and hold her to make her feel so much better. But I wasn’t allowed to move from this spot. Plus, she had Eben holding her tight anyway, soaking up her tears.

      “If you have come here to cause issues, then I suggest you leave right away,” Jakar bit out through gritted teeth. “We don’t want that. We haven’t ever caused you any issues, so there is no fight here.”

      “No fight because you know there isn’t any way you could win, sure.” Benji’s eyes rolled. “But I suppose you have been good in a way. While you’re locked away here in your disgusting little city, we don’t hear anything from you which is great. We’d rather not have to think about your existence. The only thing you have really done is mate with these disgusting beings who shouldn’t know about us. You did that without our consultation and permission, and it could have gone horribly wrong. War could have been ignited and we wouldn’t have been prepared.”

      “We aren’t stupid, Benji,” Javier insisted. “We know what we’re doing. We don’t want to ignite anything.”

      “Sometimes things happen without us really intending to. You should be aware of that. If you can’t be, then we’re going to have to make sure you aren’t able to put us all at risk again.”

      The threat wasn’t even thinly veiled. Benji was going to kill every single one of us if Jakar or Javier put one foot wrong. He was on the edge of his seat, just waiting for it, and they were close to snapping already. As I glanced my eyes over to Kayla, I noticed Damien, Tyler, and Eben stepping forwards as if they were going to attack at any moment. Every single word that Benji spoke was irritating them more and more. I was sitting in a pressure cooker and any moment it was going to blow up, leaving all of us in flames.

      I sucked in a breath, trying to find the right words to make this okay again. Everyone else was emotional and all worked up, so I needed to find the right phrase to calm this all down. The words were there, they had to be, I just needed to scan my brain to find them. And soon. Everyone’s lives were at risk here…

      “Don’t,” Dean whispered, stopping me from moving or doing anything stupid. “Stop.”

      I could see it in his eyes, he knew these people better than any of us, having spent extra time with them, so if he was telling me not to speak then it was the right thing I could do. So, to stop myself I did the first thing I could think of and I close my eyes to lose myself back in the happy moment I shared with the panthers before. When they all shifted to show me their true selves and I got to stroke them all. As I touched them, I could feel the true essence of their spirit coming through. I knew them more than I had ever before. I sensed them deeper, felt sides of them that they didn’t let out easily. It made me more convinced that this meeting was meant to be and there wasn’t anywhere else in the world I needed to be. My life was always meant to bring me right here.

      God, they were beautiful. Seeing Dean as his beast was one thing, but all of them affected me deeply in a way that I wasn’t expecting. It stirred a new feeling in me that I didn’t know existed. I didn’t really have a word for it; it was a warm, glowing sensation that completely filled me up, giving me the sensation of safety and happiness.

      I needed us to get through this so I could have that feeling again.

      “While you are here,” Jakar finally said in a level headed tone which surprised me. I didn’t expect him to be able to remain calm. “We need to broker peace. I don’t think there needs to be this tension between us.”

      “I thought you brought us here because you want us to sacrifice some of our women to you for you to mate with. One of you, the nerdy science one, said that we were your best chance at surviving. Of course, he didn’t tell us that you were fuckin around with humans because we might not have been so willing to see you.”

      “Right, well as you can see that isn’t something we need. We are fine, thank you…”

      “I’m sorry.” Dean broke ranks and stepped forward, causing me to suck in a deep breath. The whole room fell back into an uncomfortable silence as we tried to see what the hell he was doing. “I misled you when I came to see you. Not intentionally, of course, I would never do that. I just didn’t see…”

      “So, we aren’t your biological best chance of survival? You wouldn’t do better mating with jaguars?”

      “Well, technically yes,” Dean nodded, unable to lie even under pressure. “You would be our best chance. Biologically, we are more similar to you than humans, so it would be easier…”

      “Of course we are biologically better. Like I said before, you are a DNA string.”

      “Right, okay, well, I don’t…I don’t know about that,” poor Dean stammered back awkwardly.

      “Yes, that’s exactly it. The shifter gene could die out if you mate with humans. There is less chance of the child being born with it. History has taught us that, science has taught us that, why don’t you want to learn?”

      Fear clutched in my chest. If that was the case then it wasn’t the best idea for me and Kayla to be here. As much as we loved the shifters and they loved us, it wouldn’t be the best thing for the race, and that was what we needed to focus on the most. This generation of panthers had a responsibility to their future in which feelings would have to take a back seat. I stared at Kayla, but her eyes were on the floor, like she couldn’t bear to look at anyone.

      “That isn’t what history and science has taught us actually,” Dean replied, much quieter this time. “It’s just what we have always been told. It’s been passed down through generations in stories. That doesn’t make it the case. My research has shown that the shifter gene is a dominant one, and it will be passed down…”

      “So, why did you come to us and ask to mate with us then? There must have been a reason.”

      “He has already explained,” Jakar jumped into save Dean from the uncomfortable question. “He thought that you were going to be our best biological chance, but now he knows differently. Or he feels differently anyway. Whether you might be the best scientific chance or not, humans work wonderfully as mates as well, as we have proven.”

      I half smiled at Jakar, admiring his leadership skills. I wasn’t sure why he had any insecurities when it came to Javier. He had a serious commanding power. That was what I noticed in him right away, as soon as I entered this area. I couldn’t even recall Javier to be honest when I thought back. It was just Jakar.

      “So, unless you think that we can broker an agreement of peace, I don’t think we have anything else to discuss.”

      “We’re just pushing the idea of mating far behind us then?” Benji frowned. “It isn’t even a possibility? Because I haven’t come here just to give you my opinions. I have come to discuss terms with you.”

      I watched Jakar and Javier exchange a look. Logically, it was obviously the best thing for them to at least hear Benji out, however much of an asshole he was, just to see what they had in mind. Behind all the berating it appeared that Benji might want the panthers to remain alive after all, and if he wanted to protect the species then they had some common ground. Maybe things wouldn’t always work out with a human mate, now or into the future, but in my opinion it was better for them to see what was out there. A backup plan was always wise.

      “We will listen to what you have to say,” Javier finally announced, much to my relief. “If you are going to be respectful. There are many occasions today in which you haven’t been respectful, and I don’t appreciate it.”

      Benji rolled his eyes and snorted.  “The panthers want respect. I see.”

      “Yes, we do. We have not done a single thing to disrespect you…”

      “Aside from having humans here, one with a baby growing in her stomach…”

      “We haven’t done anything to directly target and upset you, and I want the same treatment back.”

      The ice cold silence from the other end of the table lasted for far too long, I could hardly stand it. I suddenly realized that I was shaking all over, trembling and bouncing on my toes like a race dog ready to run on the whistle. This whole meeting had been too full of tension, which I couldn’t stand when I couldn’t control it. All the meetings I had ever been a part of in New York went far smoother than this because I wouldn’t stand for it…

      But that was the old Reese Keen. Another version of me had been born here, and I needed to get used to her.

      Everyone around me had their eyes fixed forwards, still as statues while they waited for the next words to come out of Benji’s stupid, arrogant mouth. I really freaking hoped they weren’t more bullshit, or the tension would be shattered in all the wrong ways.

      “We will offer you some of our women to mate with,” Benji finally announced in a more serious tone than he’d used before. “We have already hand picked some for you.” There was a chuckle from behind Benji which made me narrow my eyes. This meant they’d picked out the women they’d rejected, it was completely obvious. “We have them ready to bring over here…although you might need to clean it up a bit. They are used to the finer things…”

      “I thought you were going to be respectful,” Jakar reminded him.

      “Right.” Benji held up his hands in a surrendering gesture. “Of course. So, we will give you some of our women to ensure that your race doesn’t survive, which will bring with it the peace that you so desperately crave.”

      “The two come hand in hand, do they? We can’t have the peace without the mating?”

      Benji chose to completely ignore Jakar’s question which I guess answered it for him. “We will even sign an agreement to that effect, insuring that peace is always the case, making a better future for all of us.”

      “There is a catch.” Jakar folded his arms across his chest. “So, why don’t you just spill it.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a catch exactly. Just a little bit from you so that we’re both getting something from the deal. It certainly wouldn’t be fair if only you were benefitting from it.” His smirk turned into a beaming smile. He knew that he had the panthers caught in a corner, so it was clear that what he would ask next would be horrific. I couldn’t even bear to imagine what it might be. “Are we in agreement about that?”

      “We aren’t going to agree to anything until we know what we’re agreeing to.”

      Dean, Garret, and Trevor made agreeable noises to support their alpha. I was on his side too. Benji was trying his best to manipulate something, but he’d misjudged the panthers. There were smarter than him.

      “Okay, of course, sorry you must forgive my language. I only meant, do you agree that we should both benefit?”

      “I suppose so.” Jakar had a scowl in his voice as he said that. I didn’t even need to see his expression.

      “Right, good. So, we’re on the same page at last…”

      “Ah, ah, Benji, I didn’t say that we’re on the same page yet, I just agreed to hear you out.”

      More silence. What was it with these jaguars and their freaking silence? It was so annoying. They got something from it, for sure. I wondered if all their meetings took forever because no one wanted to speak. Honestly, it was a wonder why they weren’t the ones dying out. Just sitting around a conference table looking at one another, intimidating each other with their stupid stares.

      “The jaguars will need you to sign your own agreement on the peace treaty. Offering up your loyalty and giving us control of your race. Forever.”
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      “Control of the race?” I snapped as Garret, Dean, and Trevor all made angry noises behind me. “That would never happen. Why the hell would we let you control us? You have nothing to do with us. Nothing at all.”

      “You are a string of our DNA. You are an anomaly…”

      “You keep saying that, Benji, but you’re saying it without proof to back that up. Just because you have always been told that we are a part of you, doesn’t make it the truth. We are not a part of you, so we will not give up control.”

      “I think that you should take some time to discuss this. This is a good offer. You just need to think about it.”

      Javier grabbed my arm and pulled me back a little. I didn’t want to go with him, it wasn’t to be discussed, I already knew what my answer would be…I didn’t intend to give up any power and I was pretty sure that my brother wasn’t going to either, so why was he making a big show of talking about it like we cared?

      “What are you doing?” I hissed angrily. “Let’s just get these fuckers out of here.”

      “I don’t like what he said either, but we don’t lead in that way. We need to give everyone a chance to voice their opinions and you know it. Plus, if we don’t at least discuss it, we could face some issues.”

      “Benji has you rattled, doesn’t he?” I snapped, not even caring if that asshole could hear me now with his super sonic hearing. “Is it because he threatened Kayla? Because we aren’t going to let that happen.”

      “I know, I know. I won’t let anything happen either. I’m just…conscientious that there are a lot of jaguars out there in the world and now they know where we are. I don’t want to invite a war.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, even though I did actually agree with that sentiment. “Okay, so let’s ask everyone.”

      “I don’t want this,” Dean snapped up first of all, clearly knowing that he had started this and feeling bad for it. I had a feeling that he would be trying to make up for it forever. “I don’t want the jaguars here.”

      “Me neither,” Trevor joined in. “We wouldn’t ever be able to trust them, you just know that they don’t give a shit about us. They would throw us under the bus in a heartbeat. There wouldn’t ever be any peace, so we would be giving up control for nothing. We can’t risk Kayla and Reese for that. They still haven’t said what they would do with the humans if they came here. Or our children. I need to think about Sean in all of this.”

      I nodded, completely agreeing with him. It seemed obvious to me what Benji would do if we signed anything and it wasn’t going to be far off from what he threatened to do only a few minutes before. He had blood in his nose, and he lusted for it.

      “Garret?” I asked. “I know I don’t really need to ask you, but Javier wants to hear it from everyone…”

      “Get those bastards out of here,” he snapped. “I don’t like even breathing the same air as them.”

      “Me neither.” Reese shook her head hard. “I don’t trust them at all. I don’t think they have your best interests at heart. I think…well, like Trevor said, that it won’t end well. For any of us.”

      I nodded and started at Javier. He turned to his guys, but before any of them could say anything, Kayla exploded hysterically. “Don’t let them kill me and my baby. Please make them go away. I don’t like it…”

      “Yeah, I think we’re all on the same side, aren’t we?” Damien asked, glancing at Eben and Tyler who were nodding frantically. “Just get them out of here. They aren’t welcome.”

      “That’s it.” I turned to Javier. “The decision has been made. It’s time to make them go.”

      Javier nodded but he didn’t have much confidence in his face. He was unsure how Benji was going to react to the news of our rejection. I was too, he certainly wasn’t a reasonable guy, but he was going to have to go, regardless. They all were. We would have to make sure that they left and didn’t come back.

      We took our seats and stared at the jaguars once more. Benji had that frozen look on his face, like he was a statue. It was creepy, like the sort of thing that would appear in a nightmare.

      “We have decided,” Javier said regretfully. “And I’m sorry to inform you that it isn’t going to work out. We cannot offer you our loyalty and give you control of our race.”

      “But you will die out.” Benji’s face finally showed some emotion. Rage mostly. “You need us.”

      “No, we don’t need you. We don’t need anything from you. I’m sorry that you came all the way here just for the meeting to end up being pointless, but that is how we all feel. This won’t work out for any of us.”

      “We’ve made an effort for you. We’ve sorted out women. This is not something that we’ve taken lightly. Now, after coming to us, you’re telling us that it isn’t going to happen. I don’t even know what to say to you.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything else that needs to be said. I think we’re done.”

      Rage crossed Benji’s face. His plan for destruction raced across his face. He was ready to put it into action right now. Unfortunately, I didn’t know enough about him to know if this was a spur of the moment burst of anger that would subside, allowing for rationality to come into play…or if he would follow through on it.

      “It’s time for you to leave.” I couldn’t stand it any longer. I needed them gone. “I will show you the way.”

      I stepped towards the door and indicated for them to leave through it. Benji refused to move for a moment. He tried to gather himself up, to deal with the possibility of losing control. He wouldn’t though, he wouldn’t give it up completely, not that easily. I had a funny feeling this wouldn’t be the last time we saw one another.

      But it was okay. We would be more prepared next time. We’d be able to fight back.

      Benji finally rose to his feet and he nodded his head towards his pack. They fell into line and walked to where I wanted them to. Thank God. Javier moved closer to me as well and he leaned across to whisper to me.

      “Do you think this is a good idea? Should we let them leave? What if they come back?”

      “If we don’t let them go, more will come. At least this way, we give ourselves time.”

      He nodded, allowing me to make one of the most important decisions we would have to face. I immediately stood up straighter, my shoulders rolling back in pride. I had to take charge of this because Dean belonged to me. He was in my pack, my responsibility. I wanted to make it right for him, so he no longer felt the guilty.

      “Trevor.” I grabbed his shoulders before we left the room. “Take Reese to your private chambers. Kayla too. Check on Sean, then come back to us. We all need to be here to see these guys off.”

      He nodded and got the attention of the girls. Reese’s eyes burned into the back of my head. She wasn’t happy about being sent away, but I couldn’t risk taking the girls into the jungle with these animals. What if they snatched either of them? I wasn’t even sure that Trevor would be able to catch them.

      We walked together in a grim line, the mood souring by the minute. I was on edge the entire time, my eyes permanently on Benji as we headed towards the exit. I couldn’t trust that bastard son of a bitch as far as I could throw him. His hands kept balling up, his temper was bubbling. He was about to explode.

      “I’m back,” Trevor hissed as he sidled back to me. “Everything is okay. Reese and Kayla are going to take care of Sean and I know that will protect him...” His voice wasn’t as certain as his words. But that made sense. It had just been him and Sean for such a long time, of course he was nervous for him. “What about here?”

      “Hmm, I’m not too sure. I don’t know what’s going to happen. Just keep an eye out on them all.”

      I didn’t even relax as we went through the tunnel, finally leaving Panthera behind. Even as the ancient ruins surrounded us, I knew this wasn’t quite over yet. Benji wouldn’t just go, there was something he had left to do.

      “I suppose this is for the best,” Benji said once we were out of reach of the city. “I don’t suppose any of our women, even the ones who are…how shall I put it? Lacking in the looks department, would want to be with you guys. Especially the one with hideous scars down his face. How did you even get that shit? Was it in the war? Please tell me it was one of the female panthers who did that to you, because that would be fucking hilarious.”

      Garret turned a funny shade of red. I wasn’t sure if that came from anger or embarrassment because it was the truth. None of us thought any less of Garret for how he got injured, but then none of us were complete fuck wits like Benji. He had a manipulation technique which made me absolutely sick to my stomach.

      “Don’t talk about shit you don’t understand, Benji,” I growled. “We’re done now.”

      “Oh, are you? Because you don’t exactly look done to me. Nor do we. I don’t think this is anywhere near over.”

      “We wanted to broker peace. The last thing we need now is for you to start a war…”

      “But you wouldn’t accept any of our terms, so how can we be sure that peace is what you want? I mean, look at scar-face over there. He’s got the look of someone who wants to lash out and smack me right now.”

      “Don’t call me scar-face,” Garret warned. “In fact, don’t say anything about me at all.”

      “Okay, I won’t,” Benji smirked. “I suppose it hasn’t put all women off, has it? You still have that little human to shove your deformed cock into and if she’s willing to take it then that’s on her. I suppose she isn’t so great either…”

      That was pushing it a step too far, we all knew it, but much to my surprise it wasn’t Garret who leaped into the air, shifting as he went, it was Dean. Like a ferocious beast, he completely transformed, and he lurched at Benji to attack. Already preparing for this to happen, Benji shifted too and they started to attack one another. The growls, the tearing sounds, the fur being ripped… it was horrible. All I wanted to do was stop it before either one got hurt…

      But the other jaguars had something else in mind. They shifted too, probably on command of Benji and they leapt for us. The other guys shifted because they didn’t have a choice, even Javier changed to protect his city, but I moved backwards against the nearest wall and remained where I was. Not because I feared a fight- my strength could take them all down, especially considering the mood I was in - but one of us needed a level head. Someone needed to be rational and stop this fight. My animal brain wouldn’t be able to think in such turns.

      The growls and moans, the sounds of fighting, they came from everywhere, all around me. I knew yelling wasn’t going to help so I needed to do something drastic. As I stared around at all the fights, there was only one real solution and that was putting myself in danger to stand in the way. In human form, I really risked getting hurt, but it was the only way. Without giving myself even a moment to think about it, I tore forwards and held my hands up.

      “Stop!” I cried out, even knowing that it was pointless. “Stop fighting. This isn’t right…”

      The air completely stripped from my lungs as a burning hot pain slammed into my side. I banged against the hot dusty ground, smacking my head, feeling a shooting pain. It didn’t even matter how dizzy I’d become. I needed to jump back up to try again. I forced my aching body up, ignoring the breathlessness rocketing through me, and I yelled once more. I tried calling out all kinds of commands, desperately trying to get any attention.

      “Hey, stop! This is stupid. Unnecessary. Let’s just talk about this…we need to…”

      The second time I fell, a blackness came for me. It gripped my vision and infected every inch of my brain. I used every scrap of will power I had to keep my eyes apart, but I couldn’t. I opened my mouth a couple of times, wanting to continue on with my pointless yelling campaign, but I didn’t have the strength for that either.

      This needs to end, I thought hopelessly as my eyes slid close completely against my will. Someone, stop this…

      “I’m here, Jakar,” I thought that I heard Trevor’s voice as the blackness shrouded me. But that wasn’t possible because he wouldn’t have shifted in the middle of fighting. “Don’t worry, everything will be okay.”
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      “Jakar.” My body rattled as I was shaken hard. “Jakar, you need to come around now.”

      “Huh? What?” This didn’t feel like my bed, everything was all hard and uncomfortable. “What’s going on?”

      As I snapped my eyes open, but the sun light was so bright, that my eyes shut just as rapidly. I had a hammering inside my head, like someone was slamming against my skull over and over again.

      “Jakar, come on. Stand up, please.” This time it was Javier, and his tone was too sharp for me to ignore. “We all need to say goodbye to our guests. We wouldn’t want to be rude now, would we?”

      I fought the brightness with all my might, using every ounce of strength that I had to stare. As Benji’s terrible face came into view, everything came flooding back. He had a scratch down his face, probably more over his body too, but they were only surface wounds. Nothing that wouldn’t vanish soon. Somehow, everyone had stopped fighting which was something. It might have even been my collapse that stopped it…

      “You better be careful,” Benji snarled. “You brought humans into our race and now I’m warning you that it won’t end well. We will sure as hell be watching you, now that we know you’re a danger.”

      “You have no need to watch us,” Garret yelled, his voice louder and with more fire than I’d ever heard before. “You need to just get out of here and never come back. We don’t need you.”

      “Yes, it isn’t your concern,” Javier replied in a much calmer voice. “We have it under control.”

      “Yes, that’s what you think…” Benji stared pointedly at me. “But soon, you will lose that control. Then you will come screaming back to us and we won’t be able to help you. Not when you’ve refused peace. Not when you have turned your back on such an amazing offer. One that we didn’t need to make.”

      “We didn’t refuse peace. We want peace, we just don’t want to be controlled.”

      Benji shrugged. “Same thing, as far as I’m concerned. You won’t accept our terms which makes you our enemy.”

      “We didn’t bring you here for a war, Benji, we didn’t even want you here to fight.” I felt Javier give Garret a warning look. That would be something he wanted me to deal with later on, but I couldn’t punish behavior I completely understood. “That was an unhappy mistake which I can assure you will not happen again…”

      “Javier, the last thing you want to do now is make more promises that you cannot keep.” He gave his pack a sharp nod. “Now, we are going to leave here with today in our memory. I suggest that you do the same thing. Never forget today.” He smirked, especially when his eyes met mine. I didn’t like the way that felt. “Ever.”

      With that, he shifted once more and bounded away, taking the rest of his guys with him. But I didn’t get any sense of relief as they left. My heart remained heavy and fearful. Even more so as I looked around and I saw the injuries that my friends and family had suffered in the fight, knowing that it was unlikely that I was a picture of health myself. All surface wounds, just like Benji, but enough to have the mark of the jaguar . This wasn’t the end. They would come back and who the hell knew what would happen then?

      “It’s time to go back inside,” Javier announced wearily. “We need to let the others know what happened?”

      “And what exactly are we going to tell them?” I asked, while rubbing the back of my head. It was cut from the fall, probably bleeding. “How do we explain how that ended? Because I’m not really sure.”

      “I’m not either,” Javier admitted. “I don’t really know what the hell happened there, but I’m sure it isn’t the end. We need to plan more. Plan better. Make sure nothing like that ever happens again.”
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      “Where are they?” I hissed nervously to Kayla as soon as Sean was distracted with his toys. It had been good to have him around as something to focus on, but the anxiety hadn’t gone anywhere. “And what was that noise?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged helplessly while cradling her belly. “But we need to stay calm. I’m sure they will all be back soon.” She gave me a look as if she was trying to figure something out. “So, what’s going on with you and the guys? Did you ever figure things out with Dean? I never got a chance to ask because it all got so…”

      “I know.” I nodded. “And yes, thanks to your advice, I did manage to sort things out and I immediately felt so much better because of it. I know now that this is where I’m supposed to be.”

      “That’s how I feel.” She beamed brightly. “That’s why I stayed…does that mean you are going to as well?”

      “It does. And I’m going to invest in this place. Panthera is more worthy of my money than any of the other projects I have worked with. I’m going to fund Dean, and help him work out the best way to mate without the jaguars because I really don’t think that will ever happen. They were too arrogant and horrible.”

      “I know. I don’t ever want them around. I think Dean will be grateful to have funding to look into genetic testing. His research is his life and now he has something that’s worth looking into.”

      I shook my leg anxiously, willing them to just come back already. All I wanted to do was hold them…

      “Oh, my God!” Jakar was first, and he looked hurt…but determined. I ran to him and flung my arms around his neck, tears threatening to flow down my face. “What happened? Is everyone okay?”

      “Everyone is fine, no one needs to worry,” he shot back in a hurry, trying to calm everyone down. “There was just a bit of a scuffle, that’s all. You saw how they were, utterly determined to make us snap, and they did.”

      I pulled back and gave Jakar a searching look, trying to find the story that I wasn’t getting, but he had closed down. He wasn’t able to let me know everything, I suppose, because Sean was around.

      “It was all just threats,” he insisted. “No follow through. That’s what the jaguars are like. They want to assume that they’re all powerful, but they definitely aren’t. They certainly have no say here. We will just have to lay low for a while. Remain in Panthera and keep quiet. Being locked away has kept us safe so far, and it will still do so.”

      I nodded, taking all of that in easily. I didn’t mind being stuck here, even if it was forever. Panthera had everything I needed and more. I had absolutely no reason to search the outside world.

      “We are going to go,” Javier interrupted with Kayla in his arms. “We need some rest.”

      “I will take Sean with me.” Kayla smiled and winked at me. She seemed to know that I needed some time alone with my shifters now. After today and all the heightened emotions, we needed some space. “You like staying with us, don’t you, Sean? You can give me a hand getting the nursery ready for the baby.”

      “Yay!” He jumped up, absolutely ecstatic to help. “I want to help!”

      As they left, I clung tightly to Jakar as if letting him go would make him vanish into thin air. Once it was just the five of us, I glanced at everyone in turns, examining their injuries.

      “You don’t need to worry,” Dean insisted. “It isn’t as bad as it looks. It really wasn’t anything to worry about…”

      “But it is a danger,” Jakar reminded me. “And we honestly don’t know if they’re going to come back now, so we completely understand if you would be safer back at home, away from all of this.”

      “No way! This is my home now. This is the only place I want to be. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere in the world but here. I don’t mind what’s going to happen here. I will stand beside you and fight with you.” I sucked in a breath, preparing myself to say the words that I had held back, for fear of where they might lead, but now there wasn’t any point in keeping anything inside. Not when we’d just faced a danger that would haunt us again. “I love you. All of you. All in your own ways. Garret, I love your silly side and your humor. You’re my light, even when things are dark.” I stretched out and ran my thumb down his scar, letting him know that it didn’t bother me. “And your beauty too. Trevor, I love how caring you are, how dedicated you are to your son. How you see things in a unique way. It’s wonderful. Dean, I love your brain. You’re very similar to me and I enjoy that. We might have had our struggles in the past, but that has just made us stronger, better. Our bond is amazing. And Jakar.” I touched his shoulder gently. “I love your power, how strong you are, how commanding, and how sweet you are underneath. You all complete me in a way that I didn’t even know I needed completing. It’s funny how I came here to save my friend, and I ended up finding my home. The secret city which has everything I need and more.”

      Jakar spoke first. “Reese, you know we love you too. Or at least, I hope you do. I noticed that there was something unique about you the moment you arrived. Instantly, I fell for your fire, for the fierceness in your chest. Those feelings have only grown over time and now I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      “We love the way that you have accepted us,” Dean agreed. “Just the way that we are. We aren’t perfect, we all have our fears and flaws, but you saw past all of that. You see the truth. You love us anyway.”

      He dipped his head down then and kissed me. I had kissed Dean before, but this time was different. It was better. We were all together now, we had confessed our emotions, and we were in it for the long haul. There wasn’t anything that could get in the way of this. Not even the jaguars. I kissed Dean back fiercely with all the intense passion I had deep inside of me.

      As I stepped back, the men started to peel the clothes off my body, sensing my pheromones, understanding my need. All of their hands on me was more intense than I could have imagined. No one had touched me anywhere special, but just knowing that I was in the room with the whole pack, that they were going to make love to me together, it was better.

      Kayla was right. We all needed to be together to make it right. The thing that was missing before was long gone.

      Garret lifted me from my feet and carried me to the bed nearby, lying me down gently and running his fingers all over me, paying particular attention to my nipples.

      Trevor pressed his lips to my forehead, his hands caressing the base of my throat. Jakar popped one of my toes in his mouth, sucking and sending me wild. How was that an erogenous zone and I never knew about it?

      “Oh fuck,” I moaned, the delicious sensations rocketing through my body in waves. “Oh, God…”

      But it was Dean’s fingers that slipped inside my wet folds, to feel just how turned on I was for all these men. The shocked groan which flew passed my lips made me buck my hips, needing more. I sensed the others allowing me and Dean to have this time together, since he was the missing jigsaw piece last time.

      And fuck me, was he incredible? His touch was sensational.

      Things moved fast in a desperate blur, all of us needing a release. I was in the most incredible haze of teeth and tongues, of lips and hands, of fingers and cocks. I held them, sucked them, took them inside of me whenever I could, but it was obvious that tonight was all about me. Jakar, Garret, Trevor, and Dean only cared about making this incredible for me. Any my God, they were succeeding well. Too well.

      These men were mine and they would do anything to light me up on fire. Space dust fizzled through my whole body, my veins lit up with flames, my skin tingled. As my heart hammered against my rib cage and I gasped in short, sharp desperate breaths, one of the men had pleasure zig zagging through me, an endless orgasm that wouldn’t stop rolling through me constantly. No, it wasn’t just one of them, it was all of them. Always, all of them.

      I wanted them to put a baby inside of me, I wanted to carry the next generation of panther shifters, and I wanted to be alongside Kayla, having children and knowing that we were making the world a better place. I assumed it was strange to not understand who the biological father of her baby was when I first heard about it, but now I got it. It didn’t matter, not in the same way that it did to humans because they were all the child’s father. The experience was about all of them. It needed all of them. That was the panther way and it made perfect sense to me now.

      “Oh fuck!” I screamed once I finally had just enough breath to make words. This was the most intense bliss I’d ever experienced in my life. It truly was noticeably better than before. “Fucking hell, I love you all so much.”

      I was home. Panthera was home. The life I led before paled into grayness. The danger wasn’t over, my life wouldn’t be anything like I expected it to be, but this was my happily ever after. The ending I deserved. As the orgasm shattered me, turning me into jelly in the hands of my men, I knew that I had something to love, something to fight for at last, and I would do whatever I could to ensure my home, my love was safe forever.
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      Will you dive DEEPER into the world of Fantasy and Paranormal with me?  What do you have to lose..?

      

      Click Here to sign up for Laura Wylde’s exclusive Romance Readers List.  You’ll have an opportunity to receive special pricing, free stories, exclusive previews and will be the first to know about new releases.
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      Have you read the other books in The Panther Shifters of the Amazon series?  If not, feel free to check them out here:

      

      Her Panthera Protectors

      

      Claimed by Panthers

      

      Have you had a chance to check out my other books?

      

      Protected by the Claws

      

      Mated to the Claws

      

      Fate of the Gods
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