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      “I think this is it,” Reba announced, dropping a cardboard box—like the kind you’d get at a bakery—onto the front desk of the clinic. “Forget the soaps, the knitting, the macrame swings, the stained-glass wind chimes, the singing telegrams⁠—”

      “Oh, yeah,” I mused, leaning back in the chair. “I remember your singing telegram business. That went better than I thought it would, honestly.”

      Reba glowered, coming around the desk to shove her purse in the bottom drawer next to my ankle. “I got two clients and one of ‘em thought I was a stripper. Seriously. Me! A stripper! I’m not nearly graceful enough to pull that off. What stripper shows up wearing Doctor Scholls and an arm brace?”

      “One who slipped and fell on her leftover stock of glycerin from her soapmaking business?”

      She sniffed. “Try it.”

      I took a sniff of the box before opening it. “Peanut brittle? Seriously?”

      Reba beamed. “Seriously. Peanut brittle.”

      I nodded at Reba, crunching through one of the pieces she’d offered me. It was like trying to chew glass, more brittle than peanut, but had a nice heat behind it.

      “Did you put jalapeno in this?”

      She beamed. “I’ve also made chocolate peanut brittle, pumpkin spice peanut brittle, eggnog peanut brittle, which is kind of a misnomer because there’s no egg in it and it’s vegan, and butter rum peanut brittle, and⁠—”

      “How many flavors did you make?” I asked, finally getting the bite down without my teeth sticking together. “And why?”

      “Ten so far, and because I saw how well Causey James’ brittle did at the Winter Fest in Grapevine and decided to give it a go.” Reba smiled smugly, plucking a reddish-hued piece from the box between us on my desk. “Hers is good. Mine’s better.”

      “I’ve never had Causey’s brittle, so I’ll have to take your word for it.” I picked up one of the red pieces, and, after a cautious sniff, took a bite. “Holy crap.”

      “Masala chai flavor,” she said, crunching. “Dane suggested it. I was thinking make little bundles, you know? Cafe flavors, spicy flavors, traditional, and then just some really out-there ones, you know? Like…” She hummed. “Oh! Grape jelly flavored because peanut butter and jelly!”

      My dentist was going to hate me, but I took another piece of brittle. “I think you might be on to something,” I said.

      Reba clapped her hands excitedly.

      “Take this away from me or I’m gonna spend all morning eating this instead of seeing patients.”

      Reba whisked the box away, and I went to the tiny employee-only bathroom in the back of the new clinic to wash my face and hands, then give my teeth a good scrub while Reba wiped down my desk and got her hands and face clean. We were only one week into the new clinic being open, causing anaphylaxis in patients who might have a peanut allergy wouldn’t be that great of an idea. Though it did make me miss working in the coroner’s office. Very little bothered my patients there.

      I still went in once in a while, when they needed the help, but the state had pretty much cut most of the rural medical examiners out of the budget for the next five years, so I was adrift. Or would be adrift if it hadn’t been for Werewolves International.

      Okay, that isn’t what they called themselves, but it was less of a mouthful than International Committee of Were-Shifter Relations. Or, as their business cards said: IC Mediation Group.

      Because you never knew when someone outside your little group of weirdos might get hold of your information.

      For all the bullshit they’d been up to for the past year—at least in my life, and God only knows what they’d been doing before then—they did have some pretty solid ideas they wanted to put into play. Like setting up accessible clinics near rural were and shifter communities. Which was pretty much all of them since, by and large, weres and shifters were clannish even when they didn’t form packs. Generations of otherness and humans being able to just know something was weird about you and yours meant they (we?) kept to ourselves a lot. Add in the fact that weres and shifters were just different from humans—faster heart rates, higher body temperature, weird metabolism, and healing abilities are just the tip of the iceberg—it made sense to open up specialty clinics. Making the clinic bigger than a typical human clinic was an added bonus—not only did it feel less cramped for humans, the weres and shifters didn’t get as antsy. Given that the last time there was any sort of specialty clinic for weres, it had been in the form of a sort of sanitarium,according to Cullen,where weres who were out of control with something they called moon sickness with symptoms that sounded like some sort of severe mood disorder back in the day got sent..

      And as one of the few were-adjacent medical professionals out there, the IC tapped me to helm one near Belmarais. Well. I say tapped. More like strong-armed and pushed. I didn’t exactly hate it, but I really missed forensic pathology.

      But the clinic… it was okay. And I’d get used to having patients that were, you know… warm.

      “Hey, Lan, Eustace Robards just called to see if we can work him in,” Reba announced, drawing me out of my navel gazing. “Said he got bit by a dog. Told him we got time now, so he’s on his way.”

      “I’ll get room one ready.”

      
        * * *

      

      “You look awful, Doctor Babin.”

      “I was up all night just hoping I’d get to see you today, Mr. Robards,” I said, flashing him a grin.

      Eustace Robards, probably older than God, was one of those old dears who knew everyone, even if you didn’t realize you were on his radar, and he knew everything.

      And I mean everything.

      “Oh, I’m not so doddering as to believe that.” He chuckled, waiting patiently while I readied the suture kit. “Not when you’ve got that hunk of man waitin’ on you.”

      My face warmed—I could feel it all the way up to my earlobes—and I shook my head. “Oh, I don’t know about that. Maybe I like my men older.”

      He laughed again, wincing when I started dabbing the blood away from his shin. “It’s been ages since I got a good scar,” he mused. “Think this one’s gonna be a beaut.”

      “Reba said you fell off your porch. Did you experience any dizziness beforehand? Lightheadedness? A loss of vision or something?”

      Robards snapped his teeth together, his jovial expression fading rapidly. “Something like that, yeah. I did indeed fall.” He held up one hand so I could see the barked skin on his palms. “Right on my rump, too. Got a bruise comin’ in and everything.”

      With the blood gone, the wound was easier to see. Jagged, torn and deep, it had weird scalloping along one edge, the skin ripped back rather than simply cut.

      “Mr. Robards,” I said carefully, holding his leg in my hands even as he tensed, like he was about to bolt. “Did someone bite you? Who was it? Did you get their name? Human mouths are filthy, Mr. Robards.”

      “Oh, now, it was just the neighbor’s dog! She didn’t mean harm!” His chuckle sounded forced. His leg jerked in my grasp as I started irrigating the wound itself. “This is hardly a scratch. I told my daughter, Eliza, it weren’t any use going to the ER about it. I’d just sit there till the damn thing was nearly healed anyway and end up with a staph infection for my troubles. But she’s moved back home after that split with the jackass she married, and she and the Clemenses next door get on like a house afire.” He shook his head with a small, pleased smile. “Old Celestine, she was on my side, said it weren’t nothin’ to worry about.”

      I hummed noncommittally, grabbing another syringe of saline solution. Celestine Clemens and her son Vinnie had been some of the most vocal about me and Ethan. Well. Mostly about me. Ethan was just catching strays, I think. They didn’t even try to keep it in the confines of clan meetings, at least not Celestine. She’d made a point, both before and after the clinic opened, to loudly refer to me as a mutt and to try and filibuster meetings when Ethan was leading them, demanding votes on whether or not he should stay in charge of the clan. Ethan half suspected she wanted Vinnie to be clan leader, but at the heart of it all was that she wanted the clan to be pure. She’d be thrilled if every human in the vicinity just vanished one day and took shifters and part-weres with them. Fuck… I’m gonna have to call animal control on them, aren’t I?

      “What kind of dog is it? I’ll need to report this to the county, Mr. Robards. Any animal bite is dangerous but unprovoked ones could indicate something like rabies.” Unless the dog that bit you was a wolf and that wolf had a virus that made it hyper aggressive. Fuck.

      “I have no idea.” He sniffed, good humor gone. He stopped trying to pull away and let me continue treating the wound, though not without a grunt of annoyance at my ministrations.. His anxiety was ratcheting up—I could smell the sour funk of it making its way through the clean lavender of his laundry soap and leathery wood of his aftershave. Something else was there, too. Something earthy but not pleasantly so. Like the mud from the edge of a swamp, where it slimed up with rotting vegetation, like blood gone bad with the fishy sharp tang of rot. It was just the very faintest whiff though, barely noticeable even with my slightly better than human senses. I wondered if I could get Tyler to stick his head in here and take a whiff. Sorry, Mr. Robards, I need to call my boyfriend’s brother real quick. Sit tight for about an hour and, oh, hey, do you mind if he takes a whiff of your leg?

      That would lose me my new license real quick.

      “Well, I can just get your address from your file, and I’ll let the county know a dog in that area bit you unprovoked. Unless you want to clarify things for me, Mr. Robards?” Was it a goddamn wolf, Mr. Robards, or just your neighbor’s mutt? The wound would require two layers of stitching, something I was not terribly fond of but had plenty of experience doing. Though my patients were usually a little less active and vascular than Mr. Robards.

      “Oh, good lord, Doctor Babin, it’s just a bite! I scared the poor thing when I went out to the car this morning—it was sniffin’ ‘round under my porch, probably scentin’ a mole or something. I stepped down, it yelped and chomp.” He forced a laugh, eyeing me warily as I put in the first stitch. When I didn’t say anything, just placed the next stitch, he huffed. “The dog’s not rabid! It’s a perfectly healthy little thing. They’ve had it for a year or so now; I’ve seen the youngest one playing with it many times. It just got scared is all. The Clemens—Ow! Watch it!””

      He stared a moment or two longer, long enough for me to place two more stitches. Finally, he unbent a little and nodded. “They got it around, oh, late August? Maybe early September. Must’ve been September—we had that freak cold snap, remember? It never gets that cold here in September, but there we were, frost on the ground and everything. I wish this climate change stuff could decide which way to go. When I was a boy, we had snow regularly each winter up here, then it stopped, now it’s back again! I don’t know if I need to get snow tires or invest in sunblock!”

      It was my turn to fake a laugh, adding another stitch as I went. “Did you speak with Vinnie after the bite, Mr. Robards? I’m sure he’d like to know if his, ah, dog is acting up.”

      “Oh, you know he’s working at that new grocery store site they’re makin’ down at Lemmington, across the creek. I’m worried they’ll turn the damn thing into a strip mall with one of those huge HEBs right in the middle! Like we need a pawn shop and, oh, I don’t know, a chain bar, and⁠—”

      I nodded along, my thoughts buzzing with a million different things. I need to call Ethan. Shit, no, I need to call Cullen, maybe. No, get it together, Landry. Talk to the Clemenses first. Press them about this dog bite thing because I’ll bet folding money little Melly’s going through some changes they’re not talking about. Fuck.

      Mr. Robards rambled for the next twenty or so minutes while I finished up his stitches then took a blood sample, ostensibly to check for infection but… Well, if I sent it to the ICW labs, would they even deign to look at a human sample?

      I stepped out to hand the sample box off to Reba. “Just a moment, Mr. Robards. We’re almost done here.”

      He grunted, eyeing his bandaged wound. “I don’t want no trouble for those nice people, Doctor Babin. If you call the county about their dog, I’ll deny everything. I’ll tell ‘em you bit me if I have to!”

      That startled a laugh out of me. “I won’t call the county, Mr. Robards. I promise.”

      He grunted in satisfaction. “Good. Now I’m meetin’ my daughter in an hour for lunch, so…”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      The rest of the morning moved in fits and starts. Two human patients, one there for a follow up on an earache that just wasn’t clearing up, the other needing a referral for an endocrinologist. Right before lunch, there was a young woman who was nervous about a pregnancy scare. To give her some peace of mind, I drew blood after reassuring her false negatives were rare, even on the cheapest home test. Reba signed her out and gave her the info for Planned Parenthood over in Dumfree,

      “What about these?” Reba asked, pointing to the bright green sample box marked ICW—Specialty Testing. “I haven’t had to work with them before. They the same procedure as Lab Corp and Quest?”

      Reba’s gaze was a little too sharp, a little too assessing. Or maybe I was imagining it out of my own uneasiness and a shred of guilt about lying to her. “Same procedure. If you have questions, the contact guy is Cullen. His number’s in the list.”

      She made a thoughtful, humming sort of sound as she started prepping the paperwork for the other boxes, eyeing the ICW one. “It’s weird, them just suddenly being a thing. I mean, I know we didn’t send out a lot of labs at the ME’s office, but as far as I knew there were just the big three or four companies we worked with.”

      I forced a chuckle, which made Reba’s eyes narrow just a tiny bit more. “It’s not like the box showed up by magic or something.” I mean, it kind of did. Not magically. It just sort of showed up though. It was sitting on my desk the day before the clinic officially opened. Weres and shifters only. Any blood work I couldn’t do in office got sent to the ICW’s labs, the nearest one being Dallas. Weres and shifters were a lot like regular humans, but a few things would ping as off—certain enzyme readings, blood pressure, basal temperature, heart rate, red blood count, that sort of thing. Just off enough to make a regular lab mark it as an issue.

      “They’re owned by the group that funded the clinic,” I added, already backing towards my office, hoping she didn’t follow like she sometimes did.

      “Still…”

      “Their focus is on underserved populations. Some of the patients have a history with this group already so…” I shrugged. “We’re not having to pay for the pick up, so I’m not gonna argue about it, so long as they keep doing their job.”

      Reba’s pursed lips told me she was still uncertain, but she just nodded and turned back to the paperwork for the midday pick up.

      Shit. This was gonna be a thing. I just knew it.

      Not for the first time, I wondered about bringing Reba into the loop, so to speak. She was—sigh—one of my very best friends, she’d been working with me for years now, and honestly if she hadn’t already noticed some weirdness, she would soon. It was going to be almost impossible to keep hiding things from her if this clinic lasted more than a year.

      
        * * *

      

      It was unsettling, seeing patients like a regular doctor. Though I suppose I was one now, since I’d done my recertification and all of my patients had a pulse. Stepping out of my tiny office bathroom, I caught Reba’s eye. From where she sat at the front desk, she had a view down the patient hallway to the waiting area. She was currently, very pointedly, not looking towards the patients.

      “What?”

      She shook her head, lips pursed in displeasure as she cut a glance towards the waiting area. “The Clemenses are back,” she muttered. “They’re walk ins this time.”

      I bit back a groan. The Clemenses had rocketed to the head of my list of problem patients on day one and were holding steady almost a month and a half later. They’d come at least once a week for one kid or another, for icks and ailments that frankly didn’t really need a doctor’s assessment, but who was I to turn them away. Though, as Reba reminded me more than once, it was perfectly legal to refuse a problematic patient, but I knew down to my toes that shunning the Clemens bunch would just cause more friction between Ethan and the clan. And maybe Ethan and me.

      Still, the temptation was getting greater, what with their frequent late arrivals, treating the waiting area like a playground for rambunctious werewolf kiddos, skating dangerously close to the line when it came to making their true nature known to the humans waiting with them, and frequently demanding second, third, and fourth opinions when they didn’t like my diagnoses. They only came to the clinic, I was sure, because they wanted to make my life hell. Ethan tried to reassure me it was because they could actually see a doctor who knew what they were, who they were safe with, but he also hadn’t heard Celestine threaten to call animal control on me if she ever saw me shift.

      I bet they were also fun at parties.

      “All of them?”

      “Minus the baby,” she sing-songed. “You ready?”

      Groaning, I shook my head but went down the corridor to the exam room anyway, Reba’s soft snort of laughter following.

      “About damn time,” Vinnie Clemens snarled the moment I opened the door.

      A tall man, I had to crane my neck to meet his glare as he towered over me; Vinnie had been on my periphery for years as someone I should avoid as much as possible if I wanted to keep from getting my ass kicked.

      He was one of the handful of shifters and weres in the area that had definite thoughts not just on my very existence but on my involvement with Ethan Stone, former sheriff for Belmarais and current(ish) clan leader and local go-to for all the weres and shifters.

      And by thoughts, I mean he wished I would disappear and would be happy to make it happen himself.

      “Vincent,” Celestine Clemens—matriarch of the Clemens clan and general pain in everyone’s ass, especially Vinnie’s—hissed. “Shut up for once, would you?”

      Vinnie stared down at me for a long moment, channeling his inner Michael Meyers, before stomping back to sit on the flimsy plastic chair next to the room’s tiny desk. Celestine shot him a sharp, quelling glare before turning her gaze to me.

      “You smell,” she said flatly. “You stink like wet dog. You been rollin’ around with one of the Stone boys?”

      “Hey, y’all,” I said with forced cheer, “what brings you to the office today? Melly, how’s that rash?”

      Melanie, all of six and about ninety percent dirt, popped her fingers out of her mouth and glared at me. “It’s not a rash. It’s just a beauty mark.”

      The oozing rash on her neck begged to differ.

      I glanced at Celestine. “Have you been applying the ointment I sent home last time?”

      She sniffed again. “It’s human medicine. We don’t need that junk.”

      Ah, there’s my headache. Right on schedule. “Then why are you here? If you continue to refuse treatment plans, there’s nothing I can do for you. Unless you’re here to revel in my sparkling personality, which I somehow doubt.”

      “I can’t piss,” Vinnie grumbled. Melly and her brother Jay both snickered at that. Vinnie’s glower, if possible, grew even more terrifying. “Shut up.”

      Celestine pushed to her feet, bracing against the room’s small countertop. “We’re sick. Human crap,” she added with a disdainful curl of her lip. “Ever since your sort’s been creepin’ in on our land, we’ve all come down with this shit.”

      As if to underscore her grandmother’s point, Melly let loose with a hacking, racking cough. Jay, not to be left behind, opened his mouth and erupted in a cacophony of rattling, scraping hacks that made all of us recoil. “Okay then,” I muttered, grabbing for the hand sanitizer on the wall. “Let’s triage this…”

      Clannish to the end, the Clemenses refused to be divided between rooms. Vinnie refused to pee in a cup, the kids refused to stop stealing exam room supplies, and Celestine refused to stop cursing my heritage up one side and down the other. The fact I didn’t seem bothered by her imprecations regarding my parents only fired her up worse.

      “Typical human trash,” she muttered as I wrangled Jay into showing me his throat. “Don’t give a single damn about family.”

      “I would if I could, but I can’t so I won’t,” I murmured. “You’ve got a pretty red throat there, kiddo. Been coughing a lot?”

      Melly tugged my pant leg and hacked heroically.

      “When did this first start?”

      Vinnie was the one who replied this time. “Ma got the sniffles a month or so back, after the big meeting up in Denton.”

      “Vinnie,” she hissed. “That ain’t his business.”

      “Denton? Tyler went up there back in… August?” I mused. “July? Stood in for Ethan at a big clan gathering.” Yeah, that’s right. I know your business. Because it’s kind of mine now, too. “Annual thing, right? Like a family reunion for the Texas clans and packs?” I knew damn well what it was—Ethan had been going since as long as I’d known him, first at his dad’s side, then on his own, then with Tyler after I went off to college apparently. The specifics were still off limits to me, but the gist was family gathering but with more red tape.

      Vinnie eyed me warily, lifting one meaty shoulder in a dissipated sort of shrug. “Kinda. Talkin’ about business. Clan stuff.”

      “The Stones,” Celestine groused, rolling her eyes so hard I thought she might strain something. “More human-loving trash.”

      “Ma,” Vinnie muttered, cheeks tinting just a tiny bit. “Not so loud.”

      Celestine pursed her lips but kept quiet for the rest of the visit. Mostly. Grunted, snorted, huffed, but didn’t talk out loud. Melly let me peek at her throat and coughed in my face while giggling—thank the powers that be for masks—and Jay sat under the exam table, poking at my feet with a tongue depressor until I was done examining his sister’s lymph nodes. “What about you, Vinnie? Have you had any symptoms?”

      He shrugged. “Just tired a lot, but I work long shifts at La Dolce Vita.”

      I paused, mid-handwash, leveling a sharp glare at Vinnie. “Are you certain you haven’t had any symptoms?” Working in a kitchen, breathing germs not just on his coworkers but possibly contaminating the food of dozens of people per day… Nightmare fuel on several levels.

      He bared his teeth, incisors weirdly larger than any other were I’d ever met. I wondered if he’d had them fixed to look like that or if his genetics just decided to lean hard into the trait. It was a disturbing effect, to be honest, and if the previous year and a half had gone any differently for me, I’d likely have been scared. Instead, I just stared back until he answered. “Of course not. I’m not an idiot, Doctor Babin. And we been wearing masks back there anyway. Nestor, one of the other cooks, he got some cold that won’t go away, so we’ve been careful back there.”

      I nodded, not really satisfied but there was little else I could do unless I wanted to play Chicken Little and alert the health department over a cold being passed between line cooks and their families. “Well, I’d like to take a culture of the kids’ throats to rule out strep and⁠—”

      My words ended in a sharp yelp as Melly sank her teeth into my calf, her sharp little incisors so like her father’s piercing through the fabric of my trousers and drawing blood.

      Do you know how much paperwork is involved when a patient bites you?

      Neither did I until that afternoon.

      “I liked it better in the ME’s office,” I muttered, adding my name to yet another incident report. “My patients didn’t bite then.”

      “And if they did, you’d have more problems than just some forms to sign,” Reba pointed out pertly. “Now, you gonna do your pathogen testing or are you going to the urgent care for that?”

      I scowled. “I’ll do it myself.”

      “Thought so.”

      “How many patients are left for the day?”

      Reba didn’t look up from her computer, tapping away rapidly. “Hm?”

      “Reba. Patients?”

      “Oh, sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      I waited. “Reba?”

      “Six,” she said quietly, darting a glance my way. “I was gonna turn ‘em loose. The hollering earlier was kind of upsetting…”

      “I didn’t holler!”

      “You did,” someone called from the waiting room. “We all heard it!”

      “Jesus… Let me take some samples. Send the next patient back to exam room two until we get one cleaned up.”

      
        * * *

      

      By the time the clinic closed for the day and I’d wrestled the last patient chart into submission, I was past ready to just go home, eat cold leftovers and collapse into bed. It wasn’t so much the physical tiredness that came from working on my feet all day but the mental exhaustion, the sheer pants-shitting levels of stress that loomed large whenever I remembered I was holding people’s lives in my hands in ways my old job at the ME’s office hadn’t required. Shutting off the car engine, I sat in the car in the driveway for a few minutes, just staring at my house as I gathered the last shreds of my motivation so I could get out and walk inside. A laundry list of things to handle waited for me once I ate, before I crawled into bed: talk to Ethan about the Clemens family again was at the top. No, scratch that. Just talking to Ethan, that was at the very top. I usually hated video chats—they felt too businesslike, too performative—but since that was the only way to actually see Ethan lately, I found myself looking forward to them.

      At least with him.

      Everyone else could kick rocks and just text me like normal people.

      Slightly buoyed by the thought of talking to my man, I heaved myself out of the car and made it about four steps towards the front door when a familiar voice rang out from the direction of Mal’s house. “Hey! Wanna see a cool trick?”

      Mariska didn’t even wait for me to close the car door before barreling towards me, floppy dog at her heels. After weeks of name changes and title endowments from the little princess, Mal had firmly but very… dad-ly, I suppose, insisted she pick a name. So Pupper of Many Names was now, officially, Boo. And he and Mariska stuck together like peanut butter and jelly. Boo was hot on her heels as she gangled my way, his huge paws slapping the ground in time with her growing feet. Mariska skidded to a halt with a twist of her hips, and after a brief flail when Boo crashed into her legs, grinned up at me.

      “I’ve been practicing my quick stops, so when Dad finally lets me get roller blades, I can show Tomas I’m better than him.”

      “Always good to plan ahead,” I said solemnly.

      Mariska cackled, her expression morphing from delight to upset as a sudden cough caught her square in the chest. “Dang it,” she gasped as it slowed. “Stupid Tomas.”

      “Whoa there.” I stepped just enough to the side so she couldn’t rocket off again immediately. “You getting sick? Where’s your dad?”

      As if summoned, Mal came galloping around the side of their little bungalow, wide-eyed and clutching a bottle of that gross children’s cough syrup that tasted like where grape bubble gum went to die. “Mariska! Seriously?”

      “It’s boring inside,” she complained, dragging—literally dragging—her feet back towards Mal. “I had to double check that the weird guy wasn’t outside my window again. Besides, I wanted to show Uncle Landry how I can already do the cool quick stops.”

      “What weird guy?” I asked, on alert. “There was someone around here today?”

      Mal rolled his eyes where Mariska couldn’t see. “No⁠—”

      “Not today,” Mariska cut in. “Like, night before last? Maybe it was like really early morning? It was super dark out, but I know he was there. I heard him breathing. He was like…” She waved one arm in the direction of the green space behind our houses, a swath of land that dipped towards the creek hidden behind scrubby plants and a few thick, overhanging trees. “He was there. I heard him! It wasn’t just an animal, Dad,” she added with a glare. “I know.”

      “Baby, we checked, remember? There wasn’t a soul out there except some squirrels and a bunch of annoyed birds.”

      Mariska set her chin mutinously. “I know what I heard.”

      “Sometimes, brains are weird and play tricks on us,” I offered. “Ever hear of hypnogogic hallucinations? They can happen when you’re half asleep, or really tired. Your brain thinks it’s hearing or seeing something that’s not really there.”

      She leveled an unamused look at me. “I know what I heard.”

      Mal raised his hands helplessly, shaking his head. “Well, I know what I didn’t find. But just to be extra safe, we’ll make sure to put a broomstick under the doorknob and double check all the locks.”

      Mariska didn’t seem very mollified, but she nodded. “If the bad guy comes back, can I bite him? Tomas said he peed his pants one time when he thought their house was getting broken into, and I bet I’m way braver than Tomas.”

      “I’m pleased your eternal rivalry with Tomas hasn’t been affected by your cold. C’mon, back inside. And you’re gonna need a real shower this time, kid. Not just a bird bath; I can tell when you’re not actually cleaning, you know.”

      Mariska muttered something under her breath that Mal and I both pretended not to hear. “She okay?” I asked once the door slammed behind her. “That cough didn’t sound great.”

      “It kicks in when she’s riled up,” he said, rolling the cough syrup back and forth between his hands, eyes on the house as if he could see through the walls and make sure she was actually doing what she was told. “Tomas, her eternal rival, had something similar apparently.”

      “Kids. Just adorable little petri dishes.”

      Mal snorted softly. “Between managing an entire CDC’s worth of germs and the shithead parents who are pissy about a trans kid just living her life alongside their little disease vectors, it’s been… it’s been a week.”

      “Jesus.” I sighed, finally shutting the car door to lean on it. “Need to vent? Need someone offed? I’m not saying I’ll do it, but I probably can find someone who will. Tyler probably has a list somewhere.”

      That got a small, bitter smile. “It’s not unexpected,” he said. “Just disappointing. In Colorado, no one really cared. We lived on the pack’s land, and they were as protective of Mariska as one of their own, even though her mom…” He visibly shook himself at the memory of Samara and all she had tried to do, all she had almost succeeding in doing. “I knew we’d probably run into some trouble, but I really didn’t think it’d be so soon. Mariska… bless my child,” he muttered. “Mariska told her entire class last Thursday. They were having some sort of a tell us something interesting circle time. A bunch of the kids had gone to this traveling fair thing over near the state line and were gushing about it. Mariska could’ve told them about learning to fish or getting to paint her bedroom purple with glitter in the paint, but she decided to speak her truth to a room full of kids and one very startled teacher.”

      “Oh God…”

      “Yep… That was a fun phone call to get on the job site. Thankfully, nothing had happened in class, and all of her teachers are aware already, but it’s not usually something Mariska talks about.”

      “How’s Mariska doing after the fact?”

      Mal shrugged. “Fine as frog’s hair. The kids in her class don’t give a shit. She’s just Mariska. It’s a few parents who’re being problems, though. The usual shit,” he added before I could ask. “She’s happy at that school. She’s happy here. I don’t want to have to move her.”

      “Dad!” Mariska called from inside the house. “Can I use the dog shampoo? It smells nice!”

      “Go,” I urged, barely managing to stifle my laugh. “Don’t let your daughter de-flea herself without adult supervision.”

      Mal, already jogging, shot me a friendly middle finger and disappeared back inside the house.

      I almost called him back, just for a second, to ask if he knew anything about the Clemens kids. I couldn’t tell him about them being sick, but if they were known biters, for example, it’d take a load off my mind.

      “What I need,” I complained to Ethan hours later, “is a drink. But someone whose name rhymes with Tyler finished off my bottle of Jack Daniels and Mal finished my Coke, so I’m drink-less.”

      Ethan chuckled tiredly. “You don’t even like Jack and Coke. You only drink it because I do.”

      “I like it. I just like more Coke than Jack.”

      The sound of Ethan settling into the hotel bed—sadly familiar now—rustled down the line and he sighed. “A few more days,” he said in reply to my unasked question. “I have a day trip to Dearborn or maybe it’s Roseville. I don’t know. There’s an office there where I’m supposed to meet up with a few counterparts so we can exchange notes, and I’m slated to give a presentation about rural were and shifter communities in our region.”

      I grumped, rolling onto my side in the darkened room, unable to stop the hiss of discomfort when I brushed against the bite mark from earlier. The bite itself had already healed over—thanks weird genetics—but the spot itself felt like a deep bruise and was tender to the touch even hours later.

      “You good there?”

      “Oh, Melly Clemens tried to take a chunk out of my leg today. That whole family is just a lot.”

      “She what?”

      “Bit me. Just chomped down on my calf while I was examining her brother.” I twisted and turned to get a better look at my leg. “One good thing coming from being a human science experiment is healing quicker. It’s looking pretty decent now.” And it was—what should’ve been a scabby, red, swollen bite mark was now just a semicircle of red teeth marks and black-and-blue skin. No puffiness, no bleeding. Hell, there’d probably not be any scars, either, by this time tomorrow, I thought. “Feral little brat.”

      Ethan was suddenly very alert. “Was she sick?”

      Something about his tone sent a trickle of alarm through my core. I sat up, exhaustion taking a backseat to growing worry. “You know I can’t tell you about that. I’m already pushing it, naming names about the biting incident.” In fact, I might have crossed a line there… Making the switch from working with the dead to the living really required a lot of second and third guessing.

      “Landry…” The silence sat heavy and thick between us, the soft susurrus of Ethan’s breathing the only sound for so long I wanted to hang up just to end it. “There’s some things I can’t tell you,” he said, low and stilted, weighing each word before he let it fall. “But there’s been some concern lately about a virus going around the were and shifter communities. It’s mostly nothing⁠—”

      “Then why are you so worried?” I demanded. “You’re acting like this is the plague or something.” His low, heavy sigh rankled, sending my hackles straight up. “Look, I get it. This new job with the ICW is all super-secret squirrel shit—Wait, are there squirrel shifters? You know what, table that, tell me later.” Ethan’s surprised huff was almost warming, fond enough to make me want to break and tease him about what other kind of strange shifters I could think of, but I had momentum now. “But for the past six weeks you’ve barely been home, when we talk it’s like we’re polite exes, and I absolutely understand there are things about this new job you can’t tell me, but I’m starting to feel like a mushroom here, Ethan.”

      “Do you think I want to keep you in the dark, Lan? Christ, this whole thing is just layers and layers of NDAs and talking-tos, and warnings, and reminders, and…” He trailed off. “And I’m a little mad at myself for loving it, you know? I… I feel like this is actually going to help make a difference for us, long term. Not just us-us but people like us.”

      “Like you,” I said, barely above a whisper. “Me, Mal, Justin, hell, Mariska even… I don’t think we’re included in the ICW’s grand plan.”

      Ethan was quiet again. Then. “You’d be surprised, Lan. I promise you. You’d be surprised. Look, there’s a million things I can’t tell you, but this much I can let slip on accident, if anyone asks where you found out. There’s this weird bug going around. It wasn’t a big deal at first, you know? A cold. Maybe some strain of the flu that’s not hitting humans. But…”

      I could practically feel him trying to decide which boundary to break and which wouldn’t be worth it.

      “How about this… Let me ask some questions and you just give me a yes or no.” I sighed. “Is it fatal?”

      “No,” he huffed softly, annoyed amusement clear in his tone. Something I had a great deal of experience with when it came to our arguments.

      “Is it highly communicable?”

      A longer pause now. “Probably.”

      “Is it airborne?”

      “I don’t know.”

      We played twenty (thirty, forty, fifty) questions for another minute or two until I gave up. “So, it’s highly communicable, found mostly in the rural communities, no clear indication of any connections between the communities, and so far there are some deaths attributed, but you can’t say how many or what specifically caused the deaths.”

      Ethan sighed. “Yeah, pretty much. I’m sorry I don’t know more here, Lan, but I’m not exactly in the inner circle. And even if I was…”

      “I get it. I really do. We both have things we can’t share about our work. You’d think there’d be some exception for this, though, considering I technically work for the same people. They do own the clinic.”

      Ethan’s yawn was jaw cracking, loud over the connection between us. “I’ve only heard a little bit about this going around, Lan, but it sounds like a problem. A lot of closed-door meetings and shit going on in levels I’m not permitted. Cullen might know more but good luck getting him to spill.”

      “You’d think a doctor in their literal employ would be on the need-to-know list,” I muttered.

      “How’s the clinic going, anyway? All I’ve done is ramble about what I’m doing up here in Chicago.”

      “You’re terrible at changing the subject,” I teased lightly, settling back against the headboard. My leg gave an annoying throb, reminding me the day had sucked, overall, but I gritted my metaphorical teeth and told Ethan a half-truth. “It’s not bad. Weird, having patients who talk back now, but mostly fine. Just getting used to a new way of doing things.”

      “Hopefully medical school’s like riding a bike and you didn’t forget everything.”

      “I’m sticking my tongue out at you, just so you know.” It had taken a lot of state-mandated retraining to be able to step into the role of GP at Sterns Bayou Clinic—more time, headaches, and feeling like I was an idiot than I’d anticipated. But I’d passed the testing and successfully achieved recertification in time for the clinic’s opening. Which was both disconcerting and exhilarating.

      Ethan’s tone was warm, wrapping around me in an embrace when he spoke. “I’m proud of you, you know. And so damn happy that you decided to stick around.”

      “Where else would I’ve gone?” I murmured. The fact Ethan knew I’d considered just saying fuck it and leaving more than once—not him, not really, just… everything. The town, the weres and shifters, my own history here—it made me feel guilty and uncomfortable. Cowardly. In my heart of hearts, I knew I’d never just bail on Ethan or Belmarais, on anything that was going on now, but… the daydream was there sometimes, on my worst days. “Tell me about Chicago. I haven’t been there in years. Is that hot dog place still on Maxwell Street?”

      “Hot dogs.” Ethan’s grimace was audible in his voice. “Those are just lips and assholes. Why would I go all the way to Chicago to eat a hot dog? There’s this place on Swift, though. Have you ever had falafel?”

      I closed my eyes, shifting onto my side and letting his voice seep into my veins. Hours and hours later, when I woke up to the shrill of my alarm, I had a sore throat.
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      By Thursday, my sore throat had gone from well that’s annoying to I’d like to just die now please. It wasn’t painful, not really, but it lingered and everything tasted weirdly of pennies. Reba eyed my mask and gloves as I reviewed the first patient file for the morning.

      “You know, you could call Doc Sellers from Mettings to come in and cover. He’s only a year into retirement. I bet things haven’t changed that much since he stepped down from his practice.”

      “Sellers didn’t retire, he was forced out because he was prescribing himself opiates,” I muttered, not bothering to glance up as the door chimed, admitting my first patient. “And I’m good. Just a little scratchy. Blood work came back clear, throat culture was good. Probably just allergies. This is a new build and all, so likely just construction dust or something.” Or maybe a werewolf plague. Because why not. That would be par for the course at this point.

      Reba pursed her lips, giving me her patented bullshit glare. “Maybe it’s peanuts,” she added, raising a brow. “Or maybe it’s an allergy to telling the truth?”

      “Or ragweed,” I suggested cheerfully. “Send Mrs. Gibbons to room one when she’s signed in.

      It wasn’t ragweed. I’d been tracking my symptoms since I woke up with the sore throat on Wednesday and it definitely wasn’t ragweed. Low grade fever, dull aching joints, the sore throat, above-normal levels of tiredness… and negative for everything I could test myself for. Reba suggested stress, and in my heart of hearts I knew she could be right. But with everything that had gone down in the past year and a half… My brain couldn’t accept it as a possibility. It had to be the worst-case scenario, the damn thing insisted. Because that’s how my luck went.

      So far, the only patients who’d come in with anything similar were the Clemens kids. My morning patients were a handful of humans with general complaints, a few vaccine visits since the nearest vaccine clinic was over an hour away, and one physical for a kiddo whose mom was worried they hadn’t started showing signs of shifting yet. I’d had to refer to the notes provided by Ethan and Tyler for that one; as someone who’d had no idea what constituted normal werewolf puberty, making sure I had at least some sort of resource was saving my bacon with the younger patients. Assuring them that thirteen wasn’t delayed shifting in most werewolves, they’d agreed to come back in six months for some bloodwork if nothing had changed and we could go from there.

      If you’re not presenting with an increased urge to chase things and turn into a large wolf by the time you’re fourteen, let’s talk was never something I’d thought I’d say as a doctor.

      I was able to take a breather after they left, honestly needing a few minutes in my office to wonder what the hell I was doing, but there was no rest for quasi-werewolf doctors, apparently.

      “Walk-in patient,” Reba said as she knocked, opening my office door at the same time. “It’s a doozy. You sure you’re okay?”

      I nodded, glad she couldn’t see my grimace behind my mask. “Just tired. Late night.”

      “That’s right, Ethan’s still out of town, isn’t he?” she tsked sadly. “Well, long distance is always difficult at first.”

      I made a noncommittal sound—difficult wasn’t the right word for it, but I couldn’t think of a better one. The distance itself sucked, sure, but the layers of secrecy and the fact he seemed like an entirely different man some days didn’t help in the slightest. He’d texted twice since our call Tuesday night, once a brief Coming home Thursday and then, sometime last night after I’d gone to bed, a quick update to let me know that might not be happening and he’d let me know. At least he’d remembered to put a heart emoji on that one, I thought grumpily.

      “Room one,” I reminded Reba, eager to get out from under her sympathetic gaze. Reba was one of my closest friends, but sometimes her concern for me was overwhelming. Maybe it’s some introvert thing or my mommy issues are deeper than I want to examine, but Reba being worried for me made me want to just hide under my desk some days.

      Which, okay, yeah, I probably should talk to someone about that.

      Reba was still giving me pointed, worried glances when she led Kayley Hale back to room one. “This one might be out of our wheelhouse,” Reba said nervously.

      Kayley, a tall and rawboned young woman of twenty-two, held up her left hand.

      Her left hand which clutched a wad of blood-soaked paper towels and a melting ice pack.

      “The little shit bit me,” she muttered, marching to the exam table. “Just took a chunk right out of my hand!”

      “Who bit you?” I hurried to the cabinets over the room’s sink and started pulling down the supplies for cleaning and suturing a wound. “Kayley, what insurance do you have? You’ll need x-rays to make sure there’s nothing like bone chips or something in there, but I’m going to clean you up, okay?”

      Kayley held out her hand for me. The wound was… well, it was gross. There’s no other word for gaping bite wounds.

      Gross.

      “One of the fivers just chomped down on me during story time,” she said, her pale features slowly going gray as I gently removed the paper towels and ice pack. “She wouldn’t let go, either. It was like my mom’s freakin’ Yorkipoo when you give it a pig’s ear.”

      The wound was ragged, torn more than punctured. I’d seen a few bites in my time, human, animal, and were. This was nothing like any other human bite I’d ever seen. “Walk me through this, Kayley.”

      She sighed, seemingly unaffected by the fact her hand was looking grim. “I work half-days at Miss Tilly’s Kids. That daycare on Mortree? You know, in the green house?”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” I murmured, carefully wiping blood away from the edges of the wound. I’d need to tell Reba to get the referral sent to a plastic surgeon to minimize the scarring, and a specialist to check for possible nerve and muscle damage. It was that deep.

      “Doree-Jane reminded me that I’d told Melly she couldn’t climb on the monkey bars, those were for the big kids and Doree-Jane figures Melly was mad at me for that and, well…” She nodded to her hand with a significant raise of her brows. “Kids, man. What the hell.”

      “Wait. Melly? Melly Clemens?” I sat back, my leg giving a ghost throb of pain where the kid had bitten me. “Did anyone notify her parents?”

      “I don’t have bugs or something.” Kayley sniffed. “I’m negative for everything. Get tested like biannually or whatever.” She started to pull her hand back, but I had a firm grip on her wrist. “Hey!”

      “Human mouths are filthy,” I said briskly. “Let me clean this out and get some butterfly bandages, but Reba’s going to give you a referral for x-rays over at the imaging center in Terrebiene. It’s open till seven and they’ll be able to get you in if you head right over. She’ll stay on their necks to make sure it’s in the system before you get there. Um, so, does Melly bite a lot?”

      Kayley relaxed a little, shaking her head enough to make her dark ponytail swing. “She’s usually a pretty good kid. Kinda wild sometimes but, you know, six-year-olds,” she added with a shrug.

      I thought of Mariska. “I don’t know many six-year-olds but the kids I do know… that tracks,” I murmured, dabbing her wound clean. “Do any of the other kids bite?”

      Kayley shook her head again. “It was weird. This week, she’s been just real… I don’t know. Feral or something.”

      “Feral?” I glanced up. “Interesting choice of words there.”

      She huffed. “Little brat growled at me at snack time when I wouldn’t let her have more juice—she’d had three boxes already—and then the biting!”

      Right. Definitely calling Vinnie Clemens as soon as Kayley was cleaned up and out the door. “Any other kids acting up like this? Her brother maybe?”

      “Jay? Nah. He’s a sweetie. Sleeping all the time lately, but it’s common for his age group. Growth spurts,” she added with a shrug that nearly yanked my needle loose.

      She rambled on a bit more about the kids in her care, watching me clean her wound avidly while she filled me on all the pertinent daycare gossip.

      “I dunno.” She sighed as I applied the final dressing. “It was just so weird. The kids are usually real sweethearts, you know? But between the crud going around and now this, it makes me think I made a bad career choice.” She sighed again and eyed her hand. “Is it weird I can’t feel my fingers?”

      I ushered her to the front desk and made sure she had a paper copy of the scrip Reba was sending over to the drugstore in town, and her sister, who’d driven her, swore she’d take Kayley to her appointment with the specialist the second it was made.

      “I’ll clean up one. There’s a patient waiting in two for you,” Reba murmured as Kayley and her sister headed to the parking lot. “Debbie Harris again.”

      I groaned, that burgeoning headache becoming full-fledged with flashing neon lights and showgirls to herald its new, long-term residency behind my right eye. “What’s it this time? Bubonic plague? Cotard’s delusion?”

      Reba smiled sweetly. “Oh, better. This time, she’s sure she has Morgellons disease.” She held up a hand, stopping me before I could say a word. “I’ve already printed out the pamphlet about delusional parasitosis and I’ll get the referral form ready for the psych practice in Lemmington.”

      “I love you.”

      “Remember that when I bring in the new peanut brittle flavor tomorrow.”

      
        * * *

      

      The house was quiet when I got home. No Ethan, and Mal and Mariska were out at some scout thing Mariska had gotten head over heels into. An all-shifter troop, one that didn’t mind Mal’s otherness, compared to their own.

      I had a feeling Mariska’s enthusiasm and stubbornness didn’t give them a choice but to welcome them into the fold, and the fact they were all shifters rather than weres probably helped. They were far less clannish than weres, overall, far less likely to close ranks on a newcomer. And as much as it ruined my introvert, borderline misanthrope street cred, I kind of missed the way Mal and Mariska would just sort of show up unannounced and make themselves at home when I came back from work.

      Over the past few months, they’d settled into a new routine of work for Mal, school for Mariska, and socializing with the local shifter community in small doses. It wasn’t all sunshine and roses, but Mal was looking way less paranoid lately, and Mariska had ensorcelled a pack of young shifters who liked to raise Cain around the neighborhood on weekend, the group of them running wild along with her puppy, Boo. Well. Dog, I suppose. That thing was too big to be a puppy.

      That the little makeshift play pack pissed off a lot of the were community was just kind of a bonus in my book, but I was petty like that.

      Tonight was a scout night, and Tyler was… Tylering… so I was on my own. I let myself in through the front door, not wanting to deal with the carport, already plotting what to order for dinner, when I caught a whiff of expensive cologne and wolf.

      A brief, fluttering excitement lit me from the inside—Ethan’s home early—before my brain kicked into gear. He never wore the pricey stuff, the only bottle I’d given him sitting on the dresser in our room, barely touched except for the rare special occasion. And that wolf-scent wasn’t his.

      Carefully, I set my bag down inside the door and toed off my shoes. The smell was mingling with the usual ones of the house, wolf and pine and wood and the faintest trace of coffee and the sweet floral honey scent that seemed to cling to the kitchen. Maybe it was Tyler, stopping by earlier, I mused, stepping quietly further into the house.

      “About time.”

      “Shit!”

      Cullen’s appearance out of the dark of my living room had me jumping like a cat and, ironically, shifting into a partial form, hands and jaw lengthening to accommodate the sharp bits, body hunching into a half-wolf crouch.

      It wasn’t pretty, but it was the best I could do on short notice.

      “You’ve gotten faster,” he said, disdain rather than approval coloring his words. “But no more accurate. Shift back, you’re embarrassing yourself.”

      It was painful, a full body muscle cramp and spasm that cracked my joints in just a heartbeat of time. Colors dimmed, scent became less profound, and I was in my regular shape once more.

      “You’re supposed to be in Chicago!”

      “It’s amazing, how air travel works, isn’t it? This morning I’m in an actual city with actual culture, this afternoon I’m… here.” Cullen glanced around my living room, his expression neutral but with a hint of disdain. “And I’m checking on my rental property, ensuring the little hellion and her slavering hell beast haven’t destroyed it and ruined the property value.”

      “You love her, don’t lie,” I muttered, flipping on the hall light and taking a vague satisfaction in Cullen’s wince. “Why the hell are you here?”

      “Ethan’s been chatty. Change your clothes. We need to talk.”

      I glanced down at my ruined socks and my ripped-at-the-seams trousers. “God damn it. Sit in the kitchen. Don’t touch anything.”

      “Please. The feel of plastic and artificial granite makes my skin crawl.”

      It was best to ignore Cullen when he was trying to get a rise out of me, something I remembered most of the time, so I just headed down the hall to my room and shucked off my ruined clothes, shoving the socks into the bedside trash bin and the trousers into the pile of things to be mended.

      I might have been practicing shifting a lot lately. Maybe hoping to surprise Ethan when he got back. Maybe.

      Cullen was perched delicately on one of the kitchen chairs when I found him a few moments later, as if he was afraid for any of the furniture to touch him.

      “Oh, calm down,” I muttered. “You’ve been here before and nothing happened. I’ve seen you drinking a Shiner on my back porch, leaning on the railing, when you thought I wasn’t looking.”

      He sniffed, but I could swear I saw the corner of his lips twitch. “Ethan’s a chatty thing, isn’t he? Kind of surprised me. I had been harboring the impression of him as one of those stoic country boys who gets things done and doesn’t have time for nonsense.” Cullen swept a gaze over me in my worn joggers and one of Ethan’s t-shirts from high school. Go Belmarais Bobcats. “He’s doing fantastically, just in case you were wondering.”

      “He told me he’s enjoying it,” I admitted begrudgingly. Act like an adult, Landry, I scolded myself. Though the urge to stick my tongue out at Cullen was strong, I offered him a drink. He shook his head politely, putting his fancy leather satchel on the table with a flourish. “I’ve come to share information with you that is… hm. Concerning.”

      “The virus?” I sat down heavily across from him, my unopened beer forgotten on the counter for the moment.

      Cullen’s expression, already pinched and disdainful, soured a bit further. “It’s not a virus. Viruses are communicable.”

      “Not always,” I muttered. Ignoring his scoff of annoyance, I reached for the small drive he set down on the table. “What’s this?”

      He slapped his hand down atop the silver rectangle. “No. This is ICW property.” Reaching into the satchel, he produced a sheet of paper and laid it on the table in front of me. “This is a summary, to begin with.”

      “Which you’re about to explain to me like I’m a toddler,” I pointed out. “What difference does it make if I do the reading or you do?”

      “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Listen to me. I am not free to tell you any of this, but contrary to popular belief, my head isn’t up my ass. This isn’t some strange little cold going around. There’s a pattern emerging that, given your history, is concerning. To put it mildly. There are six known groupings of this outbreak, all in semi-rural areas. Most centered in Texas and Oklahoma, but now one in Colorado and one in Maryland. The infected…” He trailed off, uncertainty tinging his words for the first time in since he’d opened his mouth. “I’m seeing a pattern, Landry. I just can’t figure it out!” He shoved the paper at me, sending it sliding across the slick surface of the table.
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