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Dedication




I’d like to dedicate this to everyone who doesn’t willingly fall prey to cults and crazies and anti-science rhetoric, and to those who have escaped. Also, to those who are trying to escape. 

Learn from history. 

Listen to science and get your vaccinations. 

Stand up against bigotry. 

Take care of your mental and physical health. 

Be kind to each other.

And to my writing Zoom group, without whom I might never have taken the time once or twice or three times a week to get these books polished up and published.

And to my family: near and far and found. I love you!
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Chapter one



75,000 BCE - Earliest human altars, evidence of prehistoric bear cult. 

(Beth’s Ancient History notebook)

Beth Ogden had a list in the front of her primary notebook (AKA The One Notebook to Rule Them All) she called Days That Changed My Life. She had other lists, too: paper lists stuck on the fridge of chores to do, errands to run, and the prioritizing list of things to do when she had enough money (professor clothes, car, apartment where she wouldn't breathe guy next door’s cigarette smoke). Beth had to keep the lists because otherwise she never had food or clean clothes. Or she forgot to call the garage about the weird, whining noise and pretty soon Harvey the Volkswagen Rabbit (yes, she knew the movie Harvey was a pooka), was sitting at the side of the road. 

She had a heap of notebooks going with lists of questions, quotes, dates, and references pertaining to her dissertation – interviews, topics for research, and people real and mythical to learn about. They were meticulously cross-referenced to each other and to the disjointed paragraphs of her dissertation she had already typed. 

She even had an entire spreadsheet list on her laptop of history department job applications to send. But until she actually finished the damn Ph.D. dissertation, she was stuck in her current instructor job or else as an instructor somewhere else. Those paid about as much as her current job, so there was really no reason to move from where she already was, where they liked her. Well, they had a five-year limit on instructors at her university unless they hired her as a tenure-track professor, which was a vanishingly small chance. 

She loved teaching, but there was no way she was going to subject herself to a lifetime as an adjunct, mostly because she did want enough money to get a new car, apartment, etc. and not be relegated to living in her car. So she had to finish the Ph.D., in time to apply for tenure-track positions opening in the next school year. And it had to be absolutely brilliant, because competition was fierce.

So she had a separate but pathetically short spreadsheet of scholarships and stipends for doctoral candidates in history and the humanities. Even if for one stinking summer, she could research and write without teaching a full course load, she would have time enough to make significant headway on her dissertation which had already taken two years longer than she thought it should.

The Phone Call That Changed Her Life didn't come as a surprise, exactly. If you apply for enough scholarships and are a good student and are this close to getting your dissertation done, something from the research stipend list has to come through, right? Even if your dissertation topic was pretty out there. But the voice on her voicemail of the hawk-like professor emeritus from the Hundstaf Foundation offering her a grant made her squeal with excitement, at which point the neighbor to the right banged on the wall. Apparently, she had roused him from his drunken stupor, which she regretted when he started smoking and the smoke drifted into her apartment through the hood over the kitchen stove. She hoped her smelliest onions and garlic and spices pissed him off half as much.

Three weeks later, she was in a frenzy of preparation, exacerbated by the frenzy of grading papers from the classes she taught at the big state university where she taught. She’d bought her plane ticket to Casper, Wyoming as soon as she confirmed two weeks of staying within the Commune of Shape, a quasi-religious group of shapeshifters. She would have time to get to know shifters in a fully shifter environment. The commune's bookstore and library carried almost every book she had ever heard of – and many she hadn't, including diaries and journals – about werewolves and other shapeshifters, and had been instrumental in her dissertation research so far. Now was her chance to talk to shifters from all over and, she hoped, the commune's spiritual leader and get the creation myth straight from the horse's mouth. The eagle's mouth, in this case. The eagle’s beak?

The knock at her door on the unseasonably hot May evening came as a surprise. She peeked through the peephole and saw two large men in dark suits. The one with a blond crew cut held up a badge and said, “FBI. We need to ask you some questions, Ms. Ogden.”

She opened the door on the chain and the guy sighed and held out his ID for inspection and dug out a business card and handed it through the tiny gap to her. It was a bad part of town and though she had never heard of a scam where two guys in suits pretended to be FBI to break in and rob you or worse, but it wasn’t a great neighborhood. She made the men wait in the hall while she googled the local number for the FBI and confirmed the man was who he said he was with a woman named Strickland, who described him as having a blond crew cut and a surly expression. Check and check.

“What's it about?” Beth asked the woman on the phone. “Is it one of my students? My neighbors?”

The agent on the other end of the phone line sighed. Was it an FBI thing, all this sighing? “Let Miller explain it to you. You can turn them down if you want, of course, but I recommend you accept.”

Beth wondered if she meant that as a threat.

She took the elastic band out of her hair and tried to smooth it out to be less frizzy, then put it back up because it was a lost cause, and opened the door.

She offered the men water or soft drinks or... no, not the milk because it was far past its sell-by date. She checked the box next to Milk on her grocery list. The blond man, Miller, took water and the dark haired man with black, burning eyes took a diet pop after he confirmed she didn't have any regular. He smiled quickly in thanks, showing his teeth were jagged on one side. Maybe he'd been hit just recently and his crowns hadn't been put in yet. Surely the FBI’s health plan covered teeth. She sincerely hoped he wasn't holding out for gold crowns like the kid in her Post-Colonial class.

She sat on her kitchen stool while the men sat as far away from each other as they could on her sagging couch. The dark-haired man even tested the couch arm and noticed it wobbled and she appreciated him not sitting on it.

“Ms. Ogden,” Agent Miller said gravely, “we have learned of your upcoming interview with Madame Aguila...”

“Oh, I don't have an interview with her,” interrupted Beth. “I am hoping that after I talk to others in the commune, she'll grant me one. I've left plenty of time for it.”

Miller nodded. “She'll most likely give you an interview; she usually does if you are respectful of the commune members. We've heard of your plans to visit the Commune of Shape.”

“How? Why? Why would the FBI care?” Beth pressed her teeth together to remind herself to stop interrupting.

Miller hesitated for a moment, then sighed. “Some strange rumors have come to our attention. Maybe the commune is darker than its public image. That maybe it has become something of a cult. Maybe some of its members are armed to the teeth and turning paranoid. It might be dangerous for some of its members and for you.”

He held up a hand when she opened her mouth to interrupt again. “Unconfirmed rumors. Reports from parents whose adult children stopped calling. When they do, they ask for more money. Rumors of initiation rites, transferring money to the commune's control, harsh discipline, a couple of possible disappearances, and so on.”

Her heart sank. She'd bought into the image of a happy, bright home in the mountains for all kinds of shapeshifters. And, right up her alley, a repository of knowledge on the history of shifters and their creation stories.

“We'd like to ask you to take an investigator and bodyguard as a research assistant. Someone to watch your back as you work, listen to what the commune members say, and stay in touch with us.”

Beth stared at Miller, her mind racing. “I can't afford a research assistant. I mean, I have a stipend, but with the plane ticket and rental car and then needing to pay the rent here and eat for the whole summer...”

The darker man interrupted and she realized she had half-forgotten he was there and she didn’t know his name. “The FBI will be covering my costs, of course. I'll be Alex Kurt, a master's student in history – you know, an older guy returning to school and following my dream, exploring my roots now that I can openly be a shifter, and tickled to death to be your servant for a trip to Wyoming.” The ironic Boy Howdy edge to his voice made Agent Miller scowl. “Typing up your notes, taking pictures, whatever it is you need.”

It was the first he had spoken other than about what to drink. Beth looked him over. He had broad shoulders on a body which looked strong, but thinner than his suit jacket was cut for, as if he'd lost weight. His dark hair stuck out at odd angles like he was growing it out and hadn’t settled on a style. His face was just short of handsome, maybe even forgettable. 

“I was a court reporter for six years after college before my master's program and I'm a freakishly fast typist even on a regular keyboard. And besides, you don't look like a history MA student. They're generally more bookish. I’m sorry. I’m stereotyping.”

Alex – if that was his real name – nodded and she noticed a bit of grey at his temples glittering in the light from the tiny window. He’d given the impression of lighthearted youth, but was probably in his thirties like her. “And a lot younger,” he noted wryly. “Us being about the same age is a bonus. You're further along in your degree and wanted to help me out by hiring me. In real life, I was a history major before I joined the FBI to follow in my father's footsteps.”

Beth felt an uneasy rumbling in her belly, like when the bass drum was approaching in a parade or a car with no muffler or ear-splitting, bass-boosted speakers was about to come around the corner. 

Agent Miller was growling, staring at Alex, his eyes narrowed and his lip curled in a sneer. Beth swallowed hard. A fight was going to break out in her tiny living room, wasn’t it?

Alex's eyes narrowed as well, but he never took his eyes from Beth and flashed her an endearing, fake grin. “I also spent several years in and out of colleges undercover, until I started to look too old for the part. I did a couple more assignments pretending to be an ex-soldier on the GI Bill to explain my age and a couple more as admin staff. I'm not a student, but I play one pretty well.”

Beth was interested despite herself. “You've done a lot undercover work? That's fascinating! What's it like to have to be someone else, answer to a different name, and say things you don't mean?” She could barely figure out who she was after thirty-five years, much less turn around and be someone else. She glanced around for her Side Topic notebook so she could jot down a list of questions for him.

Alex paused for several heartbeats and she was afraid she had offended him. “Most of the time, I was still Alex or Al. Most of the time, it was fairly safe, just getting to know the low-level dealers or some guy in accounting who might or might not be laundering money. My worst assignment lasted almost four years and I used my real name.” Alex looked for a moment as if he were about to puke on her linoleum, but quickly froze his face in a neutral position. The assignment must have really sucked.

Miller's whole body tensed up as if to spring at Alex's throat. Beth said, “Would you like another glass of water, Agent Miller?” in her sharpest professor voice.

Miller snapped his head around to glare at her, then leaned back, pinched the bridge of his nose, and took a deep breath.

“What Agent Miller means to say,” said Alex in a low, angry voice, “is yes, he would love more water. And he'd like to warn you that spending time with me will drive you crazy. Miller's known for his self-control, aren't you, Andrew?”

Beth was overwhelmed by the rage in the air. She grabbed the water glass from the coffee table and fled. She stood in front of the sink in the kitchen until her hands stopped shaking. Finally, she called out, “Would you like another pop, Alex?” and turned around.

She jumped back and bumped into the sink, sloshing water. Agent Alex was three feet away from her, right in the doorway, standing sideways where he could keep an eye on her and on Miller. His arms were crossed on his chest, his legs apart as if ready to leap into action. She took a deep breath, aware of her rapid heartbeat.

Alex glanced at her. “Sorry. Miller and I have been avoiding each other for years now, but I joined his task force for this assignment. Our boss thought it would be good for us to work through our problems by working together.”

Beth was still unsteady. She toyed with the glass in her hands, watching the water slosh back and forth slightly. “What task force is it?”

Alex smiled. “Shifters, of course. Miller and I are wolves.”

There was a grunt of disgust – or laughter – from the other room. Alex scowled. “I'm also half bobcat.”

“You have two forms?” Beth forgot all about the threat for a moment. “That's really rare! That's really exciting! I'll let you come with me if you'll answer my questions. I've only met one other shifter with two forms when I interviewed her about genetics.”

Alex nodded. “Cass Catelli.”

“Yes! How did you know? Oh, because she and her family were kidnapped a couple of years ago,” said Beth.

Alex froze up in an instant.

She wondered what she'd said wrong. “Oh, is that what the shifter task force is for? Hate crimes? That's really noble. But I guess if you're investigating the shifter commune, it's more.”

“They've decided that anything to do with shifters falls under the task force,” said Miller from the next room. “So even if most of the conspirators in a bank robbery are normal humans, if there's a chance one might be a shifter, they send one of us out to liaise.”

Beth stepped out of her kitchen past Alex. Miller didn't look happy, but he seemed to have his unexplained anger under control.

“So you'll accept?” asked Miller.

“Yes,” said Beth. “It's a win-win situation. You get Alex inside and asking questions with a good cover story. I get an actual shifter to bounce my impressions of the commune off of. Some of the legends have wizards turning into any shape they wanted, but as best I can tell from the available information, they had at most two forms. Other than human, I mean.”

“So that's your theory on shifter origins?” asked Alex with faint disdain or confusion or something she couldn’t read. “Wizards?”

Beth shrugged. “It’s one theory. The stories go back so far in every culture, so there's no way to know where the first shifters came from or if they – you – evolved alongside unmagical people. You don't have to believe in the Bible or the Epic of Gilgamesh to compare their creation myths. Or in the literal truth of Noah's Ark, the Christian idea of Rapture, and other Armageddon stories, or of the similarities in the Coyote myths of the Maidu and the Crow Indians to the Jaguar myths in South America and the werewolf myths in Europe. I'm looking for the common threads, the ones binding the thousands of myths together. Similarities, differences, fears, strengths, everything.” 

She grinned at Agent Alex. God, she loved her work.

Alex nodded thoughtfully. “That's a pretty broad topic for a dissertation: everything about shifters.”

Beth winced. He wasn't wrong. “Everything in the historical and mythological record about where shifters come from. But yes. It’s why it's taking me so long. There are so many myths, so many offshoots, variations, and side stories. As far as I can tell, no one's done anything remotely similar, at least not based on real shifters. There are some papers from before shifters came out on werewolf legends in literature and movies and how it relates to ingrained fears of the wild and the dark forest and so on, but nothing relating the legends to real shifters. The field is vast and under-represented.”

Alex smiled at her – a real, crooked smile, hinting at his broken teeth. Her heart stopped beating for a moment and then started up again, faster. Then he said, “No wonder Dr. Turner gave you Hundstaf funding.”

“He's a shifter, right?” asked Beth excitedly. “I had a feeling during the interview, that it was a shifter overseeing the funds for shifters. A big bird of prey? I've met a lot of shifters and am starting to get a feel for animal forms.”

Alex hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. He’s come out in public media, so I can confirm.”

“Wow. I wonder if he'd let me interview him.” She was already spinning out interview questions in her head. She really needed her damn Side Topic notebook. She wondered if it was on the coffee table in the heap next to Miller’s right knee. And if he would think she was odd if she leapt toward him and started sorting through notebooks.

“Because you need more offshoots and side stories? He only came out after he retired. He taught biology. He taught Cass Catelli, actually, and she's gone much farther than he ever did into shifter genetics. I bet she and her husband put in a good word for you with the committee.”

“Oh!” said Beth. “I think she might have! She was so nice and we talked about school because she recently finished her Ph.D. as a returning student, too. She asked me about my funding, said it was scholarships and her husband's working and her family doing childcare that let her finish at all. Oh, they’re so sweet.”

Beth felt tears springing to her eyes. Someone had looked out for her and believed in her: a rarity in her life. And this Alex guy she had just met sounded like he did, too.

Some of the Days That Changed My Life were obvious right away. 


      [image: ]Alex wasn't sure if Andrew Miller was going to unlock the passenger car door and let him get in or if he'd leave him in front of Beth Ogden's apartment building. Miller's professionalism won out with a ka-chunk. Maybe he didn't want a reprimand on his record for abandoning a fellow agent in a parking lot.

Though Alex wouldn't have minded going back up the steps to wait for a ride in Beth's apartment, just to watch her flashes of enthusiasm and her long hair and smell her innocence and goodness. How she had reached the age of thirty-five and worked in courtrooms and was still a breath of fresh air, he had no idea. She was hot in an unconventional, overly-earnest way. Definitely hotter than the pictures in the case file had shown. He would even answer some of her questions until Buho or Strickland or someone else who didn't freaking hate him could pick him up. At least the two other lead agents seemed to want Alex on the Shifter Task Force, even if Miller had glared in stony silence when the bureau chief assigned them to work together.

They were a good five minutes up the road back to the Cleveland Bureau when Alex said, “What the hell was that, Andrew?”

“What?” Miller was so tense he spoke like a robot.

“Losing control.”

“I won't let you drag my father's name down.”

Alex turned his head and stared at Miller, eyes flicking over his clenching jaw and developing frown lines. “I did join the FBI because of him. I wanted him to be proud of me.”

Miller scoffed.

So much for forging a bond with his half-brother.








  
  
Chapter two



6,000 BCE – Turkey: Catal Huyuk (Çatalhöyük) cave paintings: leopard-men hunting 

(Beth’s Ancient History notebook)

Lac Three Feathers had always wanted to be normal. He'd also wanted lots of friends and a big, loving family, and to be rich, but who he was – and what he was – always got in the way. Nowadays, he hoped to be accepted. Though getting rich wasn’t off the table.

He held his girlfriend's hand as they walked between the buildings on the campus of Casper College. He used his cat night vision to see into the shadows as Aura and her friend, Wendy, chatted away about the party the weekend before, the one where Lac had finally asked her to go out with him and they ended up kissing. She’d been wary when he first asked if he could see her to her car after their evening psychology class and had finally admitted that Asian guys always hit on her, since she was one of the very few Asians in all of Wyoming. Her parents were white and had adopted her from China when she was little and she was a novelty or a stereotype to the local population. He was half Vietnamese and had been in Wyoming for only two years, but he knew the feeling.

He didn’t think he was crushing on Aura because she was Asian. His heart had nearly stopped beating when he walked into the classroom at the beginning of the spring semester and saw her in the second row, talking to Wendy. He’d got up the nerve to talk to her because he could see a shimmer around her, which might be a sign she was a shapeshifter. He hadn't yet worked up the nerve to ask about it – it had only been a few days since the kiss – but she seemed to see his shimmer as well. Maybe it was only because there were so many people around whenever they saw each other that she hadn't brought it up. She was still wary.

Movement between two buildings off to the left caught his attention, a black-on-black shadow of someone big where the sidewalk lamps didn't reach. “Wait.”

Aura looked at him and stumbled to a stop. She grabbed her friend's arm to steady herself, bringing the other girl to a halt.

“What is it?” asked Aura, her voice going squeaky, picking up on Lac's wariness, he supposed. “Who is it?”

Maybe she was a shifter. A regular human couldn't have seen the shadow move in the dark.

“Stay behind me. If something happens, run like hell to the student center.”

He didn't know why he perceived the shadow as a threat. It could be some guy who stepped off the path to pee against a building. A student. A drunk. Someone taking a shortcut.

Be bold, said his friend Mike, who was a decade older, a wolf shifter, and a sword fighting instructor. Mike was also a husband and father, a computer repairman, and second-in-command to his uncle, the alpha of the West Casper pack which united all the shifters of all species who had been overlooked by the East Casper traditional werewolf pack.

Be careful, said Eloisa, Mike's wife. She was a vet who was tired of magically healing bold injuries.

Lac released Aura's hand and stepped in front of her. He was distracted by her hand on his arm, her flowery shampoo, and her fear. Maybe he was showing off or maybe she thought he was, but her breath was too fast for what was probably a minor problem.

“Who's there?” he said in a soft voice.

The shadow moved and a man stepped out on the sidewalk. Lac caught a whiff of gun.

“Good instincts, cousin,” said the shadow.

“Cousin?” asked Aura.

“Cousin?” asked Lac half a beat later.

The man stepped forward. Alex Three Feathers. Lac slumped and rolled his eyes to the sky. Shit.

“You know, you could come see me at your mom's house.” Lac's adrenaline spilled over into anger. “Just about gave us a heart attack.”

“Mom would want me to stay. I only have a couple of hours.” Alex stopped a good ten yards from them.

Lac was pretty sure it was only part of the story, but it was the part that pissed him off the most, so he rose to the bait. “Aunt Claire would want to spend time with her only child who she hasn’t seen in years, yes.”

“I'll call her.” Alex stepped further into the light. “Mom's one of the things I want to talk to you about. Aren't you going to introduce me to your friends?” 

“No.”

Alex nodded, his face coming fully into view in the streetlamp, looking older and more tired than when Lac had seen him two years before. He also wasn't bald anymore, though his short hair didn’t seem to be any style other than growing out. “I need to talk to you. Alone.”

“Why?” Lac narrowed his eyes, zeroing in on the gun under his cousin’s windbreaker. Alex had been in the hate group that had kidnapped Eloisa and Mike. Lac had taken it personally. It had turned out Alex was on long-term undercover assignment, but Lac still didn't trust him.

“It's... There aren't a lot of people I trust,” said Alex.

Lac jerked in surprise.

“Even family, some of my family, has always let me down. But I think I can trust you, little cousin.”

Lac swallowed the lump in his throat. “Let me walk Aura and Wendy to their cars. There've been a couple assaults on campus.”

“And you're man enough to stop the perp?” said Alex, laughter in his voice.

“Man enough to try.” His voice was barely a growl. He was humble enough to know that two years of martial arts and sword training couldn't defeat everyone, but if he could distract them long enough for Aura and her friend to get to safety, it would be enough. And some attackers wouldn’t even come out if there was a witness.

“Is this really necessary?” asked Aura, stepping out from behind Lac. He took her arm, making sure he could get in front of her again if needed. “Your cousin said he'd talk to you and you insulted him.”

Lac wasn't sure at first if she meant Lac was insulting his cousin, but a glance showed her scowling at Alex. In spite of her fear, she was defending Lac, which made him warm.

“Sorry, cousin. Sorry, miss.” Alex grinned suddenly, as if everything were fine and happy. “How about if I watch your backs to the parking lot, then Lac and I can talk. You got Mom's car?”

Lac nodded jerkily and slid his hand down to Aura's.

“What was that about?” Wendy whispered as they reached the edge of the parking lot. “Is he, like, a tweaker or something?”

“My cousin's a little odd,” said Lac, knowing full well Alex could hear them, even at a distance. “But not dangerous.” Not to them, anyway. Probably.

Wendy drove away first. Aura went up on her tiptoes and brushed her lips across Lac’s. The energy of magic, a jolt of fire and electricity sparked between them and he backed her against her car and kissed her soundly. As he pulled back, they both sighed and her cheeks turned pink.

He cleared his throat as his face heated, too. “Would you like to see a movie? This weekend?”

She smiled and her shimmering aura glowed brightly in the half-lit parking lot, dazzling him.

“I'd like that,” she said. “Text me. But now your cousin's waiting for you.”

Lac glanced over and was pretty sure normal eyes couldn't see Alex. Aura and Lac would have a lot to talk about over the weekend.

After another kiss, Aura waved and drove away.

Lac turned to stare at the shadow and jerked his head in the direction of his Aunt Claire's rusting, dented hatchback a few rows away. Alex got to it just before him and climbed into the passenger seat when Lac beeped it unlocked.

Lac stuck the key in the ignition. “You coming home with me after all?”

“No thanks. I only have a few minutes before I need to go to a meeting.”

“A meeting at nine-thirty?”

Alex shrugged. “Witness, not business.”

Lac knew better than to ask. He stuck the knife in. “So. Aunt Claire talks about you all the time. And her arthritis is bugging her.”

Alex didn't reply, but he wriggled in his seat. “It's not safe for me to see her.”

“Bullshit,” said Lac.

Alex waved it off as if he weren't the single most important thing in his mother’s life. Alex’s mother was Lac's only blood family with any meaningful ties to him. Lac’s mom was dead and he hadn't seen his drug-addict father since he was ten.

“You know I talk to her every week. I send her money. She should have enough to buy a better car. Something she can drive in the snow.”

“She has snow chains. She puts the money in her rainy day fund.” She’d spent some of it on Lac when he moved in and covered everything he couldn’t quite afford and refused to let him pay her back once he got a job.

“Huh.” Alex's expression was unreadable. “She's my only beneficiary for when this job finally kills me. There aren't going to be any rainy days. Not anymore.”

“Because it'll be a bright sunshiny day when you die?” Lac knew he was insufferably rude to the guy who should have been the head of his family. Should have been were the important words. Besides, his experience with male heads of family were limited to the grandfather who had cut him and his mom off, the dad who was on drugs, and his mom’s boyfriend who crashed his car and killed Lac’s mom.

Alex took a deep breath and Lac knew he'd gone too far. The guy was FBI and older and had a million times more muscle and experience than he did.

“Right. Tough love session over,” said Alex. “I'll see what I can do. And the second subject is you, cousin. You have a summer job yet?”

Lac pulled himself up proudly. “I'm sword fighting with Phil Grey this summer. Eight weeks touring Ren Faires, doing demos and real fights with dull swords. I’m fourth seed.”

“You made the cut?” Alex didn't have to sound so surprised. Lac was stronger than he looked and twice as fast, partly from his bobcat genes, but partly because he practiced constantly. “Can you still back out?”

“What? I've been training toward it for two years!”

“But can you? If you had a better offer?”

Lac leaned back in his seat. “I only found out two days ago and haven't signed the contract yet.”

“I want you to join the Commune of Shape this summer. Just for a few weeks.”

“What?” Lac made a disgusted face. Alex was the last person he expected to suggest he join a hippie commune, even if it was full of shapeshifters.

“I'll be there for two weeks in June and I'd like to have eyes and ears on the ground before I get there. Someone I can trust to tell me what's really going on, who the real players are, what the gossip is, and so on. I'll be an assistant to a woman who's there researching shifter history and myth. I've been reading up on it and it's interesting stuff. She's an academic and not a shifter and she’s...naive. I'll be there to gather information and I need someone inside who can tell me the truth. That would be you.”

“I need the money Phil's going to pay me.” He was vacillating already. He could meet shifters and help his cousin.

“I've talked the shifter task force into it already,” said Alex. He named a sum almost double what Phil had promised.

Lac let out a rush of breath. It would cover the next semester and books with some left toward next spring. And maybe once the job was done, he could catch up with Phil on the tour, if he was needed. Or help Mike out at Phil's ranch for the rest of the summer, since it was a busy time of year with all those summer vacation trail rides and Phil out of town. But shit.

“And money to cover your initiation fees. They have it sort of pro-rated by what you can afford and we can make it look like it came from my mom. I’ll want you to eat and sleep and everything out there. Some members have jobs elsewhere and go on weekends for a Sunday service, but if you can work right there in the commune, it would be even better.”

“I can't cook and I hate cleaning.” He'd spent weeks at a time on bathroom duty in juvenile detention.

“You could be security. They'll know you've learned hand to hand combat and swords and stuff.”

“They'll know?” said Lac, surprised.

“The application form is detailed, plus they research the people who ask to join and keep a file on visitors. I had to pull out one of my old undercover names that already has a bachelor’s degree and work experience in universities. I'm Alex Kurt for the next couple of months. Kurt is Turkish for wolf.”

Lac narrowed his eyes at his cousin. He supposed Alex's darker skin could be taken for Middle Eastern instead of Native American. Maybe not here in Wyoming, but in the Midwest or somewhere. Maybe. He shrugged.

“So what would you need me to do, really?”

“Just what I said: Become a member. Get to know people. Tell me everything.”

“Why are you infiltrating them?” asked Lac. “They're hippies who run around in the forest and chant and shit.”

Alex sighed and told him about rumors of disappearances. “If it's just hippies or a religion, no one's going to do anything to stop them. If there's violence hidden in there – people who want out, children who are threatened, that sort of thing – then we move to clean it up. We don't want a Waco or a Jim Jones massacre.”

“And what about your mom? Do I tell her I'm joining a commune? Or can I tell her the truth?” Lac swallowed hard, thinking about his brand new relationship with Aura. “And what about Aura?”

“You were going to leave them both for two months anyway to go on tour. Tell them you're exploring your roots. Or if you haven't told Aura about being a shifter yet, she might dump you.”

Lac's heart felt like it was breaking at the thought. “We only just started dating.” He hoped it didn't come out as a whine. “She has a shifter aura. Or maybe a magic one, like Eloisa's.”

Alex nodded, lost in thought. “I've left a lot of people behind. It gets easier.”

Lac frowned at him. “And that's supposed to be a good thing? To walk away easily?” Maybe it got easier with age, because losing his dad when he was a kid and his mom when he was sixteen were the worst things he'd ever experienced. Growing up poor and mixed-race in Los Angeles wasn’t a picnic for anyone. Maybe he would feel more normal if his dad hadn't been a junkie and his mom hadn't died. Or maybe if any of his extended family on either side had got off their asses and taken him in when he was dumped in foster care.

“No. It sucks donkey balls, kid. But I guess my job does a bit of good in a fucked-up world.” Alex shrugged and reached for the handle. “Mom said you were thinking about declaring Criminal Justice as a major, right? So you'll take the job?”

Lac sighed. “Let me think about it, OK? I want to run it past Eloisa and Mike Grey.”

“I'd rather you didn't,” Alex said.

“I'm going to need Mike's help with what to say to Phil when I back out. Eloisa's the one who saved my life, so I want her to be sure I'm using it wisely.”

Alex nodded. “Well, Grasshopper, you sound pretty wise already. I'll call you this week, OK?”

“Yeah,” said Lac.

Alex got out without another word and slipped off into the shadows. Lac sat for a long time in the car, thinking.


      [image: ]Aura did her breathing exercises all the way home, pushing down the panic. 

She shouldn’t have been able to see Lac’s cousin in the shadows and probably gave away her secret by reacting. For all she knew, he was a threat, lurking there in the dark. His aura was bright, like Lac’s. What if they were magicians or warlocks or whatever you called a male witch? And what if they could see she was too? Was Lac really attracted to her for herself? Because if she could stop seeing auras and all the rest, she would sure as hell do it. 

She hit the remote for the garage door and pulled her dad’s car into its spot, then hit the remote again, watching carefully as she always did to be sure no person or animal had followed her in. She told her parents she was collecting her thoughts, but they knew this was another aspect of her hypervigilance diagnosis.

She breathed deeply once the door was closed and let the air out slowly. Her parents were both in the living room, probably reading or correcting papers. She was safe in Wyoming where no one suspected anything. Everything was quiet and calm and she didn’t have to worry about Lac getting too close to her. Maybe he had a strong personality and a depth of character and honor which made him glow.

She picked up her laptop bag and got out of the car.


      [image: ]“Hello?” Alex grunted into the phone.

“I’m sorry it’s early, please don’t hang up. This is Beth. Ogden? The grad student you’re going to Wyoming with next week?”

Alex pulled the phone away from his head to check the time. Local time was five AM, which meant Beth’s time was eight. Wait, was he in Seattle? Yeah. Probably? But he’d gone to bed at one, so the only reply should have been WTF Over. “I know who Beth is, yes. How are you?”

“Fine, thanks, Good morning? How are you?” She sounded more cautious.

“Pretty good, thank you.” Yes, definitely Seattle. He’d done depositions the day before in California before flying here and had his teeth fixed the day before that from where he’d had his mouth kicked in during an “easy” takedown. His gums throbbed to remind him that crowns sucked. Worse, they didn’t shift right and he was damn lucky his long canines hadn’t been damaged.

“Right. I have to leave to proctor a final in half an hour and hoped I could ask you some questions. Would later be better?”

He looked at his online calendar, which was the bare bones of his schedule in his personal code, in case of hacking. “I have a flight to catch in a few hours and some things to finish up.”

“Oh, I’m really sorry. Where are you? Oh shoot. If you’re not in the Eastern time zone, then it’s probably way too early. I hadn’t even considered it.” She sounded slightly panicky.

He sat up and swung his feet out of bed, rubbing his face with his left hand. “It’s OK, I’m up now.” He had to get up, stifling his groan, to find the messy notebook he’d started to fill with shifter history research and questions for Beth. Most of it was going in bits and pieces onto a cheap, old laptop where he was organizing it as if he were writing a master’s thesis. Probably no one was going to see it, but you never knew. “OK ready.”


      [image: ]Arthur should have been expecting it, what with the whispered false accusations and odd looks and so on over the last week, but when it came, the snatch was so clean and fast and out of the blue that he didn’t have a chance to run and hide or even to use his powerful back legs to inflict any damage. He didn’t even get out anything but a muffled shriek.

“You have the right to remain silent,” drawled one of the guards, one of Jim’s inner circle.

The other guard, a wolf who used to be friendly and with whom he’d had some interesting discussions about spirituality and the religious aspects of shifter powers, snorted and squeezed his mouth closed even more firmly. 

Arthur kicked his back legs again, flailing and trying to set his claws in the wolf’s canvas jacket to get some leverage and to get away and to warn his family and friends. One of his sons had taken his children and left a few nights before, saying he had a really bad feeling about the increased smell of guns.

All Arthur got, though, was to be squeezed even tighter under the strong arm as they entered the outdated industrial kitchen through the back door. “You think anyone will notice if we serve rabbit stew?”

It was the first guard’s turn to laugh as he turned his malicious, cat-slitted gaze on him. “Y’all ever name your kids Stew?”

Arthur froze except for his sharp panting and the rapid pounding of his heart. He hoped Clive had called the cops, the FBI, the someone.

The wolf said, “Nah, we’re not that hungry. Yet.”

The other man unlocked the door to the little room at the back of the laundry, and the wolf pitched Arthur through it and banged the door shut. Arthur splatted and skidded on the concrete floor and lay panting on his side, listening as the two men locked the door and laughed again and went out into the early dawn, locking the kitchen door, too.
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