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Chapter 1

Imala Chogan
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Jealousy. 

I’d been fighting its sharp claws for years—hundreds of years. But something dark and wicked stabbed my heart at the sight of Sophie and Revan pulling into the driveway of the house across the street.

My brother was truly in love, but that bitter worm of poisonous envy pulsed and writhed in my chest. I adored my overgrown, tender-hearted brother fiercely and would stick a blade in anyone who tried to hurt him, but still…the ugliness coiled, a waiting viper ready to strike.

Shame poured through my soul. Finally free from the curse, he has found his true love. Why can I not be happy for him?

A memory of my young husband surfaced in my mind, of me running my fingers through his thick, black hair and stealing kisses during the night while our four-moons-old daughter, Enola, slept nearby.

They are long gone, and have been for many, many decades. My gut clenched, and I shoved the images out of my head.

Plastering a smile on my face, I rose from an old, dead stump at the edge of the forest and crossed the road, marching to the parked vehicle.

I will not taint their happiness with my ugly, selfish thoughts.

Sophie and Revan exited, their voices chattering happily through the quiet, country air.

Summer in Texas was miserable, and earlier this afternoon, the burning ball of fire in the sky had shone with all its might, beating everything into submission. Even the slight evening breeze could not shake the hot fury left over from the day. Now, the sun touched the horizon, its disappearing light bringing a hint of cooler temperatures.

At the start of the driveway rested Aunt Merle’s old white farmhouse, the paint peeling in some places. It was a two-storied sentinel facing the overgrown fields and forest surrounding it. Aunt Merle had lived in it since birth. Even though Sophie was truly her only kin, my entire tribe had taken to calling her Aunt Merle at her request.

“Imala.” Sophie waved as I approached, her long, midnight hair pulled into a loose ponytail. She wore a thin, beige dress decorated with random patterns of tiny white daisies. “You won’t believe—”

“Sister.” Revan stepped forward and squeezed me into a bear hug. “I come bearing a gift.”

“Get off me, you big buffalo.” I shoved at his chest, and he released me, a secret smile twitching his lips, the silent laughter creating sparkles in his brown eyes.

He appeared just as he had two hundred years ago, when he and Tate would steal my herbs whenever I turned my attention elsewhere.

“What are you laughing at?” I flicked a piece of grass from my supple, black leather pants. “Has the sun fried the thing in your head that’s supposed to pass for a brain?”

A soft snicker escaped his lips. Then, without another word, he twisted toward the car and opened the back door.

Scrunching my eyebrows, I recalled Revan mentioning a gift. The only gift I’d enjoy right now is the ability to change into my raven form and leave this human body behind. On second thought, I’d rather go back two hundred years to caress my husband and hold my tiny daughter.

A painful lump formed at the back of my throat, and I swallowed, shaking my head to clear away the bitterness.

“What did you bring? More herbs for my potions, or—”

Dusty leather cowboy boots hit the driveway gravel, tall, lanky legs covered with blue denim jeans following. Bright colors swirled on a muscled arm, tattoos of symbols and pictures reaching from wrist to shoulder. An almost life-like drawing of a large, black wolf with blue eyes peered between intricate swirls on his forearm.

I scanned the man’s lean chest, sporting a simple white T-shirt stretched taut across chiseled pecs. A strong chin covered in day-old blond stubble rested under one of the brightest smiles I had ever seen.

Our stares locked, and my heart stuttered. His eyes were the most unique color of cobalt, reminding me of bluebonnets bordering on indigo. Deep in the irises, darker flecks of midnight scattered throughout the lighter hue. Framed by blond lashes and thick, sandy eyebrows, this man’s face burst with light and warmth.

“Howdy. I’m Jaggar Martin, and I sure hope you’re Imala.” His lopsided grin opened wider, and he stuck out a hand.

Do not stare at him, woman. You’re married, remember?

Raising my eyebrows, I gave him my coolest glance and ignored the outstretched palm. “I am.” I glowered at Revan. “You have a big mouth, Brother.”

Revan snickered and nodded to Jaggar’s outstretched hand.

I broke my concentration from both men and stepped toward Sophie. “It’s getting dark.” Nodding to the dusky sky, I widened my eyes a fraction, trying to relay what I really meant. I will transform into a raven soon. “I foraged several plants for your soaps today and left them with your aunt.”

Sophie grasped my forearm. “Thank you, Imala. I’ll pay you back when—”

I held up a thumb and jerked it in Revan’s direction without bothering to look. “You have paid your debt—many times over. Anyone who would be willing to put up with my brother puts me in their debt. I no longer must hear his squawking all hours of the day and night, and that is a gift greater than any in recent memory.”

“Here we go again.” Revan nudged toward Sophie, bent, and kissed the curve between her neck and shoulder. “I think the only time she’s happy is when she has someone to boss around.”

Sophie giggled then clamped her lips shut.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “And you—”

“I am not in the mood for your crap, woman.” Revan motioned to Jaggar, who paced forward, the smile gone from his face.

Jaggar’s glance bounced from my brother, to Sophie, then landed on me.

“This man is going to work for us and needs our help.” Standing tall, Revan speared me with his stare.

I met Jaggar’s gaze head on.

He broke contact, dipped his chin, and scratched the side of his neck.

Good. Now he knows I have no interest in his stormy eyes and yellow hair. Plus, he’s barely more than a boy. Eighteen or nineteen, maybe? Either way, he was too young for me.

Why does that even matter, though? It did not, and I had no idea why I thought of him in…that kind of way.

“And let him take those extra jeans in my chest.”

“What?” With a mental slap, I dragged my attention from Jaggar’s tattooed arm and trim physique to refocus on Revan’s prattle.

“Great Spirits, woman, please get it together.” He threw his hands into the air, as if pleading. “Take him to camp and make sure he gets whatever he wants from my things.”

“Why can you not take him?” I curled my upper lip. I have no desire to take this…pretty man-boy into my personal space.

“Much obliged, ma’am, but you don’t have to take me.” He straightened his shirt, tucking a loose area into the band of his jeans. The movement caught the setting sun’s light and the prominent metal belt buckle, in the shape of Texas, glinted. “I have a change of clothes in my rucksack.” He pointed toward the car’s open door, ducked inside, and pulled out a khaki backpack decorated with military patches. “Don’t wanna be putting you through no trouble.”

His Texan accent was thick and needled under my skin. “Just looking at you seems like trouble.”

“Imala.” Sophie gasped, the early twilight playing across her smooth face and creating shadows under her eyes.

Revan crossed his big, muscular arms over his chest and narrowed his gaze. “You will do this not because I asked, but because we help those in need, because we are all connected, and because we owe a debt.”

I sniffed. A sliver of the moon curved above the horizon. Eagerness for Ravenlight pulsed within me. It would be nice to escape my human form—and the pain that always came with it.

“And—” Revan scratched his jawline. “—I need to speak with Aunt Merle to see if she’d be okay letting Jaggar use the guest room until he gets on his feet.”

“Oh, no, sir.” Jaggar stepped in front of Revan and shook his head. “I can’t let you do that.” He looked away from everyone, as if taking in the fields and woods around the house. “I’ll find somewhere else to stay the night. I ain’t gonna impose.”

When he moved his hands in protest, a whiff of laundry detergent and something spicier, sandalwood perhaps, greeted my nose.

“Good.” I turned toward Revan. “You heard him. He cannot stay here. I am sure there are plenty of rooms at the hotel in Milford Creek. Drop him off there and get him out of my hair.” I placed a kiss on Sophie’s cheek. “I have no time to lug around a baby-man.”

“Uh, excuse me, ma’am, but in case you haven’t noticed, I’m fully grown and capable of taking care of myself.” His posture straightened and his deep-blue stare met mine without a flinch, as if he were silently challenging me.

“You might look grown, but you do not fool me.” Stepping nearer to him, I raised onto my tiptoes to get an even view. “You are just another city boy who thinks he has what it takes to conquer Mother Earth.” That shroud of darkness built in my heart, and I stabbed a finger against his chest. I wanted him gone. Something about him disturbed me—greatly. “Well, let me tell you something, Jaggar.” I paused, testing the weight of his name on my tongue. “What kind of name is that, anyway?”

“Hey, don’t—”

“Never mind. It’s dumb and not important.” I waved his protest away. “You will not last a month working for my brother. You cannot keep up with our way of life. You are wasting my time and energy.” I flicked my finger in the air, as if thumping away a bug. “So, run along to the city, baby cheeks, and find some fancy office building where you can swagger around and pretend to be a cowboy. Leave the real work to those of us who actually know what we are doing.”

His eyebrows drew downward, and a scowl flipped his tempting lips. He squared his shoulders and pushed his face next to mine, his breath hot and sweet. “I’ll have you know”—his tone dipped, on the edge of furious—“I learned how to ride a horse before I learned how to walk, lady. I bet I know more about horse wrangling and ranching than you know about proper manners.” Those midnight-blue eyes raked across my body, lingering on my cleavage.

The dark leather tunic suddenly felt too tight under his scrutiny, and I fought the urge to back down. Instead, I propped a hand on my hip and let him have his eyeful.

No man has ever argued with me, besides my brothers and husband. And even those ended with me being the winner. A tiny sprig of delight shot from the darkness in my heart. Was it possible this man named Jaggar would be a worthy opponent?

He cleared his throat and snapped his attention to my face. Shaking his head, he deliberately turned his back. “Revan, Sophie, I done changed my mind. I’d love the chance to prove my worth, and if you don’t care, I want to speak with your aunt myself. I won’t cause no trouble, and I’m a hard worker.”

Revan clapped him on the shoulder and raised his eyebrows at me, amusement shining from his face. “Welcome to the family, then, Jaggar. I have a feeling you’re going to be a wonderful addition.” Throwing his arm around the man and another around Sophie, he led them onto the old wooden porch and into the farmhouse.

I rubbed my upper arms, a slight chill pebbling my skin. The air was still hot as an oven, yet Revan’s words rang with premonition. I do not want that man becoming a part of our family.

What should I do? I wanted to push inside the house and continue my argument with Jaggar, but a warring desire to flee toward the campsite lying across the road, deeper in the woods, also pulsed within. Instead, I lingered at the old wooden steps, unable to decide which choice to make.

Aunt Merle had already invited me to stay for the evening meal, but I had politely declined. The rest of my tribe would be back from the city soon, and we always shared a meal before our transformation during Ravenlight.

Well, besides Revan. Now that he can change whenever he wants, he spends most of his time with Sophie.

The full moon trekked through the night sky, illuminating the dusky twilight purple and turning the garden next to the house into a silvery wash of foliage. Crickets chirped, and an owl hooted. In the distance, a pack of coyotes yipped and yapped, their calls floating on the gentle breeze.

I sighed. Only an hour or so until it is time.

The last rays of the disappearing sun shot over the trees and revealed a juicy strawberry peeking from one of the raised garden beds. I strolled to the fruit and fingered the dark-green leaves, enjoying the way their ridges rubbed against the pads of my fingertips.

Knowing this would be the last time—at least for twenty-seven days—I could enjoy food in my human form, I snapped the fruit from its stem and shoved the berry into my mouth. The sweetness burst against my tastebuds, overriding the sourness in my soul as I chewed.

From above, voices from the open window of Sophie’s room floated to my ears.

“Did you see the way those two looked at each other?” Sophie asked.

I tilted my head to get a better angle for hearing. Maybe I should not have been eavesdropping, but if they were talking about me, I had every right to know.

“I think…” Sophie chuckled. “I think she’s interested in him.”

What? No, I most certainly was not interested in Jaggar. Not one bit. The crooked smile invaded my mind, and I shoved it away.

“May the Spirits protect him, then.” Revan’s pitch dropped. “Because he’d have better luck hugging a cactus.”

“Stop it, Revan.” Sophie’s laugh tinkled through the night air.

You wait until you need another herbal remedy, dear Brother. I will make sure you will not be able to go thirty minutes without desperately needing a bathroom. Stupid bison.

“Come here, Sophie, and stroke my feathers.”

Deciding I had heard more than enough, I stalked through the front yard and to the forest, eager to shed my skin and let my raven take over once more.








  
  

Chapter 2

Jaggar Martin
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Good God Almighty. When Revan and Sophie had picked me up on the side of the road earlier, they hadn’t been kidding when they’d said his sister was something else. 

I’d never seen a more beautiful woman. But her attitude… It both irked and mesmerized me. I hadn’t been challenged in a long time, and for once, while standing in the yard and sparring with her, something wonderful bloomed in my veins.

Gone was the guilt and pain in that moment, replaced with delight and hope. Under her hard stare, even though I knew she did her best to intimidate me, for the first time in a year, I didn’t think about hiding behind my wall. Instead, it was as if she’d peeked into my soul and saw the pain and guilt. Maybe even eased the burden in my heart.

I shook myself. What am I thinking? Must be getting dehydrated.

A woman near her forties, with copper curls framing her face, blasted me with a smile. She stood next to a small dining table and placed a steaming pan in the middle of frayed place settings.

“Sophie.” She turned toward Revan. “And Pecos, er, Revan. Sorry, I keep forgetting you have the same name as Sophie’s bird. So strange.” With a slight frown, she shook her head then pointed to the food. “You’re just in time for supper.”

Revan nodded then gestured to me. “And we brought a guest, if you don’t mind.”

She gave Sophie a quick embrace then threw a smile in my direction, her eyes wide and stretched at the corners. “Of course I don’t mind. The more the merrier, I say.”

“Howdy, ma’am. I’m Jaggar.” I thrust out my hand and she took it, squeezing gently. “You’ve got a lovely home.”

“Oh, fiddle faddle.” Her loud laughter filled the room. “Lovely it’s not, but it is functional. I’m Merle Knowles, but everyone calls me Aunt Merle.” With a smile, she let go of my hand and stepped to the stove, where a casserole dish sat on the surface. “Sophie.” She twisted to grab another pan from the stove, raising a free hand to the cabinets over the sink. “Grab an extra plate for Jaggar here, honey, and let’s eat. I’m famished.”

Sophie did as requested, placing a chipped, porcelain plate at the empty fourth chair. “Aunt Merle, I need to go wash up.”

“As do I,” Revan said.

“All right, you two, but don’t take too long. Nothin’ worse than eating a cold supper.” Her attention landed on me. “If you wanna do the same, Jaggar, there’s a half bath right down the hall, near the guest room.” Nodding to Aunt Merle, I hesitated.

Sophie and Revan climbed the staircase together, unable to keep their gazes off one another.

Wish I could find someone to love me like that.

The clang of a metal utensil hitting a pot broke me out of my wishful reverie.

I walked the old floorboards to the room Aunt Merle had mentioned, setting my backpack near the door. After a quick, thorough scrubbing of my hands and face, the cool water revived me.

Am I really going to live in someone else’s house, even if it’s just for a few days until I get enough money to find my own place? Out of options, I gripped the sides of the old-fashioned porcelain sink and stared at my reflection, letting the careful smile fall from my face. Hate welled up from my stomach, and my father’s low, scratchy voice sounded in my head. “No son of mine’s ever gonna cry like a quitter, is he, Jaggar? Martins are tough, resilient, and not a bunch of freaks. Right, Jaggar?”

It took so much energy to convince people I was normal, happy…unbroken. Sometimes, it felt good to be myself, even if I wasn’t sure who I was any longer. At least, not since Afghanistan.

I shuddered and wiped my face with a hanging towel. Stop thinking about that day. Mentally pushing the screams and scent of tangy, coppery blood from my nose, I exhaled and curved my lips into the smile I hated—yet knew was necessary.

Returning to the kitchen, I inhaled the meaty scent of homecooked food. It reminded me of my mother’s kitchen and how she’d never let a man go hungry if she could help it. A real smile formed, and I closed my eyes for a second, wishing I could go back home and see her without having to deal with my father.

“Wish in one hand, crap in the other,” my dad’s voice whispered. “See which one fills up the fastest, freak.”

Revan settled his considerable bulk into an old, wooden chair and it let out a squeak of protest. “Sit, Jaggar, and let’s break bread. We have a lot of business to discuss.”
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Ipushed through the underbrush and steadily stomped through the dark woods, letting the song of the bullfrogs lead me home. My tribe’s camp had been erected near a stream, and the rest of my family either busied themselves tearing down our shelters or stowing personal items into our chests, which would be buried until the next Ravenlight. 

“What have you been doing all day, Imala?” Tate, the second eldest of my tribal brothers, flashed a wide grin. He wiggled his black, arched eyebrows then glanced at the low-burning fire. “Harping on Revan?” He snickered, then dipped a wooden ladle into the pot hanging above the fire and lifted it out, pouring thick broth into a carved bone bowl.

With a glare thrown his way, I grabbed a clean dish from the stack sitting on a boulder then snatched the ladle from his hands. “I was not. If you must know, I found several beneficial roots and flowers for Sophie.”

Litonya, the youngest of our family, smiled softly at Tate’s teasing, then chose the rock next to me and sat.

Tonight, the part in the middle of her scalp reflected deep blue from the paint she’d applied earlier. It’s nearly the same shade as Jaggar’s eyes. I clenched my bowl. Stupid man. Why am I thinking of him?

“Sister, you should go see Sophie’s shop.” Her brown eyes reflected the warm light of the fire and widened. She was not my blood sister, but that did not matter. We were family and I loved her no differently than if we had been born from the same womb.

I grunted, hoping she would stop pestering me about going into town, but I had no such luck.

“Seriously. Her store is filled with many wonderful handmade items, and she’s even setting up a section to showcase local artisans.”

“Hmph.” I blew on the stew, dipped my spoon in the thick liquid then lifted it to my mouth and chewed the earthy vegetables and savory meat.

“Come on, Imala, it means you can go yourself and sell your carvings in there, instead of having Takoda do it for you.”

Takoda, the most outgoing of our tribe, could charm the very sky from its stars with his striking gray eyes and eloquent words.

“I do not enjoy straying very far from our camp. You know this.” In the past, Revan, the only member who could shapeshift at will because Sophie had broken his curse, had kept me company while the others roamed the city and melded with the new world.

But I had no wish to blend in. I would never blend in.

She shrugged. “It’s not healthy keeping yourself secluded.” Her small, warm hand landed on my shoulder. “I love you, but you worry me sometimes.”

I scooped the last of the tasty stew into my mouth then set the bowl on the ground and grabbed my carving knife. “I prefer being alone.” Is that true, though? I remembered a time when my husband, Teneka, and my daughter, Enola, travelled across the grasslands with me while I hunted for herbs. Our nights had been spent under the brilliant starry sky—so much clearer without electric lights polluting the view—watching the fires burn low with the galaxy blanketing our sweaty bodies in the summer’s sultry heat.

“Next month, you should come with me,” Litonya’s voice droned. “Please say you will. I grow tired of always tagging along with the men as an outcast. I miss our talks. It’s been many, many moons since that night. Each of us have handled the shaman’s curse differently, but you do not handle it at all.” Her eyes pleaded with me, and she gripped my fingers. “Please say yes and go next month. It pains me more than you know to see you waste away like this.”

Irritation spiked in me. What does she know about my handling of our situation? I opened my mouth to give her a piece of my mind, but the soft glimmer of a tear at the corner of her eye stayed my tongue.

“I do not know how much longer I can do this”—her other arm spread out toward the hidden stream and dark trees—“before I go mad.”

Sympathy overrode that prickly feeling in my heart, and I pulled her into my arms and hugged her for two seconds then pushed her away. “Fine. Yes, I will come with you next Ravenlight.” I glanced toward the shelters, where Imtoh sat and watched the other men tear down the teepees, a far-away look in his stare. Something had happened to him recently, but he clammed up every time I prodded him about it. “I can only imagine how utterly miserable it must be to have to put up with their endless drivel.”

I did not really want to go to the shop, but Litonya was my sister—and the closest thing I had to a confidante—and I did not relish her sadness.

Her tears dried, and she flashed a tremulous smile. “You’ll really go with me?”

I nodded and dug around the pile of sticks at the base of my rock, feeling the hard bark and tiny bumps along the wood until I found one thick enough to my liking.

“Oh, thank you, Imala.” She clasped her hands to her chest. “I cannot wait for next Ravenlight. Maybe we can talk Sophie into taking us out to eat, just us women.”

The knife handle, worn smooth by my hand, fit snugly against my palm. With the tip of the blade, I traced a light outline on the stick, imagining where the spoon handle would start, and whittled for a few moments, letting the work soothe my spirit.

Deep in the marrow of my bones, the call of the raven rose with every passing second. Sighing, I stood and placed the unfinished utensil and knife into my watertight chest then buried it in the hole the men had dug earlier.

Elu, Tate, Imtoh and Takoda finished the packing and stowing of equipment, then joined their hands with Litonya’s and mine. In a circle, we stood around the near-extinguished fire, our faces upturned to the light of the moon streaming down.

A tiny sizzle popped from the dying embers under the ash.

The raven called, rising through my blood, restless and ready to be in control again, her dark wings eager to unfurl.

A family of raccoons sat at the edge of the clearing, their eyes glowing red in the dark as they watched my tribe.

I let the bird inside embrace me because I was just as eager to escape this hell called humanity and its memory scars.
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