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WHAT SHE DESERVES

Only a handful of people know the truth about Marie’s attempt to kill Rose, the clan’s matriarch, and Rose is one of them. But the majority of the clan scorns and despises Marie. Given her past, she believes the derision is fitting. She’s contented with her role as a warrior fighting on front line in the war against the Collector Demons – vile creatures who have broken through the veil between their world and Earth’s. When human-shifter hybrids are discovered, Marie’s new job is to seek them out and protect them. One male grizzly hybrid is giving her particular trouble: he thinks he’s her mate.
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MARIE KNEW WHAT SHE was doing was wrong. She’d tried to talk herself out of it, force herself to see reason, anything to stop herself from sitting exactly where she currently was. No surprise when her heart rate sped up. It always happened. Her palms were sweaty, and she rubbed them on her jeans before turning the page on a book she wasn’t reading.

Her reusable water bottle was already empty, and there were at least thirty minutes left if he stayed on the same routine. She didn’t want to risk running to fill up her bottle, not wanting to miss anything. Marie wasn’t the only one who came here, but she was the only one with a legitimate reason. She’d been assigned to do this, sit and watch.

Muscles flexed and strained under the weight being lifted, but they never faltered. Beads of sweat rolled down delicious tanned skin making her almost moan at the sight. She knew from the moment she set her eyes on him that she’d be in a whole new world of trouble, and this time Rose won’t be able to save her.


But did Marie look away? Of course not.



Instead, every day from ten in the morning until noon, she sat spellbound while trying to appear unaffected while Texas State Trooper Ben Brown worked out in the large, fully equipped gym installed on the tenth level.

Of course, they required an extensive, plus-sized gym for shifters trapped underground who were unable to go for a run outdoors to burn off any pent-up energy or aggression. They were bears. Aggression was in their DNA.

The Trooper was a human-shifter hybrid who seemed to enjoy the benefits of a good workout. As did Marie for entirely different reasons.

To the left, she noticed two female wolf-shifters were scanning the room. One shook her head and waved off whatever the other wolf had said before leaving the gym. The one who remained removed her T-shirt, and stood preening in her sports bra. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what she had in mind.

Marie watched as the she-wolf stepped onto an elliptical machine directly in front of where Ben was doing leg presses. The she-wolf’s outfit didn’t cover much, and although.nudity wasn’t a big deal for shifters, Ben was mostly human, which meant the woman might as well have been wearing a sign on her barely covered ass, declaring herself available.

Marie almost groaned out loud when the wolf’s ass cheeks bounced from under her minuscule shorts. Seriously? Such an obvious ploy to attrack Ben’s attention. If that was what it took, Marie was destined to be alone because there was no way in a million years she’d wear that outfit.

Ben didn’t appear to notice the bouncy she-wolf and moved on to the dumbbells. Marie had to give the woman credit: she wasn’t easily deterred, and moved over to the treadmill across from the mirror Ben was using to check his form, which was on point and drool worthy.

She flipped another unread page with a bit more force than necessary, ripping the page out of the book, and then looked again at her empty water bottle. It didn’t matter how thirsty she was, she wasn’t going anywhere.

When the she-wolf lowered the zipper on the front of her sports bra, Marie was surprised the shifter’s breasts didn’t tumble out, and Marie’s bear growled and pawed at her to do something about the exhibitionist.

The display reconfirmed that if this was what it took to get a male’s attention, Marie would rather be alone. She was a bear-shifter, which made her taller and more substantial than a lot of other female shifter species. Her arms and torso were defined, and she had long muscular legs. Her breasts weren’t voluptuous, but they had enough heft to fill out her sweaters. Her body type did not say soft and curvy, or lithe and svelte.

Before she could get any further into unflattering body comparisons, the she-wolf drew her attention. The wolf-shifter was so busy adjusting her bra strap, she didn’t notice her bottle of water teetering on the edge of the elliptical machine’s handrail. The bottle fell onto the belt, making the shifter misstep, and she went flying off the end of the machine like a torpedo launched from a submarine.

Marie couldn’t help but laugh until Ben went over to help the she-wolf to her feet. When he tried to pull his hand out of hers, the shifter refused to let it go as she smiled coyly and brushed her breasts up against his muscled and tattooed arm.

Disgusted, Marie was about to look away when a new problem walked in. A male wolf growled and bunched his shoulders as he approached Ben. Marie was up and out of her chair, intending to head off the impending disaster, but by the time she made it over to Ben, an argument had already erupted, which had the she-wolf gloating from the attention she clearly wanted.

“How dare you touch one of our women,” the male bellowed and aggressively puffed out his chest.

“You know, women aren’t your or anyone’s property. Chill, bro. I was only helping her up after she fell,” Ben stated calmly. He turned back to the rack of dumbbells, and Marie knew what would happen next. As the she-wolf’s smile widened, the male wolf raised his arm to sucker punch Ben in the back of his head. Before he could get off a blow, Marie reached out, grabbed the male’s arm, and flipped him over her back and onto the floor. Ben turned around at the same time Marie jammed her elbow into the wolf’s jaw, ending the guy’s attempts at getting back up.

There were benefits to being a bear-shifter. One was being stronger than most other shifter breeds.

Unfortunately, there were also drawbacks, and the way Ben was looking at her in that moment was one of them. She wasn’t dainty or delicate.

“Time to go,” Marie said to Ben, before turning to the wolves. “You two know the rules. The humans are not to be touched. Now leave, or I will be forced to report you to your alpha triad.”

“Figures you’d protect him. Humans are bloodthirsty killers. Only a traitor would side with them over shifters.” Sure, the nasty comment hurt—every time she heard one it hurt—but she’d never show the effect it had on her.

“And you’re the poster boy for Puppy Weekly. Now leave,” Marie ordered, while extending her six-inch claws for good measure, “before I change my mind and show you the door personally.”

As the wolves began walking away, Marie glanced over at Ben to find him staring at her hands.




Her heart fell, and she retracted her claws. Yep, she was not soft and delicate.

She was a bear.
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“I VOLUNTEER,” MARIE hollered after Mason announced yet another mission to the surface.

For centuries, since the beginning of the industrial age, the veil between the world they lived in and the scorched realm thinned, and was finally broken, allowing the most heinous of creatures, Collector Demons, to roam the Earth again. They stole the souls and bodies of humans, their intent to take over the planet while subjugating all sentient species.

Shifters had spent those centuries destroying the rogue demons and keeping their existence hidden from the humans. However, recently, the Collectors had found a way to repel the tools and magic the shifters had used to keep the attemped annilhilation under control. The entire shifter community knew the world was being overtaken, and there seemed to be no way to stop it from happening.

Before being forced into hiding, ancient goddesses began to bestow their powers upon a select few among the shifter community. Marie’s clan had encountered human-shifter hybrids who had some latent powers of their own that they didn’t know how to tap into yet. All shifters were tasked with rescuing as many hybrids as they could and bringing them into the relative safety of the shifter world.

Marie’s clan, and the North Woods pack, had been underground for nearly a month, the only contact with the outside world was through CCTV video and a network of shifter run communications. The clan and the pack had gone underground into their maze of bunkers when the Collector Demons began sweeping over the surface like a deadly plague. By reports, the situation topside was getting worse by the day.

Collector Demons could easily possess most humans. Turning their souls to dust and leaving bloodthirsty beasts in their wake. The same thing had occurred hundreds of centuries ago, and humans and shifters had united to drive the Collectors back.

Somehow, through the annuls of time, humans turned on the shifter world and human hunters made sport of killing shifter kind. Those who didn’t hunt them believed them to be nothing more than fairy tales and movie-created characters, their joined history dismissed as ancient rhetoric or magical thinking typical of unsophisticated societies.

In present day, humankind had no idea that the person standing next to them could be one of the many shifter breeds. There would be no union between their two worlds this time around. Shifters were on their own to protect themselves and fix this, or there’d be no world left for them to live in.

One of the many advantages to being a shifter was that the Collectors couldn’t possess them due to their animal half. The discovery of immune human-shifters confirmed that something in their animal DNA protected them, at least from the possession. Any one of the demon-filled bodies dragging themselves around up there could still kill the hybrids.

That was why the god, Ra, had ordered them to track down as many human-shifters as they could and protect them. Between the catastrophic loss of friends, family, homes, and all vestiges

of their former lives, and then being forced to have human hybrids among them, their shelter was a powder keg ready to blow.

Many shifters had lost loved ones to the human hunters over the years, blinding them to the fact that not all humans killed shifters, and that the hybrids carried half-shifter DNA.

The first three rescues had taken place in London. Ben, a hybrid, who Marie was charged to watch over, and two human children, Jenny and Matthew, both too young and innocent to be possessed by the Demons. Now that they were underground and under shifter protection, Collectors wouldn’t be able to reach them as they grew.

The presence of human children threw the whole nature over nurture argument on its head. No one was born evil. Marie hoped that by the time the children hit puberty, the demons would be eradicated, or at least pushed back behind the veil of mist separating their two worlds. And in that time, two humans who had been raised and protected by shifters would know the truth of their existence and the extent of their love and connection. Change started one person at a time.

Marie began suiting up and arming herself yet again. Once a Collector had taken a human host over, that person ceased to be, and the only way to stop what was left was by inflicting enough damage to their human shells, or by cutting off their heads and forcing the demon to leave. The goddesses had the power to capture them in their mist forms and destroy them.

There was one unusual change among the hosts that hadn’t escaped notice: now, some of the Collectors were able to mimic human interaction and thought. Before, though the demons were highly intelligent, they couldn’t use a human to their full potential. They’d decompose too quickly and become useless. Now they were, for lack of a better word, longer preserved in their human state.

Today’s team consisted of John, the bear clan’s general, and Zahra his mate, along with a contingent of bear and wolf-shifters in both animal and human forms. Marie checked her M16 rifle and strapped her sword to her back. The last thing she needed was for her gun to jam in the middle of a firefight. Even though she had the option of turning furry at any time to defend herself, opposable thumbs came in handy when using a gun in longer-range battles.

Matriarch Rose walked across the room with her bright white-blonde hair glowing in the overhead lighting, heading in Marie’s direction. Rose had saved Marie’s life more than once. The first time when she’d challenged Rose for her position as matriarch of the clan. Her family had forced Marie to undertake a battle she’d wanted no part in, and when she’d lost, Marie had welcomed the chance to surrender her life, such as it was, as a dishonored bear.

However, Rose chose to spare her, but the matriarch’s kindness was not shared by most of the clan or the neighboring pack. Marie was branded a traitor, and she did nothing to dispel the accusations. Explanations of her family’s control over her would fall on deaf ears, and, more to the point, Marie felt ashamed and guilty for not having defied them, even if it had meant certain death. She questioned her honor ever day since the challenge and came up short.

The second save followed on the heels of the first, when Rose decided not to send Marie back to her family, who would have killed her slowly and painfully after losing.

As it turned out, it was later discovered that Marie’s mother, father, and brother had worked alongside the human hunters to eliminate the former alpha triad. Mason and Riker’s parents had been ambushed and killed due to Marie’s family’s lust for power.

Her former relatives were no longer a concern, and the house of horrors she’d grown up in had been bulldozed to the ground. Her basement cell included. But the memories of what she’d endured still haunted her dreams.

Marie wasn’t merely a dishonored bear. She was lumped into her family’s machinations and schemes even though her alphas knew she had nothing to do with their plotting.

“You’re going to the surface again?” Rose asked as she came to stand beside her. “Isn’t this the third time in the past week?”


Marie thought for a moment and then said, “Three times sounds about right.”



“You don’t have to go on every mission that comes up,” Rose advised. “You need to rest and let others take over the responsibility of guarding Zahra as she searches for more human-shifters.”


“Zahra and John go on every mission. Why should I be any different?”



“Because Zahra is a goddess and an Eye of Ra. As for John, no one would be able to keep him from accompanying his mate into possible danger.”

“As long as they go out, so will I. It’s my duty to serve this clan.” Rose didn’t look convinced.

Thankfully, Marie was called to assemble with the others so that Zahra could teleport them all to the site where she believed another human-shifter was hiding.

“I’m okay, Rose,” Marie explained. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m a big bear.” She flexed her arms. “I can easily swat the bad guys out of my way.”

The corners of the matriarch’s lips quirked upward as Marie had hoped. “If it weren’t for this meeting with the skulk of fox-shifters that arrived earlier today, I would be going along as well.”

Marie smiled, knowing Rose would have preferred to have been by Marie’s side. The matriarch never backed out of a battle. In truth, she was typically leading the way into the fire.

“How can you guys even trust her?” The question was whispered, but damn advanced shifter hearing made whispering pointless. Marie turned to find a wolf-shifter staring her down with his top lip curled back in disgust.

Rose looked ready to kill, her goddess markings began to glow, and she took a few steps toward the man, essentially wiping the glare off his face. However, she stopped when Marie placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder.

“It’s okay, Matriarch,” she said. “He speaks the truth. Many find it hard to trust me after what I’ve done.”

“No, it’s not the whole truth. There were circumstances beyond your control, and I’ll be damned if I’ll stand by as they question your loyalties. You’ve proven your worth time and again.”

“Please,” Marie begged. “Let it go.” The last thing she needed was for Rose to go around beating up shifters who found Marie’s participation in the clan dubious and distasteful.

With a loud huff and a mean side-eye at the man who’d made the comment, Rose backed away. “Okay, this time. But next time, I’m going to fry him.” Sparks flew from the tips of her fingers, reminding everyone that she was a reincarnated goddess as well as the clan matriarch.

Since the first few attacks by the Collectors began, ancient warrior goddesses had been reincarnating all around Marie. Raz, the wolf matriarch, who happened to be a tigress, and Rose, the bear clan matriarch, who happened to be a wolf, along with Zahra, a wolf but not matriarch of any group, all had been embued with the powers of a goddess.

Marie laughed. “Don’t fry too many, we still need them.” She loved her friend for standing up for her.

“Everyone prepared?” Zahra’s words rang out even though she had no voice, her vocal cords having been severed long ago. Thankfully, due in part to her becoming a goddess of Ra, she could be heard without physically speaking or even moving her lips.

Yeah, everything was crazy different, and there was no sign of these changes abating anytime soon. Marie found it was best not to think too hard on the technicalities of it all and accept the weird stuff that kept happening on a daily basis.

Rose walked away, and Marie joined the others by placing her hand on Zahra’s shoulder. They were friends. Zahra had shown her kindness, and Marie would protect her. As the room began to fade away, she noticed Ben coming to stand in the doorway.


Moments later they were gone.



***
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BEN WATCHED AS THE group of shifters dematerialized? disappeared? vaporized? to hunt for yet another human-shifter to save. He’d been here for over a month, and all the crazy shit happening around him was beginning to feel normal. He wondered what that said about him.

People popping in and out in various shapes and species, possessing powers beyond imagination. It wasn’t the shifter thing that made him jump, it was all the magic floating around in the bunkers. It left a prickly sensation across his skin, or at least that’s what he’d attributed the weird feeling to. Since arriving, his body seemed to be reacting to everything around it in a way he’d never experienced.

He noticed Marie went on quite a few missions and wanted to know why. “Pardon me, Matriarch. Do you need more people to volunteer to go to the surface?”

“No, we’ve had many, but thank you for offering, and please call me Rose.” What odd turns his life had taken. These people had kidnapped him and forced him to live underground with them. It didn’t take long to recognize they meant to help and protect him, and the leaders were actually decent, and treated him with respect.

“Thank you, Rose. One of the reasons I ask is that I saw Marie going along again. Couldn’t someone else have taken her place?” He’d been in law enforcement for years. He knew each time anyone went out on a dangerous mission it increased their odds of injury or not making it back.

Rose looked at him with undisguised curiosity. “She volunteers. I can’t stop her from what she believes is her duty. Why do you ask?”

Shit. Busted. “Umm, I’m worried. Marie seems to be working herself to the point of exhaustion. It’s almost as if she were trying to prove herself every time she goes.”

“Sadly, in some ways she is,” Rose replied. “But that isn’t my story to tell. Can I help you with anything else?”


Ben shook his head as he said, “No. Thank you for your time.”



Once she’d turned away, Ben headed back in the direction from which he came. Through endless hallways and multiple stairways, he’d certainly have gotten lost by now if it weren’t for his instincts.

Yes, his instincts. Ben had always known he was different. Bigger, faster, and stronger than all his friends throughout school. His reaction time surpassed adults when he was only four years old. However, it wasn’t until his eighteenth birthday that he found out why.

He’d had a great childhood. Endless sunny days fishing, followed by evening camp fires under the stars. Ben had done more living outside then in. Summer nights playing baseball with his friends were customarily followed by barbecues. Normal, everyday life that now felt more like fiction than reality.

He clearly remembered the day he’d learned his truth, right down to the music that was playing on the radio. Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Proud Mary” blasted out of the speaker

like a birthday anthem. His mom loved old rock bands, and he’d inherited that love. At eighteen, he learned that wasn’t all he’d inherited.

They’d done the obligatory homemade cake with candles, and his mom had sung to him before he blew out the candles and made his wish. Whatever he’d wished for, it was nothing compared to what he’d learned that evening.

Ben had been hanging out in his bedroom waiting for his friends to call to let him know when they were picking him up when his mom had called him into the living room. He had been annoyed by the interruption, watching his music videos back before DVRs and subscription TV. Sometimes he’d have to wait all day for his favorite music video to come on again.

When he’d finally pulled his lazy ass out of bed and walked into the living room, he found his mother standing naked in the center of the worn area rug between their two recliners. Before he’d had a chance to ask her if she’d lost her mind, she’d transformed into a full-sized grizzly bear. It had happened so quickly that he blinked a couple times to make sure he was actually seeing what his brain told him was real.
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