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Part I: Arrival
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Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport
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"...the first place?" 

The sharpness of Louisianna's tone cut through the background noise of the airport, and Geoff glanced in her direction without breaking stride. "Come again?" His tone was mild and conversational, as though he hadn't heard the first stirring of aggravation in the woman's voice.

"I said," Louisianna drew the word out, making her irritation more obvious, "why did we have to fly into Baltimore in the first place? It's an hour's drive, at least. We could have flown into Reagan or Dulles, and it would have been easier."

"Ah." That was all he said at first. Here he thought he'd missed something important. To this he had an easy response: "The tickets were cheaper." He returned his gaze forward, weaving through the throng of other travelers, who seemed more focused on their flights than on watching where the hell they were walking.

From beside him, Lou made a low grumble in the back of her throat. "You're kidding me, right? That was the reason? You were just being a cheapskate?"

"Just because we have the money doesn't mean we need to waste it. The difference was something like two hundred bucks a ticket, and with as many people as we have flying, it was an easy choice."

The comment caused him to pause briefly and check that the rest of the group was keeping up with them. Ignoring Lou's scoff, Geoff did a quick head count: seven, including himself and Lou. He nodded in silent confirmation and resumed walking. He moved with a limp in his right leg. It didn't cause him pain and barely impeded his range of motion, but it was just enough to be noticeable. If he were to lie flat on his back and put his legs straight out, his right leg was about a quarter-inch shorter than his left.

He checked the overhead signs for "Baggage Claim" and veered left. The airport was busy – or so he supposed. Geoff didn't have a lot of experience flying. It wasn't fear, per se, he just preferred to be in control of his destiny and trusting it to a couple of pilots did not sit well with him. If not for the logistical nightmare it would have become, Geoff would have insisted they drive from California.

"Oh!" a voice cried from behind him. "Can we stop for a pretzel?"

Geoff pursed his lips and stopped, turning to face the speaker. Of course, it would be Mystery succumbing to distraction. Then again, he wasn't sure she'd ever been to an airport before. She bounced in place with barely contained energy from being cooped up in a plane for several hours. Dark brown hair framed her face like a disheveled halo in stark contrast to her pale skin. Geoff narrowed his eyes. "A what now?" he asked.

"A pretzel," Mystery repeated, beaming at him like a child used to having her whims indulged. Then again, they usually were. She gestured to his right, and a few dozen feet down the concourse toward another terminal was a stand selling large pretzels. "I'm hungry," she added. "We're all probably hungry. Bet you are too."

The fact that she was correct didn't matter. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction they'd all been walking. "Baggage claim is that way."

"Geoff..." Lou began.

He cut her off. "Plus, I suspect it's not a pretzel you're hungry for." He eyed Mystery significantly.

The slightly mischievous grin faded from Mystery's face, replaced with a strange mixture of rebuke and solemnity. "I suppose not." She sounded glum but Geoff wasn't swayed.

"Come on," he addressed the group at large, turning as he did so. "We'll hit a steakhouse on the way into town, after we pick up our luggage. My treat. After all," he paused long enough to give Lou a sidelong glance, "I wouldn't want to be accused of being a cheapskate."

He started walking again, picking up his pace, but not quickly enough to avoid Lou's aggravated swipe at his shoulder. It stung a little, though he gave no outward sign that he felt anything. From behind him someone sniggered, but he didn't bother trying to figure out who it was.
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Root's Steakhouse, Crofton, MD
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It was a tight fit, but the seven of them – plus their luggage – just barely fit in the two large SUVs Geoff had rented. If the agent looked at the motley group with a curious eye, he paid no attention. Eventually they would have to purchase new cars but for the time being the rentals would suffice. 

He meant what he'd said about the steakhouse, and at the first likely candidate he pulled off the highway and into the parking lot. It was late enough in the day that they didn't wait too long to be seated, and the group ordered quickly (seven of the largest ribeye steaks they had available – six of them rare, one medium). While they waited for their food, Lou pulled out her cell phone and made a call.

"Tally? Hey – yeah, we're all here. No, no real problems." A pause, and a glance toward Geoff. "About normal. Anyway, were you two able to find us a place? Cygnet Hotel? Okay. Okay." She fished a pen from her pocket and started writing on a napkin in a neat, prim script. "Got it. No, we stopped for steak, the kiddos were getting restless." Lou smiled at what was said on the other end of the call. "Yeah. We'll be there soon." She hung up and turned to Geoff, but he spoke before she could.

"What's a Cygnet?"

"It's some kind of boutique hotel, I guess." Geoff tried to stop himself from making a face at the word "boutique." He wasn't completely successful, causing Lou to grin. "You'll be happy to know that their rates are comparable to a lot of budget chains, but the rooms are apparently very nice."

Geoff grunted but didn't otherwise react to her tease. "Fair enough. How long did she reserve them for?"

"A week, but we can extend if we have to."

He nodded. "That should be enough time." Their food arrived quickly; one advantage of ordering steaks rare is that they didn't take long to cook. Everyone dug in, most of them eating with gusto. Mark was the only one picking at his food, looking slightly lost. He was also the one who ordered his steak medium. Geoff considered telling the kid to eat faster but decided against it. They really were in no hurry. 

Geoff chewed his steak slowly, savoring the taste. He really had been hungry. No doubt they all were, even Mark. The steaks would put a dent in it, but it wouldn't really be enough to fully sate their appetites. They ordered as much as they dared in public without raising suspicion. Of course, the group of them together in any context could raise suspicion by itself, but that was a risk he'd have to live with. 

Traveling with a pack of werewolves was not easy.
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San Diego, California (Three Months Ago)
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THE CITY WAS A BUST.

As much as Geoff Cooper hated to acknowledge it, and as galling as it was to admit defeat, there was simply no other conclusion to be drawn. His time in the city was proof positive that he could win every battle but still lose the war.

When he'd arrived in San Diego two years ago, he found it without an active pack. That was surprising. In rural areas, the population density of werewolves was just not high enough for a single pack leader to emerge, and everyone got along fine. When it came to larger cities, however, there was always a pack. Singular. If two groups of werewolves happened to settle in the same territory, the packs would either merge peaceably or fight for supremacy. 

In the olden days, fights for leadership were to the death. That was almost unheard of in modern times. Too many bodies on the ground drew unwanted attention, which was a problem for everybody involved. Even so, fights for succession were always bloody, unpleasant affairs. In the end, the victor would be the new pack leader, known as the Odrulf – or, in the exceedingly rare event of a woman winning one of these battles, Odrylgr. Geoff had never met an Odrylgr in all his time as a wolf. 

He'd known a fair share of Odrulfs, though. Most of them were jerks. 

Geoff didn't know exactly why there couldn't be two packs in the same city. That was simply The Way It Was, almost as deeply ingrained in werewolf nature as the pull of the full moon. Geoff was too prosaic to question The Way It Was or to buck lycan tradition. He knew only what he'd been taught and what he'd seen with his own two eyes.

It didn't take much poking around to discover that Isaac, the former Odrulf, had abdicated responsibility and left San Diego. In his absence, the pack was effectively dissolved. Among the few who remained was a young woman named Louisianna Mason. She was an adept werewolf, a trained medic, and determined to stay in the city. 

Geoff had no burning desire to be a leader himself, but he was strong enough to be one and thus felt it was his duty. Because he didn't have to fight for the role, he couldn't properly take the title of Odrulf. Instead, Geoff was known as Fadirulf – literally, Father Wolf – of the pack.

Louisianna impressed him almost immediately, most notably with her integrity. The only thing that had stopped her from declaring herself Modirulf – because of course they had a female equivalent of Fadirulf, too – was her own honor. She knew she didn't quite have what it took to lead a pack and waited for someone who did. 

The first pup they took in was Mystery Raines, a free-spirited, newly infected wolf who had no idea what was going on. She learned how to be a wolf while Geoff learned how to lead a pack.

He'd always have a soft spot for his first.

––––––––
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LYCANTHROPY WAS KNOWN throughout the world, but ill-understood and mostly reviled. The folk tales and mythology surrounding werewolves were grounded in truth: the full moon, silver bullets, and the like. The lore was consistent enough to make most people unofficial experts on the subject.

The general public was terrified of werewolves, and legal protections for lycanthropes were slim to none. Someone who killed a werewolf – even if they didn't know it was a werewolf at the time – could almost always claim self-defense, regardless of the circumstances. Only the most radical, tree-huggingest hippies were lobbying on their behalf, and not even organizations like PETA were willing to stand up for werewolves. 

Because of this, secrecy was the first and most important rule for lycanthropes. It was the pack leader's responsibility to ensure that secrecy was kept, and to protect the pack from the dangers they faced. Most of the time a werewolf was simply a regular person who wanted to live their life. They just happened to turn furry every twenty-eight days. Sometimes they slipped up, or said something they shouldn't, and risked the identity of one or more of their packmates. If things weren't handled delicately, the whole pack risked exposure. Sometimes intimidation worked, other times it took bribery. On very rare occasions he found a friend or family member who supported and understood the affliction. 

On the whole, Geoff never counted on people to be that accepting, and he was almost always right.

In addition to the rather pedestrian efforts of keeping the wolves' identities safe, there were other threats. Big game hunters would stalk and kill werewolves for the thrill of it. Religious fanatics – who often viewed lycanthropy as "abomination" – would attack them out of righteous zeal. Geoff had even heard of voodoo priests and witches who viewed werewolf blood as a critical component for spells, potions, and ceremonies. He'd never witnessed anything of the sort himself, but he heard about it from people he trusted.

Then of course there were other wolves. 

A dissatisfied newcomer could fight their way up the ranks until they were happy with their status in the pack. Natural wolf packs had some element of dominance and subordination, but it involved far less fighting than the public believed. It was the human element that translated it into a formal hierarchy enforced with violence. "Leave it to homo sapiens," Geoff remarked more than once, "to take something pure from the wolves and fuck it up."

Occasionally, a more ambitious wolf would chafe at the notion of answering to someone else and launch a bid for pack leadership. If the challenger won, they became the Odrulf. If they lost, they were either dead or – more often – declared vargr. It was the only wolf term that wasn't treated as a proper noun, to confer the dishonor associated with it. Vargr was a catch-all descriptor for wolves not in the local pack, either because they hadn't yet joined, or they'd been banished from the region. Since "banished" meant "having to quit your job and move far away with no easy explanation," fights for Odrulf were not common.

At least, not until Geoff took over in San Diego. 

––––––––
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THERE WASN'T ENOUGH research to know what percentage of the population was infected with lycanthropy. Based on anecdotal evidence, the unofficial consensus was that it was around one in every hundred thousand people. In any case it was a tiny percentage, one that would predict a city the size of San Diego might have fifteen werewolves at most within its city limits.

Geoff's pack swelled to nearly forty wolves. It was the largest pack anyone had ever heard of. That was enough to draw curious wolves to see just what he was doing to get a pack that big. 

The problem was Geoff wasn't doing anything special – or at least he didn't think he was. Many assumed he was allowing his wolves to infect others. However, that was rule number two among lycanthropes, just barely behind secrecy: intentional infection was taboo. Geoff strictly forbade it, and disobedience meant immediate declaration of vargr within the city. It only took him forcibly evicting one werewolf in the middle of the night for the pack to understand how serious he was about this particular rule.

At the end of the day, the difference was simple: Geoff was not as physically harsh as many pack leaders. Even the "good" ones often relied on a heavy hand, doling out punishment in the form of violence. Some level of it was expected and tolerated by werewolves, just another facet of The Way It Was. Sometimes it bordered on abuse, and almost everyone had a horror story about an Odrulf who seemed to revel in the brutality afforded them by their role. (It was certainly possible for a Fadirulf to be an outright bastard as well, but all the worst stories Geoff heard involved Odrulfs. He drew his own conclusions from that.) 

Though he was not at all opposed to corporal punishment if the situation warranted it, Geoff employed less orthodox methods to get his point across. It could be something as morbid as making a pup write an obituary for a friend they endangered by being reckless, or as practical as forcing a homesick wolf to stand idly by while he tore up letters they wrote to their parents. His methods might have seemed strange or even counterintuitive, but Geoff had a knack for zoning in on the exact lever to pull to instill his lessons without violence. It wasn't education or training, just a gut sense that hardly ever steered him wrong. Even if he wanted to, Geoff couldn't explain why he ran the pack this way, it was just what came naturally to him.

The problem with being a Fadirulf was that, since he came to power without a fight, people assumed he was a pushover. More than once, a would-be Odrulf arrived in the city with visions of becoming the leader of the biggest pack in the country, confident they'd be able to beat him easily. One after another they'd come, and one after another Geoff would fight them off. The toll got to be too much.

After months of agonized internal conflict, Geoff finally voiced his concern to Lou, who over the years had become his most trusted confidante and lover. She agreed with him, and together they arrived at the painful conclusion that the fighting would not stop as long as he was in the city.

So he decided to leave, pulling up stakes and moving across the country along with a core group of wolves. Some wanted to stay in the city they called home and forge a new, more reasonably sized pack. Others took the opportunity to leave San Diego as well, seeking their fortunes elsewhere. Geoff understood and didn't force anyone to come with him. After all was said and done, he would be bringing nine wolves to Washington, D.C. – and that was still a respectable number.

Hopefully, they would find peace.
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Cygnet Hotel, Washington, D.C. (Present Day)
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When he first met Tallulah – "Call me Tally" – Young, Geoff made a comment about her being some kind of street walker. She was working as a stripper at the time and had a kind of unconscious sensuality about her that was hard to deny. She was, in point of fact, strikingly beautiful, with wide, full lips and dark eyes under expressive brows that could go from normal to cutting to suggestive with just the barest tilt. Her hips were nicely curved, and she moved with the grace of a dancer, making an art of the simple act of walking. Geoff could appreciate her appearance without allowing it to cloud his judgement – but lesser men could easily be driven to distraction just looking at her.

He hadn't honestly believed she worked as a call girl (though he wouldn't have cared a whit if it were true), but he wanted to gauge her reaction, to see whether she took offense or got defensive. Either reaction would have been understandable, and each would have told him something different about the type of person he was dealing with. 

Her reply? "If I was, darlin', you couldn't afford me." It took effort to suppress his chuckle at her response, and with that behind them Geoff knew that he could work with her. Their relationship wasn't always an easy one, and she had a defiant streak a mile wide, but when push came to shove, he knew he could trust her to do what was best for the pack. That was why he had sent her ahead to scout the city and secure lodging for the wolves. 

It was nearly dark by the time the SUVs pulled into the parking lot of the hotel. Tally was waiting outside, one hand on her hip, radiating an air of impatience. He'd barely had time to turn the car off and open the door when she hailed him. 

"Took y'all long enough! You shoulda flown into D.C. proper."

Geoff rolled his eyes and stepped out of the car. "I'm not having that conversation again. If you and Lou want to get together and gossip about what a cheapskate I am, do it after we're settled in." He spoke without looking at her, instead moving around to the back of the SUV to open the hatch. "Not that we're settling in here, I guess." He stepped back and peered up at the hotel. Lou described it as a boutique hotel, which made him think "small", but the building was quite large – a skyrise, to the extent that the D.C. area had them. He guessed it was twelve floors, constructed in concrete and glass, with modern lines and sleek architectural flourishes that carried echoes of older styling: a bizarre combination of Avant Garde and Art Deco. Somehow it worked. It sure didn't look to him like some old Sheraton Suites that got bought and renamed; this place looked custom built. As he pulled in, he'd passed a sign reading "Restaurant Parking" which made him assume the place catered to walk in customers as well as hotel guests.

He grabbed one of the many oversized suitcases from the back of the SUV and placed it on the ground. "Here," he said to Tally, "why don't you make yourself useful?" Without waiting for her to respond, he grabbed the next suitcase, setting it beside the first. They were large Samsonite bags, stuffed nearly to bursting; they'd had to pay extra in overweight luggage charges at the airport, something that rankled him mightily. 

"Do I look like I'm a damned valet?" Tally scoffed, even as she stepped around the SUV toward the back. She moved along the passenger side, stopping to embrace Lou briefly. Lou was helping usher the others out of the vehicles; it felt like herding schoolchildren some days. The two wolves who'd ridden with them were Mark and Laurell, the weakest in the pack – the Ungrs. An Ungr, also colloquially referred to as a "pup," was a wolf that didn't have enough control of themselves to function in public without a chaperone. Tally, Mystery, and all the rest of the pack were Fullrs – wolves who were strong enough to survive and pass in human society.

Mark and Laurell had been wolves for years – much longer than would be expected for them to not be Fullr. In fact, the better term for them would be Alltidungr: someone so maladaptive to werewolf life they might never attain full independence.

It was rare for a pack to have even one Alltidungr, and having two was all but unheard of. Geoff had an uncanny knack for attracting hard luck cases, it seemed. Mark's infection had been a horrific experience, even by werewolf standards. He'd developed an Internet romance with someone who happened to be a werewolf, except she never told him that part. He flew halfway across the country to surprise her, but when he knocked on her front door, an especially nasty Odrulf answered. Mark was taken prisoner and tormented for weeks, chased around their house by shifted werewolves. Ostensibly, this was to teach his would-be girlfriend a lesson in secrecy. The result was a debilitating fear of wolves. From the way Mark haltingly described it, the infection itself was an accident – the result of some over-zealous torture – and the moment it happened he was cut loose. It was just dumb luck he was discovered by a pair of werewolves named Blysse and Naomi, who'd been backpacking in the area. 

When the trio made their way to San Diego, Blysse made it clear they were a package deal – she and Naomi wouldn't stay unless Geoff took in the kid too. Mark was a nearly constant ball of nerves who was mortified at the idea of turning into a wolf once a month. It tried Geoff's patience to no end – he simply could not comprehend how someone could be afraid of themselves – but he didn't have another choice. On his own, Mark would undoubtedly lose control of himself and shift in public. There was only one outcome if that happened: gunned down without prejudice by police, whether he was an active threat or not. The authorities had no procedures for jailing lycanthropes; when the detainees could bend steel, their options were limited. The extrajudicial murder of werewolves was one of those issues that politicians made mealy-mouthed promises about addressing, but in over twenty years of being a werewolf Geoff hadn't seen any substantive changes. And so it was that he put up with Mark's fearfulness. 

Laurell, now – hers was a completely different situation. 

He'd first met Laurell Taggart five years ago, when he was passing through Denver, Colorado. It was customary for traveling werewolves to "check in" with the local pack to provide assurances they weren't there to cause trouble. Some pack leaders were more militant about this than others, and the Odrulf for the Denver pack was one of the worst sticklers Geoff had ever seen. He'd demanded instant and unquestioning obedience and required Geoff to swear allegiance to him, even though Geoff was only staying in the city because his car had broken down. 

He should have expected from that initial meeting the man was going to be a handful. 

Geoff ended up meeting the rest of the pack and discovered that this particular Odrulf had a sadistic streak quite unlike anything Geoff had experienced up to that point. He ran his pack like a dictatorship and had all the wolves in constant fear. It pained and sickened Geoff to see any werewolf struck so low, and as much as he hated to get involved in another pack's internal politics, he couldn't in good conscience leave things as they were. 

He came to know Laurell after she helped tend his wounds from a fight – the first of many Geoff was to have in Denver. In that pack, any minor squabble or disagreement was resolved with trial by combat, even if one of the participants was unwilling or unable to fight. Fortunately, Geoff had been strong enough to hold his own, though not quite strong enough to come away unscathed. He was impressed that, despite the obvious trauma from all the abuse she'd suffered, Laurell was willing to reach out to this virtual stranger when he'd been hurt. 

Things came to a head not long after that. He arranged an early morning flight to take the Ungrs (and even some Fullrs) to Geoff's old pack in Boston, run by one of the few humane Odrulfs he ever met. Laurell was meant to go with them, but they were discovered while leaving, and a fight broke out. Geoff managed to dispose of the Odrulf by means he won't talk about in mixed company. Laurell got separated from the group in the chaos and the taxi he'd called left without her. Unaware that Laurell was still in Denver, Geoff continued on the path that eventually landed him in San Diego. By all rights, he could have (maybe even should have) taken over the Denver pack, but at the time he didn't feel up to the responsibility. 

After he'd established himself as a bona fide pack leader in California, Laurell showed up on his doorstep one day. He never asked her what the pack in Denver was like after he left, but he could tell she had changed for the better. She was still quiet and withdrawn, and predisposed to apologize too easily for imagined failings, but she was a far cry from the broken toy he'd come across in the Colorado Rockies. The fact that she was willing – and able – to seek him out spoke volumes about her progress. He never considered himself a hero for what he'd done for her and the others, but she clearly felt otherwise. There was a little worshipfulness in her demeanor toward him, and they had a more explicit father/daughter relationship than was typical even between a Fadirulf and his wolves. Still, he was happy to know she was in a good pack.

Tally took a bag in each hand and led the group into the hotel. Mystery, Blysse, and Naomi followed, while Lou grabbed one last bag from the other SUV. The two Ungrs stood by him, almost close enough to be hit by wayward luggage. He paused in his unpacking to eyeball them. Laurell seemed content simply to be standing close by, while Mark shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, looking uncertain. 

"Here." Geoff wheeled one of the large suitcases toward the young man. "Take this inside." His tone was mild, but Mark nodded eagerly and hurried as if the words were barked with the force of an order. The bag was heavy, but Mark handled it with ease; even the weakest of lycans had the gift of incredible strength. "Come on," he said to Laurell, beckoning for her to follow him. There had been enough eager hands that, after Geoff picked up his bag, there wasn't anything for her to carry. 

If anyone had called him out on it, Geoff would have said that it was completely unintentional. He also would have been lying, at least a little bit.
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AFTER GEOFF WAS SATISFIED that everyone was settled in and accounted for, he retired to the room he and Lou shared. She was sitting on the edge of their bed when he opened the door. The moment she saw him, he felt a tingle in the air like pent-up static electricity. It brushed against him as if guided by some invisible wind, and despite his fatigue he smiled faintly. The warm, thrumming energy he felt was a metaphysical manifestation of Louisianna's wolf, and something that all lycanthropes possessed. Geoff understood that this kind of low-grade energy wasn't unique to werewolves; apparently witches had some kind of aura too (though he'd never met one personally to know for sure).

Newly turned wolves were the worst at hiding their energy – it bled from them like voltage from a downed power line. One of the signs of growth was the ability to rein it in, to better pass as a normal human. At first it required a significant amount of concentration, but by the time one got to Geoff's level of power, it was as unconscious as breathing. Still, it was something of a relief to be able to bathe in the lupine energy of his packmates. It was one of the greatest pleasures a lycanthrope could experience.

There was something slightly off about Lou's energy, though, a faint undercurrent of disquiet. Although it wasn't quite like telepathy, the intimate contact with another lycan's energy often transmitted their emotional state. Even Geoff was sometimes unable to completely conceal his feelings if he were agitated enough. Though Lou wasn't his equal in power, she was close, and the fact that he could sense her anxiety was troubling.

"What's wrong?" He spoke with his hand still on the doorknob. He kept his voice mild, and the faint worm of worry he felt was undetectable in his tone. Paranoia wasn't in the job description of a pack leader, but it should have been. 

Lou didn't respond right away, and he opened his mouth to repeat the question when she finally shook her head. "I don't know." At least she didn't waste his time trying to deny that there even was something wrong. She shook her head again and stood up. "I don't know," she repeated, moving to stand in front of him. She was almost a foot shorter than he was and had to crane her neck to meet his eyes. "Maybe it's just jet lag or something. I just feel..." she trailed off, then shook her head a third time, giving off a faint growl of frustration. "While we were getting unpacked, I just had this nagging sense that we were being watched." 

Geoff was silent for a moment. Finally: "We probably were being watched. This is practically Virginia, after all." While they were in San Diego, the fact that she was black and he was white barely merited a raised brow. Though they weren't married, they were a couple (Geoff was loathe to put any sort of label on it) and made no secret of their pairing in public. However, he assumed that attitudes in California were much more relaxed about interracial couples than they were in D.C., being on the Mason-Dixon line and all.

The physical difference between the two of them couldn't be more striking. Lou's skin was a silky light brown, her hair almost jet black and styled in a pixie cut. Her eyes appeared nearly black as well, but up close it became clear they were an intense Jacobean brown, fierce with intelligence. Her cheekbones were high and angular, giving her an almost royal mien. She was slight of stature, but incredibly strong; he knew this from experience. Anyone who underestimated her due to her size was in for a rude awakening. Geoff was tall, broad shouldered and very, very white. His face bore a semi-permanent five o'clock shadow and the constant stresses of running a pack left similarly dark circles around his eyes. Though he was in fact several years older than Lou, the stark physical contrasts served only to exaggerate the age difference. 

Lou held his gaze for the span of a few heartbeats, then finally nodded. "You're right, you're right." She didn't sound entirely convinced and must have known that came through in her voice because she held up a hand to forestall any response. "Listen, it may be that, or I may just be tired. It's been a long day. Let's get some sleep."

Geoff, not wanting to prolong the conversation, said nothing.
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Unknown, Reston, Virginia (One Month Ago)
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THE BUILDING IS SQUAT and unremarkable. It's part of a large industrial park, indistinguishable from the neighboring warehouses and light manufacturing firms. There are no windows on its corrugated steel walls and no company name on the sign out front – only the word "Logistics" in blocky, faded lettering. The commuters who pass it by every day do so without a second thought. 

Inside this building is a small front office with a receptionist's desk, the cookie-cutter layout identical to hundreds across the country. The desk sits empty. The only regular visitor is a night janitor whose generous paycheck is more than enough to suppress any curiosity about what goes on here.

Beyond the front office, the bulk of the interior is empty and echoing, all bare concrete floors and exposed steel beams. Arc sodium lamps, their yellow-orange bulbs providing light that both illuminates and strains the eye, hang on thin steel chains that vanish into darkness above. They cast harsh shadows, turning the support beams and ductwork into spider-like grotesqueries. 

Tucked in one corner is a metal grate set into the floor, the type usually found on the sidewalk above subways. The grate is a two-foot square, with a faint but constant updraft emanating from below. It covers a shaft that goes straight down where the overhead lights don't penetrate beyond a few feet. Steel rungs, embedded in the concrete itself, form a ladder that leads who-knows-where.

Somewhere in that stygian darkness, computers spin in silence, performing trillions of computations per second. Fiber optic cables buried deep underground supply gigabytes of data culled from every corner of the Internet. In a very roundabout way, every single bit was acquired legally.

A single beep pierces the darkness, heard by no one. 

Elsewhere, a readout appears on a computer screen:


- Analysis complete 2010-03-10 23:44:02



- Match probability: 78.3%



- 001 Cooper, Geoffrey James

- Location ref: Boothbay, ME

- Location ref: Boston, MA

- Location ref: Tallmadge, OH

- Location ref: Denver, CO

- Location ref: Sandy, OR

- Location ref: San Diego, CA

- Activity ref: American Airlines Record Locator 2-AA230000010020355R 

- Ticket Number: 10020355R-4537

- XRef American Airlines R/L 2-AA230000010020355R

- Ticket Number: 10020355R-1362

- 002 Mason, Louisianna

- Location ref: Honolulu, HI

- Location ref: Vancouver, BC

- Location ref: New Hanover, NJ

- Location ref: Rock Island, IL

- Location ref: San Diego, CA [001]

- Ticket Number: 10020355R-7632

- 003 Washington, Mark Allan

- Location Ref: Seattle, WA

- Location Ref: Portland, OR

- Location Ref: San Diego, CA [001, 002]

- Ticket Number: 10020355R-9780

- 004 Taggart, Laurell

- Location Ref: Breckenridge, CO

- Location Ref: Denver, CO [001]

- Location Ref: San Diego, CA [001, 002, 003]

- [(3) More Records Found]

- AA 913 DEP SAN 08:07 PDT ARR BWI 14:49 EDT

- Enterprise Rental Car Agreement EN-010AKR00-OP045814: 2 Vehicles
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Cygnet Hotel, Lobby (Present Day)
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Geoff was used to being awoken rudely and at all hours. What being a werewolf didn't teach him, his time as a volunteer fireman did. The phone sitting on his bedside table rang loudly, jarring him from sleep. It sounded like the old-timey phones from the 1950s, which fit in nicely with the hotel's overall décor. His hand darted out reflexively. He had just enough time to register the grey-blue shimmer of light coming from the windows before he put the receiver to his ear. Whoever was calling, at least they had the decency not to do it in the middle of the night. 

"Who died?" he grumbled. He didn't think anyone had really died – everyone in the pack was here, and he would have surely heard the ruckus of someone being killed a few rooms over – but if his day was going to start out shitty, he may as well spread the love. He was a sharing kind of guy like that. 

There was the slightest pause before the voice on the other end responded. "Mr. Cooper? This is Carl from the front desk. I'm sorry to bother you so early, but there are some gentlemen here to see you." Apart from the hesitation, he didn't seem to react to Geoff's question. Professionalism at its finest.

"Here to see me? Who the hell needs to talk to me at..." he craned his neck, squinting at the alarm clock. "...seven o'clock in the goddamn morning?" 

"I'm... not entirely sure, sir. They said they're here from the government and that it's important."

"What does someone from the government want to talk to you about?" Lou asked. She had woken up nearly the same time Geoff did and was listening intently to the conversation. Another advantage of being a werewolf was super-acute hearing. Of course, in a hotel, that could sometimes be a disadvantage. 

Geoff made an aggravated gesture to shush her. It was a good question, though. "What the hell does the government want to talk to me about?" Even as he asked the question, he had a fairly good idea what the answer was going to be.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Cooper, they wouldn't tell me." For the first time, he could hear a crack in the man's otherwise courteous tone. "I tried to send them away, but they made a call and somehow my boss got involved, she called me and said they were legally allowed to be here. She said... that I'd be let go if I didn't call you."

The man's issues with his boss were none of Geoff's concern, and he seriously considered just hanging up. However, he knew that wouldn't accomplish much, and the last thing he needed was someone showing up at his door with a badge and questions. Better to deal with this in the lobby. "Fair enough," Geoff said. "Tell them to wait there, I'm going to get cleaned up and then I'll be down." 

"Very good, sir." Carl from the front desk sounded relieved. Distantly Geoff wondered what time these men had actually shown up, and how long Carl had tried to delay before having to make the call.

"You mean, we'll be down," Lou said firmly, already sweeping aside the bed sheets to get up. She spoke the words in a tone that would brook no arguments, her jaw set as she regarded Geoff, almost daring him to disagree.

Another time, perhaps, he would have. But not today. "Of course, I meant 'we.' But they don't need to know that."

––––––––
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LOU HAD WANTED TO THROW on clothes and head to the lobby immediately. Geoff meant it, though, when he said he wanted to get cleaned up. It wasn't a matter of appearing dirty or sloppy; he wanted to make these mysterious government men wait as long as possible. He even took his time showering, aware of Lou's anxious pacing just on the other side of the curtain. Geoff wasn't quite ready to connect these visitors with her feeling of being watched the night before, but the thought crossed his mind more than once while he was getting ready.

Finally, when he decided things had dragged out long enough, he finished up and got dressed. He didn't know what one was supposed to wear to a meeting with unknown, unannounced government agents, so he decided on jeans and a black Metallica t-shirt. Out of respect for the occasion, he selected one without holes or stains. Lou was also dressed in jeans, and a white blouse that contrasted nicely with her skin tone. He didn't know if it was intentional, but he appreciated the effect either way.

They walked down the hallway in silence, in step with one another. Over the years, Geoff had cultivated enough flexibility to minimize his limp. As they approached the lobby, he made a conscious effort to undo those adjustments, making his uneven gait more pronounced without exaggerating it. Historically, it had served him well to be underestimated.

The lobby was nearly empty, which struck Geoff as odd given the time of day. It didn't occur to him until much later that these men may have had something to do with that. It was easy to spot their visitors: they were the only people there, except for a decidedly nervous-looking young man behind the desk (Carl, presumably). They were sitting at a table near the corner of the lobby, well out of the way of any foot traffic. It was as close to "private" as one was likely to get in a normally very public area.

To be fair, the men would have stuck out even if the lobby had been full. They were wearing dark blue suits of a nicer cut than off-the-rack, and they weren't carrying briefcases or laptop bags like high-powered business travelers would be.

They were also armed. 

That last part wasn't exactly obvious; the reason they wore tailored suits was likely to hide the bulge of a handgun, but Geoff knew they were packing. Werewolves' supernatural senses extended to scent, and he'd been around guns enough to recognize the odor of gun oil. He didn't even have to look over at Lou to detect the slightest shift in her posture. Most people don't come to a friendly chat with hidden firearms. They still didn't know what this was, and it was already going downhill.

"Well, these must be them!" Geoff started speaking while they were well outside the distance of normal conversation, raising his voice to compensate. He forced a good-spirited almost-drawl into his voice, even though he grew up nowhere near the South. "Carl here says you were looking for me, so here I am! Geoff Cooper, and this here's–" 

"Louisianna Mason," one of the men finished for him. "Yes. We know." His voice sounded slightly raspy, like he was battling a sore throat. He looked to be in his late thirties, but in excellent health. The suit couldn't hide the agent's broad shoulders or well-defined arms, leaving no doubt as to his fitness. His face had the kind of tan that doesn't come from a bottle, nor from hanging out poolside. It was a ruddy complexion usually seen on a farmer or a construction worker, not a spook in a suit. His nose was long and thin, and the rest of his face was all sharp angles, as though someone had chiseled him from sandstone. Even his hair was a bleached blonde that looked too fake to actually be fake. Geoff guessed that just like the tan, he came by the hair color honestly. 

Geoff hadn't truly expected the men to be thrown off by Lou's presence, but it was still unsettling for these strangers to know so much when they hadn't even been in the time zone for eighteen hours. He stopped several feet away from the men's table, schooling his face to let none of his surprise show. Lou assumed her place beside him, remaining silent for the time being.

"Please. Sit," Raspy said, gesturing at the two chairs opposite him and his partner. 

The partner had at least a decade on Raspy, maybe more. The man's hair was tightly curled and had once been black, but now it was shot through with streaks of gray. Geoff gave the man credit for not trying to dye it. He had deep creases around his lips and chin that were not jowls yet but would be someday. Right now, they just made the man look like he was perpetually scowling. His eyes were a pale, pale blue, which contrasted starkly with the dark circles underneath them. Unlike Raspy, this man's skin was pallid, almost yellow. There was an alertness to his gaze that belied any fatigue or illness, however; he watched Geoff and Lou's approach like a bird of prey. As an apex predator himself, Geoff recognized the look and knew instantly this man was the more dangerous of the two. 

"I think we'll stand, thanks. A bit sore from getting up. Hotel beds are the worst, am I right?" Geoff kept the jocularity in his tone, still speaking slightly louder than was necessary. It may have been petty but remaining standing while the two men sat gave them a slight psychological advantage. "Now, what did you folks have to talk to me about that was so damn important that it couldn't wait until a decent hour?" He decided not to mention the impropriety of coming to their hotel and forcing the front desk to call them to the lobby; one complaint at a time.

"And what department of the government are you gentlemen from?" Lou added. Unlike Geoff, she didn't put on any airs. Her tone was sharp, and her words direct. She'd grown up in a military family and had spent time as a legal assistant to boot. The experiences left her with little tolerance for bullshit; Geoff was glad to see that trait turned on someone else for a change.

If the men were put off by Geoff's refusal to sit, it didn't show. Raspy glanced from Geoff to Lou and back again, as if deciding to whom his response should be directed. He half-turned to Pale Eyes, who shrugged imperceptibly, before settling on Geoff. 

"Mr. Cooper. Ms. Mason. I'm Special Agent Traxler. We're working with the Department of Homeland Security and your names came up on a rather... shall we say... unusual report and they've asked us to look into it."

Geoff's eyes narrowed. The man was being cagey, but he couldn't quite put his finger on how. "What the hell does the Department of Homeland Security want with me?" For the first time since getting the call, he started to wonder if this was related to something other than his being a werewolf. As far as he knew, lycan matters weren't an issue of national security. It was his turn to shoot his partner a look out of the corner of his eye. Lou met his sidelong gaze, and he could see a hint of confusion in her expression as well.

Traxler chuckled softly. "It's nothing personal, Mr. Cooper. Washington, D.C., being what it is, we have an added bit of scrutiny on all travelers. I'm sure that you can appreciate that. Now, as we understand it, you and Ms. Mason recently acquired a property on Blue Plains Drive, is that correct?"

There was no point in denying it; property sales were a public record, after all. "Yes, that's correct."

"And it was a cash sale?"

"Yes, and it was completely above-board." He didn't like being made to explain himself, even when the explanation was completely innocent. It was hard to keep an edge out of his voice. Beside him, Lou made a small noise in the back of her throat, too soft for the agents to hear. He forced himself to take a calming breath before continuing. "We can get you bank records if you need."

Agent Traxler waved off the offer dismissively. "Oh no, Mr. Cooper, don't misunderstand me. We don't suspect you of money laundering or anything. We're not from the Department of Treasury." His chuckle this time was warm, earnest. By comparison, it made Geoff realize the first one had been forced.

Geoff frowned. There was something here – more than one something, in point of fact – that he liked not at all. He wasn't always the sharpest thinker, but pieces were slowly falling into place, and he didn't like the picture that was forming. 

Lou, on the other hand, was quicker to put it together. "They suspect us of being terrorists or something," she said softly. Turning to Agent Traxler, she added, "Don't you?"

There was a reason he didn't balk whenever she spoke up. She was almost always worth listening to. 

Agent Traxler held up a hand to forestall further questions from either of them. "Not exactly, but you're close." He adjusted his weight in the chair briefly, and after silently checking with his partner (who to this point hadn't said a word), continued. "I can't get into the technical details behind the scenes – and I'll be brutally honest and say that I wouldn't understand them all even if I could – but shortly after your property purchase came across the wire, the United States Postal Service received several 'change of address' requests by people with different surnames to change their permanent residence to the same address: your new home. Suffice it to say, that is somewhat unusual, and now we're here looking into it."

Geoff's stomach did a slow loop-the-loop. As a pack leader he always had to prepare for various worst-case scenarios, but he'd never even considered something like this. In the modern age, it was impossible to stay off the grid, and he knew that his name was in any number of government databases, and obviously his packmates would be as well. But the thought that anyone would cross-reference them seemed at once completely absurd and patently obvious when he heard it spoken aloud. 

Lou's take on the matter was somewhat different. "What right does the Department of Homeland Security have to Post Office data?" Her voice was sharp, incisive, and demanded an immediate response. Geoff had witnessed that tone used on many a werewolf over the years, and it never failed to work. As she spoke, she took a step forward, seemingly without thinking. Not wanting her to be by herself, Geoff moved up to stand beside her. 

"I can assure you, Ms. Mason, the information was obtained one hundred percent legally. If you read the fine print at the bottom of those change of address forms, you'll find that it authorizes the USPS to share that information with any government agencies that may request it. Including, of course, Homeland Security."

It took all of Geoff's restraint not to growl at the man. There was a smugness to his tone that could only come from a lifetime of working in government and having its power at your back. He also had the air of someone knowing himself to be in the right – and all of Geoff's senses seemed to confirm it. 

When a person knowingly lies, their body has an autonomic reaction to it. Their heart rate accelerates, their core body temperature rises fractionally, and they begin to sweat the tiniest amount. Even if someone is able to suppress any visual signs like nervous tics, averting the eyes, or any of a dozen others, they cannot so easily control their own pulse. A werewolf's acute senses make it possible, given enough time and practice, to recognize these indicators. There's more art to it than science, and not every lycan has a knack for it, but it is possible to hone the skill enough to get a fair idea if someone is being deceitful.

Agent Traxler was giving off precisely none of the usual signs. As far as Geoff (and presumably, Lou) was able to tell, the man was telling the stone-cold truth. 

He almost would have preferred a lie. 

"Okay, so maybe you got the information legally, and maybe it isn't typical, but last time I heard it wasn't against the law to live with someone with a different last name." If Lou felt as flustered as Geoff did, it didn't come through in her voice. 

"Of course it isn't, and nobody is suggesting otherwise," Agent Traxler shot back smoothly. "It is, however, highly unusual to move into a private residence with seven other people, all with different last names. Now I will grant you, these last names aren't the sort to trigger any specific alerts, but in the interest of not being accused of racial profiling we are obligated to investigate anything that meets the criteria." It was, Geoff thought, the most politically correct way to say "your names aren't Middle Eastern enough for us to immediately think you are terrorists" he could think of. 

"So what, you expect us to stand here and justify why our friends are living with us until you're satisfied that... what, we're not planning to bomb something?" Geoff didn't bother to keep the scorn out of his voice. Even if this was some kind of bureaucratic misunderstanding, he wasn't about to give the government anything about his packmates. There was too big a risk that something could come out and jeopardize their secrecy.

"Without putting too fine a point on it... yes." Traxler seemed mildly amused at Geoff's incredulity.

"Without putting too fine a point on it, go fuck yourselves," Geoff said, matching the other man's bland tone. Lou grimaced but said nothing. "We don't owe you a goddamned thing."

He hoped to provoke a reaction out of the two men with his coarse language, but it wasn't nearly as satisfying as he wanted it to be. Agent Traxler let out a soft, disappointed sigh, and his partner leaned back in his chair, seeming to become disinterested in the conversation. "That is really unfortunate, Mr. Cooper. I was
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