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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

When Ginger wakes up and discovers that she's turned into a Half Shift overnight, giving her fluffy cat ears and a tail that tells everyone around her just what she is, she knows her life is never going to be normal again.

She didn't expect her family to sell her off to the highest bidder. Her time in captivity is short-lived as she's rescued by an Alpha Werewolf who has no qualms getting his hands dirty. It's not her fault, honestly, for falling for the man who saved her life. Too bad his heart belongs to another.

That doesn't mean Ginger is going to give up so easily. She knows they will be perfect together, he just needs to see it. Her dating life is absolutely disastrous. Her first date ends up in a country-wide search when everyone thought she had been taken again and her second date involves a man who is too interested rope and bondage without bothering with respecting limits.

Thankfully, she seems to have a guardian angel who appears at the opportune time to save her from her terrible life decisions.
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Prologue

[image: ]




When Ginger is born, her family decided that she is the last one. They can't afford so many children. As it is, she has seven older brothers and sisters and none of them are getting enough attention. Or food, for that matter.

Their parents work two jobs each to put food on the table. They don't have time for one child, let alone eight.

Ginger has always been a bit of a troublemaker and it's arguably worse when she's an infant, screaming for attention, for food, for diaper changes. She would cry and wail and scream until she gets her way, and one of her seven siblings would inevitably grow tired of the noise that a single baby is capable of making and come fix things. When she's six-years-old, the oldest is twenty-three and still living at home because she dropped out of college and thinks she can make it big on social media. She spends most of her time on the phone and takes a million pictures of herself from different angles.

She figures out, at some point, that adorable toddlers are also a way of gaining followers, so Ginger starts to feature prominently in her pictures and videos. Even with the unreasonable tantrums that Ginger is prone to throwing, people online seem to enjoy watching her grow. There's something about her that is uncanny and different enough to capture their attention. The precocious youngest daughter of two Cat Shifter has eyes sometimes glow in the right light and attributes that should have warned them that she would be different from the very beginning, but no one suspects a thing until it's too late.

There's a lot of angling involved to make sure that she is able to take those videos without showing too much of their home. Eight of them are cramped into two rooms and mattresses on the floor. One of the rooms leak every time it rains and when the snow melts, so it's always extra cold and wet.

The house used to belong to their grandparents, but they live in some sort of government care facility now.

Ginger's parents are kind of horrible people for kicking their elderly grandparents out, but Ginger tried to visit them once and had many things thrown at her head. They do work and put food on the table, though, so she can't really complain.

Or she can. They're really doing the bare minimum for their children.

The first thing she's tasked with doing when she learned to walk is to get to the store down the street and get their groceries. Well, that's an exaggeration. She had learned to count before they gave her that particular chore because they want to make sure that she isn't losing them money.

Her other siblings are all either still in school or they just aren't bothered with it now. They eat whatever is available in the fridge, but most of the time it's filled with beer and pizza. She likes cereal and milk, so she doesn't mind making the trip. The old man down at the grocery place, Mr. Emry, dotes on her more than her own parents and would give her a small milk packs to drink when she's collecting the food things for her family. They have a lot of food stamps and Lori, whos' nineteen and had just been rejected by her fifth university, spends a lot of time cutting stamps to get discounts on stuff. They end up bulk buying a lot of things in order to save money. One memorable week, they had forty-eight packs of assorted microwaveable meals. That was a really good week.

Ginger is sixteen-years-old and she knows that her family loves her, though it's in that distant, 'we love you because we're family' sort of way. She has learned to cook and clean, but no amount of house chores would make up for the fact that none of them really have time for one another. She works at the grocery store down the street and the money that she earns goes to into buying groceries for the family.

Ginger is sixteen-years-and-one-day-old when she wakes up with a weird feeling, her eyes seeing too much and not nearly enough and everything around her being too loud to be comfortable. The room that she had grown up in suddenly feels too small, too humid, and when she stretches her arms up over the bed and pushes herself up, she sees that her siblings gathered around the bed, looking at her like she had grown a second head while she slept.

"What's wrong?" she asks, tilting her head this way and that. It is a peculiar feeling, her ears swiveling to the front to focus on the noises all around her. She pushes herself up into a standing position and stumbles, then rights herself when something behind her moves.

She twists around and her eyes widen. She makes a startled, curious noise that she didn't know she was capable of making and she reaches out with both hands to touch the tail that had helped her keep her balanced and upright. Her hands, when she reaches out to touch her tail, has fur at the back of her hand. She brings her hands to hers face and hisses when her claws pop from the tips.

"Ginger," Jack is staring at her. Of all her siblings, she knows Jack the least. He's almost always out, running some sort of errand for someone or the other. Sometimes, he would come back with stacks of cash and they would have amazing meals for a few weeks, where he would lounge around and do nothing. Other times, he would have nothing to do at all. She doesn't ask him what he does for a living because she doesn't want to know the answer. "Ginger, you've got a fucking tail," he says now and looks around. "Am I still dreaming?" he asks.

"No," Kendria says. "My following is going to go crazy." She already has her phone out.

Ginger had grown tired of her social media addiction years ago and her mouth curls up into a snarl at the phone.

"Holy crap, she's got fangs!"

"Don't- don't do that," she hisses and slashes at her oldest sister, who really is much too old to be doing this now. She takes several deep breaths, closes her eyes, and when she opens them once more, she is feeling remarkably calm. "Sorry for um... snapping at you," she finally says, if only so that the silence around her doesn't persist. "Please stop recording me," she says.

"You hissed at me," Kendria whispers, eyes wide, though that's hard to see with the way her phone is in front of her. It's obvious that she's still streaming.

"I said to stop it," she snarls, tail whipping from side to side angrily behind her, hitting the lamp and bringing it crashing to the ground. She makes to leap at her sister and crush the small phone in her hand, but Hank has his arms around her waist, her older brother used to stopping fights between all of them. He's the biggest of the bunch and is also the sweetest, though he isn't the smartest by far. He finds jobs at construction sites and doesn't really care to do much more with his life.

"Let go of me!" she demands, though she manages to stop herself short of clawing at her brother. Hank has always been nicest to her, rubbing her head and telling her she's done well when she doesn't fail her classes as opposed to the way her other siblings would call her nerd and loser. She doesn't even do that well in her classes. She just isn't actively failing half of them. "Turn that thing off," she snarls at her sister.

"Nope," Kendria says, backing just far enough away that she can't get to the phone, but still close enough to annoy the hell out of her. "My followers are loving this," she declares.

"Yeah, all twenty of them, right?" Ginger snarls even though she knows it's a lot more than twenty now. She has close to twenty thousand followers at this point.

"Fuck you," Kendria snipes easily, unbothered by the insults or the knowledge that her relationship with Ginger is the only thing that had allowed her to garner a following in the first place.

It pains Ginger to know that she is probably gaining followers as the video continues.

"Language," Hank scolds, but he is frowning too. That mostly has to do with the way her tail continues to whip at his face in her struggle to get him to release her, though.

"That's enough, I think," Jack says and swipes Kendria's phone, deft fingers turning off the video recording. "I don't think you should be sharing this Kay," he says in a rare show of responsibility. He's the second oldest of them. Honey is there too, frowning at Ginger like she's never seen her before. There's something contemplative in her gaze that she doesn't like. Honey is eighteen and, like Lori, is waiting for her university results but unlike Lori, who did rather rubbishly at her exams, Honey actually has a chance of making it out of this hellhole. The rest of her siblings are elsewhere, probably school or whatever part time job they have.

"I have to go to work," Ginger says, no longer struggling now that she's not being recorded. "Please delete the video, Jack," she tells her brother.

Jack frowns at the phone and Kendria is looking incredibly pleased with herself.

"She livestreamed it, didn't she?" Ginger asks, dreading the answer that she already knows.

"Yes," Jack says, confirming her fears.

Hank lets go of her once he's sure that she's not going to attack their eldest sibling for being a stupid bitch, but he's obviously underestimated her ability to hold a grudge. She snarls and leaps at Kendria and gets a good swipe of her arm before she reacts in time to slap her across her face.

Pain blooms on her cheeks, but she's used to this pain and she has claws now. "You're such a fucking bitch," Ginger snarls, hand on her face and not making a second attempt at attacking the thirty-four-year-old woman who should really know better.

The insult brings a genuine look of displeasure on her face. It had always baffled her why Kendria hasn't married anyone. She's pretty enough when she wants to be, posing for multiple pictures on her social media platforms and doing makeup tutorials and all that. But Ginger knows that Kendria is waiting for her prince charming, for someone rich and famous to sweep her off her feet and take her away from this place.

"I need to get ready for work," she says.

"I don't think you should be going to work like that," Jack suggests. "There are rumors about uh... people like you," he starts carefully. "You should stay home," he says. "I'll call mom and dad and then... and then I think we need to get you registered with the regulatory board," he says.

"Oh," she stops being so riled up about Kendria and nods. "You're right. I didn't even think about that," she says. Half-shifters are a rarity. Someone like her in a place like this... chances are that she would get snatched up and sold into the black market before she can get all the way to the market. "I'll let Mr. Emry know."

She gets her clothes and goes to the bathroom to get changed.

She gives Mr. Emry a call before she showers, though.

The old man picks up on the first ring. "Ginger," he sounds harried.

"Mr. Emry, I don't think I can make it to my shift today," she starts, but he's talking to.

"Ginger, I want you to stay exactly where you are. The video your sister posted has already gotten viral."

It surprises her that he even knows the word.

"You stay right there, you hear? I know someone who can get in touch with Mr. Wolf. He'll come pick you up."

"What?" she gasps. "That's not- is that how it works?"

"Not normally, no," he says. "But normal family members don't put videos like this online." There's anger in his tone. Ginger doesn't really understand why, though. "You stay right there, alright? Mr. Wolf will make sure you're safe," he says and then she hears him yelling at a customer for taking a video of him. He hangs up the phone before she can thank him.

It's odd, having a tail that keeps getting in her way and claws that would emerge seemingly beyond her control, scratching holes in her clothes. Her ears are weird too. When she looks in the mirror, she can hardly recognize herself.

She knows about Half Shifters. They're all placed under some kind of protection. Mr. Wolf, the Alpha Werewolf in the territory used to take them under his wing when they are registered, but that's no longer the case. They go to different families now. It has something to do with making sure that they are able to integrate into society as seamlessly as possible. There aren't any in her school, but she hears that schools in fancy (expensive) areas would have one or two, all heavily guarded to keep them safe.

She doesn't think that would be the kind of life for her, honestly.

Ginger is so distracted that when she comes out of the bathroom, she doesn't notice notice the way her family are all looking at her weird. She goes to the kitchen to pour herself a bowl of cereal and milk, only to see that they've done it for her already.

She blinks at it in surprise, and then blinks some more in case it's just a figment of her imagination. It's not.

They are all looking at her expectantly.

"Uh..." she rubs the back of her neck. She wants to tell them that she prefers her cereal crunchy so while she appreciates the gesture, she could really use a new bowl. She doesn't have the heart to do it. They normally don't sit together for breakfast, so this is nice.

She sits down and eats her breakfast.

The cereal is soggy and a little bit gross, but everyone is looking at her so expectantly so she swallows and manages a confused smile. "Aren't you going to eat too?" she asks.

"We've already eaten," Jack says a bit too quickly. Her ears swivel forward, focusing on her normally quiet older brother. His face is a little bit flushed and he looks like the time he broke the window when he was playing baseball with his friends out in front and underestimated his strength. He looks like he had done something wrong.

"Don't you guys have somewhere else to be?" Ginger scowls.

"Mom and dad are on their way back," Honey says, coming into the room with a slight frown as well. She turns to Ginger with a smile that doesn't reach her eyes and quickly turns away when Ginger turns her full attention to her. Everyone is acting weird.

"Finish your breakfast," Kendria says in that 'big sister' voice she hasn't used since she was five.

She takes another spoonful of her cereal and notes how they are all relax when they see her eating. Are they worried that she would turn cannibalistic with her shift? There's something wrong. She looks around the table, trying to figure out the weakest link so she can ask them what they've done, but her vision blacks out for a second and she slumps against the chair. Her tail gets in the way of her leaning back completely, but she can hardly feel it due to how much the room around her is spinning. She doesn't understand what's happening at first, so preoccupied with the odd sensation going on inside of her head. Maybe it's another shifter thing that she has to get used to now, but she realizes no one around her is worried by her sudden the bout of weakness.
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