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        “That’s panther queen to you.”

        When cattle rancher Lenna Alvarez rescues a black jaguar, she discovers there’s more to the animal that meets the eye. Bonding with a centuries-old Aztec Warrior wasn’t part of her plans. Then again, neither was simultaneously facing off against an American businessman and poachers encroaching on her family lands.

        With her newfound powers, Lenna is sure the poachers don’t stand a chance. Only, Lenna isn’t the only one bringing strange animal powers to the game. The poachers have them too, led by businessman Ansen Peters. Lenna is in over her head, and not even the jaguar can save her.

        Ansen Peters doesn’t want the ranch. He wants the jaguar. And he’s willing to kill her for it.
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      “Caiman!”

      Lenna’s head snapped up in the direction of the shout. And here she was starting to think the week herding cows on the Pantanal was going to end up boring and uneventful. Her cousin, Valente, was closest to the riverbank and the caiman, but he was too busy herding the cows away from both to deal with it. Lenna dug her heels into her horse’s side and tugged on his reigns. The horse moved obediently, as well-trained as most of the cows.

      “Cruz, watch the cows,” she shouted to her younger cousin as she maneuvered through the herd.

      She slung her shotgun up against her shoulder, keeping it firmly in place, her dark eyes scanning for the caiman. They were similar to alligators, from what she’d read, but more agile and with longer teeth. If Lenna had to pick one to tangle with, she’d almost take the alligator. Unfortunately, there weren’t any alligators in Brazil, only caimans. Valente’s own shotgun was in his hand. Between keeping his horse and the cows calm and away from all those teeth, he didn’t have a clear shot at the thing. Lenna did.

      Lenna’s eyes scanned for anything on the other side of the caiman, anything she might hit if she missed. She peered through the scope until the base of the caiman’s skull was in her crosshairs. The thing kept moving, and she was struggling to keep her aim steady on it.

      “Lenna!” Valente’s voice cut through her thoughts again.

      “I got it!”

      Her finger pressed against the trigger with a gentle squeeze. Constant pressure, just like always, just to the front of the trigger. She felt the resistance, and her heart jumped at the burst. The bullet missed the spine and stuck itself in a shoulder instead.

      “Shit,” she muttered.

      Lenna sucked in a breath and reloaded to fire once more. She should have invested in the double-barrel. Reload, shoot. The caiman thrashed and hissed. One more bullet to the skull and its body went limp.

      A relieved sigh left her lungs. She was okay, Valente was okay, and the cows were okay. Even if it had taken her a few shots, that was what counted. Her eyes met Valente’s and he gave her a small nod, a silent, ‘Good job.’ Her eldest cousin wasn’t the chatterbox Cruz was, but his face always said plenty.

      She fixed her shotgun back into its place on her back, and moved to where she’d been before the caiman showed up. Cruz stared at her with wide eyes and an open mouth. She frowned, wondering if he’d somehow gotten hurt.

      “You are awesome.”

      She couldn’t stop herself from snorting, even as her face heated up in a way that had absolutely nothing to do with the blistering heat. Her heart was still racing, and she swallowed down the need to gasp for breath.

      Lenna had been old enough when her aunt and uncle took her in after her parents died to remember meeting Valente, who was only a handful of years older than her. She was closer to them than she was her biological brothers, none of which she’d heard from in years. She still remembered Cruz coming home in tears when he was four, maybe five, because some other kid had informed him she wasn't really his sister. The five of them had sat at the kitchen table and her aunt Vidonia had explained, in that sweet mothering way she had, that Lenna’s parents had died before Cruz was born and she came to live with them. Nobody had been able to take all four kids in, so they'd gotten scattered to the winds. Only, the kid had been insisting Lenna couldn't be Cruz’s sister, she had to be his brother. That led to a more complicated conversation that Valente had looked up from his book long enough to simplify with, “Some girls have penises and some boys have vaginas. Big deal.”

      It really was that simple. Just as simple as Cruz deciding a few weeks later that if she didn't have to go by her real first name, neither did he. Cruz was his second middle name, after Vidonia’s father, Javier Cruz.

      “I think it’s time to go home,” Valente said.

      Lenna nodded, and she turned around to start moving the cows. It was a long trek home. When she came to the river by herself, she usually drove her truck out until trees narrowed the path too much for it, then walked until she found the riverbank and her uncle’s boat. She couldn’t do that with the cows, though. When she was herding, she had no choice but to take her horse, following the middle of the herd while Valente took the lead far in front of her. Sometimes, she almost preferred riding over driving. Jacinto knew the path as well as any of them after so many years. With him, she could lean back a little in her saddle and enjoy the view. It was a hell of a view. The Brazilian Pantanal was one of the largest wetlands in the world, if not the largest. There were birds and animals here that couldn't be found anywhere else. If she wasn't so afraid of it getting broken, she would have brought her camera with her.

      The wooden sign reading Alvarez that had been stuck just off the dirt road since the turn of the 19th century came into view as they approached the small house. Lenna spotted an unfamiliar car parked in the long driveway next to the two grimy pickup trucks. It was shiny, European-made, and far from the usual kind of car she saw out here. People out here didn’t have the money for something like that. Something about the sight of it, so out of place in this part of the wetlands, sent an odd shiver through her. Her eyes met Valente’s as he dismounted. He only shrugged, but the confusion on his face was a mirror of her own. She slid off Jacinto and handed Cruz the reins.

      “Take him inside,” she said. “Make sure he’s fed and watered.”

      “What? Why do I have to?” Cruz protested.

      “Because you’re the youngest.”

      “I’m always going to be the youngest.”

      Still, Cruz led the horses to the stables, grudgingly taking Valente’s horse as well. When he was out of view, Lenna angled herself toward Valente even as she kept her eyes on the door. One hand came to the machete at her hip.

      “Something’s wrong,” she said quietly.

      “You’re paranoid.”

      It must have been contagious, because he touched a hand to his own knife. Their eyes met again. Silent understanding that protecting Cruz and their parents came first passed between them. They would both die for each other, and they would die for their family. Lenna gave a slow nod. Unease wormed its way through her stomach as she approached the house, Valente at her heels. Why would someone in a car like that be here? It could be a stranger lost or broken down, but why wasn’t Luciano out here? Since he’d broken his hip a few years back, her uncle couldn’t help with the cows the way he used to, but he still tended to the yard every day from sun up to sun down, even if just to prove he could. He wouldn’t stop in the middle of the day for just anybody. There were still a few hours of light left, and yet, he was nowhere to be found.

      “I’m sure they’re fine,” Valente murmured, sensing her anxiety in the way only a sibling — or a cousin she’d lived with for ten years — could.

      Still, she heard the slight waver in his breath that she couldn’t pretend was solely from exhaustion. He was nervous, too. Something was happening, and she was glad for the shotgun still slung across her back. Her boots were heavy against the creaky wood steps leading up to the front door. When she reached the top step, Valente caught her wrist and gave the slightest tug, not enough to make her fall, but enough to get the message across. She pulled a face at him and nudged the door open with her shoulder. The shift dropped her shotgun to a more accessible position.

      Just because she didn’t particularly want to blow someone’s face off didn’t mean she couldn’t if she had to.

      Though, not so deep down, she hoped she wouldn’t have to. She’d never shot anybody before, and she really didn’t want to.

      Strange words that didn’t sound real came from the small kitchen-slash-dining room, and it took her a moment to realize it was English. Her English was passable enough; she could read at the state average, and she could string together a coherent sentence if she had to. The man talking spoke much faster than the teachers at school had or the tour guides, but not quite as fast as tourists. It was the speed of a native English speaker who knew he was talking to non-native speakers. She caught the odd word — property, retirement, sell — though she mostly relied on Valente’s expression to gauge whether or not she should be worried. The frown on his face made it clear she should.

      She came around the corner, her shotgun now sitting beneath her arm. It wasn’t a practical position to shoot from, but she would be able to pull it up quickly enough if she had to. At the very least, it gave her a bit of an intimidation factor. Not that she usually needed it. Her height and scowl were intimidating enough on their own.

      There was a man sitting at the kitchen table, his back to her. Vidonia noticed her first, a tired smile tightening at the sight of the shotgun. The message in her eyes was clear: behave. As someone who rarely did, it was a look Lenna was more than familiar with at this point. She quirked her lips into a half-smile of her own before scowling at the back of the man’s head until he turned to face them, standing as he did so. The smooth smile on his thin lips faltered as he tipped his head back to meet her.

      The man wasn’t short by any stretch of the imagination but at 6’2”, Lenna dwarfed just about everyone, including the rest of her family. The only person who came close was Valente, just a hair’s width shorter than her. When she squared her shoulders and stretched, she looked even taller. Though the man didn’t give any obvious indication of it, a subtle tightness around his eyes showed how he felt about it. Clearly, this was a man used to being the tallest in the room and using that to bolster his own authority. Lenna knew the type.

      Luciano cleared his throat, breaking the brief tension that filled the room.

      “Kids, this is Ansen Peters from Spire Farms,” he said in a gravely, accented English. “This is my son, Valente, and my— daughter, Lenna.”

      An involuntary sense of smugness filled her at being called his daughter despite his hesitation that she felt fairly sure was more from a concern for her safety than an uncertainty of what she was. Luciano was a man of few words. Valente got that from him. It wasn’t always easy to tell how he felt about her — or anything — but that was as clear an indication as any that she stood on the same footing as her cousins in his eyes. Peters took a step toward her, extending his hand in politeness.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Alvarez. Twins?” he asked, motioning between her and Valente.

      Lenna watched Peters’ thin lips move to catch the words, keeping her expression stern so he didn’t get any thoughts about why she was staring. Something about his voice sent a cold ripple through her skin. It was too smooth, like butter that had been left out too long. Everything about him was too slick, from his gelled hair to his crisp tie. When she took his hand, it was with more force than entirely necessary.

      “Not quite,” Luciano said. “Most people think so.”

      When Lenna had first decided she didn’t give a fuck what people thought about her, she’d been forced to develop an instinct to know on sight who was and wasn’t safe to be around. It wasn’t perfect; people she’d thought would want to hurt her became good friends and people she’d trusted ended up wanting to hurt her. She still trusted that instinct. She had to. What else could she rely on?

      That instinct was telling her not to trust this man. It wasn’t just because he was a gringo. She may have hated tourists, but everyone hated tourists. No, this wasn’t the disdain that came from watching someone treat her country like their own personal playground and her people like zoo animals. This was a deep, unseated anxiety that screamed Unsafe at her.

      This man was not safe.

      Whatever he was or wasn’t, that much she knew.

      His polite smile turned to a sort of humourless grin that chilled her blood.

      ‘He knows,’ she thought as he returned the squeeze of her hand with just as much force. ‘He knows I know what he is.’

      Or, she had a basic understanding of what he might have been.

      He stepped past her to shake Valente’s hand. As he did, Lenna caught the smell of expensive cologne. It was strong enough to mask anything that may have been underneath, strong enough that she could smell it over her own sweat and cow smell. It wasn’t that out of the ordinary. Most people she knew wore strong cologne or perfume. Logic dictated that he had been sitting in a hot car for at least an hour and probably smelled like it, but instinctive dislike and paranoia made her feel like it was something more.

      “I was just telling your parents what a beautiful piece of land you have here,” Peters said. “Not many private owners have this much good space.”

      The smoothness of his voice made her teeth hurt.

      “The land’s been in my family for generations, since we came from Portugal by boat,” Luciano said, sounding conflicted about it rather than his usual pride.

      “Why do you care so much about it?” Lenna demanded.

      She kept her eyes on Peters, partly because she didn't trust him for shit and mostly to avoid Vidonia's silent order to be polite.

      “My employers are very interested in acquiring this land. We’re prepared to make a very generous offer, more than enough for your parents to retire on,” Peters said.

      Lenna squinted at him, trying to piece together his words. She didn’t know all of them; acquiring and generous were unknown to her. But she got the gist of it, and it made her scowl deepen. Why were Luciano and Vidonia even humouring this guy? He wasn’t the first gringo to come here looking to snatch their land from under them, and they never had any issue telling them to get the fuck out. They weren’t actually considering it, were they? The very thought made her snort.

      “Good for you,” she said.

      Peters raised an eyebrow, something between a smirk and a smile on his lips. “Most family ranches are struggling these days.”

      “We’re doing fine.”

      They weren’t. The Mad Cow outbreaks had crippled the beef industry and it still hadn't recovered. It probably never would. Lenna knew they were struggling, even without Luciano and Vidonia's exchanged glances. They had two part-time hired hands who helped while Cruz was in school, and their vet was a student who came out a few times a month. Even that was more than they could afford sometimes. But to sell to a big corporation? Over her dead body.

      “Of course, Miss Alvarez. But your parents won’t be around forever, and you and your brother are about old enough to start thinking about starting families of your own. Nobody is asking for a decision today. I just wanted to make sure your parents have all the information.” He reached into his jacket pocket, and Lenna’s hand went for her machete. He paused, the sly smile faking reassurance, and pulled something from an inside pocket. “My card. In case any of you want to talk.”

      In a fluid motion she barely saw, Peters slipped close enough to press the card between her fingers. Her hand tightened on the hilt of her knife, but she resisted the urge to pull it out. Vidonia's horror at her behaviour was already clear even from across the small kitchen, she didn’t need to make it worse. Lenna tipped her head back, forcing Peters to crane his neck if he wanted to make eye contact with her. She made no effort to hide her smugness about it. If he didn’t have to, why should she?

      “We’ll be seeing you, Miss Alvarez. It’s been a pleasure, Mr and Mrs Alvarez. Oh, don’t get up, I can see myself out.”

      He had the audacity to pat her arm before slipping past them as Cruz stomped inside. Lenna looked at Luciano and Vidonia, still sitting at the kitchen table with mugs and plates of snacks in front of them, and she saw fury. She wished Vidonia would just yell at her and be done with it. But Vidonia didn’t yell, that wasn’t her style. It wouldn’t have been polite to yell, and Vidonia was nothing if not polite. Not like Lenna. Life was too short to coddle people.

      Vidonia didn’t coddle, either. She pushed her wire-rimmed glasses back up to the bridge of her nose as the front door clicked shut and looked up at Lenna, her face pinched into a scowl that made Lenna’s stomach twist.

      “Somebody comes to our home, and you treat them like that? Were you raised in a barn?”

      “I was raised next to a barn.”

      Behind her, Valente coughed to cover his laugh. Lenna thought she caught the start of a smile under Luciano’s moustache. He brought his coffee cup to his lips to hide it. Vidonia didn’t seem to think it was funny. Her face went red, and the veins in her hand bulged slightly.

      “It’s not like he’s a family friend,” Lenna said quickly. “These gringos come in here and act like they can just buy us. You want me to kiss his ass, make him feel big and important?”

      She snorted, making sure her disdain for Ansen was clear. They weren’t the first people to be approached by a big company. Two other ranches in the area had already sold out to those companies this year. Lenna wasn’t sure what happened to the owners, but she hadn’t heard from them since and the farms had been torn down with nothing to replace them. So what would happen to them if they sold?

      It was entirely a rhetorical question. There was absolutely no way they were going to sell. Without this place, what did they have? What were they?

      What was she?

      Sarcasm aside, she’d grown up on this ranch with nothing but a few fleeting memories of life before. Working had been the only thing that had gotten her through losing her parents. It gave her something to focus on, something to put all her anxious energy into. It still did. What would she do if they sold it? There were a few ranches she helped out on when they were short-handed and desperate enough, but none that would take someone like her permanently.

      Vidonia opened her mouth to say something, but Luciano cut her off.

      “Why don’t you kids go get cleaned up, then we’ll talk.”

      Lenna didn’t want to get cleaned up, she wanted to talk now. But there was no room for argument in Luciano’s eyes. Grudgingly, she stomped down the hall, her cousins following suit. She took the first shower, glaring at Valente hard enough for him to shrink back when he tried to get into the bathroom before her. Even she had to admit, it felt nice to be clean again. Summer was quickly approaching, and the heat was getting disgusting. She took her time getting changed into a clean t-shirt and jeans while Valente showered, then Cruz. Why get yelled at sooner than entirely necessary? Plus, she needed the time to get her defense worked out. Her bedroom was the smallest and she could only pace it for so long before she got dizzy and claustrophobic. The shower soon shut off, indicating that Cruz was done, and she couldn't stay holed up in the closet of a room for much longer. She was the last to take her seat at the kitchen table.

      “Kids…” Luciano cleared his throat, rubbing his moustache. The tone made Lenna shoot Valente an alarmed look. Why did he sound like that? “We didn’t have a good year. The last few years weren’t good. We won’t be able to keep the ranch this way. At least like this, we’ll have enough money to retire, like he said.”

      “Since when do you even want to retire?” Lenna asked, and immediately regretted it.

      “I don’t want to. But I can’t work the way I used to, you know that. We aren’t getting any younger, and you kids need to be taken care of.”

      Lenna did know that. It didn’t help simmer her anger. This wasn't a reality she was ready to consider.

      “We’re adults now, it’s our jobs to take care of you,” she said.

      Valente put his hand on her arm. She shrugged it off. If she stayed here and continued this argument, she was going to start crying. This was her life, the only thing she had, and they wanted to just get rid of it. Just like that. Like it was nothing.

      “Lenna—” Valente began.

      “Forget it,” she snarled, pushing him out of the way with her shoulder. The effect was lost as she ducked around a piece of fly paper hanging from the ceiling. “None of you seem to care what I think, so I am going for a drive.”

      “Where are you going?” Cruz asked. “Can I come with?”

      “I don’t know yet!”

      She grabbed the keys to her truck from the hook next to the front door and slammed the door behind her.
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      The closest city to the ranch was Poconé, nearly an hour away. It was a quiet drive through rural countryside that Lenna did often enough that she didn’t have to think about it. Instead, she could fume about the unfairness of it all.

      Of course she knew she’d acted like an idiot. That was the worst part, that she knew she was wrong this time. What she should have done was sit down at the table with Vidonia, Luciano, and Valente — and probably even Cruz — and have a proper conversation about it. There must have been some solution that involved neither them selling, nor her storming off like a child. She should have turned around and gone home, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to face Vidonia and Luciano yet. She wasn’t quite ready for that, to admit she was wrong. Pride and shame won out over common sense.

      It was a good thing she was staring so hard at the road. If she’d let herself wallow in anger, she might not have seen the lump moving in front of her. Lenna slowed to a stop and lowered her sunglasses to get a better look.

      It was a jaguar.

      The Pantanal had the highest jaguar population in Brazil, maybe even in the world, but she wasn't a hundred percent sure on that. It wasn’t uncommon to see them all over the place, but Lenna couldn’t remember ever seeing one out here. The animal stood up, blood on its face from whatever it was eating, and stared at her. It’s yellow eyes glowed, reflecting her headlights back at her. Would honking the horn scare it away or make it try attacking her? And if it did try attacking her, would it be able to get into the truck?

      Probably not, but why risk it?

      She couldn’t tear her eyes from the jaguar, watching it while it watched her. Despite her annoyance, she had to admit the multitude of black spots decorating its golden fur was stunning. They stared each other down for a moment before it licked its paw and darted off the road.

      “Fucking weird-ass cat,” she muttered.

      Her eyes scanned the road for more dumb cats, and she didn’t move her foot back to the gas until she was sure nothing was going to run in front of her. She didn’t trust that jaguar.

      Nothing did jump out in front of her, and soon the city came up over the horizon.

      The radio mostly played static for the first hour until she got closer to town. Reception out here was terrible. If she had to pull over, she wouldn’t even get a signal on her old flip phone. Her old truck didn't even have a CD player, only a cassette player that hadn't worked in years. She didn’t really need the music, the silence just made her anxious and bored. It wasn’t a good combination when driving, but the static was enough to cut through it. On horseback, it wasn’t so bad. Horses had minds of their own and hers knew his way around. The truck, not so much.

      A cute, pop-y song came into focus through the speakers. It sounded like Nego de Borel or something but, honestly, Lenna didn't know enough about this sort of music to know for sure who it was. It was the sort of thing Cruz would love and Luciano and Vidonia would turn their noses up at. Luciano and Vidonia liked more of the bossa nova or Brazilian jazz. Emílio Santiago, Agnaldo Timóteo, Roberto Carlos... Old person music. Neither of them exactly appreciated Lenna’s taste in music, either. At least Sepultura were Brazilian. That made them all contractually obligated to not hate them, right?

      Within minutes of getting into town, Lenna regretted not checking the engine before she left. The thing had always acted like it was going to give out on her, but it never actually did. At least, not until today when black smoke rose from under the hood of the truck.

      “Fucking fuck shit,” she spat, pulling over into the first parking lot.

      The engine groaned to a miserable death perpendicular to the lines. She pulled the keys out of the ignition and jumped out of the truck. She stood back to avoid the worst of the smoke. The fucking engine again. That was what they got for buying a Ford. Everybody else had Chevy’s that drove perfect, but no, Luciano was a Ford man which meant they drove Fords. And of course her cellphone didn’t have enough battery to connect to a tower.

      “Fuck me,” she muttered.

      This was exactly what she needed. If she were home with her tools, she'd be able to fix it herself. She knew her way around car repair, but all that knowledge was useless right now when she didn't have access to what she needed. She looked around, taking in where she’d parked. There must have been somewhere she could borrow a phone from. The only place in the complex with an ‘open’ sign was the tattoo parlour. A bell overhead rang as she entered. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but the place was well-lit, with the same radio station Lenna had been listening to playing softly. The woman behind the desk wore a black tank top that showed off flower tattoos around her arms and across the small of her back. She turned and smiled. A pair of eyebrow piercings glimmered in the light.

      “What can I do for you?” she asked.

      Lenna wiped her palms on her jeans. “Could I borrow your phone? My truck just died.”

      The woman, who didn’t look that much older than Lenna, handed her a handset from under the counter. “Sure, no problem. Take your time.”

      Lenna listened to the phone ring, eyeing the displays on the wall. Photographed tattoos of all sorts hung in frames like art. The hum of a tattoo gun at the back of the parlour started to fade out of her focus.

      “Alvarez residence,” Valente said.

      “Hey, it’s Lenna. My tru—”

      “Where the hell are you? We’ve been calling around looking for you, your cell’s going to voicemail. You can’t just disappear like that.”

      If Lenna had been willing to admit she was wrong, the attitude made her change her mind. She wasn’t in the mood to be yelled at. She never was, but especially not now.

      “Yeah, my phone’s dead. I’m in Poconé, and my truck crapped out. I need you to come tow me.”

      “Are you kidding?” Valente sighed. “Just hang tight. I’ll leave right now.”

      Lenna read the address off a business card and let Valente go. The woman was nowhere in sight, so she left the handset on the counter. Would it be all right for her to wait here? She didn’t want to go back and wait for Valente in the truck. That was just asking to die of heat stroke. The woman emerged from the back, her smile now a grin.

      “How’d it go?” she asked.

      “Good. My lift’s about an hour out, though. Do you— know if there’s somewhere I can wait around here? Coffee place or something?”

      “You can wait here if you want. We’re open late.”

      Lenna nodded, relieved, and took a seat in one of the plastic chairs lining the wall. A nice breeze came in from the bottom of the door. She tried flipping through one of the brochures on the small table next to her, but she was much more interested in the pictures on the walls. She’d always loved the way tattoos looked. Of course, Luciano and Vidonia thought they were trashy, but she didn’t care. Old people thought anything cool was trashy. Stavo, one of the ranch hands, was covered in them and he wasn’t trashy.

      “Hey, listen,” the woman said. “This is a weird question, but you’re not Valente Alvarez, are you?”

      That wasn’t a name Lenna expected to hear from her.

      “Uh— no. His younger cousin, Lenna.”

      “Lenna!” she clapped her hands together. “I thought you were too pretty to be him! I was in Valente’s class in high school. I’m Caro.”

      Lenna flushed. She was a lot of things, and while she liked the way she looked, she didn’t necessarily think ‘pretty’ was one of them. She and Valente hadn’t shared many friends, mostly because Lenna hadn’t had many. The name might have been familiar, but Caro definitely looked different than she would have in high school. She waved her hand, silently dismissing the fact that Lenna obviously didn’t recognize her.

      “Ever think of getting a tattoo?” she asked.

      Lenna laughed a little. “All the time. I’ve been wanting to get one for ages.”

      Caro grinned. “What are you thinking?”

      Lenna stared at the wall. There was one photograph that kept getting her attention. It was a full body tattoo of the Pantanal, the wetlands that made Mato Grosso state famous. She could reach that part of the wetlands by boat, and often did, even though she wasn’t supposed to. She wasn’t supposed to get a tattoo, either.

      And Luciano and Vidonia weren’t supposed to sell the ranch. It was her body, anyway.

      She nodded at the picture.

      “Something like that.”

      Caro turned to look. “I actually did those. If you’re set on it, I can get started on the line work right now.”

      Woah, woah. Was she serious? Lenna’s face felt hot. She needed to talk herself out of this before she ended up with a tattoo.  Could she even afford one? She had some money saved from working on other ranches, but that didn’t look cheap, or comfortable. Caro seemed to sense her reluctance.

      “Doesn’t really hurt that bad. If you want something big, we’ll do it in multiple sessions.” Caro gave her a crooked grin that made Lenna’s ears feel hot. “Half-off since I get to be your first.”

      “Who says you’re my first?” Lenna said far too quickly. Impulsiveness took over, and she gave a grin of her own. “Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t hurt as much as Lenna expected it to. They only did the outline of her chest, the tops of trees now wrapped in plastic across her pecs. With Valente on his way, it was all they had time for. She would find an excuse to sneak away for the bottom half in a week.

      Valente chewed her out quite thoroughly while they hooked her truck up to his. Thankfully, it didn’t last. She was probably going to get worse from Luciano and Vidonia, even if they didn’t find out about the tattoo. She certainly wasn’t going to mention it, not even to Valente.

      They fell into a heavy silence. Lenna watched the scenery pass by. Every now and then, she forgot the tattoo and folded her arms across her chest, then immediately dropped them. Valente was too focused on the road to notice. A little too focused, if anyone asked her, like he was trying to keep from focusing on something else. Either he was mad at her, or he was still upset about Peters trying to buy the ranch. She hoped it was the latter.

      “Len, I have to tell you something,” he said finally. “I wanted to tell everyone at the same time, but obviously you weren’t home.”

      She frowned. That didn’t sound like it was about her or the ranch.

      “What’s up?”

      “I… I got a job. I’m going to work for a car company.”

      Lenna’s eyebrows went up. It would be Valente’s first ‘real’ job since graduating from Universidade Católica Dom Bosco in Campo Grande’s mechanical engineering program. It had been almost impossible to manage the ranch with him ten hours away for the past few years. The idea had been that he would get a better paying job than ranching to help out financially, and still come home to work on weekends.

      “Congratulations. I’m happy for you,” she said.

      “In Canada.”

      There it was. The reason he wasn’t pissed about Luciano and Vidonia’s plans to sell. He had a whole new life planned out, while hers involved running a ranch she wasn’t even going to have anymore. That wasn’t fair, though. He'd worked hard for his degree, both of them sitting up late on the phone while emailing back and forth, trying to muddle through equations and concepts. She should have been happy for him. She was happy for him. He’d worked hard to get his degree. It was her own insecurity at being left behind that made her say, “Canada? Why the fuck would you want to move to Canada?”

      The smallest frown creased Valente’s forehead and she immediately felt bad.

      “It’s a really good opportunity. Do you remember when I spent that semester there?”

      Lenna gave a small nod. There was some initiative at some university in Canada that brought Canadian students to Brazil, and Brazilian students to Canada.

      “I got to know this guy who owns a dealership. It won’t be a real engineering job to start, but it’ll be good experience until I can be licensed in Canada.”

      “Canada,” she repeated.

      Valente sighed and rubbed his face. For the first time, she noticed the bags under his eyes and she wondered if the stubble on his face wasn't intentional. Did he always look this tired?

      “They have a shortage right now. The money is good. Really good. Better than I could get here. I’ll be able to send a lot more back. And that’ll put you in charge. You were always better at ranching than me.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. It sounded like he was trying to convince himself just as much as her that this was a great idea. Maybe it was. Who knew, maybe with a fancy Canadian job, he’d be able to leverage a better deal here. It wouldn’t have to be forever.

      Everything was changing. Luciano and Vidonia were selling the ranch, Valente was moving. She had no say, no control over any of it. But what could she do?

      “So,” she said, forcing herself to smile, “tell me about Canada.”
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      Lenna loved the out-of-the-way part of the Pantanal. There were no humans, no tourists, no gringos with overdeveloped senses of entitlement acting like all of this was just here for their consumption. Was it hypocritical of her to like it best like this? The Pantanal didn’t belong to her any more than it did to anyone else, no matter how much it felt like home, no matter how much it felt like she was part of the wilderness in front of her.

      How could anyone not feel at home here? How could anyone not love this?

      It had been two days since Ansen Peters had tried to convince Luciano and Vidonia to sell the ranch, since Valente had decided to move to Canada, and they hadn’t talked about it. Whatever they decided to do, Lenna’s job was to take care of the cows. She would do that until a decision was made. As for what she would do when it was sold, it was a problem she wasn’t ready to consider yet. Maybe she could take up bull riding. She’d tried it once as a teenager, having snuck to a small rodeo two farms over with Valente. They had gone just to watch, but some idiot had taunted them and Lenna had never been smart enough to turn down a challenge. The bull had broken two of her ribs, but she would have tried it again if Luciano hadn’t threatened to stop letting her work on the ranch. She’d loved the ranch more than she’d loved the two and a half seconds she’d lasted on the bull. At least he never stopped her from going to the Barretos International rodeo with Cruz every year.

      If the ranch was gone, she could always become the first trans woman bull rider. The very thought of it made her snort.

      She needed space to think, and space came in the form of the Pantanal.

      Her family never understood how Lenna could stand to spend so many hours just staring at it, even with the mosquitoes trying to eat her alive. She was so used to it at this point, she was pretty sure she was immune to whatever it was that made mosquito bites itch.

      It was worth it. This view? It was worth every mosquito bite and the scratches on her palms as she climbed the large trees, worth the sap that stained her jeans. It was all worth it for the view.

      Lenna had never seen another human so far into the wilderness. Even tour guides rarely banked on the river’s edge. Maybe it was her own sense of entitlement that forced her to park the boat and climb down onto the grass. A deer stared at her as she stalked through the brush, but it didn’t bother her, and she didn’t bother it. It was an odd time of day, just before evening, when there was a lull in activity while the day animals found shelter and before the night animals became active. She pulled herself up into a large tree, fighting against gravity to settle in a branch near the top, disrupting a few birds who had settled in there before her.

      “Sorry birds,” she said.

      The birds settled in other nearby trees, and she didn’t feel so bad.

      There was something incredibly peaceful about the Pantanal this time of day. Sure, there was probably a jaguar having a fistfight with an anaconda somewhere, but there was no evidence of that here.

      Lenna looked out through her binoculars, nearly dropping them when a monkey ran overhead, screeching. The cord around her neck stopped them from falling through the branches. She laughed a little to herself and brought them back to her face.

      Her eyes caught something moving in the water. She didn’t see it at first, not until her second pass over the river.

      “Holy shit…”

      A black jaguar. She’d never seen one before. They were crazy rare, especially here. It must have been the only one in Brazil. She’d never heard of one so far north. What the hell was it doing all the way out here? She fumbled for her camera. It was the most expensive thing she owned, a combined birthday gift from her family a few years ago. She was always out here, it seemed a waste not to take pictures. The river was far away, but not so far that she couldn’t snap some pictures if she zoomed in enough. The jaguar looked a little small for the males she usually saw around here. It could have been a female, or just a younger male, or maybe black jaguars were just smaller.

      The water barely rippled around the jaguar as it moved through the river. It might as well not have even been there. For a moment, Lenna almost wondered if it wasn’t actually a shadow cast by another jaguar nearby. But no, there was only the one. Even by jaguar standards, it was incredibly stealthy. She was nothing compared to this thing. Watching the animal, she almost felt… proud, though she couldn’t explain why. She followed the path of the jaguar’s movements toward a caiman lying on the riverbank. It was difficult to tell from this distance, but the caiman looked like it might have actually been larger than the jaguar.

      “Come on, you can’t fight that thing,” she muttered.

      As much as she wanted to take some more pictures, she didn’t want to miss this.

      The jaguar crept onto the riverbank, facing the caiman’s side, and paused. Lenna held her breath in her throat. Every muscle in her body was locked tight as if the slightest movement would alert the caiman to its predator’s presence.

      If Lenna blinked, she would have missed it.

      One, two large steps and they fell into the water, struggling together. If Lenna was any more on the edge of her seat, she would have fallen out of the tree. The struggle continued in the river for only a few seconds, and the water fell still.

      Black jaguars didn’t live in Brazil, at least as far as Lenna knew. This one must have come from another country, maybe walking here to avoid deforestation and losing its home. To come all the way here and lose to a caiman… It hardly seemed fair.

      A moment later, her jaguar emerged, hauling the caiman’s carcass back onto the river bank with its teeth.

      Lenna had to cover her mouth to keep herself from cheering out loud. The carcass was dragged into a shady hiding place so the jaguar could enjoy its well earned meal. Alone, she noted, without any mate or cubs. Maybe it was trying to get its fill before sharing, or maybe it was a younger jaguar. It wasn’t like she could ask. The shade hid the jaguar fairly well. If she didn’t know it was there, she wouldn’t have been able to spot it. As it was, every time she turned her attention away, she had to struggle to find it again.

      Nature was hardcore.
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        * * *

      

      Night fell around Lenna, and her ass had long since gone numb. Her camera was full of new pictures, but she didn’t have anything for night photography. The equipment was bulkier and heavier than she was willing to carry through the Pantanal.

      As she prepared to dismount from her tree, she tried to see how awake her legs were. Not very, judging by the tingling in her feet. She scanned the riverbank for her boat while she kicked her heels against the tree trunk and spotted two others. That was odd. When had someone else shown up? Maybe it was Valente and Luciano looking for her. But she had taken their only boat, and they would never venture this deep into the Pantanal unless she’d been missing for at least a day, not just a few hours. They didn’t know their way around like she did.

      It was probably just wildlife photographers trying to get shots of the nocturnal animals. Something made her feel uneasy, though. She looked around for the occupants of the boats and spotted them approaching her jaguar.

      The two men were not wildlife photographers. She knew hunting equipment when she saw it. She also knew the hunting regulations for the area. The regulations were pretty simple: no fucking hunting. Which meant there was no way these men were allowed to be killing anything out here. Which meant they were poachers. Their faces were only just visible in her camera. She doubted anything would happen to them if she reported them. Nothing ever happened to poachers.

      The poachers found a spot close enough to the jaguar to hit it, but not close enough to attract its attention. She had to do something before they fired. At this distance, they wouldn’t miss.

      She thought of her own shotgun tucked uselessly in the back of Luciano’s truck. She’d never needed it before, and there didn’t seem to be any point lugging it with her. It would have done her a hell of a lot more good than the machete at her hip. It looked like she was going to have to get creative.

      “Hey!”

      Her voice carried over the Pantanal, farther than she would have thought possible. The deep shout certainly got their attention. They shot at her, grazing the trees around her.

      “Shit!”

      Lenna couldn’t stay up here. She’d be a sitting duck. She climbed down the top branches to avoid breaking her legs and jumped from the tree. It was still too high, and she hit the dirt with bruising force. She pushed herself back up without a moment of hesitation. She could have lost them in the wooded area, easy. But the odds of getting lost or eaten by an anaconda were higher than the odds of getting shot before she made it to her boat.

      Hopefully.

      Camera still in hand and binoculars thumping painfully against her tattooed chest, she took off across the grassy plains of the Pantanal. The silencers on the guns muffled the shots, making them sound more like thumps than bangs. Though, that might have been her heart pounding in her ears. The rational part of her brain that was still working told her to run in a zig-zag to make herself harder to hit. The animal part of her brain told her the shortest distance to her boat was a straight line and to run as fast as physically possible. She had no idea where the bullets were or whether or not they were even close to hitting her, and she sure as shit wasn’t going to stop to check.

      A roar that sounded more like a throaty cough filled her ears. For a split half-second, she thought the jaguar was on her. But that wasn’t her screaming. No, it came from behind her. She didn’t dare look back, not even as she heard more gunshots, not even as she heard the jaguar cry out in pain.

      They shot it! They shot her jaguar!

      Rage filled her, and she had half a mind to turn around, but self-preservation won out. Her boat was right there. Right there, just eight, six, four feet away. Keys, were the hell where her keys? Where were her goddamn fucking—

      Found them.

      Lenna shoved her keys into the ignition, her eyes scouring the Pantanal for the jaguar and the poachers. The jaguar was limping away, and the poachers’ bodies were lying on the grass. One was shifting, dragging itself away from the animal. The other was not. Lenna had no sympathy for them, and she wasn't about to stick around to make sure they were okay. They could be eaten by caimans for all she gave a fuck.

      The boat started without any issue. Though the poachers were down and the jaguar was obviously in no state to come after her, Lenna couldn’t wait to get as far away from here as possible.

      She ran on foot through the brush, never wanting to leave her horse alone with the night predators, until she found her truck, the green paint chipping to show the silver metal underneath, in the same place she always left it. The roar of her engine drowned out the shriek of birds. Muscle memory alone guided her back to the ranch house. She practically threw herself through the front door and slammed her bedroom door hard enough to rattle the walls.

      “Lenna?” Vidonia called.

      Lenna leaned against the door. She knew Vidonia wouldn’t hurt her. Nobody in this house would, and not just because she could practically bench press one of their cows. She was safe here. So why did she feel the urge to push the dresser against the door and hide under the bed?

      “Lenna? Honey, are you okay?”

      No, no she wasn’t.

      She slumped down against the door and pressed her forehead to her knees. Exhaustion washed over her. This day suddenly felt so long. The solace she’d found watching the Pantanal was gone. She just wanted to curl up somewhere safe. Home should have been safe, but the memory of Ansen Peters standing just down the hall from her room with that sly smile made her shudder.

      “Lenna, please talk to me. Did something happen? Luciano!”

      There was panic in Vidonia's voice. She was afraid for Lenna.

      This place was safe, Lenna reminded herself. Nobody would get past Vidonia and Luciano. Nobody could hurt her here.

      “I’m fine,” Lenna said, though her voice cracked and she wasn’t sure she believed herself. “I’m fine; I’m just tired.”

      There was a long silence. Lenna struggled to keep her sobs quiet. She didn’t want them to know. She didn’t want to get in trouble.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure, auntie.” Her voice trembled, and she cleared her throat. “I’m— I’m going to sleep. I have an early morning.”

      She changed into a pair of boxers, crawled into bed, and pulled the pillow over her head to drown out the screams ringing in her ears.
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      “Hey!”

      The jaguar’s head snapped up. In the trees. There was a girl. Human girl. She was staring at him. No, not at him, at—

      Hunters. They always had a distinct smell. Metal and death. The kind of smell that made him bare his teeth.

      The first one lifted his gun.

      Bang.

      Not quite. The bullet rushed past him. Click, reload. Too late. The jaguar was on him, bones crunching beneath the weight of his heavy paws. Claws tore through flesh. Soft, exposed throat no match for his teeth. Less than a heartbeat and dead.

      The second hunter shouted after the girl. She was fast, powerful. More shots fired. Boat engine. Metal on metal, bullets hitting her boat. Metal cutting through water. He was trying to kill the girl. He didn't see the jaguar. The jaguar shifted, pounced.

      Scream in his ears. Flesh of the face beneath his claws.

      Bang.

      Blood. Blood and pain. The taste of it in his mouth, the stench of it seeping into his fur. He stumbled away from the second hunter. He was shot. So much blood gone. Soaked into the ground. He caught the gun between his teeth. Clenched jaws together until it broke. The hunter scrambled away from him. Would be easy to kill the hunter when his back was turned. Coward’s strike. He never would have done it. He had Honour. They had planned to shoot him from behind. They were cowards themselves.

      He was losing too much blood. Human would not make it far. Had to pick his battles. He stepped through the dead hunter’s blood and pushed every ounce of strength he had left into his legs and ran. Water would hide him but smell of blood would attract danger. He had not many predators. Blood was blood, though, and hungry animal was hungry. He didn't have strength to fight off caimans. Woods were better. Farther but safer.

      Woods were barely thick enough to hide him when he lost strength. He collapsed on the dirt, small body trembling, and roared up at night sky.

      Tezcatlipoca!

      His God didn't answer, and he roared again, weaker this time.

      Tezcatlipoca!

      It had been a long time since he had seen his God. Centuries. Did the Aztec gods even have power this far north? It had been long time since he had been chased from his home by the Spanish and their guns and their greed. Monsters, humans were. Not all of them. Some were good. But most of them. Selfish animals.

      His thoughts drifted to the girl. She reminded him of the last human he’d been bonded to, the last human he’d lent his powers to. He hadn't had a human in a long time. Not since he last fought for his God. They were good Warrior. They made their God proud together. But his human had been shot through chest, and Aldo couldn't save him. He hadn’t stood a chance. There was no Honour in guns. Breaking their bond had been the only way to save himself. Age wouldn’t kill him, but a bullet through the chest would.

      It still hurt, deep in his heart, but not from the old wound.

      “Are you ready to suffer that again?”

      The deep voice made the ground rumble like an earthquake. The jaguar opened his eyes. Tezcatlipoca stood before him clad in jaguar pelts with black and yellow lines painted across his face. If he weren't already lying down, he would have bowed to him. If he had the strength…

      I lonely.

      “Loneliness is not a reason to grant a human the powers of the Jaguar.”

      Aldo gave a weak roar in attempt to mimic her shout. It had Warrior spirit.

      “She is of Mayan and Portuguese blood, not Aztec. They are not interchangeable.”

      He pawed at his own blood pooling in the dirt beneath him. His own blood was Aztec blood. That was all that mattered.

      “That girl does not know what you are asking of her.”

      It was true. Most Jaguar Warriors had been trained to harness the power of the jaguar from childhood. Years of rigorous training, and not all were chosen. Not all were powerful enough to bear it. She was, though. She was made to be Warrior. Even if she was not Aztec like him, she was a Jaguar. He felt it in his bones.

      And even if she wasn't…

      Aldo lifted his eyes to Tezcatlipoca.

      I dying.

      “Dying is not so terrible. You have fought well and with honour.”

      I want live.

      Tezcatlipoca knelt before him and scratched his ears. He mewled. It was a weak sound. He didn't have strength to be louder. Fiercest hunter of all, dying in the dirt. There was a long silence in which he assumed Tezcatlipoca contemplated, stroking Aldo’s head all the while.

      “Very well. I will allow it.”

      The jaguar closed his eyes as the pain began to recede, rubbing his head against his God’s large hand in thanks. He curled up a little into his lap, feeling very much like a cub. Sleep crept over him, and the wound began to stitch itself together.

      By morning, the wound was healed save for the knot of scar tissue at the base of his ribs, and he was alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sharp pain tore through Lenna’s side, jerking her awake. Her hand lashed out, striking the dresser beside her through the white mosquito net over her bed.

      “Fuck," she hissed.

      After a moment of struggling to catch her breath, the pain dulled to a steady throb, dull enough for her to actually focus on what was going on. It started just below her ribs and radiated out along her abs. She had torn muscles before, but nothing that felt like this. Her mind, hazy from pain and sleep, drifted to period cramps.

      “You don't get periods, you moron," she reminded herself.

      Now that she was sitting upright, it wasn't so bad. With Luciano effectively out of commission, they couldn't afford to be down another set of hands. She could suck it up for today, and if it wasn't better by the time Jair, Lenna’s least favourite hired hand, got back, she would go to town to see a doctor.

      Despite her self-assurance that she was fine, Lenna got up slowly, holding her hand over her side. It was a toss-up between whether the pressure made the pain better or worse. She used her foot to lift the closest t-shirt and put it on over her tattoos, then limped to the bathroom to pound on the locked door.

      “Cruz, hurry up," she shouted.

      "Yeah, just a minute."

      Lenna waited a minute, panting against the wall, then two, then five before pounding on the door again.

      “Cruz!”

      "I'm coming!"

      The door swung open just before she could bring her fist back down against the wood. Cruz squinted up at her for all of half a second before telling her, “You look like shit."

      Lenna shoved him a little, snorting and rolling her eyes. She certainly felt like shit. And, looking in the mirror, she had to admit she looked like shit, too.

      Heavy shadows hung beneath her eyes, and her hair, having not been tied back the night before, looked like a bird’s nest.

      “That’s sexy,” she mumbled.

      She peeled her shirt off, despite just putting it on, sighing in relief at the release of heat from her body. It wasn’t until she was looking for the toothpaste that she noticed the dark bruising along the base of her ribs just below the line-work of her tattoo. She was getting used to the ink, but the black and purple spots were new.

      “What the hell…?”

      Had she hit something last night? It looked too dark to be that fresh. Maybe someone had knocked her with something earlier and she hadn’t noticed or didn’t remember.

      It hurt to touch. Bruises usually did, she reminded herself. Her fingers found an odd bit of scar tissue just centre of the bruise that she certainly didn’t remember being there yesterday.

      “What?”

      One of the poachers’ bullets must have hit her.

      But—

      No, that made no sense. She’d been facing away from them, and she didn’t feel anything on her back. Besides, she wouldn’t have a bruise and a scar if she’d been shot, she’d be bleeding like hell. That was something she would have remembered. The scar must have been old and she was just so used to it that she’d forgotten all about it. As for the bruise… she’d been running on pure adrenaline once the shots had started. Maybe she had hit something, or maybe it had happened earlier and the adrenaline just made her forget. That was a thing, right?

      It made just as much sense as anything else at this point.

      Lenna could only spend so much time staring at herself. The guys needed her out there. She finished in the bathroom, got changed, and scarfed down the breakfast Vidonia had prepared for her while Cruz hovered and urged her to hurry.

      “Sure, when I need you to finish in the bathroom, you take your sweet time. But when you want to go…”

      Still, she finished eating before Cruz could whine too much and put the plates in the sink for Vidonia. She pressed a quick kiss to her aunt’s cheek.

      “Be careful. Look out for caimans and jaguars.”

      Vidonia gave the same warning every time they went out, to the point that Lenna had begun to tune it out. Today, though, the words stuck in her skull. Look out for jaguars. Right. Because looking out for a jaguar hadn’t almost gotten her killed last night. A nervous sort of laugh rose in the back of her throat. She barely managed to keep it from escaping.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine,” she assured, more to herself than to Vidonia.

      Lenna took another sip of her coffee, silently hoping the caffeine would settle her nerves while Vidonia worked on the dishes.

      “Silvia was telling me there’s been poachers out there. I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that, though. They never come this way.”

      This time, Lenna did laugh, high and anxious. She forced a cough with the hope that it was enough to make Vidonia think she was choking on her coffee. She swallowed the rest to avoid any questions and dropped the empty mug in the sink. Cruz was already leading their horses out of the barn. She lit a cigarette and took a long drag while he put their saddles on. It didn’t make her stomach feel better, but it helped settle her anxiety some.

      “Come on, Len, we’re running out of daylight.”

      Running out of—? Was he kidding?

      “Sun’s not even up, dumbass.”

      He made a face at her, which she returned. None of his rushing made her finish her cigarette sooner than she was ready. Given how much she was going to cut back to afford the rest of her tattoos, she wanted to draw it out. Only when she was good and ready did she drop the cigarette to the ground and put it out with the toe of her boot.

      They rode in silence, enjoying the sunrise. Lenna let her horse take the lead. He knew where he was going. She was more concerned with keeping her breakfast down. The cigarette definitely didn’t make it better. Each stop jostled her and sent stabs of pain through her abdomen. Maybe she would go back with Cruz at the end of the weekend instead of waiting for Jair. Or she could go back now while they still had Cruz helping.

      The obnoxious mooing of the cows got her attention. She lifted her head and immediately regretted it.

      “Are you okay?” Cruz asked. “You don’t look so good.”

      “Yeah, you already said that.”

      She tugged her horse’s reigns to stop him.

      “No, I mean it, Len. You’re pale and you’re all sweaty.”

      “It’s a million degrees out. Of course I’m sweaty. Come on, let’s go check in with Stavo.”

      Cruz pursed his lips but didn’t press.

      Lenna nudged her horse with her heel and they trotted forward. She took a long drink from her thermos. It was too early to start digging into it, but the warmth of it loosened her muscles and helped ease the pain. She wished she’d asked Vidonia for another thermos she could put hot water in. Would Vidonia get suspicious if she started drinking tea instead of coffee? Probably not, but paranoia was a hell of a thing.

      Valente waved them over. It was a good thing, too. The motion was the only thing Lenna noticed. She felt like her brain was gradually disappearing from her skull. She had to get off this horse. Maybe it was the height, or the motion, or— She didn’t know.

      The second her feet hit the ground, Lenna realized she’d made a mistake. Her legs gave out, her hat falling in front of her, and the contents of her stomach lurched up into her throat. Humiliation would come later. Right now, there was just the burning of stomach acid against her esophagus.

      A shadow fell over her and a small hand landed on her shoulder. Cruz.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Valente asked. “Is that— Is that blood?”

      Lenna forced her watering eyes open. Pain blurred her vision and forced more bile up into her mouth. Valente was right. Mixed in with the eggs and beef and coffee was blood. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and found more blood mixed with saliva.

      Valente was kneeling next to her now, and Stavo was dismounting.

      “She looked sick when we left,” Cruz said, an almost hysterical edge to his voice.

      Lenna vomited again. Only blood came up this time. The pain in her side was blinding. She clutched at the base of her ribs, half-expecting her hands to come away wet with blood. She’d never understood the term ‘white-hot pain’ before.

      “Where’s Bernardo? Bernardo!” Valente shouted.

      “I’ll get him,” Stavo said.

      Shudders raked through her body. If she wasn’t already puking, she would be now.

      What the hell was happening to her? She’d never gotten so much as nauseous from riding, and she had a hell of a pain tolerance. Her horse had kicked her in the ribs and Lenna hadn’t even noticed they were cracked for a good three days. Which, as Vidonia had pointed out at the time, was not a good thing, but it made her point.

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t so ridiculous to imagine she hadn’t noticed she’d gotten hurt before now.

      But the vomiting blood thing was new.

      A line of bloody spit hung from her mouth. Talk about unsexy.

      “What’s wrong with her? Why is she puking blood?” Valente demanded.

      “I don’t know. How would I know?” Bernardo said.

      When did he get here? She pressed her cheek to her arm. The sun beat down on the back of her neck. Had it been this hot five minutes ago?

      “You’re a doctor.”

      “I’m a vet student.”

      “A mammal’s a mammal, isn’t it?” Valente said.

      “I work with cows. She is not a cow!”

      “Good observation,” Lenna muttered.

      “Lenna, sarcasm is not helpful,” Valente said. To Bernardo, “Can’t you pretend she’s a cow and figure out what’s wrong with her?”

      Bernardo rubbed his hand over his beard. “I can try…” He crouched down and guided her into a sitting position. “Can you say ‘moo’?”

      Any other time, that would have been funny. Right now, though, it made her want to punch him.

      “I will puke on you,” she threatened through gritted teeth.

      “Okay, no jokes. The cows think I’m funny.” Bernardo paused. “What’s wrong with your side? Why is she holding her side?”

      “She’s been doing that since we left,” Cruz said.

      “I’m going to take a look. Is that okay?” Bernardo asked.

      Lenna bared her teeth, but she pulled her hands away. Bernardo eased her shirt up. She stopped him from exposing the tattoo. Someone whistled. At the bruise, she hoped. Otherwise, somebody was definitely going to get punched. Light fingers prodded at the bruise, gentle until they reached the scar. Then, they pressed hard enough to make her see stars.

      Lenna roared. She didn’t scream or yell. She roared. It was deep and chesty and reminded her of the sound the jaguar had made last night. It scared her, and if the way Bernardo stumbled back was any indication, it scared him too. He looked up at Valente, then back at her, swallowing nervously.

      “Well?” Stavo asked. The word was short and clipped.

      “I think— Well, there’s some scar tissue that looks like it could be from a bullet.” A chorus of, ‘What?’ broke out. “Hey, I’m just saying what I see. I thought it might be her appendix, but if part of the bullet was still inside her, it could—”

      “She wasn’t shot!” Valente shouted. “When was she shot? When were you shot?”

      More blood bubbled up between Lenna’s lips, preventing her from having to answer. As if she even had an answer.

      “You want my expert medical opinion? She needs a doctor. A real doctor, not a vet student. Fast.”

      Valente tugged Stavo aside. Though he spoke in a hushed whisper, he might as well have been yelling in Lenna’s ear for how loud he sounded to her.

      “The nearest doctor is at least an hour’s drive from here by car,” Valente said. “She looks like she’s dying.”

      “I’m not dying, you moron,” Lenna muttered, though the blood on her lips suggested otherwise.

      “I think my truck is closest. I could take her,” Stavo offered, ignoring her. Did they not realize she was still there? “It’s only half an hour away.”

      Valente snorted. “Only?”

      “I’m trying to help. You want me to take her all the way on horse?”

      Lenna whistled through her teeth. The blood and bile and spit coating her mouth made it sound wet and muffled, but it still got their attention. She motioned for Bernardo to help her up. He hesitated, maybe afraid that she would snap at him again or that she was contagious. Cruz took her arm instead. A wave of dizziness overtook her, and she had to lean against him for a moment until the spinning stopped.

      “I can take myself.”

      She couldn’t, even she knew that, but if they were going to make such a big deal out of it… It was her own stupid fault for coming out today in the first place. Vidonia could have taken her into town and she wouldn’t be in this mess.

      “Are you crazy?” Valente asked.

      Given the events of the last twelve hours, Lenna was willing to say that yes, she might have been completely crazy. There was no rational explanation for what was going on with her.

      “Maybe Stavo should take her back,” Cruz said.

      His voice wavered like he was trying not to cry. It wasn’t his fault. The dumb horse had probably aggravated whatever was wrong with her.

      “We’ll make sure he gets back safe,” Valente promised, patting the aforementioned dumb horse’s nose.

      Stavo helped her mount his horse before climbing on himself. He didn’t shift in the slightest as she leaned back against him. If she was into guys, she might have appreciated it more.

      “You’d better take care of my sister,” Cruz warned.

      Lenna offered him the most reassuring smile she could manage, though she suspected it didn’t come close to reassuring.

      “I’ll be fine. Don’t give your brother a hard time, you punk.”

      Cruz promised he wouldn’t, which almost shocked her more than finding that scar on her stomach, and they were off in an anticlimactic trot that jostled her organs against her ribs. At least she could brace herself against Stavo to absorb some of the shock. They travelled in silence for ten, maybe fifteen minutes before Stavo spoke up over the cows still surrounding them.

      “You still with me, girl?”

      Lenna hummed, then realized he probably wanted an actual answer. “I’m here.”

      “Good. I was getting worried with you so quiet.”

      “You want me to recite some poetry?”

      “Can you?” Stavo asked, and she coughed up a laugh.

      “You’re cute.”

      “Yeah? How cute?” He paused a moment before adding, “You know I like you, right?”

      Lenna hadn’t quite realized she’d closed her eyes until she opened them again. Really? He was going to do this now? Probably figured he wouldn’t get another chance. Fantastic.

      “I think I’m a touch young for you. You know I have a dick, right?”

      “You’re still the prettiest girl I ever seen.”

      Lenna almost laughed. The sincerity in his voice was endearing. There weren’t enough guys like Stavo out there. There weren’t enough girls like Stavo out there. Too many people looked at her and decided it was up to them to define her, that they had the right to. And if she disagreed, they thought they had the right to hurt her for it. Maybe even kill her. But Stavo was decent. Stavo wouldn’t make her another statistic. Stavo was Safe.

      “I also only like girls,” she said.

      “Can’t say I blame you for that. How’re you feeling.”

      Lenna snorted and lowered her head.

      “Like I was shot,” she said.

      “Were you? I won’t tell if you don’t want me to.”

      Lenna hesitated. Would telling Stavo the truth really be the worst thing? They’d known each other for years. She trusted him with her life. Why not trust him with the truth?

      “You swear you won’t tell?” she said slowly.

      “Well— Yeah. Yeah, I swear. You aren’t in trouble, are you, Len?”

      She shook her head.

      “No, not me. At least, I don’t think so. I… I saw a jaguar last night.”

      “On the Pantanal? I’d be surprised if you didn’t.”

      She kicked his leg lightly, more of a tap than a kick.

      “There were poachers. I yelled to… I don’t know, get its attention. One of them shot at me, the other one shot at the jaguar. It attacked them. I think; I don’t really know. It all happened so fast. I— I just ran.”

      Her face was wet. It was sweat, not tears.

      Stavo rubbed her shoulder.

      “Wait, you said last night?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “But you couldn’t have been shot last night.”

      He was starting to get it. It was the same thing she’d been wresting with all morning.

      “I feel like I must have imagined the entire thing. It doesn’t feel real. Like it happened to someone else.”

      “Sounds like you’re still in shock. I’m assuming you didn’t tell your par— your aunt and uncle?”

      Lenna snorted and shook her head. Right, because that wouldn't end badly. She’d take the jaguar over a pissed off Vidonia any day. She turned her head to spit up more blood onto the ground. How long had they been travelling? It must have been half an hour by now. So where the hell was Stavo’s truck?

      “Vidonia would never let me back out onto the Pantanal at night,” she said, wiping her mouth on her shoulder.

      As if her clothes didn’t need to be washed enough as it was. Now she had blood on top of cow smell to worry about. She clearly had her priorities in order.

      “Maybe you should tell them,” Stavo suggested.

      “Did you miss the part about them not letting me out anymore?”

      “Is that really the worst thing? Len, look at what happened last time you went out there at night.”

      “One thing happened one night.”

      Lenna felt at home on the Pantanal. None of the animals ever bothered her, not even the predators. Sure, mosquitoes found her a good late-night snack, but that didn’t count. She belonged out there.

      Stavo’s red Chevy truck came into view, and they slowed until his horse stopped, much more gently than Lenna’s. She braced herself against the pain she was sure was coming as Stavo helped her down.

      It didn’t come.

      There was none of the earlier pain she’d felt before. It had been so intense… How had she not noticed it fading sooner? She pressed a tentative hand to the spot below her ribs. When the pain didn’t tear through her, she pressed harder. Still nothing.

      “What the hell…?”

      “Len?” Stavo touched her arm, tentative so as not to hurt her.

      Lenna lifted her shirt.

      The bruise was gone.

      The scar was gone.

      All evidence of her pain was gone. Had she imagined it?

      No, no way. She couldn’t have imagined that kind of pain, as if she had been shot. They had all seen the bruise, hadn’t they? If nothing else, they’d seen her vomiting blood all over the damn place. There was no way she could have made that up.

      “Lenna?”

      “It’s gone. It’s all gone. I— I don’t understand.”

      Stavo looked over her stomach, and it was clear he didn’t either.

      “How do you feel?” he asked.

      That was the thing, though.

      “I feel fine.”
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      Every night was the same dream.

      Lenna was back in that tree watching that jaguar. The poachers showed up, she started running, and they started shooting. Only, instead of the jaguar being shot, it was her. Instead of making it to her boat, she collapsed on the grass and woke up screaming.

      After the third or fourth night, she developed the reflex to press her face into her pillow to keep from waking everyone up. Vidonia fussed over her enough as it was, refusing to let her out ranching in case she started puking blood again. She didn’t, but Vidonia didn’t care. The boys could manage without her for a few days. Or so they'd insisted.

      Lenna slipped out of bed and tugged her boxers back up as they fell over her hip. It was too hot for a shirt, but she pulled one on anyway. There was no sound beneath her feet as she shuffled down the hall to wash the sweat off her face. She could have used a full shower, but it was the middle of the night. Still, the cold water felt fantastic against her skin. Droplets rolled down her neck and chest. She leaned against the sink with her eyes closed, breathing deeply. Despite the fact that she hadn’t been ranching in days, every muscle in her body ached. Maybe housework used different muscles.

      There was a tight pain in her jaw, not unlike when her wisdom teeth had come in, only it was through her entire jaw rather than just at the back. She tongued at one of her molars. Cold horror filled her stomach as it came loose in her mouth. She spat into the sink, bone clicking again porcelain. Her teeth came together to keep the rest from falling out.

      The fear was irrational. One tooth fell out. Big deal. She’d obviously knocked it loose somehow. Had one of the cows knocked her in the face lately? No, Cruz had probably whacked her fighting for the bathroom. She was going to kill that little shit.

      Her tongue prodded at the empty spot in her gum, knocking the ones on either side out in the process.

      “Fuck,” she hissed.

      The force of her lower lip on her incisors was enough to shake them into the sink.

      This was another dream. It had to be. She was still asleep. Never mind that she’d never felt pain in a dream before, not even the ones where she’d been shot. This couldn’t be real, this couldn’t be real!

      Pain worse than anything she’d ever experienced from wisdom teeth tore through her jaw. She barely managed to press her face to her shoulder to stifle her cry. Her vision went white and she thought she must have gone blind. She gripped the edge of the sink so tight, her skin could have ripped over her knuckles.

      The pain only lasted a few moments, in which the rest of her teeth fell out, but it felt like much longer than that. By the time it subsided enough that she could see straight, her vision was cloudy with tears and her jaw still wouldn’t close.

      The rooster clock behind her counted the seconds, then the minutes, before she could bring herself to look in the mirror to inspect the damage.

      Her scream rang through the house.

      Yellow eyes stared back at her, reflecting the dim light that filtered in through the curtains. Her teeth— Lenna almost would have preferred to find her mouth empty than full of teeth that were more like knives.

      The second scream brought Valente to the door.

      “Lenna? Lenna, open the door! Lenna!”

      The door knob rattled, and then the door shook as Valente threw his weight against it once, then twice. He shouted her name again, panic becoming evident.

      Lenna pulled herself along the wall to the door and hesitated. What was he going to say when he saw her?

      “Wait!” she shouted. It came out odd around her teeth. “Just a second.”

      “Talk to me, Len. Tell me what’s going on or I’ll break down the door,” he threatened.

      Luciano didn’t speak at first, then called, “Lenna, are you hurt?”

      Was she? She was in pain, she knew that much. Her jaw felt like it was being cut open again. She wailed a little, unable to stop herself.

      “Get away from the door!” Valente warned.

      Lenna was already limping back to the sink and her bloody teeth. She forced herself to look back at her reflection and—

      And nothing.

      She looked fine.

      Her eyes, her teeth. It all looked fine. Normal.

      She looked back down at the sink. The teeth she’d spat out were still there. She picked up a molar and turned it over in her hand. It was still bloody. When she checked with her tongue, another like it was in its place.

      “Lenna?” Valente called.

      “Yeah?” she croaked.

      “Can you open the door?”

      Wasn’t he going to break it down? Someone must have talked him out of it or held him back. The question took its time making its way through her dazed mind. Could she open the door? It was so far away.

      It wasn’t that far, only a few feet. She could make it. Her feet moved slowly, but they did move. The doorknob felt cold against her burning skin. When the door swung open, everyone stared like they had no idea what to do with her. Which, to be honest, they probably didn’t. She had never been the freaking out type. Not this kind of freaking out, at least.

      Valente touched her arms gently, looking for injury. His hand found hers and the bloody molar.

      “Shit, Lenna, is that a tooth?” he asked. “Whose is it?”

      “Let me see!” Cruz said, leaning in only to be held back and hushed by Vidonia.

      “It’s mine,” Lenna whispered. “They all fell out. But then they came back and my eyes were—”

      She sounded crazy, didn’t she?

      “Lenna, that doesn’t make sense,” Valente said patiently.

      “I’m going to put this back,” Luciano muttered, and Lenna saw he had his shot gun.

      Cruz wriggled out of Vidonia’s grip and snuck into the bathroom. The light turned on behind her.

      “I don't think she's crazy,” he said. “There are a bunch of teeth in here. Blood, too.”

      Valente and Vidonia exchanged concerned glances, though Lenna wasn't sure if it was because they were afraid she was crazy, or if they were afraid she wasn't.

      Vidonia touched her arm in that concerned mothering sort of way that she did.

      “Lenna, honey, what's happening to you?”

      Lenna choked on her reply. How could she explain it when she didn't even understand it herself? She saved a jaguar and now, what? She was becoming one? Or her PTSD-addled brain thought she was becoming one? She was imagining things.

      Except the teeth were real.

      She could still feel the root of the molar digging into her palm. And Cruz said he saw the teeth, too. They couldn't be hers. There was no way they could be hers. Hers were still in her mouth. But she remembered the way they had felt falling out of her mouth. It felt so real, more real than any dream. How could she possibly imagine that?

      More importantly, if the teeth didn't belong to her, whose the hell were they?

      She couldn't think about it right now, and not just because of the sharp headache spreading across her temples. Vidonia and Valente ushered her to the kitchen, Vidonia snapping at Cruz to leave the teeth alone.

      “But whose are they?” Cruz asked as he tailed behind them. “Where’d they come from?”

      Didn't he think Lenna would tell them if she knew? She didn't know a damn thing that was going on here, and the questions sure as fuck weren't helping. Her stomach was in knots. God, she wasn't going to start puking up blood again, was she? That was exactly what she needed.

      Luciano handed her a steaming mug of tea as she was forced to sit at the kitchen table. He, Valente, and Vidonia sat with her, while Cruz was ushered to his room. He disappeared behind the wall, but his footsteps didn't make it down the hall. Of course he was going to eavesdrop. How could anybody expect him not to?

      Vidonia spoke first.

      “Lenna… Sweetheart, you know you can talk to us, right? If something happened to you… If somebody did something to you…”

      There were nervous tears in Vidonia’s voice. That was impossible, though. Vidonia never cried.

      Lenna looked down at her tea. She still didn't like the stuff, but the mug was warm in her hands. This was her favourite mug. Valente had gotten it for her for her fifteenth birthday. She hadn't been able to have a big quinceniera like some girls did — they couldn't afford it — but it had been a bigger party than they'd had for her any other year. The mug was a big pink and purple thing with the number 15 on the side wearing party hats. It was ridiculous and she loved it.

      Lenna remembered a bearded brother of Vidonia’s scowling at the balloons and muttering something along the lines of not understanding why they were going through so much effort. Something about feeding the delusion. At first, Lenna thought he meant that she wasn’t Luciano and Vidonia’s real daughter. Then he’d added, “Who’s ever going to believe that’s a girl, anyway?”

      She never saw him after that. Apparently, they didn’t talk to him anymore.

      It seemed like an odd thing to remember now, the same way it seemed odd to remember wearing a dress to school the next day for the first time. The other kids had stared at her, not buying for a damn second that she was a girl, just like Uncle Dickface had said. What was really odd, though, was that she hadn’t cared. She hadn’t given half a fuck that they stared or that they didn’t see that she was a girl — because she was a girl. She knew she was a girl, and nobody else’s stupid opinion would change that. Even if she'd had to throw a few punches to prove it.

      Something had happened between Uncle Dickface being a dick face and the next morning that had made her unafraid.

      The click of a glass bottle against the table caught Lenna’s attention. She glanced up at the beer bottle in front of her.

      “The tea’s not making her talk,” Luciano said to Vidonia’s disapproving scowl.

      Lenna cracked the cap off on the edge of the table. Hey, it couldn’t hurt.

      “Lenna.” The sharpness of Luciano’s voice caught her off guard. His permanently unimpressed expression had turned into a hard seriousness she’d only seen once, when Valente thought he’d gotten a girl pregnant. “Did somebody hurt you?”

      Now she remembered. Luciano had punched Uncle Dickface in the face, repeatedly. He’d broken his fingers doing it. Lenna had been hiding behind the steps to the house so nobody would see her crying when Luciano had dragged his brother-in-law from the house and the party and punched him for making his daughter — Lenna — cry.

      Luciano had protected her. He always had.

      She wasn’t fifteen anymore, though. There were worse things out there than asshole uncles and shitty teenagers. Luciano couldn’t protect her from everything.

      “Talk or I take the beer away,” Luciano threatened.

      Lenna took a long drink, but she didn’t think that would stop him. The bottle was much lighter when she set it back down. The events played through her mind again in almost greyscale detail. There was nothing wrong with changing the story a little.

      “I was on the Pantanal the other night,” she said slowly. “When I was going back to the boat, I saw these poachers. Two of them, I think. They saw me and I guess they were afraid I would tell, or that I was an animal maybe, I don't know. But they shot at me. At me, Auntie, they didn’t actually hit me. Would you stop looking at me like that?”

      “You just told us you were shot. How else should I be looking at you?” Vidonia demanded.

      “I wasn’t shot, I was shot at. Which I just said.”

      “Oh, and there’s such a big difference!”

      “Actually—”

      “That doesn’t explain the teeth,” Valente interrupted. “Or that scar on your stomach.”

      There was absolutely no explanation for that. Nothing that felt right to her, at least.

      “It’s gotta be an old scar from something. I know Bernardo said it’s a bullet scar, but he’s a vet student, not a doctor, and he’s a moron.”

      Obviously. It almost made sense. Maybe she was thinking too much about it.

      “What about the teeth?” Valente asked.

      Or maybe she wasn’t thinking enough about it. She still didn’t have an explanation for that one. A noncommittal shrug of her shoulders had to be enough.

      They weren’t going to get any more answers out of her tonight, not even with the beer and the tea.

      “I don’t want you going out there again,” Vidonia said.

      Lenna only just managed to keep from snorting, simply nodding instead. As if.
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      It was an entire week before Lenna was allowed to do more than housework. Part of it was for her health, but part of it was for having no answer about the teeth. The best thing she could come up with was that somebody had pulled an elaborate prank. At least they didn’t stop her from going into town to finish her tattoo, even if they didn’t know that was why she was going. When she was finally allowed to ranch again, she couldn’t get on Jacinto and out into the pasture fast enough.

      As she approached the Suzuka spot off the river where they grazed the cows, she spotted Stavo on his horse making his way through the herd. She waved, and he waved back.

      “You’re back!” he shouted.

      “They can’t keep me out of here!”

      Her grin fell as her eyes landed on Jair next to him. He was decent at his job, even she could admit that, but he was a dick on every level. He didn’t believe in women ranching, and he didn’t think Lenna should be allowed to have it both ways. The way he acted, it was as if her very existence took away from his manhood. But he worked Sundays, worked cheap, and Luciano owed Jair’s father some big favour from back when they were younger. Luciano had been historically smart enough not to have her work with him if he could avoid it, but it couldn’t always be avoided.

      The look Jair gave her as he climbed off his horse was one full of disdain. It made her skin itch with that instinct that screamed Unsafe at her. He had never been safe. From the first time they’d met, she had known that. He ignored Stavo’s low warning of, “Jair, don’t start.”

      “Done having your pretend ‘lady troubles’, Alvarez?” he sneered, stressing her last name. “And they want you to run this place when Valente’s gone?”

      Lenna dug her blunt nails into the palms of her hands. It was her first day back, and she wasn’t going to let him ruin it for her.

      “Stavo’s right. Don’t start,” she said. Her boots thumped against the ground as she dismounted. She gave Jacinto’s reigns a firm tug so he wouldn’t run off. “We’re all working with the same equipment. Doesn’t make you better than me.”

      “Doesn’t stop you calling yourself a girl either, does it?”

      Lenna clenched her teeth together. Rage ran up her spine. She tried to keep the anger under her skin, to keep it from bubbling over, but she couldn’t stop herself from storming over to him. She squared her shoulders and jaw and looked down at him. It was a very masculine stance, she was well aware of that, and she didn’t care. Intimidation usually shut idiots like Jair up.

      “You fucking said something?” she snarled.

      There was an itch under her skin, right under the anger, that hoped that this dick would try to start something with her. He always had a way of turning her temper.

      “I’m not scared of you.”

      Lenna pulled her lips back over her teeth.

      “You should be.”

      She didn’t know where the words came from, but as she said them, she knew it was true. Jair had every damn reason to be afraid of her. A low, barely audible whistle cut through the air. A fist. She stepped back just out of the way and caught Jair’s wrist with her left hand, then smashed her right one into his cheekbone. Her knuckle popped. Jair reeled back, holding his face and swearing loudly. She shook her hand out, turning so he couldn’t see her grimacing in pain.

      ‘Shit…’

      She knew better than to hit someone in the face. She was lucky she didn’t accidentally hit his forehead. It would have crushed her fingers.

      The hairs on the back of her neck and arms stood on end. She bared her teeth again. Pre-emptive tensing was the only thing that kept her from hitting the ground when Jair tackled her. Her nails weren’t long enough to do any damage as she scraped them over his arm. Fine. She rammed her elbow back, and dug her fingers into the soft part of his side. He let go, shrinking back from the pain. Her knuckles rammed into the space beneath his ribs.

      Jair coughed, doubling over and stepping back.

      That should have been enough. He’d learned his lesson.

      The anger burning her nerves didn’t want it to be enough. She was so sick of his comments that she was supposed to just ignore. Her knee crushed cartilage. Jair fell back, coughing and spitting blood. Some of it landed on her jeans, darkening the denim.

      ‘Not enough.’

      He wasn’t scared enough.

      Lenna threw him down, pinning him down by the shoulders. The guys were closing in, though they kept their distance. They weren’t stupid enough to get within striking distance of her.

      “Lenna, come on. He’s had enough, leave him alone,” Valente said.

      “You listen to me, you piece of shit,” she snarled. ”You say another goddamn word to me, I will break every bone in your fucking body. You hear me?”

      “Lenna! Get off him!”

      “You hear me?”

      She didn’t recognize her own voice. It was deep and guttural and violent. Animalistic. It scared Jair. It scared her.

      Jair nodded. Blood and tears ran down his face.

      “Fucking bitch,” he coughed out. It was almost a sob.

      “Yeah. Bitch. Remember that.”

      “Lenna!”

      She stood and shot Valente a glare. His horse whined, backing up. She turned her attention to her own horse. It was like he sensed the animal trying to tear through Lenna’s muscles. He lurched back on his hind legs, whining loudly in fear. To him, she was a predator. Something dangerous. Something he should have been afraid of just as much as Jair.

      Even her horse was turning on her. She scowled up at Valente.

      “Make sure he gets back home,” she said, turning and marching toward the house.

      “What are you doing, Len?”

      “I’m walking!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The long walk should have been enough to calm her down. It wasn’t. The animal pushed against her ribs, demanding she turn around and finish Jair off for daring to treat her that way. No matter how much she wanted to, she couldn’t. She slammed the front door behind her. There was something satisfying about hearing it rattle. A little more force and she probably could have broken it. Now that would have been satisfying.

      Luciano and Vidonia were waiting for her with Valente. Valente gave an apologetic mix between a grin and a grimace and slunk away, leaving her with the disapproving looks of her aunt and uncle. Her nerves were on fire. She felt caged.

      “I hear you punched Jair in the face,” Luciano said in that, I’m not mad, I’m just disappointed voice that always made her feel small.

      She did not want to feel small.

      “He’s lucky I didn’t break it.”

      The words came out sharp. It was true. If she’d had even an ounce less of self-control, she would have broken his face, and a hell of a lot more.

      “Lenna,” Vidonia said, almost shocked. “This isn’t like you.”

      “Well, maybe it is now. Maybe I’m sick of people like Jair being able to say and do whatever the fuck they want and nobody saying shit about it. I get he’s a good rancher and all, but how can you just let him say that kind of shit about me and not do anything?”

      The question was aimed at Luciano. He’d been her father for the better part of her life. He hadn’t so much as blinked when she told him she was a girl, or when she told him she wanted to keep ranching, or when she told him she still liked girls. She was always his kid, no matter who and what she was. That was what he’d said every time she confessed what had felt like a heavy burden to her. And while he didn’t let anyone make some of the cruder comments within his earshot, that didn’t mean he’d ever actually made it stop. That’s just the way ranchers talk, her fucking ass. Like she wasn’t a rancher, too.

      Luciano sighed and nodded.

      “You’re right. It’s not fair. But you know we need the help. His father was good to me. You can’t go around beating up everybody who—”

      “Who what? You want me to pretend they don’t think I’m a freak?”

      “Lenna, sweetheart, nobody thinks you’re a freak,” Vidonia assured. “And we’re not saying it’s okay the way Jair talks to you. And we’re not saying he doesn’t deserve it.”

      “He does.”

      Her parent-figures exchanged concerned looks. Great. Because that was exactly what she needed.

      “We’re worried about you,” Luciano said.

      “Please just talk to us, sweetie. Tell us what’s going on.”

      Lenna pushed her hands through her hair as she paced the floor. Her eyes burned. God, was she actually crying? She covered her face and squeezed her eyes shut, struggling to keep her breathing steady. The couch springs squeaked as someone — Vidonia — stood.

      “Lenna—”

      A light hand touched her shoulder. She pushed it away.

      “Don’t touch me! Don’t touch me!”

      Vidonia stumbled back.

      The colours were all wrong. Her aunt’s rich, dark hair was colourless, and her red shirt was almost green. When she looked around, everything else was the same way.

      “Lenna, honey, what—”

      “I have to go. I— I have to go.”

      “Lenna, wait!”

      Too late. She was already bolting to the door. She couldn’t be sure if it closed behind her or not, and she really could not give a fuck either way. Her parents called out to her, and she broke out in a sprint. Neither Vidonia nor Luciano would be able to catch up to her, though maybe Valente could. His voice joined the shouts. She didn’t so much as look back.

      The river bank grew closer the farther she ran. It wasn't a short run, either, not one she should have been able to make after just walking home. And yet, she wasn't tired. She was too keyed up to be tired. She wasn't thinking right; she knew that. It seemed like all the more reason to get as far away from there as possible. There was an urge to punch the crap out of something. Who knew what would happen if she stayed?

      The boat ride across the river should have settled Lenna’s nerves if the walk didn’t. It usually did. Not tonight, though. It only made her feel more anxious.

      Something was out there. Something that was waiting for her. Maybe the same something that had done this to her.

      What this was… she wasn't sure yet.

      She thought of her teeth in the sink, of the yellow glow to her eyes, and part of her knew. Part of her knew, on some level, as crazy as it sounded, the jaguar had done something to her. How or what or why, she didn't know yet, but she sure as hell was going to find out.

      Lenna stopped the boat on the river bank and tied it to a wood post, same as she always did. Of course, her shotgun was still sitting at home, but there was a machete sitting by her feet. She clipped the belt around her waist. There was comfort in the weight of the knife at her side.

      Her boots sank into the ground as she stomped her way toward the trees. Blood rushed through her ears, drowning out the stream of thought telling her she was crazy, to go home and hug her aunt. She inhaled deeply, the scent of trees and plants and animals reaching her nose, strong enough she nearly gagged.

      That sharp pressure was behind her eyes again. She squeezed them shut and when she opened them, everything had that sort of green tinge to it. She could see, even in the dim light, movement in the trees. Goosebumps rose on her skin, and she almost turned back.

      ‘Get it together.’

      She shook her head to clear it and dug her heel into the ground. Her breath came out heavy, as though she’d run here. It took her a moment to realize the cramping in her hands was from clenching them so hard.

      “Hey!” she shouted. Her voice carried through into the trees in a roar. “I know you're in there!”

      She felt it in her bones and the pit of her stomach. The something that had been calling out to her, making her act like a lunatic, was in those woods.

      “Come out here! Do you hear me? I said come out!”

      Lenna wasn't sure how long she waited. Long enough to once again start questioning her sanity. A deer wandered out of the woods, took one look at her, and bolted back into the safety of the trees.

      She wasn't sure how long she stood there for. Long enough that her legs started to hurt and the wind bit into her skin.

      Maybe she should go home. If she was lucky, Luciano and Vidonia would be so relieved she was home safe, they’d only yell at her a bit. And she’d deserve it, she knew that.

      If not for the glow of yellow eyes, she would have missed the movement in the shadows.

      The jaguar. It had to be the same one. What were the odds of there being two black jaguars out here? It was right there, maybe twenty feet away from her. At first, she didn’t notice that he was  approaching, but it slowly grew larger and she realized it was. He closed about half the distance between them, while she was rooted in place, and stared at her. Lenna stared back.

      What was she supposed to do now? She did not think this through. He was a wildcat. He wasn’t going to give her the answers she wanted. She probably wasn’t going to live long enough to get the answers she wanted.

      “What are you?” she asked anyway. “Did you do this to me?”

      He blinked slowly, the way cats did when they were happy. It was cute, as cute as a man-eating wildcat should be. Lenna took it as confirmation.

      “Why? How?”

      How was probably the most important part. This wasn't physically possible. None of this was.

      The jaguar didn't answer. Of course he didn't. He was a fucking jaguar. Jaguars didn't talk and they didn't do whatever the hell was happening to her. He took a few more steps toward her and looked up at her. He had the same pale amber eyes she'd been seeing in her reflection. There was something impossibly relaxing about them.

      She let out a deep sigh and blinked in that same slow way.

      “I don't know what you are. I don't know what I am anymore.”

      He tipped his head in what looked like apology. Did jaguars feel remorse? If Lenna was pretending she wasn't out of her damn mind, she'd say he knew damn well what he had done to her, even if she didn't.

      How similar were wildcats to house cats, she wondered? With no other idea of what the hell else to do, Lenna crouched and held out her hand.

      “Here, kitty,” she said in a high voice. “Here, kitty, kitty.”

      To her shock and amazement, kitty flattened his ears and tipped his head like he was offended and stepped toward her. This was crazy. He was going to pounce, wasn't he? He was going to pounce and tear her throat out. She held her breath, waiting for the moment when he would leap at her and sink his teeth into her.

      It never came.

      Instead, he bumped his head against her hand. His fur was so soft. A small, surprised laugh escaped her lips as she scratched behind his ears.

      “You are small for a male,” she said. “That's all right, I'm pretty big for a girl.”

      He opened his yellow eyes at her as if he understood. Lenna folded her legs under herself and sat cross-legged on the grass, marvelling at the proximity. Had anyone ever had a jaguar willingly get so close before? Especially a black one. At this distance, she could see the slight difference between his regular coat and the spots.

      “What are you? You shouldn’t be letting me get this close to you.” Realization dawned on Lenna and she groaned. “You don't have rabies, do you?”

      He narrowed his eyes up at her and snorted like it was so ridiculous.

      “Yeah, whatever. Like that'd be the craziest thing.”

      The position wasn't comfortable for long, and Lenna soon shifted into a crouch.

      “Do you have a name? What am I talking about? Of course you don't. You look like a Carlinhos to me. Yeah?”

      The jaguar snorted.

      “Nah? How about… Silvano? Like the bull rider.” Lenna rubbed the back of her neck, closing one eye in thought. There had been a black barn cat she used to sneak into the house when she was younger that she’d called Aldo. She’d always liked the name. “How about Aldo?”

      He let out something almost like a yip and bumped her palm with his nose.

      “What, you like Aldo? All right, you're Aldo, and I'm losing my damn mind.”

      “Lenna!”

      Lenna frowned. “Did you say that?”

      “Lenna!”

      No, of course not. The call came from behind her. And even if it hadn't, she was drawing the line at the jaguar — Aldo — talking. Lenna stood, spinning around in the process to see who was calling her name. Her eyes caught the approaching shape of Valente stomping toward her. Panic gripped her stomach. The jaguar—

      Was gone.

      She looked around for him, putting Valente aside for a moment, but he was gone, vanished into thin air. Maybe she was losing her mind. No, she definitely was. That whole thing had been in her head. Jaguars didn't vanish. They also didn't walk up to people to be pet and they weren't named Aldo.

      “Lenna—”

      A firm hand wrapped around her biceps. Reflex took over and she lashed out with her fist. Valente stumbled back, covering his face.

      “Jesus Christ, Lenna! What's wrong with you?” His words were muffled by his hands.

      Lenna held her hands up.

      “Shit, I'm sorry. You just grabbed me, I—”

      “What is wrong with you, Lenna?” Valente repeated. “You can't just run off like that. I had to go borrow a boat to come find you. You're going to get yourself killed out here!”

      She didn't need the reminder that she almost had died out here. The anger that had passed while she was petting Aldo — yeah, she was calling him that now — was back. Valente didn't get to walk in here, into her place, and act like she'd done something wrong. Never mind that she'd been acting like this all morning. She'd punched two people in the face in one day.

      “Fuck off, Valente. You know— you're just as bad as them!”

      He wasn't. And they weren't bad at all. It was the anger and the burn in her fist talking.

      “What, because I never beat the shit outta Jair? You think I don't want to kick his teeth in every time he talks about you like that? But you know what? It's not that bad!”

      Lenna's mouth fell open. Not that bad?

      “Not that bad?”

      “No, Len, it's not! There are people out there who want to kill you because of what you are, people who wouldn't think twice about hurting you for it.”

      The reminder made her stomach twist into knots. It was easy to forget how dangerous the world was for her outside the ranch. It made the Pantanal, with all its predators, feel like a playground.

      Valente pushed his hands through his hair. When he looked at her, there was pain in his eyes. His voice sounded strained when he continued.

      “It scares the shit out of me, Lenna. Every time you go into town or dad brings someone in, I think, ‘Is this going to be the day someone tries to hurt her?’” He stepped forward and grabbed her wrist. Up close, she could see the tears in his eyes. “You're my sister, Lenna. From the day mom and dad brought you home, you've been my sister. If it will make you feel normal again, I'll beat the shit out of Jair. I'll beat up anyone you need me too.”

      Lenna snorted to cover her own tears. A deep ache settled in her chest, masking her anger.

      “Like you would,” she managed.

      “Hey, come one. Why do you think I was always fighting in school?”

      She blinked and her mouth fell open in surprise. She'd never given any thought to why he'd always been in trouble. Boys fought. How had she never realized it was because of her?

      Because he hadn't wanted her to. He'd wanted to protect her. It was all any of her family had done. And while she still didn't think she was wrong to be angry with them, she did feel bad for punching Valente in the face. Surprising both of them, she pulled him into a hug.

      “You can talk to me,” Valente said quietly. “You can trust me, you know that.”

      Lenna nodded. She did know that. So why couldn't she tell him the truth?
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      Lenna expected to get yelled at when they got home. She wasn’t sure she didn’t deserve it. But when they arrived, Valente loudly announcing that he’d found her, she was met with relieved looks from Luciano and Vidonia and a tight hug from Cruz. She rested her chin on top of his head. It used to be much easier to do. He was getting tall. It sent a pang through her chest. Everything was changing.

      “You’re freaking me out,” he murmured into her shoulder. “Are you… Are you dying or something?”

      That hurt so much more than the yelling would have. She gave him a gentle squeeze. The floorboards behind her creaked as Valente left the room to give them some privacy. She imagined she could hear the cows moving around and mooing in the stables.

      It was a good question. She still didn’t know what was happening to her. This could have all been some kind of massive brain degeneration. That might have almost been preferable to whatever possible alternative there was. She obviously couldn’t tell Cruz any of that. He was clearly freaking out about her enough as it was. He didn’t need to know all of it.

      “Don’t worry, punk. I’m fine. You don’t have to worry so much.” She pulled back and pat his arm. “Don’t you got homework or something?”

      He sniffed and shuffled to the room he shared with Valente. She slunk down to her own room past Luciano and Vidonia’s, tiptoeing to keep the floor from creaking beneath her feet. If they heard her, they didn’t give any indication of it. Maybe they figured she’d had enough for one night.

      She felt like she’d had enough for a lifetime.

      Lenna’s room was the smallest in the house. There had been enough space for Valente and Lenna to have their own rooms as they got older, after they cleared the second room’s contents into a shed. But when Cruz showed up, they’d settled which room he’d live in like adults with a game of rock-paper-scissors. The truth was Valente felt better having Cruz in his room. Being alone made Valente more anxious than he let on. It was obvious in hindsight, but she’d been too young to realize it. Now, she was just glad there was nobody to judge her for crawling into bed with all her clothes on.
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        * * *

      

      Lenna often had the feeling of being watched. It was a hazard of working with so many cows. There was always one looking at her. And if it wasn’t a cow, it was one of the guard dogs or barn cats or Cruz.

      When she opened her eyes, none of those were looking at her.

      It was the jaguar, sitting at the foot of her bed like he belonged there. Her toes nearly brushed his. There was barely enough space for the two of them. His butt must have been hanging off the end. The mosquito net was draped over him like some kind of veil.

      Lenna sat up, pressing her back against the wall. It occurred to her after a moment that she should have been afraid. Terrified, actually, but she was too surprised at first. Seeing jaguars in the Pantanal wasn’t that uncommon. Seeing them in her bedroom, on the other hand, was. The mattress dipped as the jaguar pushed himself up and took a few steps toward her, standing over her legs. She held her breath, the sweat rolling down her back suddenly having nothing to do with the heat. Her Adam’s apple bobbed in her throat as she swallowed. No matter how much her brain told her she should, she couldn’t break eye contact with the jaguar.

      The jaguar — Aldo — stared at her for a few moments. Then, he did something strange. More strange than somehow breaking into her bedroom.

      He rested his head on her thigh and closed his eyes.

      A breathless laugh left her, something between relieved and hysterical. The weight was too real to be a hallucination. She hesitated before resting a tentative hand on his head. Aldo didn’t react other than letting out a small, content-sounding mrp.

      “Okay… Okay.”

      This was fine. She was fine. The jaguar was fine. She was petting a jaguar. She was scratching behind a jaguar’s ears. If the inaudible vibrations against her legs were any indication, he liked it.

      This was insane.

      “You’re so weird,” she said quietly, not entirely certain which one of them she was talking about.

      Aldo cracked an eye open for a moment and rubbed his cheek on her leg affectionately. I know, he seemed to be saying. She laughed again, relaxing against the wall. Somebody had told her once that petting a cat was good for blood pressure. Petting a jaguar must have been fifty times better.

      “Lenna? Are you talking to someone?”

      Vidonia’s voice coming through the door startled her. Lenna jerked, and Aldo jumped onto the floor, tearing the mosquito net down. The pads of his large feet didn’t make a sound as he landed. She looked between him and the door, frantic. What would Vidonia do if she came in and saw Aldo? What would Aldo do? The doorknob began to turn. There wasn’t any time to think. Lenna threw her weight against the door while Aldo watched, his head tipped in what might have been curiosity.

      “Don’t come in! I’m— uh— changing! I’m naked. So don’t come in. I’ll be out in a second.”

      The knob immediately stopped turning, and the pressure from the other side of the door lifted. Lenna let out a relieved sigh.

      “I thought I heard you talking,” Vidonia said.

      “I’m— singing.”

      “Okay…”

      Vidonia didn’t seem to believe it, but she didn’t press, either. Her footsteps receded down the hall. Lenna slumped against the wall. Her heart was racing more now than it was when she’d first seen Aldo. Her eyes turned to him and his innocent expression.

      “How did you get here?” she hissed. “You were on the other side of the river.”

      He snorted and started walking around the room. There was barely any space for him to move, so he hopped back onto her bed. She shifted, an odd image of swimming through the river filling her mind. She shuddered and shook her head to dismiss it. She was going out of her mind. Even if Aldo swam all the way here, how did he get in the house? Somebody — Cruz — might have left the front door open, but that didn’t explain how he’d gotten into her room. He had no thumbs to open the door with. She glanced over at the window. It was wide open, inviting bugs and, clearly, jaguars in. But there was no way the space was big enough for a 60-kilo—

      ‘Bigger than that.’

      The thought came out of nowhere. It wasn’t even a thought, really, more like the concept of a thought; like a text message emoticon rather than an image. If that made any sense. Which it didn’t. Whatever it was, it was so loud, so not her own head-voice, she whirled around looking for the source of it. But she was alone in the room, save for Aldo, and there were no unusual sounds in the house.

      None except for the annoyed mrr that came from behind her. She turned carefully to meet Aldo’s eyes beneath his furrowed brow.

      “Did you— Was that you? Are you— doing something?”

      She was losing it. Aldo hadn’t done anything, she’d just realized on some subconscious level that Aldo was bigger than 60 kilograms. She one hundred percent knew what 60 kilograms of jaguar looked like, and this was bigger than that. Totally, completely not weird at all.

      He snorted again and jumped off her bed. She stumbled back when he approached her, her hand scrambling for the doorknob. She couldn’t get a decent hold, and she half-expected him to stand on his hind legs and rip her face off. He didn’t. No, all he did was rub against her leg with a sound like a dying chainsaw rumbling through him. Distant annoyance followed by affection that wasn’t her own floated through her. It all felt so detached, like the feelings weren’t her own.

      ‘Maybe they’re not mine. Maybe they’re his. Maybe I’ve already lost it.’

      Aldo choked out what sounded like a laugh to her.

      “What, is this funny to you?”

      He looked up at her and nodded. Actually nodded. Moved his head up and down in confirmation.

      Vidonia’s voice was behind her again.

      “Lenna? What was that sound?” she asked.

      Lenna jumped again. Christ, she was going to have a heart attack.

      “Uh— what sound?”

      “That— That sound.”

      She looked around the room for an explanation. Her stereo was within kicking distance. Keeping pressed against the door as much as possible, she hit the power button and turned down the volume with a bare foot. Music flooded the room, loud enough that Vidonia would be able to hear it but not so loud as to drown out her own voice. Which, in hindsight, should have been the first thing she did. Guitars sang through the old speakers and were soon joined by Max Cavalera’s throaty growls that did actually sound a little like Aldo.

      “It’s Sepultura. That band Luciano hates.”

      “We all hate it. Come down and eat soon. If the boys eat your food, I’m not making you more.”

      “Okay, Auntie. I just need to put pants on.”

      “You’re still not wearing pants? What are you doing in there? Don’t— Don’t actually tell me. Just finish soon. And wash your hands.”

      Lenna’s face felt hotter than the sun outside. She managed some sort of reply and waited until there was no sound on the other side of the door before looking back at Aldo, who was shaking a little.

      “Yeah, laugh it up,” she hissed. “I got to figure out what to do with you. If they find you here, Luciano will shoot you.”

      That seemed to sober him up. He looked up at her with a more serious expression, but there was still a mischievous glint in his eyes that seemed to dare Luciano to try it. Lenna huffed and grabbed Aldo by the scruff of his neck like he was a barn cat. Aldo bared his teeth at her for it.

      “Bite me, I dare you.”

      Aldo seemed to ponder it a moment before flattening his ears and slumping his shoulders. She was the boss here. Now, to figure out how to get him the hell out of here.

      She let Aldo go to push the pale blue curtains open, straining to hear the house’s inhabitants over the music. Vidonia was in the kitchen with Valente, from the sounds of it. Someone was still in the shower. A quick peek outside showed Luciano in the garden, which meant Cruz was in the bathroom. So all she had to do was get a jaguar past the two most observant members of her family. Unless…

      She let go of Aldo to change into a band t-shirt and a pair of jeans that were getting to be a bit loose around her thighs. They might have been Valente’s. He'd always been thicker than her. She stuck her head out the door.

      “Is dad coming in?” she shouted over the music.

      A moment later, Vidonia’s voice rang through the open window calling Luciano’s name. For a moment, it looked like he was going to ignore her before he set his hoe down and made his way up to the house. She’d never noticed how prominent his limp was. Did he try to hide it around them?

      Worry chewed through her gut, but it was short-lived. Another knock at the door made her jump.

      “Lenna!” Vidonia shouted.

      “Yeah, I'm coming! Just a sec!”

      She grabbed Aldo again and dragged him to the window. His skin vibrated with his annoyance.

      ‘What am I doing? This isn't a barn cat.’

      She let go of him like he was on fire. Even if she didn't pull him, she had to get him out the window. Was it even big enough for him to get through? It had to be if it was how he got in. She nudged him with her foot, not quite as gently as she intended to. He bared his teeth at her as if daring her to do that again. If she didn't stop treating him like a barn cat, she would get bit.

      “Fine,” she said. “Get out, then.”

      Aldo’s face shifted in a way reminiscent of raising an eyebrow. It was hard not to treat him the way she would a cat or Cruz when he acted so human. He turned to the window and leapt out with ease. Barely any dust rose from his landing. He couldn't just wander out there. What if somebody saw him? Lenna shoo-ed him with her hand as yet another knock rattled the door.

      “Get out of here,” she hissed.

      The door clicked open. Lenna whirled around, pressing her back to the window. Vidonia’s hand was over her eyes. She lowered it just slightly before dropping it completely.

      “Who was in here?” she demanded. “Did you have a girl in here?”

      “What? No!”

      Lenna's face felt hot. That would have been easier to explain. Was it too late to change her answer?

      Vidonia, despite being barely half Lenna's weight, pushed her aside to stick her head out the open window. Lenna sucked in a breath, waiting for her to notice Aldo. But she didn’t. Either her vision was that bad without her glasses or Aldo was just that fast. Vidonia squinted out at Luciano’s garden for a few long heartbeats before she shouted, "Use the front door next time!” Then she turned to Lenna, grimacing at the design on her shirt. "You don't have anything nicer to wear?”

      Lenna gave a sheepish shrug of her shoulders. By this point, it wasn't hard to guess what Vidonia was thinking. They'd talked about it more than enough. What was the point of being a girl if she still dressed and acted like a boy? Was it for attention? Did she just want to be different from the two other boys in the house?

      Yeah, she risked her damned life being trans for attention. She loved dresses and jewelry and all that girly crap. But ranch life didn't exactly leave her much space to be feminine, and it was hard being taken seriously by ranch hands. Besides, she liked the band shirts and flatness of her chest and even the fact that she could out-drink anybody. It wasn't dresses and long hair that made her a girl. It was something inside her. When she saw herself, even with that flat chest and bulky body and hard face, she saw a girl. It wasn't her fault most people didn't. Why should she have to mold herself to anybody else's standards to be taken seriously as herself? She was the one who knew herself best.

      She didn't say any of that, though. Luciano and Vidonia did their best to understand her and even if they didn't, they accepted her. That was enough. It had to be enough. It was more than most people had.

      Conversation was already in full swing when she arrived at the kitchen table. She ruffled Cruz’s damp hair as she walked past him to help Vidonia with the food.

      “Silvia said she spotted some tire treads cutting through their property,” Valente was saying, leaning to the side so she could drop the pan of scrambled eggs unceremoniously on the table. “Her fence is completely busted.”

      “Teenagers,” Luciano grunted.

      “She thinks poachers. She says the jaguars that usually show up in the morning haven't been coming around lately.”

      Lenna nearly dropped the jug of milk. Her stomach filled with ice. Without fully meaning to, she rubbed a hand over the knot of scar tissue on her stomach that seemed to disappear and reappear at will. She took her place between Valente and Cruz, setting the milk down in front of Cruz. He cracked the cap open and filled his glass.

      “What are they going to do about it?”

      Valente shrugged and stabbed his fork into the serving of eggs he'd taken for himself. “Not a whole lot they can do. She says they reported it, but it's not like she can go after them. Don't you start thinking about it either, Len,” Valente warned.

      Lenna didn't say anything. The warning came too late. Her thoughts had already drifted to the poachers she'd already faced, and the way Aldo had torn them apart. It was true, Silvia couldn't go after them. But maybe she could.
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      Technically, Lenna was supposed to stay out of this part of the Pantanal.

      Technically, Lenna had always been supposed to stay out of this part of the Pantanal.

      Technically, Lenna was not so good at following instructions.

      A week was more than enough time to pretend to forget the orders to stay away, and more than enough time for the new tattoos across her back to heal over. When Valente had gotten his now-ex-girlfriend’s name tattooed, it had taken a little more than two weeks to heal. But she’d also healed fast from maybe getting shot, so who knew. It could have been the new normal for her. She was fine with that.

      Lenna parked Luciano’s boat on the riverbank, same as she always did, and got out, same as she always did. Her machete was in its usual place at her hip, and her shotgun was slung across her back. It always seemed wrong to bring a weapon here. She wouldn’t call this place sacred, but there was something about it that gave her the same feeling as going to church. As if whatever Gods had once lived here had seeped into the earth and lingered in the trees. It was a stupid feeling and yet, when her eyes met those of a large bird perched in a tree, she had to wonder. Shuddering, she lifted the silver cross that hung around her neck from a matching chain and kissed it before slipping it back under her shirt.

      There was a heaviness to the woods tonight, something that made her stomach twist. It was just nerves, she told herself as she stepped over a root. Either nerves or some kind of vicious predator poised to rip her face off.

      Lenna paused as a shudder overtook her. Since when was she afraid of these woods?

      “Aldo,” she called. “Can you hear me, you dumb cat? I got something to talk to you about.”

      Was she seriously doing this? Couldn't she just wait for him to show up like he had before? She hadn't seen him since he'd miraculously appeared in her bedroom, though, and she was not going to admit she was worried about him. Jaguars were world-class predators. He could handle himself. Still…

      “Aldo! Here, kitty, kitty. Come here, murder kitty!”

      She could practically feel the thread of Aldo’s annoyance weaving through the back of her mind. It was an odd sensation, one she hadn't quite gotten used to yet. The feeling was coming at her so strongly, it was like a beacon. By this point, nothing felt strange anymore. The idea that this feeling was coming from Aldo and that if she moved in the direction that made the feeling stronger, she would find him seemed as obvious as following the sound of the dogs barking to find them. Checking that her shotgun and machete were still in place, she ventured into the woods.

      The further she went, the more it felt like a mistake. She’d never gone this far before. The trees were close together, and it was difficult to maneuver over the roots. When she called out for Aldo, her voice got lost in the echoes of bird calls. Soon, the woods began to look the same to her.

      Panic flared up in her chest. This was a mistake. All of this was a mistake. She shouldn’t have come here. What was she doing? Bad enough she was crossing the river when she knew it wasn’t safe. But this? This was just stupid! And not normal stupid, but stupid stupid. She should have known better. She did know better. This wasn’t her, she didn’t pull this kind of bullshit. So what was she doing here? What was so fucking important that she’d convinced herself to do this? Not the jaguar, not her own curiosity. It had to be something bigger. It had to be for her to be acting so irrationally.

      What was that English expression Cruz always said? Curiosity killed the cat, but satisfaction brought it back.

      No matter what weird connection she had with one of the bigger brands of cat, she didn’t have nine lives. She only had the one, and if she didn’t get her shit together, she was going to lose it. Taking a deep breath to steel her nerves, she turned only to realize she had no idea which way she’d come.

      “Well, shit.”

      She had to focus. She had to stay calm. She would find her way out of here, but she had to keep her head together. Gone was that feeling of annoyance she'd been following and she had to wonder if she hadn't imagined it. Her boots slipped in the dirt as she spun around. All she was doing was making herself dizzy.

      “Get it together, Lenna,” she muttered to herself.

      Losing focus wasn't going to get her anything. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, taking in the sounds and smells of the Pantanal. There were a lot of sounds and a lot of smells. When she exhaled, she imagined she could hear everything around her. Monkeys chittering overhead, birds taking flight, snakes sliding over branches, voices talking—

      ‘Wait a second.’

      Voices. Human voices. Who would be out here besides her? Conservationists?

      Or maybe…

      Maybe poachers.

      She remembered the ones she’d seen a lifetime ago. There had to be more than just them. These kinds of people were too stupid to stay away, even when some of them got mauled by a jaguar.

      Lenna should have turned and ran the other way. She knew that. But still, she found herself inching forward, sliding her shotgun around and into her hands. She wasn't planning on shooting anybody if she didn't have to. But, well, if she had to shoot a poacher, then she had to shoot a poacher.

      Honestly, she didn’t want to have to shoot a poacher.

      She crouched as low to the ground as she could and strained her ears as she approached. There was no sound beneath her feet, no crunch of leaves or twigs. She pressed her back to a tree more than wide enough to hide her and waited. She felt oddly calm despite the fact that she could already tell she was outnumbered. There were four or five different voices, all speaking English. They spoke and laughed obnoxiously, bragging about something. When she was sure nobody was close enough to see her, she peered around to the makeshift campsite.

      A quick count showed five white men, all carrying guns much more sophisticated than her old-fashioned shotgun. For a moment, she felt self-conscious, then angry. These big men, they all came around acting like killing animals with their big, fancy-ass guns made up for their tiny dicks. Who they fuck did they think they were, coming into her Pantanal like it belonged to them? Sure, she was acting like it belonged to her, too, but at least she wasn't killing anything for fun. Her shotgun was to protect against fuckheads like this, not the things that actually belonged here, the sons of bitches. Her eyes followed the path of the loudest one’s flailing to some kind of wildcat strung up from a tree. It wasn't moving, and she didn't have to be completely fluent in English to understand he was bragging about how he’d killed it.

      “She was minding her business, drinking water some fifty feet away from me. She had no idea I was there. My gun told me where to aim, and I shot her. Just like that. Look at how big and brave and strong I am. Ha! Ha! Ha! The size of my muscles are inversely proportional to the size of my penis. Look at my big gun! I cry myself to sleep at night because I am a sad little man, and the only thing that makes me feel big is murdering cats!”

      She was sick of this. The authorities wouldn't do anything. Nobody would do anything. Even if anybody gave a shit, they'd be long gone by the time she brought anybody back. Cold anger took over. She cocked her gun and stepped around the tree.

      “Hey. Hands up, you ass cows.”

      Her words came out thick and accented, but they seemed to get it. The men scrambled for their guns. Tiny Dick aimed a gun at her that looked like it was meant to take down a tank. Her eyes locked on his. He was clearly the leader. If he backed down, the rest would too. If he didn't, she was fucked. She was wildly outmatched and outnumbered. The four of them were—

      ‘Four?’

      No, she'd definitely counted five earlier. There was that skinny guy hanging by the wildcat’s corpse. Where did he go? She turned her head quickly, trying to find Number Five. Her panic was interrupted by Tiny Dick’s deep laugh.

      “It's just some kid. What you going to do, kid?”

      She grit her teeth, mentally translating before she spoke.

      “Get the fuck out of here, or I blow your fucking faces off.”

      Where was Number Five? Tiny Dick stepped toward her, holding up a hand to keep the other three back. The closer he got, the bigger he got. Maybe he didn't kill animals to feel big. Suddenly, she was the one feeling small. She had to tilt her shotgun up to aim at his chest. This close, she could see the black paint over his eyes, and the red and white paint that ran down his bulging arms. It wasn’t camouflage or proper hunting paint, so what was the point? He smirked down at her, a scar in the corner if his lower lip making it look crooked, even as the barrel of her shotgun touched the gap between his pecs.

      “Well, well,” he drawled. “Looks like we got us a Jaguar.”

      Lenna frowned, unsure if she misunderstood or if that was some slur she didn't know about. Or, worse, if he knew about Aldo. She pushed the gun further into his chest. He didn't so much as wince. What was this guy made of? And where the fuck was Number Five?

      “Oh, don't worry, Jaguar. He's right behind you.”

      Lenna whirled around too late. The butt of a gun came across her temple. Her vision danced between spots of black and white. She hit the ground, glad for the grass to soften the blow. A knee came down on her sternum as she struggled to her feet. Tiny Dick loomed over her. He smelled like rotting meat, but that could have been the onset of her concussion. His meaty hands came around her shotgun. She fought for it, and when he wouldn't let go, she lurched up and slammed her forehead into his nose. The pain was hot, but the satisfying crunch made it worth it.

      “You cunt!”

      That was strange. When people used gendered insults against her, they didn't usually go for the feminine ones, even when they knew her. Most people didn’t see her, at a touch over six feet, and assume female. How would Tiny Dick know—

      His fist came down on her face, and a heavy hand settled on her throat while he fought with the strap of her shotgun. Her foot hit solid muscle. No amount of kicking and scratching had any effect. When his arm got too close, she sank her teeth into flesh and didn't let go. Her head jerked as he struggled to free himself, even when he grabbed her hair and pulled. He tore his arm from her mouth, taking one of her teeth but leaving a chunk of muscle in her mouth. She spat it at him and reached for her machete.

      “Hold her down!”

      The order came too late. A second poacher grabbed her, and she sank the blade into his thigh. His blood made the handle almost too slick to pull out but she managed. He yowled and lifted his weight enough for her to squirm free. She scrambled to her feet, knife still in hand but shotgun nowhere within arm’s reach. She wiped the blood from her face with her free arm. The poachers circled her. There was no getting out of this. She clutched at her cross, still brandishing her machete. If she had to go down, it wouldn't be without a fight.

      Tiny Dick stood, laughing in a way that made her bare her teeth.

      “Stand aside, boys. Let the Jaguar through. We've got a hunt on our hands.”

      Lenna’s thighs trembled. And she didn't trust the way the poachers moved away from her. Her growl tumbled through her chest. This was all Aldo's fault. She never should have come here. She squared her jaw up to Tiny Dick. He didn't seem the least bit bothered by her assault, even though blood covered the bottom half of his face. On the contrary, he seemed amused.

      “Be a shame to put you down so easy,” he said, switching to a sloppy Portuguese. “We'll give you a fighting shot, Jaguar. Run.”

      She did, despite the blurred vision and difficulty breathing. A rib was at least cracked, she knew that, but self-preservation beat pain. She didn't know how long her head start was and she didn't care. All that mattered was that she kept running.

      All the satisfaction in the world wouldn't bring her back when they caught her.
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      Lenna ran. She didn't stop, didn't think, didn't breathe more than she had to. All that mattered at this moment was getting away from the poachers chasing her. The head start they’d given her hadn’t amounted to much when she was struggling to breathe. She had to stop every few metres to get enough air into her lungs. More than once, she stumbled and hit the ground, only to force herself back to her feet and start running again.

      Shouted words followed her as she moved in what she hoped was the direction of the river. If she could get to her boat, she could make it out of here alive.

      ‘If.’

      That was they key word there. At this rate, she was starting to doubt she’d make it. Her legs gave out again, and dirt got into her mouth. Something sharp cut her forehead. She lay there for a moment, listening to the poachers close in on her. If she couldn't outrun or outfight them, she had to outsmart them. Getting up into a tree would make it harder for them to find her. But she needed to buy herself time. With trembling fingers, she unclasped the cross around her neck and tossed it in the direction she'd been running, as far away as she could manage. If they saw it, they might think she'd kept going. Then she rolled over until she could push herself up again to dive behind a large bush.

      ‘Please nothing eat me, please nothing eat me.’

      She set her machete down just for a moment to re-tie her hair. Her vision was obstructed enough with blood and sweat. She didn't need her hair in her face on top of it.

      Now that she was thinking more clearly — slightly more clearly — she could pinpoint the moment she'd fucked up. What kind of arrogance had she had to assume she could take on that many guys on her own? That wasn't her, it was Aldo coming through her. Yes, she was going to blame him for this. It made it easier to understand her own irrationality and move on. Aldo wasn't here. No matter how hard she tried to find that beacon she’d been following before, it was lost in her panic. There was nobody else who would get her out of this mess, who even knew she was out here, which meant she had to get herself out of it.

      She reached for her machete, but her hand didn't find it. Her stomach sank and she almost let out a hysterical sob. It had just been there a moment ago, she had just put it down. How could it be gone? She felt along the ground for it, her breath coming quickly and nearly uncontrolled until something cold and sharp cut her hand.

      “Fuck,” she hissed, pressing her palm to her thigh.

      Blood seeped through the fabric, but she didn't have anything to stop it with. Keeping her hand in place, she felt with her free hand in the same area, though more carefully this time. Her fingers found a handle of something that didn't belong to her machete. She weighed it in her hand, trying to get a good look in the dark. It looked like some kind of dagger, with a blade made of some kind of black stone. The handle fit perfectly in her hand like it was made for her. It felt good to hold, even better than the machete. As long as it worked just as good, she didn't have time to care how it happened.

      Movement approached her. There was a brief pause in the space between the trees behind her, and then a shout of, “This way!” The sounds travelled away from her, and she let out a relieved breath. They were following her cross. It didn't sound like all of them, but that was at least one she didn't have to worry about.

      What to do now? She couldn't stay here all night, clutching the black dagger to her chest. She had to get to the river before they did. If they got to her boat, she was done. At least it was a little easier to breathe now, though it was still far too loud.

      Except…

      Except that wasn't her breathing. Her eyes flew open, and she forced her muscles to tighten so she didn't give away her position. She felt more than saw the poacher hovering to her left, sniffing the air like a dog. He hadn't spotted her yet. Carefully, she shifted the dagger into her right hand. The blood had slowed enough that she could get a decent grip.

      “Here, kitty. Where are you?”

      Lenna held her breath and blinked away tears until he was only a foot from her. Then, she struck with a feral, terrified scream. The sharp tip of the blade met resistance only for a moment before it pierced through flesh. A wet, choking sound filled the space above her. There wasn't time to process what was happening. She wrenched the dagger back, stepping away to give the body room to fall, and ran. The effect only a few minutes of rest had on her would have amazed her if she didn't have bigger priorities. Priorities like figuring out which way the river was. It wasn't even until she wiped her face did she realize not all the blood obstructing her vision was hers.

      And where the fuck was Aldo? His stupid pull on her was the only reason she was out here in the first place.

      A second frantic panic joined hers, and the image of an entirely different part of the wetlands filled her mind. She stopped for a moment to shake her head. A pressing urge to stay put filled her.

      ‘Are you looking for me?’ she asked the part of herself she had to assume was now Aldo.

      The urgent roar at the back of her mind that followed sounded like a yes. Momentary relief flooded her. Either he was going to find her, or she was close enough to death to be hallucinating like this. Vague frustration prickled the back of her head. Seemed Aldo didn't like that train of thought much, did he? Her sarcastic laugh was cut short by a high whine in her ears. She clamped her hands over them, angling the dagger away from her skull, and whirled around.

      It was him.

      Tiny Dick.

      Some combination of the terrible nickname, the blood loss, and the adrenaline made her laugh, and laugh hard. She laughed harder than she had in a long time, hard enough that the tears in her eyes were no longer from pain or fear. The whole thing was just so fucking ridiculous. How could she not laugh? Here she was, in the middle of the Pantanal, about to have her face blown off, because she’d been having late-night meetings with a jaguar. A magical, telepathic jaguar who could show up and disappear at will, apparently. And her only weapon was a rock on a stick. How could she not laugh?

      “What’s so funny, Jaguar?” he grunted, motioning to her with the disproportionately large gun that was still making her ears ring.

      She tasted blood in the back of her mouth. When she closed her eyes, she saw the poachers who had passed her at her feet as if through water. Their bodies were mangled messes, but she saw her cross in one’s hand. Aldo was close. She needed to buy herself time. Just a few minutes.

      “You are, gringo. You come here into my Pantanal, and you threaten me with that thing? Who you supposed to be scaring with that?”

      Tiny Dick snorted. “You seemed mighty scared earlier. You certainly ran like you were scared.”

      ”It’s called regrouping.” Not minutes, seconds. Aldo was so close, she could feel him. The weight of his mind against hers was becoming as familiar to her as the back of her hand. She gave Tiny Dick a bloody grin. “I ain't the jaguar you gotta be afraid of.”

      He gave another snort like the arrogant cow he was. “Yeah? Then who is?” he sneered.

      Lenna glanced up at the yellow eyes glowing in a tree above her and jerked her thumb toward them.

      “He is.”

      Aldo pounced. Tiny Dick fired. Lenna hit the ground. She caught sight of teeth and claws, and the world closed in around her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cold water filled Lenna's lungs, bringing her back to reality. She gasped, trying to find air. Something pulled the back of her shirt and lifted her out, then dragged her back to rough sand that stuck to her skin. She rolled onto her stomach, coughing and retching as much water as she could. When air finally filled her lungs, she realized she was still alive. She was in more pain than she ever remembered being in, but she was alive.

      “How?” she rasped.

      The low, coughing roar answered her. She turned her head to Aldo's scowl and grinned.

      “You found me.”

      He stood on all fours and roared, properly this time. His anger was infectious, and she roared back, though the effect was lost when she broke off to cough some more. Aldo let out a frustrated sound at the back of his throat and pressed his cheek to hers. Her hand rested on the back of his muscled neck and stroked gently.

      “Hey. I'm okay. You found me.”

      ‘Why there? Stupid.’

      “Yeah, yeah.” She kissed his wet fur. “You saved my ass, kitty.”

      Aldo sneezed. ‘I not kitten. You kitten.’

      She moved to rest her head on his shoulder as much as she could. Exhaustion swept over her again. How was she going to get home before morning? Tiny Dick hadn't managed to kill her, but Vidonia would.

      With Aldo's help, she managed to get to her feet long enough to stumble into the boat. She shouldn't have been driving this thing in her condition, but even if waiting were an option, she didn't want to. She needed the safety of the ranch house more than anything right now. And somehow, she didn't think her swimming vision was going to get better any time soon. She ran the engine and let her body run on autopilot.

      More than once as she crossed the river, she found herself falling asleep only to have Aldo jerk her awake with a bite to her wrist.

      “Stop doing that,” she mumbled.

      He huffed at her. He'd stop biting when she'd stop falling asleep, she figured. That was fair. She did somehow manage to get the boat parked safely, largely due to the wildcats constant nudges to keep them moving in the right direction. As soon as she set foot on land, her legs gave out.

      “Aldo,” she mumbled. “Aldo, I can't make it on my own. You gotta get help.”

      A low grunt was her only response. She was vaguely aware of half-crawling, half-being dragged across the grass. Her fingers trembled as she reached for the doorknob, but she somehow found the safety of her bed. Sharp teeth and claws pulled her clothes off, not without ripping them. She wasn't sure which one of them got her into an oversized band t-shirt, but she was the one with the thumbs, so she suspected it was her, even though she didn't remember it. What she did remember was the warmth of the blanket normally tucked in the corner of her bed swallowing her, and Aldo curling up beside her under it. He rested his head on her hip, the only spot that didn't hurt her. It took her a moment to realize his head was poking out from under the blanket to keep his eyes on the door.

      A thought came to her through the fog.

      “Aldo… Did you kill them all? Besides the one I….”

      She'd killed someone, hadn't she. It hadn't sunk in yet.

      No answer came at first. She thought Aldo had fallen asleep, or that she had. But as darkness gripped her again, she heard the word on the back of her mind, clear as if Aldo had somehow spoken it.

      “No.”
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      Everything hurt.

      Lenna’s head pounded so hard, it was a few seconds before she realized she wasn’t being hit. No, the painful throbbing was coming from inside her skull. She rolled over in her bed and reached for the garbage can. She had to stretch to reach it with her fingers, but she managed to get it close enough to retch into. The dizziness was blinding.

      “You look like shit.”

      The voice was familiar over the sound of her brain exploding, but Lenna didn’t take the time to recognize it. Her fingers curled around the dagger she didn’t remember grabbing and lunged from her bed. She shoved the intruder against the wall and pressed the tip of the blade to the base of his ribs, her teeth bared in a snarl.

      “Woah! Woah! Lenna, it’s just me!”

      Lenna’s eyes adjusted to the brightness of the room, though she had to squint to get a good look. She let out a sharp exhale before moving back. Relief and exhaustion washed over her. Valente rubbed the spot where the dagger had poked through his shirt.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” she mumbled.

      He stared in disbelief. “I scared you? How do you think I felt, waking up in the middle of the night and finding you passed out outside, looking all—” He motioned to her, and he didn’t need to elaborate.

      Yeah. She looked bad. She didn’t need to look in a mirror to know it.

      “What’d you tell the parents?” she asked quietly.

      That was the big question, wasn’t it? Though, if they’d known what had happened, there was no way they would have let her sleep that long.

      Valente rubbed his face. It was fuzzier than she remembered, which made her wonder just how long she’d been out.

      “I told them I caught you out sleepwalking. You must have caught something from the cows or something. We’ve got Bernardo looking at them.”

      She didn’t want to think about what that was going to cost them, and for nothing. Was it wrong of her to hope he would actually find something? At least then it wouldn’t be a complete waste of money. Valente’s sigh interrupted her train of thought. Her head still hurt.

      “Look, I’ve been doing my best to keep mom and dad away from you, but I need to know what’s going on. I mean, what— what the fuck is all of this? What’s with you disappearing in the middle of the night, the jaguar, the—” He motioned to the dagger. “Where did you even get something like that? Is that obsidian?”

      Lenna looked down at the blade. It could have been. She didn't know enough about rocks to say. What was the answer to that? That her machete had turned into it? Valente would never believe something that ridiculous. She didn’t even believe it, and it happened to her. But what was she supposed to say? She was tired of lying. She needed help. And she didn’t know who else to turn to. There was no way she was going to get Vidonia and Luciano involved in her mess. Cruz was too young. Jair was a piece of shit, but Stavo could have been an option. Except Stavo wasn’t here, and Valente was just as unqualified to help sort all this out.

      She ran her hand through her hair. It was matted and sticky. Her fingers found the spot where Number Five had hit her, and she winced.

      “Len?”

      “Do you have anywhere you need to go today? I don’t… want to talk about it here. And I need a shower.”

      “You need several showers. I have to go pick up some feed. Go shower, I’ll run a distraction.” He slipped out of the room. “Cruz! Get over here! I need you for something.”

      If Cruz was involved, she’d have a solid half-hour before anybody came looking for her. She waited until she heard something break, then footsteps following the sound, before she opened the door and bolted for the bathroom. The door clicked shut behind her, and she leaned against it with a hand on her ribs. She really shouldn’t have gotten out of bed. She couldn’t even remember getting hit in the ribs, and yet, there the pain was.

      It didn't matter. She could suck it up. It wasn't worse than the time she got her ribs broken by that bull. It wasn't worse than when she didn't get shot. She could handle this. Lenna Alvarez could handle this shit.

      Still, Lenna Alvarez whimpered as she stripped out of the clothes she'd been wearing for at least a day now. She bit her lip, pushing her fist against the wall. She had this. Her bloody clothes hit the floor. If anybody saw them, they'd lose it. She couldn't leave them there, but her attempt at bending down made her head swim. Groaning, she used her foot to lift her shirt, then her jeans, then her briefs into the small tub. In hindsight, it would have been better to leave them on. But also in hindsight, it would have been even better not to get her ass kicked like an idiot.

      The icy water made her muscles clench. She grit her teeth against the urge to scream, both from the sudden cold against her hot skin and the sudden pain that ripped through her. It did help clear her headache some, though the cut in her head stung, and having the dirt flake off was a small consolation. She couldn't move enough to scrub it all off the way she wanted to, but it was enough. At least all the blood was gone.

      She shut the water off sooner than she really wanted to. Her teeth chattered against each other, the clicking drowning out anything happening on the other side of the door. The sun streaming through the curtain-less window warmed her quickly enough. She wound one of the faded blue towels around her waist. With some of the throbbing in her skull subsiding, she took the opportunity to inspect herself in the mirror.

      She did not look good.

      “Oh, shit… What are you doing to yourself?”

      Cuts she didn't remember getting from branches littered her face, though at least they were small. Her hands were scraped up, and the cut on her palm was scabbing over. It didn't look infected, which was shocking considering it must have been filled with dirt. Her knees were in similar shape. The rest were bruises she didn't remember, mostly on her arms and legs, though there were a few on her chest and shoulders, like someone had tried to fight her off.

      ‘Or like someone tried to fight Aldo off.’

      Maybe those were the cuts and bruises she didn't recognize. Was she sustaining his injuries now?

      “Sure,” she muttered. “Why not.”

      At this point, she had no choice but to roll with it. It was easier than trying to rationalize any of this. She had a weird bond with a weirder wildcat, they could sort of communicate with thought, and she ended up with his injuries. It made total sense.

      She was not explaining that to Valente.

      A rap at the door made her heart jump into her throat. She turned toward it, half-crouching.

      “Len, I'm leaving in a few minutes. Put pants on,” Valente said.

      It was just Valente. Dammit, she needed to get herself under control. She couldn't keep losing it like this. She was going to hurt herself, or worse, someone she actually gave a fuck about.

      She made sure nobody was close to the door and rushed back to her room. Too tired to manage anything more than ‘barely presentable,’ she tied her damp hair into a loose bun, even though it would frizz up like crazy, and struggled to tug on her weekend jeans and a loose t-shirt. She had enough to deal with, why add being unnecessarily uncomfortable to the list? When the sound in the halls died down, she made a beeline for front door.

      “Lenna?” Vidonia called.

      “Going to help Valente. I’m feeling better, see you later, bye!”

      “Lenna!”

      Valente was already in his car, waiting for her. He leaned forward to yell out the open passenger window.

      “She’s coming to help me, she’s feeling better, we’ll see you later!”

      Lenna slid into the passenger seat. They really should not have been doing it this way. Their parents were probably worried sick about her. But being smothered and suffocated wasn’t what she needed right now. What she needed was to get out of the house, to spend some time away from everything. She needed to get her head straight.

      They didn’t talk until they hit the highway. The silence was nice, for the whole forty seconds.

      “All right,” Valente said, “what the fuck is going on with you? And don’t give me some kind of bullshit story. I covered your ass, you owe me.”

      She did owe him some semblance of the truth, didn't she? It might be good to tell someone what was going on, even if not the whole story. She drummed her fingers against the door, trying to choose the best combination of words.

      “Do you… Do you believe in… weird shit?”

      That was as good a start as any, wasn't it?

      “Define ‘weird.’”

      Her fingers moved to her knee. She crossed her legs, then uncrossed them, then crossed them again. “Do you think people can… change physically?”

      “What, with surgery? If that's what you want—”

      “What? No! That's not what I'm talking about.”

      “Then what?”

      Lenna rubbed her face. Then, what? How could she explain any of this? It was so fucking stuffy in the car. The passenger window didn’t even roll down. It was still nicer and newer than her truck. It’d be nice to have as a spare. Her truck wasn’t going to last much longer, even with just short trips.

      “What’s going to happen to this thing when you move? Can I have it?”

      Valente snorted. “I’m selling it. I’m going to need a new car in Canada.”

      So much for that. Maybe it was time to sell the truck for scraps and get something like this, only newer. Nah, she didn’t want anything so small. What could she even fit in a sedan? The thing was only for long trips, and none of them took them. Poconé was the farthest they usually went. If they really had to go farther, they could borrow a car from someone.

      “Lenna.” There was a warning edge to his voice. He knew her too well for her to distract him. But he also knew well enough not to push. “You can trust me. I wish you’d just trust me.”

      That killed her, that he thought she didn’t trust him. Of course she trusted him. He’d always had her back. This was just way too much. She kept her eyes on the trees passing them by. The road was gorgeous, but boring after having travelled it for so long. At least, it was boring until a family of yellow jaguars strolled onto the road. Valente slowed as they did, muttering a quiet, “What the?” under his breath.

      What the? was right.

      The jaguars stopped in the middle of the narrow road, the four smaller ones flanking the large female, and stared at them. Stared at Lenna. All five pairs of eyes were trained right on her through the windshield. Not a single one of them so much as glanced at Valente.  Lenna swallowed. Could they tell what she was? Was she really becoming one of them?

      “Come on,” she hissed between her teeth, “don't just stand there. Move.”

      And by some fucked up coincidence, they did. The female bowed her head to Lenna as if in some kind of deference and took off across the road, her cubs following. Valente waited a moment to make sure there were no stragglers before shifting the gear back into drive.

      “Weird like that?” he said, a laugh in his voice.

      “Exactly.” A thought occurred to her. “What… do you know about jaguars? Mythologically speaking.”sl

      Valente had always had his nose stuck in a book. He had always been much nerdier than his athletic build let on. If anybody would be able to piece together a connection between them and this, it was him.

      “Don't try to distract me,” he warned. “You owe me an explanation.”

      “Humour me. I'm stressed.”

      His grip on the steering wheel tightened, but he did humour her. He usually did. Besides, they had the whole trip back.

      “They're jaguars,” he said. “They're everywhere. Aztec, Mayan, probably Incan. Anyone pre-colonization had jaguars in their belief system. They represent half the Mayan gods or something, and at least one Aztec guy.”

      “What about black jaguars?” She struggled to keep the eagerness out of her voice.

      “I don't know, Lenna,” he snapped. “Why is that important? Maybe a God of the Underworld or night or— hunting. I don't know.”

      For a moment, she didn't say anything, letting Valente’s breathing even out and his shoulders slump back down. His grip on the steering wheel tightened and relaxed in repetition until they finally relaxed. She waited with patience she wasn't used to. It should have scared her, him freaking out while driving, but it didn't.

      “I was always more into the Norse stuff,” he admitted, his voice quiet but even.

      Still, he knew more than she did.

      “How'd you know that dagger was obsidian?” she asked.

      “Better question is where you got it.” When he realized she wasn't going to explain, he sighed. “I saw something like it at a museum when we went in high school. The Aztec warriors used it because it was so sharp. They used to carve out their enemies hearts and offer them to the Gods.”

      Valente made a stabbing and twisting motion with one hand to demonstrate. Lenna didn't know about cutting out hearts, but it had definitely been sharp enough to stab the poacher in the throat. She squirmed uncomfortably in her seat, wrapping her arms around her stomach. Valente didn't seem to notice, too focused on the road.

      “Your turn,” he said.

      Her turn. She owed him something, but what possible explanation could she give for all this? How could she drag him into this mess when he was about to start his own life?

      “Lets start easy. Where'd you get the knife?”

      “I found it.” The answer came without her meaning to say it. “On the other side of the river. Then I got chased by— monkeys. Small ones, but they were fast. I guess they freaked me out.”

      Valente stared at her, his head tipped to keep the road in his periphery. His gaze was so intense, like he was staring into her soul, like he could take the lie apart with his eyes. It wasn't even a particularly good lie, one of the worst she'd ever come up with. But with the absence of any better explanation, Valente had no choice but to nod. Who knew what he was imagining as an alternative.

      “Okay,” he said. “Okay. Just… don't do stupid shit when I'm gone. Mom and dad are going to need you, whether or not they sell the ranch.”

      Right. She'd made herself forget about that.

      “Promise me, Len.”

      Lenna dropped her right hand and crossed her fingers like when they were kids. “I promise.”
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      It only took a few days for the worst of the pain to go away. The cuts and bruises healed over without a problem, though her hand was still scabbed. It itched like crazy. And she couldn't stop picking at it despite Vidonia’s constant warnings that she was going to get an infection that way. Let it get infected. Anything was better than the constant itching.

      The days she'd been in and out of commission were largely spent helping Luciano take care of the small array of crops they kept. Every now and then, she swore she caught glimpses of Aldo darting across the grass. She had to attribute some of it to her imagination. There weren't many places out here for a jaguar to blend in, especially not a black one. But sometimes, Luciano straightened up suddenly and stared out at the barn for a few moments before pulling weeds again. At night, though, it was an entirely different story. Every night after that first night, Aldo climbed into her room through the open window and curled up at her feet. He didn't sleep; she knew that in the way her mind raced through the night and woke her up ever few hours. She felt safer with him there, though, knowing that anybody who wanted to get to her would have to get through him first.

      “I think I can go back out with the cows tomorrow,” she said.

      Luciano looked up at her from under the brim of his sun hat for a moment before turning his attention back to the crops.

      “If you think you're ready.” He paused, then added, “I've never known you to sleepwalk.”

      Lenna shrugged. If her heartbeat quickened, it was from exertion. “I read somewhere it can happen if you get too stressed.”

      “And what has you so stressed?”

      “I don't know—” She scrambled for an explanation. “You guys maybe selling the ranch, Valente moving to Canada.”

      The poachers who'd tried to kill her, the jaguar who always seemed to be just out of her periphery. Luciano eyed her suspiciously. She'd never been the best liar. She was decent, but he had a sort of sense for when she was bullshitting him. Hopefully it wasn't as good as she thought.

      “I know you've been hiding something from me and your aunt. You want to tell me what it is?”

      “Not really.”

      The sound of Luciano's rake against the soil stopped. Lenna kept her back to him, but she could still feel his eyes on her. Her resolve started to break under the weight of his gaze.

      “Lenna—”

      “I got a tattoo.”

      The silence felt like it would have been shorter if she'd told him about Aldo and the poachers.

      “You did what?”

      “It's not a big deal, it's just some ink. It's my body and all. And its nothing trashy or anything, just trees and shit.”

      “You got a tattoo. What's your aunt going to say about this?”

      Lenna sighed. Maybe she should have talked about the poachers instead. “She's going to freak out. But, again, my body.”

      That had to count for something, right? She’d always been a good kid, never smoked, never drank, never did drugs or slept around. Sure, she butted heads with just about everybody, but that wasn’t even entirely her fault. Getting into fights was a hazard of being like her and it wasn't even her fault most of the time. They weren't aware of most of the sneaking out she’d done and until recently, it had only been a handful of times. And Valente was the one who'd had the pregnancy scare. If the worst thing she ever did that they knew about was get some ink, was that really so bad?

      “Well, let’s see it,” Luciano said. “Lets see these… trees and shit.”

      Lenna snorted, a small grin on her lips. He couldn't have been that mad, then, if he was cussing. Maybe he was remembering Valente's pregnancy scare too. There were two permanent decisions, but at least she was prepared to handle one of them.

      She lifted her shirt over her head. The skin underneath was a few shades lighter than her arms and face but covered in bright ink that hadn't had time to fade yet. Luciano stared, his mouth hanging open, at the inked wetlands that covered the bulk of her upper body, save for her arms. Her sides were the freshest, and the most painful. The spots above her hips were still tender.

      “And when did you get all this done?” Luciano asked.

      Lenna rubbed the back of her neck. “Over the past few weeks?”

      “And how did you pay for it?”

      “From the money I got helping Silvia?”

      Luciano narrowed his eyes. It was all true. Just because it wasn't the main reason she'd been acting like this didn't mean it wasn't true. She gave him a sheepish smile.

      “It's nice,” he relented after an eternity. “Almost like art. Stupid art, but art.”

      “I'll tell Caro you said that.”

      She wouldn't actually, she was just too relieved not to be getting yelled at. Luciano grunted.

      “Don't let Vidonia see them. Or Cruz. You don't want to give him any ideas.”

      That was true. She pulled her shirt back on and immediately wished she didn't have to as it trapped the heat from her body inside. The white cotton was becoming translucent from sweat. Why hadn't she waited until winter to get tattooed? At least then it wouldn't be so bad. And by summer, Vidonia would undoubtedly know about them. There was no way she would never find out. Still, it was best to draw it out as long as possible.

      No sooner than the moment her shirt fell over the last bit of ink did the front door swing open and Vidonia’s voice called out.

      “Come get ready for church!”

      Lenna managed to suppress a groan. She was as religious as could be expected, as good a Catholic as she could be. She prayed, followed all the reasonable rules. Some of them were just ridiculous, though. Anybody who insisted on following all of them had clearly never read the Bible cover to cover. And she didn’t always mind church, even if she found it boring most of the time. The older priest rambled, which was only intolerable on blistering-hot days like today. The real problem was that most people at their church did not like her. Not that she'd ever gone out of her way to be liked. But for all the things Luciano and Vidonia had done for her, changing churches would not be one of them. It was the church where they’d been married, where all their kids had been baptized. Even her, though she’d been at least eight at the time. Nobody had been sure if her parents had had her baptized, so they did it to be safe. As long as nobody physically assaulted her, that was the church they went to. It was all the same to Lenna; she doubted any other church would be more accepting.

      Lenna showered first, since her hair needed to dry out. If she let it air dry in this humidity, she would look like a poodle. It was not a good look for her. And that was assuming it would even dry. Instead, she wore a towel wrapped around her hair while she changed.

      What she wore to church had always been something of an argument between her and Vidonia. It was one thing for Lenna to wear men’s clothes because she felt like it or it was more practical, or even because it was all that fit her. Hell, she could even stomach it if she knew she was going somewhere where wearing woman's clothes could get her beat up or killed. But to be forced to for the sake of respectability was too much.  Of course, how much of it was for respectability and how much was for safety was up for debate, one that leaned more to the respectability side.

      Was safety even a concern for her anymore?

      She knew she wasn’t invulnerable. The remaining stiffness in her muscles and scabs on her skin made that obvious. By all rights, she should have been dead. But she wasn’t. If she could handle getting chased through the wetlands by poachers, she was pretty sure she could handle Mrs Moria’s dark scowl.

      There were only a couple dresses in her closet, ones she’d made herself with Vidonia. She looked them over while she fixed a cross around her neck. She had so many, nobody had noticed that she’d lost one. It was almost impossible to get women’s clothes in her size. Never mind the nightmare of trying anything on. She couldn’t do it in stores, which meant buying, trying them on at home, and returning almost everything. There was a lot of crying involved. Men’s clothes were more comfortable and fit her better anyway. But she loved dresses. Sure, she was hardcore and terrifying, but flowy floral print dresses made her happy.

      Fuck it. If she could handle Tiny Dick, she could wear a floral print dress to church. And if anybody had any issue with that, they could take it up with Aldo.

      The dress came down to her calves, and the short sleeves were still long enough to hide the ink on her shoulders. It was a little tighter than she’d remembered, but still loose enough to be socially acceptable. She alternated between putting her hair up or leaving it down until Vidonia started yelling for her. Up it was. She’d take it down later. That would keep it from frizzing too much.

      It didn’t stop everyone from staring at her.

      “What?” she snapped. “It’s too hot out there for sleeves.”

      Maybe it was because she looked damn good, maybe it was her firm expression, maybe they were all just so tired of fighting about it, but nobody disagreed with her. It was a good thing too. She wasn’t sure she had the temperament to sit through the entire car ride to church in the usual long-sleeved shirt like the ones Valente, Cruz, and Luciano were stuck in. Maybe she should wear dresses all the time.

      Lenna expected the stares and the double-takes. She even expected the whispers. Her eyes moved over the crowd filing into the church, silently daring them to try something. People could stare as much as they want. Hell, they could even come at her. What were they going to do? Hurt her? As if.

      She expected all of that. But what she didn’t expect was to hear a familiar voice calling her name.

      “Miss Alvarez!”

      There were a lot of Alvarez’ here. He might not have been talking to her. She kept walking, but Vidonia grabbed the back of her dress to stop her. Lenna forced a smile she knew didn’t reach her eyes, and she definitely squeezed Ansen Peters’ hand way harder than necessary when she took it. She wished her dagger was on her instead of shoved under the t-shirts in her dresser.

      “You look lovely. I didn’t know your family came to this church,” he said, far too smooth to be believable even with his broken Portuguese. “How are all of you?”

      Lenna’s blood rushed through her ears. There was something wrong about Peters. Something about the way he moved, something about the way the light caught his skin. She swallowed down anxiety and rage. How could this man, who was trying to take her family farm from her, stand there and make pleasantries with her aunt and uncle?

      “Listen, while I have you here, have you considered my offer?” he asked.

      There it was. Had he followed them here? One way or another, he’d figured out they would be here and cornered them. And of course, Luciano and Vidonia were too polite to tell him to fuck off. She couldn’t stand here and listen to them stumble their way through explanations and excuses for why they didn’t have an answer yet. Too many things going on, too many things to sort out first.

      “I understand. It’s a big decision. I'm sure things will settle down once your son is all moved. But, you know, we can’t wait fore—”

      Peters angled his body toward Vidonia, and Lenna put herself between them. She bared her teeth at him, though not quite prepared to make a proper scene here. Not even she was prepared to throw down right in front of church.

      “Lenna,” Vidonia hissed.

      “We aren’t selling. And whatever you’re selling, we aren’t buying. So you can just fuck off.”

      And if she shoved him a little, could she really be blamed for it? How did he even know that Valente was moving? The achingly sweet, too-polite smile was still in place, but she saw the flash of fury in his eyes. For split second, she could have sworn they turned black. It chilled her blood and made her feel cold despite the suffocating heat. It was gone in an instant. He straightened out his jacket and tie. He brushed off Vidonia and Luciano’s apologies with a waved hand.

      “It’s all right. Your daughter is very passionate. I respect that. When you’re ready to sell, you’ll know where to find me.”

      His eyes met hers, and it felt like there was a deeper meaning in his words. Why would she know where to find him?

      Peters nodded politely to Valente and Luciano and turned his back to them. Nobody spoke to her, but Vidonia’s sharp grip on her bicep said plenty as she dragged her inside. They sat in their regular pews, her between Valente and Cruz. It had always been her job to keep Cruz calm during church. Today, though, it was her who couldn’t stop fidgeting. She was hyperaware of the eyes on her back. Her skin itched, and she had to keep telling herself it was because of Peters. Or it wasn’t because of Peters. Neither made her feel any better. Something about him set her off every time, triggered a flight-or-flight instinct that tended to lean more toward fight.

      Valente’s hand caught her wrist. He didn’t say anything, not out loud, but he was right. She had to relax. Nothing was going to happen to her.

      Whatever was out there, she wasn’t afraid of it. Not even — and especially not — Ansen Peters.
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      The drive home was awkward, uncomfortable, and long. It couldn’t have been worse if she really had decked Peters in the face. She imagined it while her aunt and uncle didn’t yell at her. It would feel so good to smash his nose the way she had Jair’s. The way he looked at her made her skin crawl. Like she was some kind of novelty. Well, fuck him. Who gave a fuck what he thought of her?

      Lenna closed her eyes. Why was it so hot? And was it just her, or was it getting hotter as they approached the ranch?

      “Oh, my god… Oh, my God!”

      Valente’s shout made her open her eyes. Half her stomach dropped out through the bottom of her abdomen, and the other half lodged itself through her throat. It wasn’t the sun that was making her sweat, it was the fire roaring through the barn.

      There was no waiting, no hesitation. Lenna bolted from the truck and toward the fire. What she was going to do, she didn’t know yet, but she couldn’t just watch her barn burn down. She was going to do something.

      “Cruz! Get in the house and call for a firetruck,” she shouted back, her voice a deep booming command.

      She assumed the movement behind her was Cruz doing what she said. Somebody called out her name, but she wasn’t sure who. It didn’t matter. The cows should have been out with Jair and Stavo, but most of the horses would still be inside.

      “Lenna!”

      She had to get them. They couldn’t get out on their own. If she didn’t get them out, they would burn.

      “Lenna!”

      The doors were too hot to touch. Her flat shoes didn't offer much protection as she slammed her heel into it. It wasn’t enough to break the door open, even with the second kick. The third made some of the wood splinter and melted the plastic sole of her shoe. Sweat soaked through her dress, likely the only thing keeping it and her from igniting.

      Valente’s arms came around her waist. It took some effort on his part to drag her back, but not as much as it might have if she wasn't already off balance.

      “Lenna, stop!”

      “The horses!” she screamed.

      “They're fine! Jair and Stavo got them out!”

      “The barn!”

      “We can fix it!”

      They slumped to the ground together out of reach of the flames, Lenna’s weight too much for him to carry for more than that. Her dress rode up and dirt dug into her bare knees. She barely felt it. The numbness started in her chest and spread through the rest of her body to offset the heat of the fire. And all she could do was stare as her life burned down right before her eyes.
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      There wasn’t much they could salvage. Anything worth hanging on to would have to be sold to repair the damage to the barn. Hell, it wouldn’t even be repairs; the barn would have to be torn down and rebuilt. Something they definitely couldn’t afford. The only way to pay for the repairs was to sell the cows. Only, without the cows, there was no ranch.

      Which meant the only choice was to sell to Ansen Peters and Spire Farms.

      “You can’t really be selling,” Lenna said, not for the first time in the few days since the fire.

      And once again, her words went unanswered. Nobody wanted to sell, but nobody wanted to find another solution. Nobody but her. She turned to Valente poking at his scrambled eggs. Nobody had much of an appetite, despite the work it was taking to get the place as cleaned up as possible.

      “That fuck face is obviously responsible for this. If we can prove it—”

      Valente lifted his head to look at her, defeat in his expression. “How are we supposed to prove it, Len? We haven’t found any sign of how the fire started. Even if we did, we could never compete with the lawyers they’d hire.”

      “So we bluff. Tell him we have evidence and if he doesn’t pay for the damage, we’ll go to the cops.”

      “You want to blackmail a major American corporation with fake evidence?” Valente snorted. “Get real.”

      “At least I’m trying to come up with something! You’re all just sitting here and accepting it! Not like you care, you’re leaving soon.”

      “I’m lea—”

      “Guys, don’t fight,” Cruz mumbled, folding his shoulders in around himself. His voice wavered, the hoarseness of it betraying how much he’d been crying.

      Guilt twisted Lenna’s gut, but not enough to calm her down.

      “Somebody has to fight. Nobody else is trying to save this place, so obviously—”

      “That’s enough!”

      It was the bang of Luciano’s hands on the kitchen table rather than his shout that made Lenna stop. She hadn’t heard him say anything in days, and she could count on one hand the number of times he’d yelled at her in her life. One of his hands was balled into a tight fist, the muscles in his arms bulging from the force of it. They all stared at him. Vidonia covered his hand with one of hers, but he pushed her off.

      “This ranch has been in my family for generations. We never had a problem until now. If you hadn’t antagonized Peters—”

      It was Lenna’s turn to ball her hands into fists. “Oh, so it’s my fault some psycho burned down our barn?”

      “You should have let us handle it!”

      Lenna barred her teeth and snarled. “You would have sold. We would have been fucked.”

      “We’re fucked now. At least we could have had enough money to buy another house and live off  it for a few years.”

      “Ansen Peters is evil! You would have been selling your family’s home to a monster.”

      “Shut up!” Luciano shouted. Then he called her a name he hadn’t called her since she was a child, not since she’d decided that wasn’t her name anymore.

      The house went silent. Even the cows spread out over the lawn made no noise, as if even they understood the gravity of the situation. Regret immediately took over Luciano’s face, but it was too late. Lenna swallowed, fighting tears. She wasn’t going to cry in front of them. Not over this. Not over something as stupid as this.

      “Lenna, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that,” Luciano said, back to his usual soft tone. “I—”

      “You know what?” Lenna held her hands up, stepping back. “It’s fine. Do what you want. I don’t care anymore.”

      She turned and grabbed her keys off the counter before heading for the front door.

      “Lenna, where are you going?” Vidonia called.

      “To get some cigarettes!”

      Lenna wasn’t sure if that was where she was going yet, but she would decide on the road. She needed to blow off some steam. Nobody followed her out to her truck to stop her. Nobody ever did when she got like this. They were all upset, she knew that. That didn’t make it okay.

      She yanked the truck door open and slammed it shut again as she found her place in the driver seat. It didn’t do much to lessen her frustration, nor did it stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks. She covered her face with her hands, her shoulders trembling. A bump against her shoulder made her jump and hit the horn with her fist.

      “Christ, Aldo! Wear a bell or something!”

      Aldo didn’t seem to appreciate the humour in the comment. He stared at her, namely at the tears still falling, for a moment before baring his teeth. She felt more than heard the angry rumbling in his chest. She reached up and scratched behind his ears as though he were no more than a house cat. His expression didn’t change, but at least his muscles relaxed some into a slightly less aggressive stance.

      “It’s all right,” she said quietly, meaning it a little more this time. “He didn’t mean it. It’s all just a lot right now. And he’s right, Peters is my fault. If I’d just let him do what he wanted… Hey!”

      Lenna jerked her hand back, narrowly avoiding losing a couple fingers as Aldo’s sharp teeth snapped together. The jerk didn’t even seem apologetic. He stood up as much as he could in the passenger seat of her truck, all teeth and anger.

      “Okay, fine, it wasn’t my fault. It was Ansen fucking Peters. I know he did this. But what are we going to do about it? Valente’s right, we can’t prove shit or afford the fancy lawyers they can.”

      Aldo’s lips curled back into what might have been a grin. Lenna nodded in understanding.

      “But we can do better than lawyer up. You know where we can find him?”

      Aldo gave a slow nod and turned his head toward the river. Lenna snorted. Peters had said she would know where to find him.

      “Of course. That’s where all of this has been happening. It’s always been about the Pantanal.” She turned the key in the ignition, and the engine roared to life. “Let’s do this.”
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      The river was quiet, as if they it knew something was going to happen. They travelled in silence, as though mentally preparing for whatever was coming. What that was, Lenna couldn’t say yet. Or maybe she didn’t want to say. It was clear Aldo was preparing for a fight, but he was always preparing for a fight. It was in his nature. She was realizing that. His solution always seemed to involve tearing things apart with his teeth. But he was a wildcat. It was what he did. She was the one who should have known better.

      She did know better. It didn’t stop her.

      The routine was second nature to her at this point. Dock the boat on the riverbank. Check her shotgun. Check her machete and obsidian dagger.

      Lenna turned to Aldo.

      “You know where we’re going?” she asked.

      Aldo nodded. He started walking into the woods, and she followed. Their footsteps made no sounds, at least none that could be heard over the animal calls around them that seemed to quiet as they walked past. Whether the silence was out of fear or respect or something else altogether, Lenna wasn’t sure. Did it really matter? The end result was an eerie, processional feeling that made her skin itch.

      They shouldn’t have been here alone. Whatever was going on out here, it wasn’t something they could handle by themselves. Aldo, sensing her thoughts, turned and barred his teeth.

      “It’s not that I don’t think you can handle a lot,” she whispered, “just that we might be in over our heads on this one.”

      His low growl disagreed. He kept walking, and she didn’t have much choice but to keep following.

      “What are you, anyway? You’re obviously not any normal kind of jaguar. What’s your deal?” When he didn’t answer, she continued. “Valente told me a bit about jaguars. How a lot of the old Gods were represented by them. Is that what you are? A God?”

      Aldo snorted and looked at her in what was probably supposed to be disbelief.

      “What, then? Because you’re obviously something.” Some odd urge to touch the obsidian dagger overtook her. Her fingers brushed the wood handle. “That’s another thing. Where the fuck did this come from?”

      If Aldo had any answers, he wasn’t sharing them. She opened her mouth to keep asking anyway, but a hot burning in her ears quieted her. She covered them with her hands, wincing. The burn wasn’t the real problem, it was the sudden influx of sound that hurt. She could hear her own breathing, Aldo’s breathing. The calls of birds and monkeys. Human voices.

      Lenna stopped dead in her tracks to listen. They weren’t close enough to hear clearly, but they were close enough to make out a handful of distinct voices, especially one she remembered very well.

      Tiny Dick.

      What was he still doing out here? Shouldn’t he have gone back to whichever hole he’d crawled out of?

      Lenna growled deep in the back of her throat, startling herself with the ferocity of it. She suddenly understood Aldo’s urge to take them apart with his teeth. Nothing else would keep these monsters from coming back. She could kill them, and when more came back, she’d kill them too until there were no more monsters left to come into her home.

      But she wasn’t Aldo. No matter how much she felt like one these days, she wasn’t a jaguar. She was human. She could come up with something much better than that. There was also enough death on her conscience. One was plenty. Even if it had all happened too quickly for her to really process or acknowledge, she really didn’t want to do it again. Her plan was still to take this to the authorities. Still, it made her feel better to touch the dagger at her hip again. She wasn’t planning on using it, but it felt good to have it.

      By the time she regained focus, Aldo was gone.

      Typical.

      Fine. She’d found Tiny Dick and his band of merry fucks once before, she could do it again. Hopefully, this time without getting her ass kicked.
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      Lenna found Aldo before she found the poachers, perched in a tree watching them, biding his time to pounce. She let out a quiet whistle to get his attention and motioned for him to get his ass down there. For a second, she didn’t think he would listen. But then he climbed down and snarled at her. She held her hand up to quiet him.

      ‘We do this my way.’

      The flash of teeth showed what he thought of ‘her way.’ It didn’t matter. She was in charge here. It was her ranch that had been destroyed.

      ‘My friends that were killed.’

      It was one of the clearest thoughts she’d received from him. She gave him a sympathetic look and patted his head. They were outnumbered, outmatched, and outgunned. Even with Aldo, they had no hope. They had to do this properly, even if he didn’t want to. Even if they had different ideas of ‘proper’.

      Lenna pulled her cell phone from her back pocket. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake she’d made last time. This time, she was going to get her proof and take it back to the proper authorities. She crept as close as she could without alerting them to her presence. She thumbed at her phone, clicking the buttons until she found the voice recorder. Practically lying on her stomach and extending her arm, she hit the centre button to record.

      “— why he’s so interested in the Alvarez farm."

      “Because acquiring land on the Pantanal gives him access to the Pantanal.”

      “If he wanted it that badly, I don’t know why he didn’t just burn it down in the first place instead of trying to buy it from them.”

      “Have you been paying any attention?”

      “Seems like a waste of time, is all. Chill, Johnny.” So Tiny Dick’s name was Johnny.

      “He knows what he’s doing. Only reason he had to burn it down at all is because of that goddamned panther bitch. Either way, the land will be ours now.”

      Was he talking about her? Lenna kind of liked ‘panther bitch.’ But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that she now had proof that Ansen Peters was responsible for burning down her family’s barn and somehow tied to these poachers. All she needed now was to get this to the police and hope Peters didn’t have the foresight to buy them off. She turned to Aldo and—

      Where the fuck was Aldo?

      She’d been so caught up in her recording, she hadn’t even noticed him slinking off. Despite the pit in her stomach, she told herself that he’d gone off somewhere to work on his tan or chase monkeys. Like there was any chance of that. She shifted back to a crouch, her phone still recording in one hand, and tipped her head up to the trees. A branch overhead one of the poachers rustled just slightly. Familiar yellow eyes peeked out from between the leaves.

      ‘Don't,’ she urged silently. ‘Please don’t do it.’

      If he could hear her thoughts now, he didn’t show it. He was going to get himself killed. He was going to get them both killed. She shouldn’t have come here, she shouldn’t have let their tempers get the better of therm.

      It was too late.

      Lenna bolted to her feet.

      “Don’t!” she shouted.

      Aldo pounced. Somebody — maybe her — screamed.

      Somebody fired a gun. It might have also been her. Pain shot through her thigh.

      Too late not to get involved.

      Too late to do it her way, too late to go to the police. But it wasn’t too late to protect Aldo. He’d protected her, saved her from her own stupidity, made her feel safe at night. She wasn’t going to stand back and let Ansen fucking Peters or his fuckwits take anything else from her. She dropped her shotgun, useless in such close quarters, pulled the dagger from her hip, and dove into the fight.
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      There was no time to think, only time to act.

      Lenna tuned out the gunfire, the blood rushing down her thigh. She sank her blade into whatever flesh she could find, but her eyes were on Johnny. They had a score to settle. If the furious glare he gave her was any indication, he felt the same. His bare chest was covered in claw and teeth marks that looked far too healed to only be a few days old. Had Aldo done all that? And for all his arrogance, he couldn’t have at least finished the job? Typical.

      Johnny lunged at her, wielding not a gun but what looked like a cricket bat lined with blades. As he got close enough, she realized the black blades were the same obsidian that her dagger was made out of. Did his appear out of thin air too? No time to worry about it. She ducked as he lunged. Wind rushed over her head. Her heart leapt into her throat as she hit the ground and rolled. Dirt got into her mouth. No time to worry about that either as the bat came down toward her face. She only just managed to avoid having her skull crushed.

      “Hold still, panther bitch,” he snarled in English.

      Yeah, because she was going to make it easy for him to kill her.

      The stench of blood hit her nose, filling the air. She spared a single glance over her shoulder. Aldo had the other asshole under control. She had her hands full with Johnny.

      “I thought you liked the hunt.”

      If she could get past the bat, she could take his throat out with the dagger, or at least incapacitate him. The non-violent option was off the table. Except there was no way she was going to get close enough to get him with the dagger. If she had the time to think about it, she might have been reluctant to trade it for her machete. As it was, she made the switch as seamlessly as she could while moving away from him. She gave Aldo another glance and almost lost her head for it. She swung her machete up to block the bat. Obsidian pieces broke off. One scratched her face. The shock of the blow travelled up her arm and into her shoulder. It was all she could do not to drop the machete.

      “You aren’t much prey. I’d rather just put you out of your misery.”

      Between the focus on her own actions and the blood rushing through her ears, it was hard to translate his words. Maybe it was better that way. If she wasn’t trying to process his words, she could spend more energy figuring out how to run him through with her knife.

      Johnny was somehow much bigger than her, but she had the advantage of agility that came from some combination of adrenaline and her connection to Aldo easing the flow of her movements. It wasn't enough to get past the bat. She made the mistake of getting in too close too soon and it hit her ribs. She slid back several feet across the dirt. Her howl of pain came out as an agonized roar that echoed through the wetlands. Obsidian shards broke off into her skin, tearing open her tattoos. At least one rib crunched under the weight of the impact. White pain blinded her. The broken ribs pressed her muscles into her lung, but she couldn’t stayed down. If she’d stay down, she’d die, and she wasn’t going to give Johnny or Ansen fucking Peters the satisfaction.

      “Fuck you,” she snarled.

      “Big words from someone who can barely stand,” Johnny sneered.

      He was right. Lenna was losing blood, fast, and leaning to the side. Her vision swam and darkened at the corners. This would have been a fantastic time for Aldo to swoop in and save the day again. But no, that would be too easy, wouldn’t it? Where the fuck was he, anyway? Her stomach sank at the possibility that he’d been killed while she’d been fighting off Johnny.

      The quick look back neither confirmed nor denied the fear, but she did see something that made her do a double-take.

      The poachers weren’t… right. When she looked at them from the corners of her eyes, their faces elongated and their teeth sharpened in a way that made them look like guard dogs.

      ‘Or hunting dogs.’

      The one she’d killed had sniffed at the ground looking for her. This wasn’t normal. They weren’t normal. Was this what they saw when they looked at her, only more feline? How they’d known she and Aldo were connected? Johnny had called her a jaguar from the start.

      Now wasn't the time to wonder what the fuck was going on. Now was the time to get the fuck out of the way of the obsidian chainsaw whistling through the air.

      “Looks like your guardian’s left you, kitten.”

      If Aldo was dead, she would have felt it. That much she knew for certain. Johnny kept talking, and the blood loss made it easy to tune it out. With Aldo gone, the remaining two — three? — poachers turned their attention to her. She wanted to keep from getting cornered against the trees, but it was difficult in the woods. The four of them tried to corral her like they might an angry bull. But Lenna wasn’t a bull; she was a jaguar.

      Lenna darted in at Johnny. Though her leg nearly gave out, she somehow managed to get past the club. Roaring to give herself strength, she lunged up at him with the top of her machete aimed for his bare chest—

      — Only to have the blade shatter against his skin.

      Lenna stumbled back and stared, not entirely sure what she was seeing. Her eyes darted between the steel on the ground and Johnny’s unmarred flesh. How was that possible? That was a fucking sharp blade, and it broke like a plastic knife. But Aldo had left scars, and hadn’t she taken a chunk of his arm out with her teeth? Which meant, what? That teeth were stronger than steel? As if!

      Johnny was talking again, laughing, all dull vowels and rough consonants. Lenna barely heard him over her own frantic thoughts.

      Where was Aldo? He wouldn’t just leave her out here, would he? They had a bond, he wouldn’t just leave her like a dick for her to die.

      Her head swam. She was vaguely aware of a heavy thud against the back of her skull. Arms wrapped around her waist and the stench of rotting meat engulfed her. Disgusted and enraged, she threw her head back. There was a satisfying crunch as bone and cartilage gave way. It was short-lived. A large fist landed against her face. White spots bleached her vision.

      ‘Seeing stars.’

      So that was what that expression meant. She spat blood in Johnny’s face, only to be hit again. It barely hurt this time.

      “You hit like baby.”

      Johnny snarled something she didn’t catch over the crackling in her ears. The idiot holding her tried to pick her up. She dropped her weight and let him struggle. Like she was going to make anything easy for them. Another hit knocked out a back molar. The ringing didn’t go away this time. She’d always hoped that if she screwed up her hearing, it would be from too many metal concerts. But she was going to lose more than just her hearing now, wasn’t she? And her family had no idea where she was. How long would it be before they realized she wasn't coming home? Johnny was probably going to feed her body to the caimans. Her parents would never know what happened to her.

      ‘I’m sorry, Dad.’

      She shouldn’t have fought with him. He was probably going to think she hated him.

      This wasn’t how she wanted to die. Not that she had any preference. But she at least wanted them all to know how much she loved them.

      If Aldo wasn’t going to save her, Lenna was going to have to save herself. Never mind that she could barely even see Johnny through her swollen eyes. The obsidian dagger was still at her hip. If she could get loose, she might actually have a chance of getting out of here alive. Her phone was long gone, but she must have had some skin under her nails that the police could get DNA from or something. That was a real thing, right?

      As if they would believe her.

      A cynical laugh left her. Nobody was going to help her out of this. Even if she got home, everyone would take one look at her, listen to maybe half her story, and tell her it was her own damn fault.

      “— funny, Jaguar?”

      Lenna tipped her head back to get a decent look at Johnny. Tiny Dick really did suit him much better.

      “Yeah,” she croaked in an accented English. “Kittens hit harder than you. You ugly piece of shit.”

      Rage overtook Johnny’s face. He grabbed a handful of her hair with a meaty paw and wrenched her from Idiot’s grip with enough force to make her joints crack. He mashed her face into the dirt, still holding her hair, and stomped on her body at an awkward angle. Another rib gave out under the weight of his boot. Her scream came out as more of a gurgle. She curled in on herself, thrashing as much as she could. Her blunt nails scraped over Johnny’s skin. Another pair of hands grabbed at her legs to keep them still. Her boot hit what felt like a stomach, then a throat.

      And just like that, the onslaught stopped. She held her breath and covered her head with her arms, waiting for it to start again.

      It didn’t.

      Heart beats raced by, and nobody hit her. Had she finally died? No, the pain would have gone way if she had. The muffled ringing in her ears subsided some. Not completely, but enough that she could make out words.

      “— the jaguar?”

      “What are you talking about? This is the jaguar.”

      “No, this is a vessel. She’s only half the equation. Where’s the actual cat?” There was a brief pause. She could almost take in half a lungful of air at a time. The wound in her side seemed to be clotting. “You thought she was the cat, didn’t you.” It didn’t sound like a question.

      “She moved so fast, I—”

      “Idiot!”

      The newcomer crouched in front of her. Lenna opened her eyes as much as she could. Only one person was enough of a douchebag to wear a suit in the wetlands. She kept her hand over her side, covering both the wound and the dagger. No need for them to take it away from her.

      “Lenna Ferro Alvarez. You look like hell.”

      At least he had the decency to speak Port. Even if his accent was shit.

      “Ansen fucking Peters. You look like a dick.”

      Peters chuckled. Lenna supposed she didn’t look particularly dangerous, face swollen, bleeding half to death, and wheezing for breath. This must have been hilarious to him. Greyscale feathers covering his skin glittered dimly in what sunlight made it through the trees.

      “I can see how you'd think she was the jaguar. She’s fierce,” Peters mused. He took her jaw in his hand and turned it to inspect her the way he might a heifer he planned on buying. “Jaguar Warrior indeed.”

      Lenna did not enjoy being manhandled, and she made it clear by jerking her head out of Peters’ grip and sinking her teeth into his index. His scream didn’t hurt as much as the blow to her head. He stepped back, cradling his hand to his chest. His finger might have been broken. Too bad. She’d been trying to take it off.

      “Panther bitch,” Johnny spat.

      Lenna gave him a predatory grin, showing off her bloody teeth. Ansen grimaced and inched back.

      “I was right about you. I knew from the moment I saw you that you were a jaguar, Lenna Ferro Alvarez.”

      She wished he’d stop saying her full name like that.

      “The fuck you talking about, Ansen fucking Peters?”

      It took her longer than it should have to realize that the reason her words sounded strange wasn’t because her jaw was so swollen — which it was — but because large, jaguar teeth took up the bulk of her mouth. No wonder Peters’ hand looked so fucked up. It served him right. The first rule of handling a wild animal was to never put a hand so close to their mouth. It wasn’t her fault Peters was too stupid to know that.

      “There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophies, Miss Alvarez.” When she only frowned, he continued. “You’re wearing a cross, so I’m assuming you believe in some kind of God. But do you believe in the old Gods?”

      Though the pain was lessening, it didn’t stop his words from making her head throb. Lenna hoped it looked like she was glaring instead of squinting. She pulled her dagger from the leather sheath and gripped it in her hand. Her fingers were cold with pain but at least she could feel them. The same couldn’t be said for her toes. Ansen raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t seem worried. She barred her teeth at Johnny. His muscles jumped, but she couldn’t quite call it a flinch.

      “I believe in them, Miss Alvarez,” Peters said. “See, there’s power in these lands. Well, not just these. Everywhere. You just have to be smart enough to know how to harness it.”

      What was he even talking about? Nausea made her dry-heave onto the dirt. Johnny snickered, and she roared at him over the taste of bile in the back of her throat. Peters continued as though he hadn’t been interrupted.

      “Some people, like yourself, are lucky enough to be born into that power. The rest of us have to take it. Like I said, I always knew you were a jaguar. So I looked into you. Your mother’s side of the family is Portuguese, but your father is Mayan. It’s funny, then, that you should bond with an Aztec jaguar. You haven’t even the slightest idea what to do with it, so why should you have it?”

      This guy was a special brand of batshit. But he might have been onto something. He shrugged his jacket off and handed it to Johnny, who seemed thrilled to be used like a coat hanger, before unbuttoning his shirt. As much as she hated the display, she had to appreciate that he was giving her time to recover. As he stripped, tattoos became visible. Not normal tattoos, though, not like hers. Odd symbols were carved into his skin and inked black. When he moved, his skin shimmered with those odd feathers. He motioned with his head for Johnny to grab her. She let him, only so he didn’t realize how much of her strength was returning. It wasn’t much, but she’d take any advantage she could give herself. They didn’t bother taking her dagger. They probably figured she wouldn’t be able to use it much. The arrogance suited her just fine.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen, Miss Alvarez. You’re going to bring me the jaguar, or I’m going to kill your family.”

      Lenna lurched up in Johnny’s grasp and roared. The sound came back to her, echoing through the woods. She roared again, and it wasn’t her voice that returned. It was an actual jaguar calling to her. Not just one, but several. Neither Peters nor Johnny seemed to realize it yet. Once again, she was buying time for Aldo. She could work with that.

      “Or you can go fuck yourself,” she snapped.

      Surprise crossed Peters' face. She didn’t blame him. If he’d looked into her, he’d know what her family meant to her. All she needed was a few more seconds.

      The jaguars growled around them, blending into the trees. Johnny could hear them now, she felt it in the way he tensed up behind her. She grinned at Peters’ scowl.

      “Panther bitch,” Johnny snarled again as the first yellow pair of eyes emerged from the shadows.

      Lenna knew those eyes. She would know them anywhere. A breathless laugh left her. How did she keep doubting this idiot? He darted from the trees, passing Peters in an instant, and leapt at her. She inhaled sharply and held her breath, bracing herself as he collided with her.

      Black fur melted into her skin. It itched, burned. Heat bloomed through her, setting her on fire from the inside out. Her nails extended into claws, then shrank back, then extended again. The pull and push of her skin turned her stomach, made the muscles clench at the unpleasantness of it all. Every smell and sound assaulted her and when she opened her eyes, she saw everything and nothing at the same time. Instinct and reasoning warred with each other harder than ever before. When she grinned, it wasn’t out of humour but to show the animal she had become.

      There was a new depth to her voice when she spoke that rumbled through the earth. Ansen fucking Peters might have thought he was a God, but she was so much more than that.

      “That’s panther queen to you.”

      Borrowing Aldo’s strength, she twisted out of Johnny’s grip and rammed the obsidian blade into his shoulder. It sank into his muscle easily, unlike the machete. She spun into an upright position to face Peters. Who needed a dagger when she had fangs and claws? She was a weapon, one of the greatest weapons nature had ever produced.

      Lenna froze. Ansen fucking Peters was not Ansen fucking Peters.

      Feathered scales in metallic greens and reds stood out over his body, not quite unlike the way black spots now covered hers. The unnatural glow around him made the dark hairs on her body stand on end.

      Three things happened simultaneously.

      Peters unhinged his jaw, a pair of thin fangs dropping from the roof of his mouth, and hissed.

      The jaguars lunged at them.

      And Lenna ran.
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      Lenna ran faster than she ever had before, faster than she thought possible. Dust rose beneath her feet as they pounded against the dirt. She had to get out of here. She had to get home. She had to—

      She had to focus.

      The smell of the river guided her. If she let herself get distracted, she would lose the scent and Peters would catch up to her. How she knew he wasn’t dead, she couldn’t say, but she did know it. Whatever Ansen fucking Peters and Johnny Tiny Dick were, they weren’t human. Maybe she wasn’t human either. Either way, she also knew it would take more than a few jaguars to take them down. They would survive — or at least one of them would — and they would come after her. She had no choice but to get as far away from here as physically possible.

      The Pantanal tattoos on her back itched, Aldo’s claws scraping her skin as he paced across the treetops inked between her shoulder blades. Later, she could figure out how that worked. For now, the low rumbling growl that echoed through her skull let her know how Aldo felt about her assessment of the situation.

      “We can’t fight them,” she gasped, clutching at her side. The words came out as more of a wheeze than anything. Her wound had reopened and blood warmed her fingers. She stumbled and struggled to keep upright. “Not like this. They’ll kill us.”

      Her dagger was gone. Her machete was in pieces. Her shotgun was on the ground somewhere. Half her right side was broken. It was all she could do to keep conscious. This was the second time she’d proven she couldn’t fight them. There wasn’t going to be a third time. She was going to get her family far away from their reach. Canada was sounding good right about now. They practically couldn’t get farther from Brazil. And an endless winter would feel so good against her swollen everything.

      A breathless cross between a laugh and a sob left Lenna’s chest as more light came through the trees. The riverbank was coming into focus. All she had to do was get across, get home. Stay conscious. Not let the desire to sleep overtake her. When they were on the road, when they were on their way to safety, maybe she could pull over and let herself crash for a bit.

      Only…

      “Where’s the boat?” she muttered. “Where—?”

      Lenna whirled around frantically. Had she come out the wrong side? Had Peters and Johnny done something to it? What now?

      ‘Jaguars swim.’

      She couldn’t swim across the river. Even with Aldo helping her, it was too far. She’d drown.

      A shot fired in the woods, sending birds scattering.

      Her boat was nowhere in sight, and there wasn’t time to come up with anything else. Between drowning and getting shot, it wasn’t much of a choice, but still a choice.

      “You know how to get across? Which way to go?”

      The words came out muffled by the hard lump on her jaw and large teeth, but Aldo seemed to understand. He growled in affirmation. Still, she hesitated. Was this really the best option?

      An engine roared not far behind her. If she didn’t move, they would be on her within minutes.

      This wasn’t the best option, Lenna decided, but it was the only one. Better to drown than to let Peters get his hands on them. She pulled her boots off and let them drop to the dirt. A deer watched her, but it made no move to help or hinder her. It wasn’t like it could do much either way.

      The water was warm. She didn’t know if that was better or worse than it being cold. It might have made it easier to stay awake. Water and exhaustion washed over her. She struggled to keep her head up. Aldo’s claws scratched across her skin. She coughed out a mouthful of water and tipped her head back to keep more from getting in. A shudder that almost had her going under ran through her. Weight lifted from her shoulder and settled beneath her body. She didn’t know how Aldo was supporting her. Not even buoyancy could have made it that easy. Still, he gave no sign of struggling. Maybe they could actually survive all this.

      Provided one of them stayed conscious.
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        * * *

      

      Lenna did not stay conscious. It wasn’t for lack of trying. But her injuries needed rest to heal, and she didn't have a whole lot of say in it.

      The place she awoke in was strange. And that was saying something, considering how strange everything was these days. It didn't even look like a real place. High, stone walls extended for what seemed like forever. The ceiling was painted with stars that twinkled overhead like they actually belonged to the night sky. Black, heavy smoke curled around her feet and made her toes feel cold. When she looked around, she found the only light came from torches that lined a path to two large, ornate gold thrones at the top of matching steps. Two men, adorned in jaguar pelts, sat atop them. Jaguars sat at their feet, some normal-coloured and some black, though none as dark as Aldo.

      “Lenna Alvarez,” the one in the darker pelts said. His voice boomed off the walls and rattled Lenna’s teeth. She crouched a little, half-expecting the ground to start shaking. “We have been waiting for you.”

      Oh, okay. This was some kind of weird-ass, near death experience. She could play this game.

      “All right, questions. Who the fuck are you, what the fuck is this, and where the fuck is my cat?”

      The one in the darker pelts shot a dirty look to the one in the lighter ones, who only stifled a smile.

      “She certainly has fire,” he murmured. “I am Ahau Kin, the Jaguar Lord and Lord of the Mayan Underworld.”

      “And I am Tezcatlipoca, the Smoking Mirror, Lord of the Night Sky and Creator of the Aztec World.”

      Lenna nodded. “Right. And I’m Max Cavalera. What the fuck is all this?”

      “This is the Underworld,” Ahua Kin said in a tone that suggested any idiot would know that.

      “Uh-huh.” Lenna looked around. Gods of the Underworld and Night. Valente did know his shit. It did sort of look like an underworld, maybe. If she had to believe in an underworld. Which she didn’t. She was Catholic. She may have grudgingly accepted that weird connections with wildcats were a real thing, but this was getting to be a bit much for her. More things in heaven and earth indeed. “Wait, am I dying?”

      Tezcatlipoca motioned to Ahau Kin with one hand.

      “Not yet. We haven’t decided if you’re going to wake up,” Ahau Kin said.

      Lenna’s eyebrows went up. “Woah. Back the fuck up a second. You haven’t decided?”

      They nodded as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. Yeah, no. She was out of here. She was so out of here. Except there was no out of here. She turned, and found no exit. She walked around the thrones as the gods watched, and still found no exit. No matter where she looked, there was no exit. The room seemed to extend forever, moving as she walked, but there was nothing. Of course there wasn’t, because this was all in her head. It was all made up bullshit.

      When she turned again, the thrones were facing her, even though she was pretty sure she hadn’t gotten back to her original position.

      “All right, let’s talk. What do I have to do to get the hell out of here?” she demanded.

      Tezcatlipoca turned to Ahua Kin and motioned for him to speak. Ahua Kin leaned forward, resting his chin on his knuckles.

      “Where to start…” he mused.

      “The fucking beginning would be nice.”

      Lenna didn't have time for this bullshit. She was taking the numbing in her toes to mean she was losing circulation. The sooner she got this hallucination over with, the better.

      ‘Unless getting this over with means I'm dead.’

      “Well, go on,” Tezcatlipoca said. “The Panther Queen doesn't have all day.”

      Gods, Lenna decided, were dicks.

      “There are some animals who carry in them the powers of the Gods,” Ahua Kin began in that grandfatherly story telling kind of way Luciano used to read to her in. “Some humans are fortunate enough to be born with the ability to share these gifts. I believe the modern term is… familiars?”

      Lenna rubbed her face. Wasn't this the exact same sort of crap Peters had been on about? “And I'm one of those people?”

      “You were supposed to belong to one of my jaguars —” Ahua Kin motioned to the cats at his feet. “— but somebody had another idea.”

      “Don't look at me. She saved his life. Your lot should have worked faster.”

      They didn’t really act like Gods, did they? But she supposed they were really figments of her imagination, not actual Gods.

      “Which is all to say,” Ahua Kin continued, “that you've more than proven yourself as a jaguar. I'd like you to take your rightful place at my side.”

      “In the Underworld,” Lenna clarified.

      “In the Underworld.”

      Yeah, she knew what that meant.

      “Fuck you. You want me? You're going to have to bring me down yourself. I got shit to do.”

      Tezcatlipoca roared with laughter, clapping his hands together like this was all some big joke. Her subconscious had a terrible sense of humour.

      “I told you she’s a fighter! Come on, my friend. I want to see how this plays out. Let her at least give that gringo bastard a taste of his own medicine.”

      Lenna let out a disgusted sound. “Is Ansen Peters… like me?”

      Tezcatlipoca snorted and waved his hand dismissively. “Nobody is like you, Your Highness.” The title almost sounded sincere. “Ansen Peters is one of the few people who found a way to take what he wants. It’s those tattoos. It makes him stronger, since he isn't sharing with a — What did you call it? — familiar, but it also makes him more unstable. You want my advice? Carve his heart out with that dagger of yours and feed it to your cat as a sacrifice to me.”

      Lenna grimaced. Yeah, she wasn't doing that. Her eyes shifted back to Ahua Kin deep in thought. For a long moment, he didn’t speak. Then, he sat upright with a decisive expression.

      “Very well, Lenna Alvarez. I will lend you to Tezcatlipoca. But when your time is up, I will be the one to come for you. Do we have a deal?”

      It wasn't much of a choice, was it? Die now or later. One way or another, she’d end up back here. Better to be later.

      She nodded.

      “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      A sharp bite to Lenna’s shoulder brought her back to consciousness. It took her a few seconds to process the familiar scenery. She forgot for a breath why she was aching, soaked, and shivering. All she saw was home and relief swept over her. She was so close to being home. So close to being safe. Aldo bit her again, a sense of urgency in it.

      The events of the past weeks — months? — caught up to her, and the relief was immediately replaced with panic and adrenaline. It wasn't until the third try that she managed to get her legs under her. Whatever had happened to her boat, her truck was still there. She pat herself down for her keys. Her pockets were empty.

      “Shit!”

      Once, a couple years ago, she’d lost her main key. They'd spent weeks trying to find it, and of course nobody had known where the spare one had gone either. By the time they'd found both, Lenna had considered just burning the truck and scraping together enough for a new one. Or take Valente’s suggestion to at least scrap it for parts. She did neither. Instead, she’d stuck the spare in the back of the glove box.

      Lenna stumbled, each step shooting pain through both her thighs, to lean against the passenger door of her truck. She closed her eyes, mostly to give herself a second of rest, and slammed her elbow into the window. Glass shattered, cutting through her sleeve and skin. It almost hurt more to pull the pieces out. Her vision blurred.

      What was she doing again?

      Aldo stood on hind legs, making her jump, to paw at the door.

      Right. She had to get home. She had to warn her family about Peters, about everything. Her bloody hand slipped over the lock, but she finally managed to get enough of a hold to pull it up. The door creaked open easily enough, unlike the glove box. She had to wrench it unstuck. There was so much crap in here. Deodorant, dry shampoo, a compact raincoat, the manual she’d only opened once before. She pulled the last one out and found the spare key taped to the inside front cover.

      “We're going home,” she told Aldo.

      She settled into the divers seat while he took the passengers seat. It would have been nice to have him on her shoulder again, but she wasn't sure how that worked or if she could even physically handle it right now. Everything already hurt so much, it was almost more than she could bear.

      The cows loitering on the front lawn stumbled back as much as they could as she dragged her feet over the driveway, Aldo at her side. Gravel burned the undersides of her feet. She starred at the three steps leading up to the house and nearly sobbed. It was too much.

      Aldo nudged his nosed to the back of her hand.

      ‘You're going to do this because you have to,’ she translated to herself.

      The spare key was hidden in an overhead eavestrough, and Lenna didn't have the energy to reach for it. Instead, she thumped the shoulder that hurt the least against the door until Cruz opened it for her.

      “Oh, my God! What happened to— Holy crap!”

      Well, he noticed Aldo.

      Lenna pushed past him, Aldo following like he belonged there. Cruz leapt out of their way.

      “Lenna! Jaguar!”

      “Yeah, I know. He's not important right now.”

      “Not—”

      “We have to go. Pack your shit. Only what you need for a few days. Where's everyone?”

      Cruz eyed Aldo warily. “Mom and Dad are in the kitchen. Valente already left for the airport.”

      That was today? Of course, it was today. Why hadn't he said anything? Because they'd been too caught up in other things. Because she'd been too caught up in other things. Her stomach sank, but it was probably for the best. Valente would be out of harm’s way in Canada. Peters would have a hard time getting his hands on him there.

      Lenna marched herself to the kitchen. If she stopped moving, she would drop. At the sight of them, Luciano jumped to his feet and reached for a shotgun that wasn't there, and Vidonia screamed.

      “We’re going. Now. Cruz! Get your shit!”

      Cruz ran past her toward his bedroom, but Luciano caught him by the arm to stop him.

      “Nobody make any sudden movement,” he whispered.

      Aldo let out an impatient grunt to match Lenna's. Luciano only shifted to pull Cruz behind him.

      “We don't have time for this!” Lenna shouted. “We have to go before Ansen fucking Peters shows up.”

      “Peters again? Lenna—”

      “Just listen to me for once! Can you please just trust me, dad? Please?”

      Maybe it was calling him dad, maybe it was the wildcat in their kitchen, or maybe he was already missing Valente, but Luciano’s expression softened, though his eyes shifted between her and Aldo. He gasped a little when Aldo’s head snapped up. A heartbeat later, the phone rang, making them all jump. Cruz took the opportunity to wriggle out of Luciano’s grip to answer it. All the while, Vidonia crossed herself and whispered prayers. Not that it would help any of them.

      “Alvarez residence. Uh, yeah… She is. Len, it’s for you.”

      Lenna moved around the kitchen to take the phone, though her stomach stayed in place. She took the receiver from Cruz. It was heavier than usual. Maybe it was just her arm. The breathing on the other end was heavy, making the hairs on her neck stand on end.

      “Hello?” she said, even though she knew in her gut who it was.

      “Miss Alvarez. So you did survive.”

      “So did you.” From the sound of it, he wasn’t in much better shape than she was. It was some consolation. “How's Tiny Dick.”

      “You mean Johnny? Oh, he's doing fine. Better than your brother is about to be.”

      Frowning, Lenna glanced at Cruz. He looked fine. Aldo’s nostrils flared and it hit her. Valente. She turned her back to the rest of the kitchen and switched to English.

      “You leave him alone or I will tear your throat out,” she snarled.

      A chair fell over, probably somebody trying to get away from Aldo's bared teeth.

      “No need to be so aggressive. Bring me the jaguar and I’ll let him go. It’s as simple as that.”

      Was it that simple? There was no way Peters would give in that easily, not after everything. It was a trick, it had to be.

      “Put him on the phone. I want to hear him.”

      Peters sighed, but a moment later, Valente’s voice came through the receiver.

      “Lenna, listen. Don’t worry about me. Just don’t—”

      Though his words came out in a Portuguese rush, he wasn’t fast enough to get them out before Peters’ voice was in her ear again.

      “Satisfied, Miss Alvarez?”

      She wasn’t. Far from it. The worst part was, it wasn’t even a choice. Aldo was part of her now, attached to her very soul. But Valente was her brother. She pressed her forehead to the wall. There was a way out of this, she just hadn't thought of it yet.

      “Fine.”
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      What Lenna should have done was hang up the phone, turn to Vidonia and Luciano, and explain everything. They should have called the police, gone for help. Done things right like she kept wanting to.

      But she’d tried telling them about Ansen Peters before. The police hadn't helped with the fire, they wouldn't hep with this. And now her parents wouldn't focus on anything but Aldo pacing the kitchen. Not that she fully blamed them, he was actually a little terrifying.

      Which meant that even though she knew it was a bad idea, what she did was hang up, nod once to Aldo, and walk out the front door with him at her heels. It felt like she’d left her stomach in the kitchen.

      Lenna wasn't sure if anybody followed her. She didn't look back to check, even when she backed her truck out of the driveway with renewed energy. It was amazing what the human body could take when pushed far enough. When the only options were to keep fighting or die, Lenna was going to keep fighting.

      It occurred to her, as she tore down the road, that her clothes and hair were still dripping water, her boots were on the other side of the river, and she had nothing but Aldo to defend herself with. She didn’t want to go into this more half-cocked than entirely necessary. She needed a better plan than Aldo’s mental suggestion of eating Peters’ face off. She reached into the cup holder for a spare hair elastic and found a familiar wooden handle. Looking between the dagger and the road in two second intervals, she tried to trace back the last few hours. Had she just left her dagger in the truck? No, no, it had definitely been stuck in Johnny’s side. Well, as long as it was here now. Which meant she had Aldo and her knife. If she was lucky, she might actually get out of this alive.

      Big if.

      “Here’s the plan.” Because they were going to have at least some semblance of a plan. “We go with whatever Peters says. We make him think we’re giving him what he wants. When Valente is safe, we get the fuck out of there. But we keep Velente safe. Any means necessary.”

      Aldo barred his teeth, but otherwise didn’t protest. He was running scenarios, too. Trying to imagine an outcome where they all got out of this unscathed. Or no more scathed than they already were.

      All Lenna wanted to do was sleep. But she couldn’t yet. One last thing to do.

      It wasn’t until she was nearly halfway to town that she spotted a pair of cars parked on the side of the road. One of them was Ansen Peters’. The other must have been Valente’s rental. Valente wasn’t in either car. Valente was kneeling on the cracked asphalt. Peters stood behind him, holding a small pistol to the back of his head. He didn’t trust Johnny to keep him still? Her eyes shifted to Johnny leaning against Peters’ shiny car. Fresh scars lining Johnny’s face became clear as she approached. A guilty part of her wondered what happened to the jaguars that had attacked them.

      Lenna tucked the dagger into the waistband of her damp jeans and tugged her shirt over to hide it. Let them think she was unarmed. It might not have been as nice as a gun, but it was better than nothing.

      Peters whistled at the sight of her.

      “Having a rough day, Miss Alvarez?”

      “Get fucked,” she snapped.

      Her eyes flickered over Valente. Aside from the gash over his eyebrows and his arms behind his back, he looked okay. A hell of a lot better than she felt, anyway. He stared at her, his mouth hanging open as he took in her nightmarish state.

      “I was hoping you’d drowned,” Peters said. “It would have made things so much easier for me.”

      “And I was hoping you got eaten by jaguars. We don’t always get what we want. My thing’s still possible, though.” She nodded at Johnny. “You should really get your face checked out. Or we can just rip the rest of it off.”

      She and Aldo flashed their teeth at Johnny in a menacing grin. Johnny straightened up, and Peters held up the hand not holding the gun.

      “Easy, Johnny. I don’t think Miss Alvarez wants to do anything rash here. This is just a simple trade. The jaguar for your brother.”

      Lenna couldn't bring herself to look at either Aldo or Valente. She kept her eyes on Peters. Once Valente was safe, they could worry about step two.

      “Yeah. So come get him.”

      Peters scoffed. “No games. This has all gone on long enough.”

      He didn’t have to tell her. Lenna bumped Aldo’s leg with her bare foot. He growled. For a terrifying half-second, she thought he wouldn’t go. Then he moved, slowly and deliberately. When he was at Peters’ feet, Peters grabbed him by the scruff of his neck hard enough that Lenna felt the pinch above her shoulder. He kicked Valente forward. Valente struggled to his feet, and Peters’ gun turned to Aldo. Her skin pinched more and it was all she could do not to throw herself at him. Instead, she watched Valente cross toward her.

      “Was that so hard? Unfortunately, Miss Alvarez, in order for me to take your familiar’s powers, you’re still going to have to die. They have a natural instinct to sever the bond with their witch when their witch gets shot through the chest at such a close range, you see. Plus, we really don’t want any witnesses, do we? Johnny?”

      Lenna barely had time to turn her head when the shot fired. She gasped and squeezed her eyes shut, bracing herself. Nothing hit her. Did he miss? Of course he did. Idiot.

      Except the now-familiar smell of blood reached her nose, only it wasn’t quite the same blood she was used to. It wasn’t her blood. But she still knew that blood. Her chest tightened around her heart. The seconds dragged on for hours before she could open her eyes and tip her head to the ground.

      The mix between a scream and a roar that tore from her throat echoed through the air. Birds and wildlife scattered. Even Johnny took a step back, his deep red eyes widening in the realization of just how badly he’d fucked up.

      He really should have killed her first.

      Lenna was all teeth and claws and fury. The part of her that was still Lenna Alvarez was gone now, pushed back with the rest of what made her human. She wasn’t Lenna right now, didn’t want to be. All she wanted was to tear Johnny apart. He realized, too late, that she could. By the time he turned his gun to her, she was on him. Her weight at that inhuman speed knocked him down. His skin was soft beneath her claws. Flesh caught between them. An eye burst under the press of her thumb.

      He pushed against her, all gurgled screams.

      Tires squealed behind her, but she was too preoccupied to care. She slammed the heel of her hand into Johnny’s jaw. His skull cracked against the pavement. His dull, human teeth were sharp enough to bite through his own tongue. But his teeth were nowhere as sharp as hers.

      Lenna’s heavy teeth sank into the throat exposed to her like an offering. Some instinct guided her canines to the fat artery pulsing beneath his skin. His meaty hand shoved at her head, only for a moment.

      His pulse slowed. The push of hot blood lessened until the flow of it stopped completely.

      Lenna didn’t let go right away, not until she was sure he was dead.

      And then it hit her that he was dead.

      She opened her jaw until it hurt and pried her teeth from Johnny’s throat. Her mouth tasted like iron and raw meat. Dizziness made her head swim.

      ‘Valente!’

      She scrambled to her feet, wiping her face on her shoulder. Her feet caught under her. The pavement scraped her hands raw. It was faster to drag herself over to Valente’s body than to stand. The plastic zip tie gave way easily beneath her clawed nails. His body was almost too heavy to roll over.

      There was no blood, no life in his face.

      Lenna touched his cheek with trembling hands. He was still warm.

      “No,” she murmured, “no, no, no, no, no…”

      How could this have happened? How could she have let this happen? This was her fault, entirely her fault. If she hadn't been such a fuck-up, if she'd asked for help, if she'd done a million things differently… Every mistake seemed bigger than the last. She never should have started going into the Pantanal in the first place, especially not after her first encountering with poachers. Did she think she was invulnerable? Maybe she was. She'd survived a hell of a lot more than should have been physically possible. But her family clearly wasn't. Valente, her parents, Cruz, they were all human.

      ‘Will Peters go after them, too?’

      Was she going to get her entire family killed?

      She could fix this. She knew she could fix this. If she was gone, Peters would leave her family alone. Some part of her still believed that. But how was she going to get away? If she’d ever actually had any plan for that, it was gone now. She couldn't think of anything but Valente on the ground in front of her. All he'd wanted was to go to Canada and make enough money to support them. So much for that. Now they were all fucked.

      'I could do it.’

      She could. She might not have been an engineer, but she knew at least as much as he did from helping him study. If she could get the hang of it in English, they looked enough alike that nobody would tell the difference. ‘Out of practice’ was a reasonable excuse that could buy her some time. And she could send money home. Her parents wouldn't have to sell the ranch, and nobody would have to know Valente was dead. Maybe even Peters could believe she was the one Johnny had killed.

      Except, Lenna thought as she stroked Valente’s hair, her family would be able to tell the difference. The similarity was uncanny, but they weren't identical. Lenna's eyes met Aldo’s and she saw his solution in them.

      "No," she said firmly. "We're not doing that."

      ‘What other choice do you have?' his yellow eyes seemed to say. ‘You won't fight. If you want to run, they have to think he's you.'

      Lenna didn't want to run, but she didn't want to fight either. What she wanted to do was go home and beg for her aunt and uncle's forgiveness for this. For everything. She knew in her heart that they would still love her. Still, the pit in her stomach that said otherwise was stronger. This wasn't her coming out as trans or gay. The promise they'd made to love her through everything wouldn't extend to this. It couldn't.

      How could she ever face any of them after this?

      Lenna folded herself over to press a kiss to Valente's forehead.

      "I am so sorry. For all of this. You didn't deserve any of this. You were always a good brother."

      Her voice cracked at the end. She wiped her face on her shoulder. Aldo let out a respectful-sounding cough-roar and pressed his nose to Valente's forehead in a similar way. If there was a Mayan Afterlife, Ahua Kin would take care of him. Otherwise, she'd kick his ass when it was her time.

      She slid Valente's head from her lap and stood. She knew what she had to do, even if it made her sick.

      Hauling Valente's body across the road was hander than she expected it to be, even with Aldo's help. The hot pavement burned blisters into the soles of her feet, making each step more painful than the last. She rubbed her face against her shoulder to wipe her tears, only to smudge blood across her face.

      “I can't do this,” she sobbed.

      Her legs gave out, some combination of pain and exhaustion, and she fell forward onto the burning asphalt. The heat swallowed and suffocated her but at least the pressure was off her feet. She covered her head with her bare arms. Heavy sobs made her body tremble. How could she keep doing this? How much more of this could she take? She couldn't do this alone.

      Except she wasn't alone. Aldo pressed up against her side, nudging her to keep going. She wanted to push him away. She wanted to hate him for this, but he was all she had now.

      “I can't! I can't keep going!”

      Even if Lenna had the strength, her feet were burnt and cut up. She couldn't keep walking like this.

      Aldo’s teeth caught her sleeve. He tugged until she turned to watch him, then moved around Valente’s body to paw at his shoes. The realization of what he was getting at struck her in a painful twist of her gut. She shook her head.

      “I'm not doing it. I'm not taking his shoes, Aldo!”

      She didn't expect him to cough-roar at her, and it made her flinch. He was right. As much as she hated it, he was right. No matter which way she went, whether it was home or Canada, she couldn't do it with bare feet. Even without the burn blisters, her feet were cut from rocks and glass and who knew what else. She was going to get an infection if she kept running around like this.

      Still, Aldo had to drag her by the sleeve to crawl to Valente’s feet. Her hands trembled as she unlaced his sneakers and pulled them off with his socks, whispering prayers all the while. There was a special place in Hell for her. Was there a Mayan Hell? Or an Aztec Hell? The Catholic Hell would probably be good enough for her.

      Valente’s shoes were a half size too small for her. They squeezed her toes and the sides of her feet. It was better than nothing, but barely. She didn't know how she didn't get sick. She limped back to where Aldo sat at Valente’s head. Together, they managed to get him into the driver’s seat of her truck. The seatbelt kept him mostly upright.

      “I know there's no way you can ever forgive me for all of this,” she whispered, “but I— I never wanted you to get caught up in this. I'm sorry.”

      She unhooked the silver chain of her cross and kissed it before clipping it behind his neck. It was out of place on him, no matter how similar their appearances. This was all so wrong. So, so wrong. She couldn't look at him anymore.

      There was a full gas can in the back of her truck. She only ever needed it when gas got too expensive and her tank got empty. If she needed to drive long distances, she took Luciano’s much newer one. Keeping it in the back was more of a habit than necessity. Right now, it was going to be the only thing that could guarantee people thought he was her. The smell burned her nose. Even Aldo stood back from it as she doused Valente’s body and the side of her truck. It ran down the side of the truck, soaking Valente’s — her — sneakers and the pavement beneath her feet. She walked around the truck, splashing the other side for good measure. The gas trickled to droplets by the time she reached the passenger door. She wrenched it open and fished through the glove box, keeping her eyes anywhere but on Valente. Vidonia didn't trust lighters, citing some made-up statistic about how they were prone to lighting themselves, so Lenna kept an emergency matchbook on hand instead. She left the empty can in the passenger seat and closed the door.

      With her feet soaked, there was a good chance she'd catch fire too, even when she moved to the side of the road. The fumes could easily ignite when she lit the match. She knew that. Maybe part of her wanted that. Wouldn't it be easier than living with this?

      She lit the match, Aldo pressing up against her leg, tossed it at the truck, and closed her eyes. The flames lit up behind her eyelids, and the heat could have singed the hairs on her arms. Some combination of blood, sweat, and tears soaked her face, only to be evaporated by the heat. She crossed herself, whispering prayers for Valente’s soul and for forgiveness. Her fingers reached reflexively for the cross that was no longer there.

      Aldo let her stand there for what felt like hours as the fire crackled. Lenna breathed through her mouth to avoid the smell of burning metal, paint, and flesh. Finally, she couldn't stand it anymore. Swallowing thickly, she made her way to Valente’s still-running car without a word. Aldo slipped past her to crawl into the passenger seat. She adjusted the mirrors to suit her height and sat staring out at the road. Had Valente known he was going to die when Peters and Johnny made him stop?

      Johnny’s body was still there, wasn't it? Oh well. Let the authorities think what they wanted.

      Aldo touched his nose to her bare arm. She gave a slight nod, and he melted into her skin. The warmth that filled her came from inside, unlike the heat of the fire still burning behind her. She pressed her forehead against the steering wheel, breathing deeply.

      “We can do this,” she whispered. “We have to do this.”

      Otherwise, Peters would know she was alive and would keep coming after her.

      Lenna lifted her head, steeling her resolve. Though tears still blurred her vision, she shifted the claustrophobia-inducing car into drive and tore down the highway.
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      It was nothing short of a miracle that Lenna managed to get into town without crashing. She could barely see through her tears and her hair. It was only the familiar crackle of the radio that let her know she was within city limits. Without fully realizing she was doing it, she pulled into the first rest stop she found, tucking the car between two large transport trucks. She undid her hair and pushed her hands through it, partly to get it out of her face and partly to get rid of some of the blood that was left.

      “Okay, Lenna, think. We’re going to figure this out, we just need to think.”

      Her voice wavered. The back of her neck prickled as Aldo paced back and forth. She flattened her palm against him, only for him to move down her spine to settle between her shoulder blades. A vivid fantasy of Aldo tearing through Ansen Peters' stomach only brought up the taste of Johnny’s blood in her mouth and the feel of his eye popping under her thumbnail. She barely managed to get the door open in time to vomit onto the pavement. Her empty stomach clenched and spasmed.

      His stench still clung to her. It was never going to come off.

      “What do we do now?” she croaked.

      Aldo pawed at her shoulder blade and made a sound like, ‘Are you talking to me?’

      “Yeah, I’m talking to you. Who the fuck do you think I’m talking to?”

      A trucker paused as he passed, lowering his sunglasses to look at her. She must have looked like something. Like she’d just ripped a guy’s throat out with her teeth.

      “What?” she snapped, and he went back to his truck.

      The first thing she had to do was get all this blood off her before somebody called the police on her. She checked her mirrors to make sure there was nobody around, and bolted to the washroom. The heavy door slammed shut behind her, making both her and Aldo feel trapped. There wasn’t enough space for him to get off her. She wasn’t sure if the bathroom reek was better or worse than the blood.

      There was no soap, of course. She peeled off her sun-dried clothes and ran them under the tap. Water ran over the sides of the small sink. Blood turned the water red, but it still clung to the fabric. A harsh knock at the metal door made her heart leap into her throat. Had Peters found her? A painful pull burned her fingertips as her nails extended into claws.

      The knock came again.

      Lenna wasn’t afraid.

      She was almost ass-naked and soaking wet, but she wasn’t afraid. If it was Peters, he could come and get her.

      “It’s occupied.” If her voice trembled, it was out of exhaustion and nothing more.

      She waited, holding her breath, but she heard nothing over the tap. Nobody tried to come in. Which meant it was probably not Peters. She let go of the air in her lungs and let her shoulders slump. Tight knots pulled at her muscles, trying to force them back up. When this was all over, she needed a bath. Did they have bathtubs in Canada?

      She pushed the clothes back into the sink before it occurred to her that if he’d planned to stay overnight, Valente must have packed a change of clothes in the car.

      “Fucking idiot,” she muttered to herself.

      It wasn’t easy to wring her clothes out, but she managed as best she could. She was getting used to being soaked anyway. The small, half-broken hook on the back of the door held them, but she wasn’t sure for how long it would be able to support the weight. She pushed her claws against the ceramic edge of the sink, hesitant at first before leaning her weight into it. A high whine left her as the claws retracted under her skin and rounded down, slightly thicker than her normal nails. She flexed her fingers, forgetting her near-nakedness long enough to marvel at it. Even in the midst of all the insanity, it still amazed her. If she could take on some of Aldos features could he take on some of hers? The mental image of Aldo running around with human teeth was so bizarre she couldn't help from letting out a snorted laugh. A scrape against her skin told her what Aldo thought of it.

      Lenna scrubbed her hands and face with her nails. The blood came off more easily than it did from the clothes. Her darker skin hid some of the lingering redness. There was a half-second of deliberation before she decided to risk rinsing her mouth out. Metal clung to her tongue but it was still somehow better than the blood and flesh. It wasn't as easy to wash her hair. The sink was too small, and she had to twist her neck until it hurt.

      Aldo didn't see the point of t. The blood in her fur would remind her prey that she was a better predator.

      Except, she reminded them both, it wasn't fur and she wasn't a predator. She was an eighteen-year-old cattle rancher who'd gotten way in over her head.

      Even though she'd grown used to the wet clothes, she didn't like it. She struggled to pull them back on before she pulled the door open. Dawn was breaking over the horizon. There was no sign of whoever had knocked on the door. Maybe they had grown impatient and left. The discomfort felt more obvious now that her body remembered it hadn't had sleep or food in hours. If there were no spare clothes in the car, she didn't think she could bear it. She imagined sitting on the filthy pavement and sobbing. It would be a relief to do it.

      Aldo growled. Of course, jaguars and warriors did not sit down and cry, did they? But she wasn't a warrior, she'd just made some terrible impulsive decisions.

      And Valente had died for them.

      Had anyone found his body yet? Did they assume it was her like she'd wanted? She tried not to imagine her family's faces when they found out.

      ‘You keep going. You honour him by living.’

      Lenna nodded through fresh tears. She unlocked the car and unlatched the trunk. In the small backpack were two pairs of fresh clothes. She silently thanked all the Gods out there for his foresight. There was enough space between the car and the transport beside it to afford her some semblance of privacy so she didn't have to trudge all the way back to the bathroom.

      They didn't fit perfectly, but she'd never imagined that clean, dry clothes could feel so good. She hugged herself a little, leaning against the warm car. She couldn't enjoy it long, though. They had to keep moving. The seat was still wet from her jeans. At least her clothes were dry now. She’d take a wet seat over wet jeans.

      By the time it occurred to her to get coffee from inside the rest stop, she was already pulling back out onto the highway. It would have been easy enough to just turn around, but the energy it would take to actually do that was more than she had. Even if the caffeine would help, it would feel too much like stopping. If she did that, it was done. There would be no getting to the airport. Resting even for a minute wasn’t a luxury she had. Her eyes burned and her stomach growled. Fighting her own body wasn’t making things any easier. But once she got to the airport, once she got on that plane, she could rest. She could eat, she could sleep, she could let herself start to heal from the beatings she’d taken. After that, she didn’t know what she would do. She knew her way around cars, and she’d helped Valente study while he was in school, but she didn’t know if it was enough to pass as a mechanical engineer. Even if she could, she wouldn’t be able to pass as Valente to someone who actually knew him for long.

      What else could she do, though? Where could she go? She would have to figure something out when she got there.

      She wanted to go home. Already, she missed the cows and her horse and her bed. Worse, she missed her family. Knowing she was never going to see them again, knowing they would never be able to forgive her for getting Valente killed made her throat hurt and her eyes sting from something other than exhaustion.

      Lenna had heard once that animals had a sense for when something was going to happen. It was true, she’d seen it. The animals on the ranch always got anxious before a big storm. And hadn’t her horse gotten antsy after she’d started changing? Now that she was channelling a magic animal, she supposed she had some of that instinct now, too. Otherwise, why would her skin prickle and her muscles stiffen for no apparent reason?

      She’d also heard once that accidents either happened in the blink of an eye or in slow motion. That seemed true, too.

      Aldo pushed against the base of her skull. She turned her head to the right. A shiny silver car rushed down the intersection. Ansen Peters sat behind the wheel. Rage twisted his expression into an ugly grimace. The whites of his eyes were a deep red, and the rest pure black. He leaned forward, accelerating as he approached.

      She wasn’t going to clear the intersection before him. Conscious thought would have taken too long. Instinct by-passed her brain. With slow, even breaths, Lenna let go of the steering wheel and covered her head with her hands. Aldo dove into the small of her back. All they could do was brace themselves.
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      Peters' car slammed into Lenna’s. If she was driving her truck, it might not have been as bad. As it was, they slid across the road. The seatbelt dug into her chest and shoulder as the car flipped into the ditch. The crunch of metal on metal filled her ears, and blood filled her mouth. Her head slammed into the window, cracking it with her skull. Glass scraped against her scalp. Her vision went black, and she had to blink several times before she could see again, and several times more before the world stopped spinning. Something thumped against the passenger’s side window until it broke.

      Blood rushed to her head as she hung uselessly from the seat, disoriented and moving in and out of consciousness. More glass broke and cut into her face and arm.

      Something tugged at her sleeve. Was it morning already? She must have slept in.

      “Mom?” she mumbled.

      A low growl rumbled beside her. The seatbelt snapped and gravity slammed her into the top of the car. That was one way to remind her where she was. Aldo’s teeth pulled at her again, trying to get her through the window. He couldn’t do it alone, though. She pulled herself through, the jagged shards tearing through her exposed skin. Most of her was too numb to feel it.

      She tried to stand, and she immediately fell to the ground, dry-heaving onto the grass. If she didn’t have a concussion before, she definitely did now. Was it possible to have multiple concussions? She wiped her face with her arm, smudging blood across her skin.

      It took her a few tries to get upright. Newborn horses were better at being on their feet than her. She braced herself against the overturned car. Aldo arched his back and bristled, flashing those deadly fangs. She turned around and looked past the ditched she’d flipped over. Ansen Peters was stalking toward them, wielding Johnny’s obsidian club, or one like it, and a gun.

      “Why won’t you die?” he snarled.

      That was a good question. By all rights, she should have bled out in the woods that first time Johnny had hunted her, or when he’d sliced her side open. And yet, here she was. Not that she was complaining.

      “The God of Death thinks I’m funny.”

      Peters’ grin was fierce, made all the more terrifying by the discoloured eyes.

      “I hope you’re ready to meet him.”

      “Already did. Nice enough guy.” She nodded her head back to Aldo. “Get him.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice. He leapt onto the top — or bottom — of the car, then used the position to launch himself at Peters. Lenna’s grin faltered as the twisted grin on Peters' lips grew. The feathers covering his skin glimmered like metal, and her stomach sank into the bottom of her gut. Aldo landed on him, sending Peters to the ground, but his teeth were useless against the feathered armour. She felt more than heard the gun fire into Aldo’s gut. The hot pain tore through her, bringing her to her knees again. Aldo yelped and darted back to her. Blood dripped onto the grass as he pressed to her side.

      Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. No wonder Peters saw himself as some kind of God thing. But he thought she was, too, which meant she had to have something up her sleeve that could help her.

      The dagger.

      Where was it? It wasn’t at her hip. Where had she left it? In the car? She crouched, partly to avoid the shots being fired at her and partly to see if she could find the damned thing. She flinched back when a bullet hit the passenger door. If Peters got much closer, he wouldn’t have much trouble blowing her face off. Aldo seemed to have the same thought. He ran out from behind the car, and Peters’ shots moved away from her. She didn’t know how he could move so fast with a bullet in his stomach, but she appreciated it. A glint of shiny stone caught her eye.

      ‘There!’

      She dove through the window for it. Broken glass scraped against her stomach. She stretched her arm out as far as she could. Her fingers brushed the handle but she only managed to push it farther.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck…”

      Getting out of the window was harder than getting in. How long would Aldo be able to distract Peters? The door was damaged from the impact. She pushed her hand into the handle and braced her foot against the back door. Her biceps burned as she pulled. The door opened much more easily than she’d expected it to, and she landed hard on the grass.

      “Stay still!” Peters shouted.

      “Best way to get a cat to do something’s to tell it the opposite!” she shouted back, diving into the car.

      A bullet shattered the windshield and narrowly missed the back of her neck. As if her heart wasn’t racing enough. Aldo roared and knocked him down again. It was all she needed to grab the dagger. The weight of it felt good in her hands. She was going to stab Peters in his stupid face with it if it was the last thing she was going to do.

      And from the way it felt, it would be.

      Blood seeped through the side of her shirt, the spot where Johnny had cut her with the obsidian club. When had that happened? How much blood had she lost today? There was a limit to how much blood a person could lose before passing out or, worse, dying, but she couldn’t remember how much that was. She must have been pushing that first limit by now. And yet, she was still somehow mostly standing. She whistled through her teeth. Aldo, moving at that predator speed, bolted at her. He slammed into her with enough force to make her slide back a few feet and melted into her skin.

      A strength she’d forgotten was possible coursed through her muscles, keeping her upright. The energy was electric, almost addictive. She understood why Peters wanted it. But he wasn’t going to get it. Not from her.

      “So if we can’t get through those feathers,” she said, her voice coming out a deep growl, “how do we stop him?”

      Because no matter how far they went, he wouldn’t stop chasing her. They could go to the Arctic and he would keep trying to hunt them down. They had to stop him here, now. He would kill them otherwise.

      Or maybe just her.

      Aldo roared at the back of her mind. The message was clear: Peters wasn’t going to get his hands on either of them.

      “Here, kitty, kitty. Let’s not make this more difficult than it has to be.”

      Oh, she was going to make it as difficult as physically possible. She’d never gone out of her way to make anything easy for anyone, and she certainly wasn’t going to start now. She shifted around to the back of the car and crouched, one hand on the ground. The vibrations of his steps travelled through the dirt. From the sound of it, he was struggling. Maybe not as much as her, but enough to prove to her he was still human.

      “What, getting tired?” she called.

      His laugh was tense. Maybe he was getting tired.

      What was it her hallucination-Gods had told her? Peters was stronger, but his powers were less stable.

      Because her powers came from her connection to Aldo. It was why she felt better now that he was back on her skin, why they felt each other’s injuries. So what did that mean about Peters? It had to mean something.

      “Come on, Miss Alvarez; I don’t have all day. “

      And neither did she. She couldn’t hide behind the car forever. He wasn’t shooting at her anymore. Was he out of bullets? If he was, then she only had to worry about the club.

      ‘Only.’

      “So come and get me.”

      Maybe in the time it took him to get to her, she could come up with something better than just lunging at him and hoping for the best. Aldo wanted to try it anyway. Part of her wanted to, too. But she also wasn’t interested in facing off with that club again. She covered the wound with her hand. The bleeding stopped, for now. Who knew how long that would last?

      He was close now. His breathing was only a few feet away. She waited until he lunged with the club to dart around to the other side of the car. The heavy block of wood hit the ground, and Peters struggled to lift it again. He might not have been as injured as she was, but he was at least getting tired. She couldn’t count on outrunning him until he dropped. Just standing was hard enough, let alone running away from him every time he got close enough to swing at her.

      “Alvarez,” he growled.

      Lenna pressed her back against the car’s front bumper, panting. Aldo clawed at the nerves beneath her skin, eager for a fight. She couldn’t, though. Not with Peters swinging that club. It whistled through the air again. She barely managed to duck to avoid it. How had he gotten so close? Peters was at her side, only inches from her.

      Running wasn’t an option anymore. She wouldn’t be able to get out of the way before he brought the club down on her skull. So she went the other way. She threw herself into him, her arms coming around him. Their weapons fell to the dirt at the same instant they did. As much as she wanted to punch him, it took both her arms to hold him down. So instead, she slammed her face into his. She was aiming for his nose but instead got his forehead. White spots danced across her vision. Despite his pained scream, she suspected it still hurt her more than him.

      Clawed nails dug into her side. Lenna winced, shrinking back, and Peters took the opportunity to throw himself into her. She dropped her weight, but it wasn’t enough to keep him from throwing her off him. She scrambled back. Her right thigh spasmed, her whole leg clenching, stopping her from moving. He lunged at her with those claws, and she kicked at him with her decent leg. Her heel caught a rib and knocked him back.

      Using Aldo’s borrowed strength, she rolled onto her stomach and got to her feet. Their weapons were in sight. If she could get to them before him, she could—

      Peters grabbed her ankles, sending her to the ground. He didn’t waste a second climbing on top of her, pinning her to the ground. She screamed and thrashed beneath him, trying to get her elbow into his face. If anybody was driving past, if anybody saw them, nobody stopped. Nobody tried to help her.

      “Aldo!” she cried. “Aldo, help me!”

      Aldo leapt off her skin as Peters shifted. He let go of her hands only to wrap a piece of fabric around her neck. His tie? Whatever it was, he tied it tight enough to make it hard to breathe. She gasped, struggling to get air into her pinched windpipe. One hand dug into the dirt while the other clawed at the soft fabric. Her vision blurred, fingers went numb. The fabric started to fray under her own claws, but it didn’t snap before Aldo tackled Peters off her. She sucked in lungfuls of air until it hurt. Her vision didn’t clear, though. Aldo bit into Peters’ shoulder, only to barely dent the metal feathers. He wouldn’t get through them, but he didn’t need to. He just needed to buy her the few seconds she needed to drag herself on her stomach to wrap her hand around the handle of the club. It was much heavier than the dagger.

      “Get off!”

      Peters’ claws drew blood from their faces. Lenna swung the club toward her, dragging it across the grass to bring her dagger in. She grabbed it and used the club as a cane to lift herself up. Aldo quit his struggles with Peters and found his place in the branches tattooed below her collarbone. The club was too heavy to lift with one hand. She turned to Peters, still sprawled on the ground, and gave him a toothy grin that showed off her extending canines.

      “Still want a piece of me, Peters?”

      She couldn’t tell if it was Aldo’s colour-blindness or if the feathers were losing their shine. At some angles, the feathers weren’t visible. But the tattoos were.

      The tattoos.

      They weren’t like hers. Lenna’s tattoos were for show. The fact that Aldo could interact with them was more about him than it was about the ink. But Peters’? Peters’ were what tied this magic to his body.

      He shrieked like some kind of bird of prey. His claws were aimed at her face.

      Lenna dropped the dagger and swung the club. The sharp pain in her shoulder almost made her drop it. Obsidian shards and metal feathers flew into the air. His smug grin made her sick. She let the club fall. She didn’t need it. She had something much better.

      Aldo pushed himself off her shoulder. His body almost lined up with hers as he left her. Even if their teeth and claws couldn’t hurt him, the weight was enough to knock him back again. The disembodied feeling of his bottom ribs breaking beneath sent a shiver through her. She twisted back and grabbed her dagger.

      “Carve his heart out with that dagger of yours and feed it to your cat as a sacrifice to me,” Tezcatlipoca had told her.

      Oh, she was going to. Her body melded into Aldo’s once more as she pinned Peters down. He stopped struggling the second she pressed the knife against his throat hard enough to draw blood. His red and black eyes widened, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed.

      Lenna grinned.

      Finally. Finally, she had him where she wanted him. She twisted her wrist to hold the tip to the hollow at the base of his throat. He held his breath, though it wasn’t enough to keep the obsidian from scraping over his skin enough to draw blood. It would be so easy to push it into his throat. To kill him. All she had to do was push. He deserved it. He deserved it. He was the reason Valente was dead. He’d killed her brother!

      ‘Kill him! Cut his heart out!’

      She would. But first, she— She had to break the spells giving him his powers. It was trivial to cut through his shirt. When she looked half through the corners of her eyes, the tattoos were visible, all odd symbols she didn’t recognize. But she didn’t have to recognize them to know what they were. She kept hold of one of his arms while Aldo left her skin to sit on the other, his teeth hovering eagerly over Peters’ throat. It was only the desire to have his suffering drawn out that kept him from trying to bite through it the way she’d bitten through Johnny’s throat.

      Peters’ skin gave slightly more resistance than the shirt as she cut through the first tattoo. He screamed, thrashed, struggled against her. He kicked at the ground, trying to throw her off. She had to lean into his arm to keep him steady. Sweat and blood soaked her clothes to her. Her snarl did nothing to stop him. The irony was that his fighting made the dagger sink in deeper.

      Each tattoo she cut through made his feathers flicker. Slicing through the one on his stomach made his eyes return to normal. The one just left of his liver made his claws retract.

      His screams made her ears ring. Despite all he had done to her and her family, it made tears roll down her cheeks. It was from the pain, that was all. Pain and exhaustion. She didn’t feel bad about it. Not at all. Not even when the tattoos were all broken and Peters lay still, trembling and bleeding on the dirt. Especially not when she looked into his eyes and saw, for the first time, humanity.

      Aldo roared at her. She swallowed and pushed the dagger back into the hollow of his throat. The muscles in her arms clenched, but she couldn’t do it. She sniffed and blinked away tears. She moved the knife to press against the base of his ribs. If she pushed it up and reached up, she could get to his heart. She’d heard Cruz talk about it. It was the right way to do it. Rip it out while it was still beating as a sacrifice to Tezcatlipoca. She could do it, all she had to do was do it.

      Except she made the mistake of looking into his eyes again. His human eyes. They were a rich brown, with flecks of green in them. She clenched her teeth together and flared her nostrils. Aldo growled at her as way of saying, “Do it.”

      She couldn’t.

      She wanted to, but she couldn’t.

      There was enough blood on her hands. Too much blood. She’d killed two people. Aldo had killed who knew how many more. And Valente…

      Valente wouldn’t want her to be a murderer. More of a murderer than she already was. She wasn’t this. She didn’t want to be this. The last thing she wanted to be was like Peters. If she did this, that was it. There was no way she could ever look at herself. Even though he deserved it, she couldn’t let herself do it. She could be an animal, but she wouldn’t be a monster.

      “Here is what you are going to do, Ansen Peters,” she said in the clearest English she could muster. “You are going to pay every cent back to my family to fix the barn, without them knowing it is you. Then you are going to leave me and them alone. If you ever — ever — go near them again, I am going to cut your heart out. Do you understand me?”

      Aldo snarled at her, but she ignored him. It wasn’t up to him. This was her decision.

      Peters gave a small nod. “I understand, Miss Alvarez,” he rasped.

      Lenna watched him for a few seconds. He would do it, she knew he would. Some animal instinct told her so. She shoved her hand into his pockets for his keys and stood, only turning her back to him because Aldo was still looking over him. There was no way she could get into the trunk of the car, but managed to reach in through the passenger door window and get Valente’s plane ticket and passport from the glove box. She picked his wallet from where it had fallen on the ground. Faking more confidence than she felt, she walked to Peters’ car and unlocked it. The front was smashed in, but still driveable. She’d seen worse. Aldo gave one more roar before running back to her. With him back on her skin, she stuck the keys inside the ignition.
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      The first thing Lenna did when she reached Poconé was pull into the first McDonald’s she found. At some point during the drive, Aldo had fallen asleep on the back of her shoulder. Peters, like Valente, had a suitcase packed in his trunk. The clothes weren’t as close in size to hers as Valente’s, but a too-tight sweater covered the blood seeping into her too-small shirt. It was soft, clearly expensive. Certainly nicer than anything she’d ever been able to afford. The heat it trapped against her body was nearly unbearable, though. Her skin prickled at the stares she received. She didn’t blame them. Her reflection in the men’s washroom mirror looked like a nightmare. Her hair was a mess, her eyes bloodshot and swollen, her skin pale, her clothes dirty. She washed her face and hands, scrubbing as much dirt with her nails as she could for the second time that day. Even when she couldn’t see any more blood on her, the smell still lingered. She untied her hair and ran her damp hands through it, trying to get the worst of the knots out. The combination of sweat and water made it curl.

      By the time she finished, Lenna looked more like she’d just been travelling all night. At least now, she smelled worse than she looked.

      The young girl at the cash register looked up at her nervously, like she was trying to figure out what to do with the combination of her. Lenna fumbled through Valente’s wallet and set a bill on the table. Her eyes would barely focus. She pinched the bridge of her nose, squeezing her eyes shut. The smell of the place was making her dizzy from hunger.

      “Just… give me whatever. And a coffee.”

      The girl hesitated, probably wondering if Lenna had stolen the sweater and the wallet, but punched buttons on the register. Lenna moved off to the side to wait. The coffee came first. Heat from the cup settled some of her nerves. She let out a small sigh, holding it to her face. The girl was eyeing her.

      “Long night,” Lenna said. “Drove all the way from Poconé.”

      Whether or not that reassured her didn’t matter. The girl handed her the brown paper bag, and Lenna was gone. In her head, she imagined driving down the road to another parking lot in case the girl called the police. Lenna was driving a stolen car. Would Ansen Peters go to the police himself? She should have added that in the list of warnings. But the second she sat down, the greasy fries called out to her. Her stomach was going to start eating itself if she didn’t get those fries in her immediately. She shoved the sweater off, then grabbed a handful and shoved them into her mouth before tearing open the burger wrapper. The coffee burned her throat as she washed the food down. She barely tasted any of it, but the weight of it in her stomach made tears roll down her face. There wasn’t enough in the paper bag to satisfy her. If anything, it almost made the hunger worse. Now that her stomach realized there was food available, it wanted more.

      As soon as she could stop running, she was going to eat until she couldn’t stand it.

      For now, she finished the burger and fries and coffee, and licked the salt and grease from her fingers before wiping her hands on her jeans and starting the car.

      Now that she wasn’t feeling like passing out, everything felt slightly more bearable. The heat didn’t feel so suffocating, and the drive to the airport didn’t feel so long, even as she sat in traffic.

      Was she really doing this? Was she really going to leave?

      She kept expecting something to happen. Something to stop her from leaving. But nothing did. The only thing that happened was the man who looked at her passport spent a long time staring at the picture of Valente. She struggled to keep her expression neutral, certain he could see the vein in her throat throbbing. But after the few extra seconds, he handed it back with a murmur of, “Have a good flight.” She took it back with a small nod. They looked through Ansen Peters’ suitcase, and by some miracle, they didn’t think anything was odd about the fact that the clothes were slightly too small for her. She must have looked much more confident than she felt. Nothing in the bag had Peters’ name on it, nothing to identify it as his.

      This was it, then. This was happening. She was leaving. Or, Valente Alvarez was leaving.

      Had anybody identified his body yet? If they had, surely she wouldn’t have been able to use his passport. Wouldn’t their systems throw up some kind of alert? Unless they wanted to give her a false sense of security. Unless the police were on their way.

      She bounced her leg nervously in one of the uncomfortable plastic chairs.

      “Nervous flyer?” the woman beside her asked.

      Lenna nearly jumped out of her skin. How was Aldo still sleeping through her anxiety? She gave the woman a tight smile and pushed her hair back.

      “It’s my first time.” Lenna’s voice cracked, and she cleared her throat.

      “You’ll feel better when we’re up in the air,” the woman assured.

      Lenna nodded, swallowing. She had a mothering sort of air that made her think of Vidonia. What did Vidonia think had happened to her? How could she do this? How could she just leave without telling anybody that she was still alive? It was cruel of her. She excused herself quietly to find the nearest payphone. The change in her pocket rattled. Aldo shifted on her shoulder, cracked an eye open under the darkness of her sweater, and went back to sleep. He’d earned it.

      It didn’t take her long to find a line of pay phones pressed against a wall. She took the unoccupied one at the end and pushed a couple coins into the slot. Her trembling fingers dialled the familiar number. She almost hoped nobody answered.

      “Alvarez residence.”

      ‘Mama?’

      Lenna’s breath caught in her throat at Vidonia’s hoarse, tired voice. She tried to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Hello?”

      Was it worse for them to think she was dead, or to know Valente was dead? How was she supposed to make this kind of decision? How was she supposed to make any of these decisions? Her passport might have made her have to start posing as 21 but she was only 18. Three years made more of a difference than she’d ever realized.

      A hazy, half-asleep image in the back of her mind showed Jaguar Warriors around her age.

      ‘Yeah, back when the life expectancy was 25 if they were lucky.’

      Aldo shrugged and moved to a branch on her shoulder blade to hide in the leaves.

      “Hello?”

      Lenna’s eyes stung from something other than exhaustion. What was she supposed to say?  That she was the reason Vidonia’s son was dead?

      Aldo was sure Vidonia would forgive her. Lenna was not. She imagined what Vidonia would say. “I hate you. I never want to see you again. I wish we’d never taken you in.” She wouldn’t be able to bear it. Even if they forgave her, she couldn’t face them again. Not after everything she’d put them through.

      The dial tone rang in Lenna’s ear. For a long few seconds, she listened to the finality of it. This was it. She’d made her decision, she had to see it through.
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        * * *

      

      Lenna was asleep. Either that, or she was dead. Why else would she be back in the odd throne room staring at Tezcatlipoca and Ahau Kin again? Tezcatlipoca clapped, while Ahau Kin watched her with his cheek resting on his knuckles. Lenna wasn’t looking at them. Lenna was looking at the figure crouched next to one of the jaguars.

      “That’s my girl,” Tezcatlipoca said. “I would have killed him, but still very impressive. He won’t go starting trouble any time soon. And if he does—”

      “Valente?” Her voice broke. Was it really him? “Valente!”

      Valente straightened up, an easy grin on his face, like it didn’t matter at all that he was dead. That she’d gotten him killed. A lump rose in her throat, making it hard to breathe. She blinked away tears and threw herself at him. His arms came around her in a firm hug.

      “Len, it’s all right.”

      It wasn’t all right. It was far from all right. She pressed her face to his shoulder.

      “I forgive you. So will everyone else. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Lenna let out a humourless laugh. Now she knew that was her subconscious talking. He squeezed her body with his. It was warm enough to make her forget this was all in her head.

      “I fucked everything up.”

      “Yeah. But you’re alive. Mom and Dad and Cruz are going to be okay.”

      “But you—”

      “I’m going to keep Ahau Kin company for a bit. You be me, I’ll be you.”

      It was just like him, to try to take her place in the Underworld. She wiped her eyes on his shoulder with a dry laugh. Her subconscious was really trying hard to justify all this, wasn’t it? Well, if he was okay with it.

      “I don’t want you to be dead.”

      “Not a whole lot we can do about it now, Len.” He patted her shoulder and pulled away. “I love you. You know that.”

      It wasn’t something they’d said often. She swallowed thickly and nodded. He kissed her forehead, lingering until the warmth faded, and he disappeared. She blinked away the tears that kept falling. It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair. And the Gods just watched her, like they’d had any right to see that.

      “As I was saying,” Tezcatlipoca began. “If he—”

      “I’m done,” Lenna said. “If Peters does start more shit, it’s not my problem.”

      Unless he went after her family again. Then… Then she would deal with it. But only if he went after her family. She had a feeling she would know if he did.

      Tezcatlipoca raised an eyebrow, and Ahau Kin straightened up.

      “Oh?” Ahau Kin said. “After you accepted the responsibility of being a Jaguar Warrior?”

      “I accepted taking Ansen Peters down. That’s it.”

      “In that case, I’m going to need the cat and the knife back.”

      Lenna bristled. He could have the knife, but Aldo was hers. Or she was his. They were each others. The low growl didn’t come from her. She felt more than saw Aldo come around the corner of darkness to snarl at Tezcatlipoca. She unsheathed the dagger and walked up to Tezcatlipoca and his startled expression. His eyes stayed on hers, forcing him to look up at her from his position on the throne. Keeping the tense eye contact, she held the dagger out, handle-end toward Tezcatlipoca. He took it, calloused fingers brushing hers. Could he feel her heart racing? If he did, he didn’t show it. He simply tucked the dagger into his robes. She turned to Ahau Kin, who seemed equally surprised, and pointed a finger at him in a way that would have horrified Vidonia.

      “And you! You leave me the fuck alone, too.”

      Tezcatlipoca laughed. Ahui Kin’s expression was unreadable until he gave a slight smile. “You’ve earned some time to yourself, Lenna Alvarez.”

      Damn right she did. She gave a firm nod and stomped back to Aldo. He flicked his tail and led her back into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The flight was long and uncomfortable. Lenna’s ears kept popping, and every bit of turbulence made Aldo dig his claws into her to keep stable. The cramped quarters made her glad she’d taken the time before her flight left to clean herself in the Poconé airport washroom. She spent the flight smelling like hand soap instead of sweat and dirt. She managed a few fitful minutes of sleep here and there, but nothing sufficient. By the time the plane landed, she was cranky and uncomfortable. The Toronto airport was as loud and busy as Poconé, but everybody was speaking English. She followed the instructions as best she could, relying largely on gestures to get through the process.

      The further she went through the airport, the more she wondered if she had made a mistake. She stood outside the gates, Ansen Peters’ suitcase in hand, wondering if there was any way she could get on a plane back to Brazil with the few Brazilian reals she had left. She wasn’t going to cry in the middle of an airport in Canada, but it was getting tempting.

      What was she going to do?

      “Valente!”

      Her head snapped in the direction of the voice. Was she imagining it? The call came again. Her nerves burned cold as her eyes found the Asian man holding the sign with Valente’s name scrawled across it. He grinned and waved her over. She rubbed the stubble on her cheek. They could outrun him, even in the crowd.

      But then what?

      If anybody found out she wasn’t really Valente, she was fucked. And if she got caught doing anything that wasn’t listed on his work visa, she was fucked. The only way she would be okay would be to play along.

      She smiled and walked over to the man. Who was he? Valente’s boss, maybe? He must have referred to him by name at some point. What was it, what was it, what was it?

      The man clapped her on the shoulder and pulled her into a one-armed hug that she returned.

      “How was your flight?” he asked.

      What would Valente say? “Same as it always is.”

      The man laughed and guided her to what she assumed was the exit. It was hard to focus on anything he was saying with Aldo pacing anxiously between her shoulder blades. No matter where he moved, he couldn’t see anything through the sweater she’d refused to take off. The fabric had at least stretched out around her biceps. There were so many new smells. Different trees outside, different animals. The people weren’t masked in perfume smells. She was so busy taking it all in, it took her a moment to realize he’d asked her a question.

      “Hm? What?”

      “I said, when’d you get so ripped?” Chen, she remembered. His name was Chen. When her eyebrows twitched at the last word, he added, “You didn’t have all this muscle last time I saw you.”

      Of course not. Because Valente had spent half his time inside studying. She shrugged, trying to come across as nonchalant.

      “It’s been a busy summer. I got lots of working out done.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      This was actually going better than she expected. She might actually be able to fake her way through this. That wasn’t just the exhaustion talking. If she could remember everything she’d helped Valente study and get the hang of the language, she could pull this off. She could actually pull this off.

      It was hot outside. Not Brazil hot, but hotter than she expected it to be. She had no illusions of this place being like home, but it certainly made her feel slightly less homesick.

      A blue four-door that looked like Ansen Peters’ car sat in the pickup bay. She put Peters’ suitcase in the trunk and got into the passenger’s seat while Chen got into the driver’s. She had to push the seat back to give her legs room to fit. They pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road. Lenna stared out the window, taking in as much as she could while trying to pretend she’d seen it all before. She was almost too focused to notice the car slowing until they stopped on the side of the road. Panic flared in her gut. Something wasn’t right. Aldo snarled. Her hand flew to her seatbelt, but her reflexes were slow from exhaustion. By the time she undid it, the tip of a utility knife pressed to her cheek. Where had it even come from?

      “What—”

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      Lenna swallowed. “What are you talking about?”

      “You might look a hell of a lot like Valente, but I know you’re not him. He’s got a scar right here —” He moved the knife to her hairline. “— from his sister.”

      She remembered that. It hadn’t been on purpose. They’d been shooting beer cans off one of the fences. She’d been thirteen, and Valente sixteen. When they ran out of cans, they gathered glass bottles to use. Valente should have known better, really. He’d been too close, and a piece of glass had gotten stuck in his forehead. It was one of the few times Luciano had yelled at them.

      “So who are you?” Chen demanded.

      “I’m—” The knife dug back into her cheek, not quite hard enough to draw blood but plenty hard enough to make Aldo roar. She struggled to keep them both calm. “I’m his sister!”

      The hand holding the knife eased back a little.

      “You’re Lenna?”

      She nodded and told him the bottle story, her voice trembling. Chen pulled his hand back completely. Seconds passed before he spoke again.

      “You’re… taller than I expected. He said you were the tallest but— What— What happened? Where’s Valente?”

      “It’s… a long story. You won’t believe most of it.”

      “You’d be surprised what I believe.”

      Right. Well, magic animals were probably not on that list. How else could she tell the story, though? How else could she explain Ansen Peters’ absolute obsession with her. Could she even trust this guy? It wasn’t like she had much choice. She swallowed and licked her lips.

      “Do you believe in… in magic?”

      “Most kinds. What kind are you talking about.”

      Lenna shrugged the sweater off and shifted her shoulder to rustle Aldo out of his branch. He growled unhappily. There was no way Chen would believe a word of her story if Aldo didn’t move his ass. Even then, there was a chance he wouldn’t believe her anyway. The things people could ignore when they didn’t want to believe something were astounding. It took some mental coaxing, but he moved up to her shoulder. Chen’s eyes widened.

      “Is that—”

      “Magic.”

      Chen undid his seatbelt and moved into a more comfortable position. “Tell me everything.”

      She did. Once she started, she couldn’t stop. Every detail she could remember from the past few months came spilling out. Her face felt hot, and not just because she started crying at several intervals, but Chen didn’t stop her. He didn’t even stop her when she lifted her shirt to show the gash healing in her side, though he did grimace at the description of killing Johnny. His eyes watered when she told him about burning Valente’s truck, and she remembered too late that they’d known each other well enough that he’d given him a job.

      By the time she finished, she was a shaking, sobbing mess. She pulled her knees up and pressed her forehead to them, covering her head with her arms. Chen rubbed her shoulder, only to pull his hand back abruptly as Aldo scratched him from on her skin.

      “Ow!”

      She stuttered out an apology, turning her head to see him.

      “It’s all right.” He squeezed his finger between his teeth, then inspected it for blood. “Listen. I don’t know what you should do. I think stealing Valente’s identity was stupid, but I don’t— I don’t fully blame you.”

      “Are you going to turn me in? I— I killed someone.”

      Two someones, actually.

      “Someone who deserved it. Valente was a good guy, one of the most decent guys I ever met. And he always said good things about you. He worried about you a lot. No offence, but I see why. No judgment, I don’t have the best impulse control either.” Chen sighed, rubbing his face. “Do you know anything about mechanical engineering?”

      She gave a small nod, sniffing. “I know enough.”

      “I shouldn’t do this. I really shouldn’t do this.” He sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than her. “Okay. Okay. You’re Valente Alvarez. Valente Javier Ferro Alvarez.”

      Lenna swallowed. “Actually… Lenna isn’t my legal name. It’s—”

      “I don’t need to know. Okay, then I guess you can still be Lenna. But you’re Lenna—”

      “Lenna Javier Ferro Alvarez. I get it.” She swallowed again. “So you’ll help me?”

      “I promised I’d help Valente. If that’s you, then…” He smiled. “We’ll make it work.”
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      Over the months, then years, people moved in and out of the Morrighan House. Most of them were university students who only stayed through the semester until they found somewhere more convenient to live. Lenna had no problem being so far from everything. Town was a five-minute drive away, a far cry from the hour and a half she was used to. The open space on either side of the house and the bushes across the street gave Aldo plenty of room to roam, and made her feel a little less suffocated than the city. Granted, Lorelle, Ontario wasn’t exactly a big city, but it was big enough for her.

      In that time, she’d never once contacted her family. She’d been too afraid to even try. She hadn’t so much as logged into her old email address. What would she see besides thousands of spam emails? There was no point. It had been too long. If she hadn’t known how to contact them then, she certainly didn’t now. Chen never spoke about it, and neither did she, though they talked plenty about Aldo and magic. There was a whole community for people like her, on all counts.

      Her current roommates had moved in late in August, nearly a month ago, and Lenna was successfully managing to avoid them. In fact, she hadn’t even seen them once so far. Their schedules were stuck to the fridge, making it particularly easy. The few times when she was home at the same time as one of them, she holed up in her room and ignored them when they knocked. It made her look like a bitch, and she didn’t need to hear them whispering about it to know it, but she was fine with that. She’d learned that the less time she spent with the people drifting through the house, the better. These twins — fraternal twins, one boy and one girl — would be gone by winter. One was a police dispatcher, and the other was a student. Lenna was pretty sure the girl, Lindy, was the dispatcher and the boy, Dieter, was the student, but she still had her moments of doubt. They didn’t spend much time at home. It suited Lenna just fine.

      Aldo, the nocturnal jackass, still didn’t sleep well at night. While she made great money on overtime when someone needed emergency work done late, since she was usually the only one up, it was also a pain in the fucking ass. She’d thrown herself into the engineering, borrowing textbooks from the library to make up for what she didn’t know, but her favourite was when they let her fix cars. Maybe when she got her Citizenship, she could take the downgrade.

      It was well past three in the morning. The light beneath Dieter’s room had gone out, and Lindy still wasn’t home. That made her the dispatcher, right? Maybe Dieter was a partier. She didn’t know, didn’t care.

      It was still hot outside. Not Pantanal in the dry season hot, but still hot enough that she didn’t need to put a shirt on as she made her way to the bathroom in her boxers. Aldo desperately needed a bath. She’d spent all day sweating over hot cars and, by association, so did Aldo. The difference was that he had decided to skip their shower this morning, and every other morning this week. He stunk, and she wasn’t having it anymore. It wasn’t so much that Aldo didn’t like water. He did. What he didn’t like was smelling like strawberries. She couldn’t keep going through bottles of dry shampoo on him.

      Her first mistake was leaving the door open.

      In her defence, the bathroom got so stuffy. There was no window and no vent to suck the steam out, which seemed like bad planning to her but what the hell did she know about houses.

      She filled the tub while Aldo paced her shoulders, whining.

      “If you don’t wanna take a bath, you can sleep outside. I ain’t letting you hang on me smelling like you killed something.”

      Which he almost definitely had. There was some decent game around here, not the sort of thing he was used to hunting. He was enjoying the challenge. Lenna was just glad he hadn’t brought anything home for her to have to explain to what’s-his-face and what’s-her-face.

      She let the tub fill about half way before shutting the water off. It was the middle of the fucking night, and she was not going to clean up the bathroom if he made a mess. And by ‘if,’ she meant ‘when.’

      “Come on, fat-ass. Get in.”

      Aldo hid on the back of her neck behind her hair.

      “I swear to God,” she said through clenched teeth, “if you don’t get in the tub, I will kick your ass.”

      He whined, but moved around her neck and jumped into the tub, splashing water all over her. She jumped up, too late to avoid the worst of it, and just managed to bite back a slew of swears. The little son of a bitch. She’d cuss him out later when she wasn’t worried about waking anybody up. He looked up at her with apologetic eyes. Goddammit. How was she supposed to stay mad at him?

      She knelt back next to the tub and kissed the top of his head, grabbing the shampoo. It was already almost empty. Hadn’t she just bought this a week ago?

      ‘No bath then?’

      “Yes, bath. Remind me to pick some up tomorrow.”

      ‘I remind.’

      Uh-huh. Sure he would. That kitten look didn’t fool her for a second.

      She lathered the shampoo into his fur despite his annoyed growls. His teeth were bared the entire time. The first few times she’d tried this, he’d bitten her, then whined apologetically and rubbed his head against her until she healed. She probably should have been worried that he would give into instinct and bite her again, but she wasn’t. He knew better than to pull that shit a second time.

      Lenna was so focused on rinsing all the suds out of Aldo’s fur, she didn’t notice the approaching footsteps. If she didn’t get everything out, his fur would mat and they’d both be miserable until she could coax him into letting her give him another bath. Better to get it right the first time.

      A shadow fell over the bathroom and Lenna’s stomach fell with it.

      If only breaking her record for the longest she’d gone without acknowledging her roommates’ existence was her biggest problem.

      Aldo’s head snapped up, and he tipped his head in curiosity.

      ‘Something wrong with him.’

      Lenna turned to Dieter. He was so… young-looking, though he couldn’t have been more than a year or two younger than her and a handful of years younger than she was supposed to be. He was tall and lanky, with some baby fat still left in his face. Even with his blue eyes wide and mouth open in a deer-in-headlights stare, he was admittedly sort of cute. Not as cute as his sister in the glimpse Lenna had caught of her, but cute. She looked between him and Aldo. Somebody had to say something.

      “Uhm— I can explain?”

      “Is that—” Dieter’s voice cracked and he cleared his throat. “Is that a real panther?”

      “Black jaguar, actually.” Why the hell was she correcting him? Why the hell wasn’t Aldo jumping onto her skin so she could deny the whole thing. “He— I—”

      “It is real, though? Like it actually… exists?” When she raised an eyebrow, he continued. “I… hallucinate. This is a new one, though.”

      ‘Something wrong with him,’ Aldo repeated in the back of her mind.

      Lenna pushed his head back to shush him. Of course something was wrong with him. He walked in on what he could have easily assumed was a random person washing a jaguar, and he wasn’t freaking out. There was definitely something wrong with him.

      “He definitely exists.”

      What else could she say?

      Dieter nodded. His expression suggested he was still trying to make sense of this.

      “The scientific name for black jaguar is Panthera onca.”

      Huh. She didn’t know that.

      “In Portuguese, we call it Panthera negra. I call him Aldo.”

      “You must be Lenna, then,” he said with a nervous laugh. “Glad none of us have cat allergies. Is there actually an explanation for—”

      Oh, boy, wasn’t there.

      “I’m… a… witch?”

      It was the simplest English explanation. It was what Ansen Peters had called her.

      He nodded. “Cool. My sister tells fortunes.”

      Lenna couldn’t tell if he was making fun, or if he thought she was making fun. She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. Aldo leapt out of the tub, shampoo and water covering the floor, and darted toward Dieter. He stumbled back into the hall and landed flat on his ass. She could hear his heart from the other end of the bathroom.

      “Aldo!”

      Aldo stopped short of pouncing on the kid and sniffed around him.

      ‘He smell like witchcraft. Small smell, but still smell.’

      Huh. No fucking kidding. She walked over and offered her hand to help him up. He took it, pulling himself up. His face was pale, and she stayed close in case he lost his balance.

      “You,” he said, “are officially the coolest roommate ever. Lindy’s going to love you. She loves big cats.”

      Lenna’s laugh surprised herself. She got the feeling, as Dieter scratched tentatively at Aldo’s head, that she was going to like these kids too.
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      Aldo liked the zoo. He liked to stand on Lenna’s shoulder and heckle the monkeys, remind them that they were food. Lenna didn’t like that. But Lenna did like the girl who looked after the lions. Aldo was okay with that. Aldo liked her, too. She was pretty and made Lenna smile.

      There was also the small fact that Pretty Lion Girl had a lion of her own.

      Normally, Aldo didn’t pay much attention to lions. Big dummies who thought they were so great. But Aldo liked Khayone, just like Lenna liked Amahle. No problem.

      Only, stupid Lenna was pretending she didn’t like Amahle like that. Stupid reasons like, Lenna wasn’t sure if Amahle liked her back. How was she going to know if she didn’t ask? Humans were so stupid. Didn’t they understand the rules of finding a mate? You bring potential mate a big deer carcass, and if they think you’re good enough provider, they date you. Simple as that.

      “I’m not giving her a deer carcass,” Lenna muttered as they walked past the stupid monkeys.

      They couldn’t see Aldo, but they could feel him as he ran across her shoulder blades. They shrieked and hollered at them, but Lenna didn’t pay them any attention.

      Aldo wished he’d paid more attention to the mating habits of humans. Sure, Lenna had gone on dates over the years, but they were boring, and Aldo didn’t pay attention to what Lenna did to make pretty girls like her. Lenna was perfect. All girls liked her.

      Flowers. Humans liked flowers. Lenna could give her flowers. There were flowers that birds were eating.

      “I’m not going to give her half-eaten bird flowers.”

      Why did she sound like it was such a ridiculous suggestion? Not all the flowers were half-eaten. If she found some that weren’t eaten, Pretty Lion Girl would respect her as a potential mate. It made perfect sense to him. But the years with Lenna had shown him that humans were stupid when it came to most things, especially relationships. It wasn’t that complicated.

      Lenna ignored him and approached the lion enclosure. She leaned against some shrubs to give him space to climb down. It was a fairly practiced routine by this point. The shrubbery obstructed the way into the enclosure. A human couldn’t get into it as easily as he could. Humans couldn’t do anything as easily as he could, except for opening doors and going down stairs. Aldo did not trust stairs. Who knew what was at the bottom of those things?

      The lion enclosure had plenty of hiding spaces, enough for him to slip through unnoticed to the hollowed out rocks where Khayone was napping. Aldo curled up against him. Khayone lifted his head and rested it on top of Aldo’s.

      ‘Missed you, kitten’

      Aldo’s chest rumbled a little at the nickname. Khayone was only a couple hundred years older than him, and he was no kitten. But it was comforting, like the way Lenna liked being called ‘baby’ even though she was not a baby.

      ‘Missed you too, king of the jungle.’

      They were cute together, if Aldo said so himself. There was this expression that humans had, ‘power couple.’ He didn’t quite understand what it meant, but he was pretty sure they were one. They were the most powerful.

      ‘Amahle like Lenna.’

      ‘Lenna like Amahle too. Lenna not date properly for long time. I think she lonely in that big house herself.’

      ‘Amahle been looking for new place to live. Landlady allergic to cats. Amahle try to explain where cat hair come from when she have no cat.’

      Aldo shifted to lift his head, though he already missed the warmth.

      ‘Amahle come live with Lenna! You come live with me!’

      He was excited about the idea. Not just so Lenna could have some company. She’d bought the Morrighan House when the owner decided to sell. Every now and then, she would rent out one of the rooms for some extra money, but most of the time, it was just them. Having Amahle and Khayone would be good for both of them.

      ‘Lenna will have to ask Amahle. It not up to me. If was, we’d already be together.’

      Aldo deflated a little. Lenna would never ask when she thought there was a chance Amahle would reject her. Which there was not. Lenna was perfect potential mate. Her face was very symmetrical. She had a good job running the repair shop and could provide for her mate and any little ones they had. And not that humans needed to be, but she was a good hunter, too. Even without him, she was plenty strong enough to defend their territory. What human in their right mind wouldn’t want to be with her?

      He might have been slightly biased, but in his opinion, Lenna was the most perfect human in the world.

      From their position hidden in the cave, they could see their humans talking. Lenna couldn’t stop smiling. She brushed her hair out over her face and then back behind her ear the way she did when she liked somebody. Every time Lenna tucked her hair back, Amahle motioned to do the same, clearly mimicking her. It was an obvious sign of like. Why weren’t they doing anything about it?

      Humans were so stupid. Which meant Aldo had to do something about it.

      ‘I make Lenna ask.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I think they’re talking about us,” Lenna said, nodding to the dark cave where their familiars were hiding.

      She couldn’t quite see them, but she could feel the constant warmth that Aldo was emitting. Who knew familiars liked to date, too?

      “They are like children trying to set their parents up,” Amahle said with an affectionate laugh.

      Lenna smiled down at her. She was a good head taller than Amahle, and only slightly bulkier. The empty silver chain where Khayone’s pendant usually sat glimmered in the sunlight, a stark contrast against Amahle’s black skin. When she laughed, dimples formed in the corners of her mouth. Lenna was tempted to dip her head down and kiss them.

      Dammit, she had it bad.

      Could anyone blame her, though? Of all the people Lenna had dated since leaving Brazil, Amahle was the only one who really got her. The only one who didn’t get weirded out by her occasional feline tendencies. Was catching mice with her bare hands really that weird? Amahle didn’t think so. She had all the same habits. And it really didn’t hurt that their familiars liked each other.

      Really liked each other.

      Maybe Aldo was right. Maybe Amahle liked her too.

      Wasn’t Lenna supposed to be some kind of former Jaguar Warrior? Would a Jaguar Warrior be afraid to ask a girl out? Did Jaguar Warriors even ask girls out? Whatever.

      “So, I been thinking… If you want to go for maybe…”

      Great, and now she forgot how to speak English. She cleared her throat. In her head, she switched back to Portuguese long enough to figure out what she wanted to say. She opened her mouth to translate, but Amahle cut her off.

      “Let me take you for dinner. I know this nice Moroccan place that you will love. Have you ever had Moroccan food?”

      Lenna shook her head. Her face felt hot. Goddamn, she loved a woman who called the shots.

      “Good. Are you free tomorrow night? I can pick you up and we can leave the kids at your place.”

      “Tomorrow night is perfect.”

      She could leave her assistant manager in charge for an evening. The kid knew what he was doing. This was way more important.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out that Lenna loved Moroccan food. She also loved the food Amahle made from her home country of Sierra Leone. And Amahle loved the Brazilian food Lenna made. And Aldo and Khayone loved living in the same house. And Lenna loved Amahle.

      All it had taken was that one date. They’d clicked from the first moment they met, but that solidified it. Two years from that date and they were still just as in sync. Still, it surprised her when Amahle proposed.

      Lenna spun around in her office chair, staring at the ring. It was made of obsidian instead of diamond. Sierra Leone had been ravaged by civil wars fought over blood diamonds for years now, so Lenna hadn’t been expecting — or wanting — a diamond ring. She hadn’t been expecting obsidian, either. Everyone had remarked how odd it was that she would go with obsidian, of all things. But Amahle had gone out of her way to find the same stone her old dagger had been made of. It meant more to Lenna than any diamond could. This ring was better than the dagger. But she wasn’t sure she’d deserved it.

      A tap at the door caught her attention. She stopped spinning to face the door, her head still spinning for another second after. A familiar scent reached her before her vision focused. She wanted to launch herself at Amahle, pick her up and spin her around. Amahle wasn’t light, but Lenna was no weakling. She maybe liked to show off a little. But she couldn’t.

      Not that she couldn’t physically. Something in the pit of her stomach weighed her down.

      Amahle saw it. A frown tugged at her pretty features.

      “What’s wrong, kitten?”

      The pet name always made Lenna melt. She motioned for Amahle to come closer and pulled her into her lap. Aldo moved across Lenna’s shoulder to leap onto Amahle’s and nestle next to Khayone’s silver pendant. There wasn’t enough space in the office for the two of them. It wasn’t something he could do with everyone, just her. She wasn’t entirely sure why. Her working theories were because Amahle was an animal witch too, or because they were ‘mates.’

      Lenna pressed her forehead against Amahle’s shoulder.

      “I have to tell you the truth. I haven’t… been honest with you. I’m not who you think I am.”

      She couldn’t look at Amahle. If she did, she would lose her resolve. She told Amahle the same story she’d told Chen all those years ago, back when she’d first come to Canada. Some of the details were missing, things Amahle didn’t need to know or things Lenna didn’t remember. Aldo supplied the occasional grunt or growl of information. He made his continued distaste for Ansen Peters clear on multiple occasions. When she got to the part about Valente, she stopped.

      In all the years since, she’d never forgotten the empty vacancy in Valente’s eyes, and she’d never forgotten the way it felt to sink her teeth into Johnny’s throat.

      “I stole his identity, and I came here. And then I met you.” She paused, frowning. “Well, a lot of things happened in between then. Dieter accidentally became a Necromancer, Lindy got doubly psychic. None of that is relevant right now.”

      She was nervous. Any second now, Amahle was going to stop stroking her hair and tell her that it was too much. Murder was pretty up there on the list of deal breakers. Not that she’d ever told anyone about it before. Not even the nightmare Lindemann twins, who she actually got along with pretty well. And Amahle’s hand did leave her hair, only so she could wrap her arms around Lenna’s shoulders.

      “Oh, kitten… You’ve been holding onto that all these years?”

      Lenna gave a small, pitiful nod. Khayone curled his tail around Aldo.

      “Have you talked to your family at all since then? Maybe… Maybe it’s about time you do. I would love to have their blessing to marry you, Lenna. Whoever you are.”
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        * * *

      

      The Alvarez Farm sign looked the same as it did twelve years ago. Lenna hadn’t quite believed the Internet when it told her the farm was still standing. Which meant Ansen Peters had done as she’d ordered. She pulled up the long driveway, memories of the last time she’d been here stinging her eyes. The rental car was a much smoother drive than the old truck, that was for sure. There were no cows on the front lawn this time, probably all in the large barn. The house was still the same, though.

      She got out of the car and looked at the house. The last two times she’d left that house, she’d been angry and then frantic. She never thought she would be here again.

      The front door swung open and somebody stepped out. Her blood froze, her eyes going wide.

      ‘Valente?’

      No, not Valente. He wasn’t quite as tall as Valente. He stared at her, his eyes wide like he’d seen a ghost or two. Then he frowned, walking down the steps and toward her.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      Good Christ, his voice dropped. There were laugh lines around his eyes and frown lines at the corners of his mouth. It sent a pang through her chest. This wasn’t the same kid she remembered. And yet, she would know him anywhere.

      “Don’t recognize me, punk?” Her voice broke a little.

      Cruz stopped dead in his tracks, his eyes widening again. He looked her over slowly, taking her in. She was bulkier than she had been, her muscles developed from weights rather than work these days, and her hair was tied back. She’d lost some of the youth in her face, same as he had. But she saw the recognition in his eyes.

      And then she smelled the anger.

      “Lenna!”

      That was definitely fury. She braced herself against the impact, Aldo leaping off her a moment before Cruz collided with her and knocked her to the ground. Pain exploded across her cheekbone, black spots against her vision.

      “We thought you were dead! We thought you were both dead!”

      Lenna caught the second punch with the back of her arm. She threw a leg up and flipped him over. Cruz was a much better fighter than he had been. Before she could realize what he was doing, he knocked his forehead into her nose. She sat back covering her bleeding nose with her wrist. Aldo stayed back, though he arched his back and bared his teeth in case she needed backup. She didn’t. She’d fought this punk plenty.

      “Dammit, Cruz!”

      She stood, and he followed suit, panting. When he came at her this time, it was to throw his arms around her. The top of his head only came to her nose. It didn’t make the hug any less bone-crushing. She returned it with at least as much force.

      “We thought you were dead,” he muttered.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” he pulled back, scowling. “Sorry? We found your truck! When we never heard from Valente— We had a funeral for you. For both of you.”

      She lowered her eyes. This was what she’d been avoiding all these years. Time hadn’t made it any easier.

      “That was him we found, wasn’t it?” Lenna nodded. “I knew it. Mom and dad didn’t believe me but I fucking knew it.”

      “How… How are they?” Her eyes flickered to the house. The longer he went without saying anything, the more nervous she felt. “Cruz?”

      “Dad died a couple years after you and Valente. Heart attack. Mom’s still kicking. She’ll outlive us all.”

      The slight quirk of his lip at the end tried to show a joke. It was lost in the news about Luciano. What was the last thing she’d said to him? Or the last thing he’d said to her. She’d yelled at him, hadn’t she?

      “He knows you love him, Len. He loved you, too.”

      She nodded, forcing a smile. After all he’d done for her, all she could do was hope that was true. Cruz touched her arm, then leaned to look around her.

      “Uhm— Jaguar?”

      “His name is Aldo.”

      Cruz crouched and held his hand out the way he might to a barn cat. He made kissy noises that made Aldo scoff, but he walked over. Instead of licking Cruz’s hand, he licked his face. Cruz laughed and hugged him.

      “You know how crazy people thought I was when I said my sister ran off with a jaguar? I wish I got to meet you properly back then.”

      Aldo grunted in affirmation. He wished a lot of things had happened differently back then. Same as her.

      “Mom’s going to want to see you. But fuck, Len, why now after all these years?”

      Lenna held up the hand with the obsidian ring. “I met a girl. She proposed but we wanted—”

      Cruz launched himself to his feet to hug her again, laughing. He kissed the side of her head. To think, all these years, she’d expected to be hated. She was still expecting it. Did Cruz even realized she’d gotten their brother killed? Did Vidonia? No, she wouldn’t if she thought Valente was still alive. She couldn’t be the one to ruin that.

      “Len, it’ll be fine. She’ll just be glad you’re okay.”

      “After all these years? You think she won’t be angry?”

      Cruz sighed. “It’s been twelve years. Mom’s old. The anger’s gone. You can’t maintain it forever.”

      Wasn’t that true. She hadn’t forgiven Ansen Peters. She couldn’t. But he was right. The anger was gone.

      Aldo jumped onto Lenna’s arm, taking his favourite spot between her shoulder blades. Cruz stared, his jaw hanging half to the ground. She gave him a grin. That never got old.

      Familiar smells hit her nose. Spices, cleaners, Vidonia’s perfume. She still used the same kind. Cruz was right about Vidonia getting old, too. Her salt-and-pepper hair was more salt than pepper, and the lines of her face were more pronounced. Her back arched when she stood. When she walked, it was with a limp. And when she turned to face Lenna, the metal spoon in her hand clattered to the floor.

      “Look who I found,” Cruz said.

      Lenna held her breath, waiting for anger. It never came. Vidonia limped over and pulled her down into a hug not nearly as strong as Cruz’s, but no less warm. Lenna bent forward, pressing her face to Vidonia’s hair. Her eyes slipped shut and for a few seconds, she was eighteen again.

      She was home.
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