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  Chapter One

Harper


Winged-woman sighted: experts argue—succubus or were-eagle? 

Harper squinted at the grainy black and white photograph on the cover of Supernaturals Monthly. It wasn’t likely to be anyone she knew. The figure could have easily been photoshopped, or maybe it was a distant airplane at just the right angle.
“Miss??”
The cashier’s voice startled Harper, and she nearly dropped everything in her arms. 
Harper drew her hand back and resisted adding the magazine to the pile in her arms. Her brother, Quinn, would agree the photo was a fake. And gossip magazine wasn’t a reliable source, even if the picture did turn out to be real.
She slid several cookie packages, two wrapped sandwiches, a bottle of Fanta, and a handful of jerky sticks across to the cashier, then snatched a Milky Way from the display by the counter and slapped it on the pile.
The cashier raised her penciled eyebrows and reached for the first item to ring up.
“Road trip?” she asked.
Harper nodded absently, her fingers lingering on a single lint-covered bill in her pocket while she watched the gas station windows.
The woman cleared her throat. “That’ll be $13.07.” She popped her gum.
Harper handed over the twenty. She needed to get more money somehow, but there weren’t many job opportunities for someone like her anymore. People were too scared.
A sleek silver Camry pulled up outside, parking in a stall near the front. A man in a suit emerged from the driver side, auburn hair flashing in Harper’s peripheral. 
She tugged down on the ball cap covering her short-cropped hair as the woman behind the counter tried to grasp a bag for the items, but her false nails seemed to get in the way. She licked her fingers and tried again.
Harper breathed in through her nose, then out again slowly to calm her itch to run. The door chimed and the man stepped in. Harper’s breathing hitched.
He passed behind her, moving toward the coolers lining the back wall. The cashier extended the bag and change. Harper snatched them up and pivoted toward the door.
“Have a nice day,” the cashier said, snapping her gum.
A crash and a shriek came from the back of the station. Harper turned, seeing the contents of a display of canned tuna salad rolling on the tiled floor while the suited men pinned down a struggling girl with dirty blonde hair. Her eyes caught Harper’s, pleading.
Harper gave a slight shrug and took several shuffling steps toward the door, wishing she could explain. She couldn’t do anything to save her without getting caught.
The girl grimaced, and her eyes flared with determination. Her skin began to shift, to transform. Fur grew, her arms shrank and moved forward, sliding out of the cuffs the man had put on her.
He yelped in surprise—an amateur hunter if Harper ever saw one. The cashier snapped her gum and pulled the phone receiver off her wall, so calm she must have done this a hundred times.
A wolf with mottled gray fur squirmed out from beneath the auburn-haired man, snapping and snarling. He yelled and scrambled back.
“We have a 6-1-1. I repeat, a 6-1-1,” The cashier’s nasally voice announced. Stiffs would arrive any minute. That was Harper’s cue.
The glass door swung shut as she released it, obscuring the chaos within. 
Outside, Harper froze. There was a second man getting out of the car, slicked-back blond hair and sunglasses.
Act natural. She angled her head down, hat visor obscuring her face. Her stride lengthened as she passed the car. The blonde man dashed inside to help his partner. Harper stuffed down the urge to sprint. Halfway across the parking lot, she let out her breath.
Then came the sirens.
Stiffs. 
Harper broke into a run, tightening her grip on the bag in her fist so it didn’t bounce. Stiffs were always bad news. They’d infest the entire place, their detection equipment picking up all traces of paranormal presence. Including Harper’s.
She veered toward a black truck, running around the back side, her fingers fumbling against the door latch before it gave way. She dove onto the dirty seat. A wave of fresh cigarette smoke wafted into her nose as she sucked air and slapped the dashboard. “Go, go!"
The beard-faced driver grabbed the stick and shifted, pulling out fast. The sirens wailed and he looked at Harper, his human ears finally picking up on the sound.
“Is that for you? I hope you have another cenote for me. What’d you do, steal that?” He nods at the bag clutched in her hand.
“Not exactly. Turn right.” The truck halted at a stop sign. Harper could almost see the man’s brain working. It was slow and painful to watch. The green lights flashed out the driver’s side window. The driver noticed and squinted at her.
“Those ain’t cops. You ain’t one of them paranormal freaks, are you?”
Three cars pulled into the gas station, bearing the insignia of the S.T.F, or Supernatural Task Force. More would be coming. Their response time was reported as being three minutes or less in populated areas, and once they locked a target, their pursuit was relentless.
The driver grabbed his door handle, but Harper moved first.
She swung her fist, catching the side of his head in a hard right hook, putting more power behind the blow than she intended.
He slammed into the driver side window, cracking the glass. The truck sputtered and died, thrown out of gear as the clutch released.
The guy put a hand to his head in a daze. It came away red. His eyes widened. Harper leaned between his bulk and the wheel to open the driver side door, then shoved the stunned man out onto the road. Idiot never put on his seat belt.
Sliding into the now-vacant driver’s seat, Harper started the car and shifted the truck into gear. Her foot jammed down on the gas and clutch. The truck jolted, then died.
Out the rearview she saw the task force swarming the gas station. Several looked her way. Damn. She rotated the key again. The truck rumbled to life.
“Yes!” Harper tore out of there with tires squealing, sweaty hands adjusting on the wheel. She pulled too wide into traffic and forced an oncoming car to swerve. They struck the median and spun out in Harper’s rearview, hitting another oncoming car and blocking the path of pursuit.
“Take that, Stiffs!” She gave a whoop and stepped on the gas, relief and adrenaline flooding her system. She kept her hands clasped tightly to the wheel, stilling the tremors in her arms while she surveyed the damage in the rearview. No one would die, at least.
She couldn’t believe she had pulled off a move like that in a truck. She did feel a little guilty about the guy who owned the truck. Her punch probably didn’t cause permanent damage, but she had to be more careful. Incidents like that were what made paranormals illegal in the first place.
Harper’s victory was short-lived. From the corner of her eye, a green light flashed on the dashboard. The Stiff insignia. She cursed. Because the truck was old, she hadn’t bothered checking for the call button. They were only installed in newer vehicles, or so she assumed. And this guy had been willing enough to give a hitchhiker a ride, as long as he got paid. He hadn’t seemed like the paranoid type. 
Harper pushed the button again, hoping it might turn the signal off, but no such luck. Likely it wouldn’t turn off until the Supernatural Task Force answered the panic signal.
“6-1-1, describe what you see.” The call came through the dashboard, like one of those roadside assistance features.
Harper cleared her throat. Should she answer and say everything was fine? That she had hit the button on accident?
“Sir?”
Damn it. They were expecting a man. It made sense; a man owned this truck after all. Harper stayed silent, focusing on the road. Might as well get as far as she could.
“Sir, if you can hear me, help is on the way. Stay where you are.”
Like hell.
The truck was being tracked. She would get caught. Getting caught meant her current mission would fail, and her butt would get sacked into a Naturalization camp. And that was the last place she wanted to end up.
Harper’s stomach pinched, more out of hunger than fear, but the fear was definitely there. She couldn’t think with an empty stomach. She rummaged through the bag on the passenger seat, grabbing a sandwich and unwrapping it.
Chewing, she washed down mouthfuls with the crisp citrus drink. Her body relaxed as the food hit her stomach. She opened a cookie package with her teeth.
Stomach satisfied, her mind moved on to tackle the problem at hand.
Once the Stiffs got a handle on that werewolf at the gas station, they would be after her in a second. How far could she get on one tank of gas? There was no way she could outpace their cars without starting a high-speed chase, and they would catch her for sure.
Unless she flew.
Woods surrounded the road on both sides. She didn’t have the lung stamina to fly above the clouds for long, but they could cover her long enough for her to get out of reach.
Harper veered to the shoulder and parked, truck idling while she took inventory of the truck. She needed a map. Nothing in the glove compartment. 
Unbuckling, she checked the space behind the seat. Nothing. She frowned, brushing uneven bangs from her eyes, then leaned over the passenger side again, feeling underneath.
There, tucked under the seat, her fingers found the hard edge of a vinyl cover. Two tugs and it slid out. She grinned at the warped and dusty maroon plastic before throwing it open against the wheel.
A book of maps spread out before her. Its surface, wrinkled and yellowed with brown water stains and dirt, showed a map of Oregon. Exactly what she needed.
Harper’s finger darted along the yellow highway line marked 97 to where it connected with highway 20. She pulled a scrap of paper from her back pocket. The words “Eastern Oregon Youth Correctional Facility" scrawled above an address and several lines of directions.
The facility didn’t exist; she already knew that. She knew it from the moment they told her that her brother had been sent there for “minor infractions of violence.” Someone was covering up.
She had never understood why they didn’t drag her off at the same time, but she’d always be grateful. It gave her time to formulate her escape from the foster system, and she’d been running ever since. 
Three years on the streets. Three years looking for her brother. Harper’s latest lead would take her to him. It had to. Anticipation buzzed in her bones. That twitchy Salem vampire better not have faked her, not for the price she paid him to give her directions to the secret location of the nearest paranormal Naturalization facility.
Harper rubbed the pinprick marks on her wrist. The spot still felt sore, though the fatigue of losing a significant amount of blood had faded days ago. The things I do for you, Quinn.
She took a final bite of the cookie and chewed furiously, then rolled the last sandwich up as tight as she could and shoved it in her hoodie pocket, briefly mourning the loss of the other items. She couldn’t take them with her, not if she wanted to go fast. 
Harper shut the truck off and jumped out onto the side of the road. Sure enough, sirens sounded behind her. She had to get into the sky.
There were cars on the road, but they were moving fast. By the time the Stiffs got here, there wouldn’t be any witnesses to tell them where she went. Hopefully.
She gave in to the burn between her shoulder blades, breathing deeply when the familiar fire consumed her back and her black feathered wings flared. Cars honked. Tires skidded.
Harper pumped her wings, lifting slightly, then coming back down and running a few steps before leaping off the ground.
Air rushed past her face as she beat against the pull of gravity and thrust up past the trees and toward the clouds. Sirens and flashing green lights sped down the road. They were still two miles away, but no doubt they could see her. Time to hide.
Wings and lungs burning, Harper soared up as fast as she could, flying faster than any bird, faster than a plane could take off. It wasn’t sustainable, but she only had to hold it for a moment longer to get up to those low-hanging clouds.
Harper heard a twang and glanced down in time to see a net gun in the hands of two Stiffs. How did they get there so fast?
She dodged to the left. The net whistled past, the edge flicking her right wingtip. She wobbled and corrected her flight. The clouds were only a couple hundred feet away. If they couldn’t see her, they couldn’t hit her.
Another twang. Harper closed her eyes and strained her wings, everything on fire, air pushing past her face.
It was a perfect shot. She had no time to dodge and just enough time to wonder how bad it would hurt to hit the pavement as it rushed toward her.
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  Chapter Two

Tyson


New resident coming in. 

Tyson rubbed his eyes against the brightness of the LED screen as he read the text message, sitting up on his bed in the dark bedroom. It was after 1:00 a.m., and Dr. Hartford had texted him. 
Tom. He said to call him Tom, but Tyson was still building the habit. He blinked at the text message. It was significant, but he couldn’t quite wrap his head around why.
New resident coming in.
His thumb hovered over the keys to type a reply, when another text blinked in below the first.
I’m headed to Chicago. Batter up!
Crap.
Tyson ran his hand through his hair. His mentor, Dr. Thomas Hartford, was presenting at a seminar in Chicago. That meant the only paranormal counselor available to check in this new resident was Tyson.
Tyson swiped across the screen. When? He asked.
Any minute. Tom responded.
I have a two-hour drive. I’ll get there as soon as I can.
Call Violet. Came the swift reply.
No. There had to be another way into the camp beside relying on that...that...witch.
Tyson stood, leaving his phone on the bed while he paced. The policies that governed the Naturalization camp he worked at required that a certified human counselor be in place when a new resident was brought in.
Tyson had done check-ins before, but never without Tom. Usually, Tyson had weekends off so he could afford to live close to Nana. His grandmother didn’t have anyone else. He was paying the price for that now.
Tyson let out an exasperated half-growl and lunged for his phone. He dialed Violet’s number.
“Miller? What a surprise. Did Tom get a hold of you?”
“Yes,” Tyson snapped, grimacing at the knowing gloat in Violet’s voice.
“And what can I do for you?”
Tyson clenched his teeth, sucking air in and blowing it out slowly. “Get a 209c permit and meet me at my place in half an hour.”
“A portal? Well, imagine that. The human needs me to do magic for him.”
“Don’t be condescending, Violet. It’s not flattering.”
“It’s just that I didn’t expect a purist like you to ever need the services of a witch like me. A portal is a big deal, Miller. A 209c is no small bit of paperwork.”
Tyson ground his teeth at her simpering. “There’s a time and place. They wouldn’t have licenses for this sort of thing otherwise.” He rubbed a hand along his jaw, trying to convince the muscles to relax.
“Half an hour, then.”
He cut the call off before she could, then tossed the phone back on his bed.
Not all witches were as obnoxious as Violet, he reminded himself. He liked plenty of them. But Violet had a special talent for getting on his nerves, and she was in a unique position to give him a hard time right now.
All that would change in a couple weeks if Tyson could pull his final review off. He was up for promotion to become a full partner with Dr. Hartford.
He shook himself and gathered some clean clothes from the dresser, then headed to the bathroom to freshen up. He still felt groggy, but the adrenaline spike was working to clear his head.
By the time he got back to his room, he felt ready for anything. And it was a good thing, too. Any minute now, a portal would open up and take him halfway across the state in a blink. 
Tyson zipped up his backpack, put his phone in a side pocket and stood with it over one shoulder, watching the darkness.
“Tyson.”
The whisper traveled down Tyson’s back. He shivered at the breathy, ice-cold touch. A Cheshire smile glowed in the darkness.
“Cut it out, Violet.” He swallowed against the fear, smoothing a hand down the back of his neck to rid it of the prickling sensation.
“Tyson.”
The voice again. Ice trailed down his arm. He jerked it away.
“Seriously?”
“Aw, can’t we have a little fun?” A shadow emerged, silhouetted by the window behind it. The figure’s chilly laugh echoed in the room. With the sound of two fingers snapping, a glowing, silvery-blue oval opened up in the air, and a woman stepped through.
“Taxi’s here,” she said, smirking at him. There wasn’t anyone in the world he wished to see in his bedroom this time of night less than Violet Petrov, coven leader at Camp Silver Lake and his coworker.
“Har, har,” Tyson replied, adjusting his backpack strap on his shoulder. “Let’s just get this part over with. There’s a new resident that needs me at camp.”
“You better get used to the midnight calls, Miller. Tom’s not going to be around forever. You could start by moving closer.”
“I will, once I’m promoted.” And maybe then you’ll give me some respect.
“You know my signature of approval is needed to get there. You’re not doing much to earn it right now.” Violet dangled the leverage over his head without a trace of shame.
Tyson grimaced, flexing his fingers. He knew she wanted him to bow and scrape, and if he wanted that promotion, he had to do it. Never mind that he was the human here. “Thanks for the portal.”
“My pleasure.” Violet’s grin widened, not so unlike the ghostly grin from before. “Step right up, my human friend.”
She gestured at the portal like a model from one of those old TV game shows.
Tyson took a deep breath and let it out slowly. His stomach rolled at the thought of stepping through and having his insides all jumbled up in another dimension before getting deposited at their destination. Convenience or not, he hated traveling by magic.
Tyson’s feet carried him forward until the tingling energy of the portal latched onto his foot, disintegrating it before his eyes. He hated this part. He swallowed and took another step, letting the light swallow him whole.
The witches he’d talked to swore no one was supposed to feel anything. To Tyson, it felt like a thousand needles pricking every fiber of his being.
The ethereal winds of space and time blew him to bits and carried him across the universe and back again, throwing him together haphazardly at the end until he landed, barely catching himself on his hands and knees on the other side of a twin portal in another place.
For a moment, Tyson feared Violet had taken him into the middle of some ritual where he would be sacrificed and his entrails torn out and read like tea leaves. 
Ridiculous. That kind of magic was banned years ago. A licensed witch wouldn’t practice anything so dark.
He shook the paranoia off like a wet dog, scooting on all fours away from the portal so he wouldn’t get drawn back in. His knees and hands stayed locked to the ground. Tyson didn’t care how ridiculous it looked, he needed to remember that earth existed, that he existed.
A slight sucking sound behind him indicated Violet had come through, and the blue light of the portal disappeared.
“It’s a shame I have to take it down. A permanent portal to your home would save you so much on gas, not to mention avoiding an interaction with the rogues.”
Avoiding the wild group of paranormals that roamed the forest surrounding the lodge was a definite benefit, but Tyson wasn't about to admit that to Violet. He rubbed his chest, feeling like he was missing something, but his mind was still spinning from the transition and he couldn’t figure out what it might be. All of his essential parts still seemed intact, at least.
Violet stepped around Tyson and grabbed a folder off the desk, dropping it so it landed between his hands. She crossed her arms and gestured with one hand at the folder. “We don’t have much, as you can see.”
Tyson sat back on his feet, still kneeling on the floor, and opened the folder eagerly. This part always excited him, meeting the new residents. He read as he stood upright.
Name: unknown.
Age: unknown.
Gender: female
Lineage: appears Native American.
Paranormal type: shifter, bird, Raven or Crow?
Abilities: flight, others unknown
Tyson lingered on the details they had about her pickup and what they found on the scene, then flipped the page over only to find more blank pages.
“Thank you, I guess.”
Violet shrugged. “She’s a hard one. You’ll have your work cut out for you.”
“I’ve had difficult cases before.”
“I’ve unspelled the door for you. She’s waiting inside. I’ll be in my studio. However, if you want that promotion, you won’t even think about needing me. I’m in the middle of a crucially important spell process.” She walked past him down the hallway toward the stairs.
As always. Tyson scanned the file again, shaking his head at the lack of information. It was like Violet wanted him to fail. He could do this, though. His schooling and mentoring under Tom had prepared him for this. He had done it several times already, just not in the middle of the night and not without Tom to consult with.
Tyson turned the door handle in front of him and entered the room.
There she was. Sitting on a chair sideways with a hood up over her head, eyes staring out the room’s only window into the darkness. Could she see in the dark?
Tyson took a deep breath, calming the slight tremor in his hands. Just nerves, he told himself. “It’s locked and warded. You won’t get far that way.”
She twisted. Her brown eyes hardened their gaze, narrowing slightly. She crossed her arms and slumped back in her seat. 
He took note of her posture. Completely closed off. Nearly everyone started out this way. Seeing that change was one of the most satisfying parts of his job.
“I’m Tyson Miller, your camp counselor. Welcome to Camp Silver Lake.”
His introduction had minimal effects. She blinked once, then looked out the window again.
“What name do you prefer?” He was prepared to get a fake name. An alias. A lot of the residents had those.
She pursed her lips and rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. He felt like chuckling but suppressed the urge. If she only knew how predictable she was being. He took a chair opposite the shifter and set the folder and pen on the desk.
Intertwining his fingers, he took in her disheveled, dirty appearance; the ragged, short-cropped hair, her worn-out sneakers and jeans, her broken and chewed fingernails. She had a naturally pretty face, except for the scowl she wore whenever she glanced his way.
She had been on the road for a while by all appearances, but why had she come out of hiding? Tyson jotted a few things down on a lined sheet of paper, then tapped his pen while he thought about where to begin.
If only the official police report was in. The folder didn’t have more than a statement from the S.T.F. team that picked her up. The full report would come in tomorrow, and possibly have her name. 
Meanwhile, Tyson had to parse information from her like an interrogator. He could start somewhere less obvious, though, and work his way forward to what happened when they caught her.
“Where were you when the Paranormal Naturalization law was passed?”
She blinked rapidly at the question. “Why do you want to know that?”
Tyson put his hands in his pockets and leaned back in his chair. Best to play it casual with her. She was used to people demanding answers. “Curiosity.”
She glanced to her left, then examined her fingernails. “Foster home.”
Unsurprising, given her lack of trust. “Why did you leave?”
“Who says I left?” she shot back.
“You have all the marks of a runaway. Did they discover what you are?”
“No.” She smirked. “They never caught me. I aged out. I’ve been on the run from your people.” Her voice dripped with disdain.
“Then someone saw something,” Tyson emphasized.
She bristled.
It wasn’t usually wise to irritate a sleep-deprived, possibly starving and frightened paranormal being, but he was tired and didn’t want to dance around getting answers.
It was nearly 2:00 a.m., but these check-ins couldn’t wait. First, it was part of the law that allowed them to keep a program like this running.
Second, the residents needed some orientation before they got settled—someone to welcome them to camp, help them understand what would happen. 
Except Tyson wasn’t doing a very good job of that. Sleep deprivation or not, she needed to know someone was her friend.
He smiled, and the shifter squirmed, as if that simple gesture made her more uncomfortable than anything he had done or said so far.
“Yeah, okay, someone saw something,” she said. “I wanted to stretch and chose the wrong moment, but you know what? I made it seventeen years without an incident. Seventeen years. You guys are so oblivious, you make it easy.”
“To evade the law.” He raised his eyebrows.
She showed no guilt, just pursed her lips again as if upset she had shared as much as she had. It wasn’t lost on Tyson that she lumped him in with the people who caught her. She would see it that way at first—her against them. There were more sides to this than she presumed.
Tyson refocused on the numbers she gave him. Extrapolating from the date Naturalization laws were passed and her comment about how long she had been hiding her abilities gave away her age. Not much, but it was progress. He filled in Age: 20 on the form. Only a couple years younger than him.
“What happened?”
She rolled her shoulders back. “That got your guys on my trail? Or that got me caught?”
Tyson lifted his hand, gesturing for her to speak, and waited. He wanted to hear whatever she wanted to share. Silence could sometimes be more effective than words.
“Isn’t it in there?” Her jaw jutted out, gesturing toward the file.
“I’d like to hear it from you.”
She bristled. “Why?” Her defensiveness seemed like a cover for embarrassment.
Because I want to help you. Tyson cleared his throat. “Nothing you say will make me think poorly of you. I’ve heard it all.” Or near enough, especially with Tom’s stories from ten years on the job. Tyson had nothing on him in comparison, but he’d still heard plenty.
She slouched in her chair. “The Stiffs grabbed a werewolf at the gas station, and my ride freaked. Stiffs saw me sack the driver. The only way out was to fly.” She stared at her hands, fingers rubbing against each other.
Tyson sensed a tone of failure in her voice, and the disappointment in her expression was palpable.
“Were you supposed to meet someone?”
Her jaw clenched, and her chin tilted away from him. So there was someone else.
“I could get a message to them, if you let me know where to send it. What do you want it to say?” Tyson grabbed a pad of paper and set it on his knee, clicking his pen open again.
The shifter chuckled. “You really think I would fall for that? Allow you to deliver a note in confidence, only to have them—if there was a them—captured and brought here, same as me? You’re insane.”
Tyson smiled in spite of himself. She was sharp. He tossed the pad of paper and pen back on the desk. “You’d be surprised how often it works. Having friends and family with you can make the transition to Naturalization easier.”
“Why do you care so much about making my ‘transition’ easier?” she snapped. “I’m just a case number to you.”
“No, you’re much more than that.” He softened his voice and looked directly at her. She adjusted her position, clearly uncomfortable. “You have a chance at a normal, productive life. Does that mean anything to you?”
“I can’t live a ‘normal’ life. I wasn’t ever meant to.” She punctuated each word with conviction.
Her words sank their teeth into Tyson’s brain. He’d never heard a paranormal phrase it that way before. Most of them voiced doubt and fear about the Naturalization process. He knew how to handle that. This was something different altogether.
“Why do you feel that way?” His pen hovered over the page, fingers twitching with eagerness.
She scoffed. “All you want is to fit me into your human box. Get me as close as possible to your ideal. Take away everything that makes me what I am. Have you considered that I can’t be squeezed into your definition of a being that’s worth existing? I don’t need a camp to reform me. I need society to accept that some of us are different, and then maybe we could find a way to coexist.”
Interesting. He breathed in and sighed, considering what she had said. He’d heard this position before, mostly by liberals protesting outside government buildings with angrily-worded posters. Coming from someone sitting in front of him, someone who didn’t want the help he had to offer…He reached to his left and adjusted the picture frame there. It was the only thing in this borrowed office that was his. Everything else belonged to Dr. Hartford. Tom. Tyson could wish his mentor was here right now all he wanted, but it wouldn’t help him get that promotion. He had to do this on his own.
He forced himself to stop tapping his pen on the desk. The last thing he needed was for the new resident to pick up on his anxiety and use it against him. What would Tom say if he were there? When a session steers in a direction I don’t want it to, I reset it. Remember, you’re in control. Now seemed like a good time for that.
Tyson set down the pen and closed her file, then clasped his hands in his lap. “We have another bird shifter right now. You’ll meet him tomorrow. You can’t miss him.” If anyone could break this shifter’s rock-hard exterior, it was Fletcher.
He gave her an encouraging smile, initially wasted since she wasn’t looking at him. The sensation that he was missing something passed through his mind again, but he dismissed it to focus on the situation in front of him.
Her head slowly turned, her eyes piercing his. “I don’t need counseling. And I don’t need friends.”
Tyson’s smile faded. “What do you need? We’re here to help.” He swallowed against the tension mounting in the air and started the breathing pattern from his training to keep his own emotions calm.
“What I need is to get out of here,” she snarled, standing suddenly.
Her hands curled into fists as she advanced toward Tyson. There was a crackling sound, like a spinal adjustment, and feathers rustled as her wings extended from her shoulders, filling the room.
Tyson dropped his pen and slapped the panic button under the desk. Squiggly green characters spread through the room from the button under his hand. They crawled across his skin, tingling as they immobilized him, and he suddenly realized what was missing.
His lanyard.
He groaned internally. It was sitting on his bathroom counter. He’d been in such a rush to change, he’d forgotten to put it on. 
The shifter’s eyes widened at the sigils, making it clear she had never seen magic like this before. Just like Tyson, she stood frozen mid-step.
They could breathe but not move. They stared at each other.
The door behind Tyson opened and Violet, James, and Lilith stepped inside. The camp’s resident witches. Well, and warlock. The lanyards around their necks, like the one Tyson had incidentally left home, were spelled to keep the sigils’ activation at bay. James pulled out a piece of chalk and drew on the carpeted floor around Tyson. The moment he closed the circle, the spell lifted, allowing Tyson to move.
Tyson wiggled his fingers and toes, just to be sure nothing funny had happened, then nodded to the magic-users.
“Thanks.” There were times, albeit reluctantly, that he had to admit magic was useful. Twice in one night should please Violet to no end, except her scowl indicated she was anything but pleased.
“Where’s your lanyard?” Violet hissed, crossing her arms.
“I left it home.”
James stepped in between them. “I would expect this from an intern in the early months, not someone up for promotion. It’s sloppy, Tyson.”
A massive lump lingered in Tyson’s throat as he glanced between the three of them. He hadn’t maintained a perfect record the past two years only to lose his chance at promotion over this stupid mistake. He straightened.
“It’s never happened before and it won’t happen again. You know that.”
They exchanged looks.
Tyson cleared his throat. “Look, I think she was with someone, or looking for someone. If you can get her to fill out this questionnaire before I see her again on Monday, that would help. I can find out who she was looking for and maybe we can get a team to bring them in.” He pulled open a drawer and slid a paper out, putting it on the desk. No one reached for it.
“Why did she attack you, Tyson? Two years and only one other incident, and that vampire was near-starved and raving mad.” James still had his arms crossed and he looked pissed, probably about being woken up.
“She said she didn’t want help, she wanted to get out of here. Then she attacked. Our conversation went as well as expected before that.” There was nothing Tyson could do about Violet’s dislike, but the turn this case had taken might have given James enough of a reason to withdraw his approval of Tyson’s promotion. He needed four signatures to become Tom’s partner. This shifter wouldn’t ruin it. Whether she wanted his help or not, she would get it.
“I’ll call Tom. He might have some insight into how to handle her. You can spend your night here thinking of a way to track down her friend,” James said.
“Take it easy. I don’t think Tyson did anything to cause this.” Lilith smiled at Tyson, a smile he returned gratefully.
“There isn’t any need to bother Tom over this,” Tyson insisted. “I’ll call him when I need his advice. For now, I’d like to go home and sleep.”
Violet choked on her laughter. Was she drunk or something? “Is someone going to tell him?”
“What?”
“You can’t leave camp without your lanyard.” Violet’s voice was suddenly hard as stone, almost like she had changed personalities.
Tyson’s mouth dropped open. “You got me here without it. Open another portal.”
She jabbed a finger in his face. “There’s a twenty-four-hour restriction on raising portals after a license is issued, except when “a life or lives are endangered” or some other legal nonsense. You know they don’t want us popping in and out all over the place.”
It was a strict interpretation of the law, and based on the vengeful look on Violet’s face, payback for Tyson’s ordering her around earlier.
James stood up from the floor, dusting off his hands and sliding the chalk into his pocket. He adjusted his glasses. “Violet is correct. Additionally, the spells out and the spells in have different requirements.”
“But they’re your spells!” Tyson sputtered. “Can’t you just…lift them for a moment?”
“Lift them?” Violet’s tone became murderous. “I’m still patching holes from where that idiot flew through two months ago. Lifting it ‘for a moment,’ as you so loosely put it, would mean months of re-writing sigils and an alarmingly high potential for occupants to escape. Do you want to be responsible for that?”
Tyson shook his head.
Violet made a disgusted sound and stormed from the room. James watched her go, then looked back at Tyson, his eyebrows raised. “That won’t win you any favors.”
Lilith spoke. “It would be simpler to make you a new lanyard. James, would you start that? I’ll get our newest resident unfrozen and settled in.”
Tyson’s gaze darted from James to Lilith. “How long will that take?”
“A few days. The spell has to cure,” Lilith replied.
“I’ll see to it.” James straightened his vest, leaving chalk fingerprints on its pinstripe surface, and nodded to them both before leaving.
Tyson moaned, putting his head in his hands. So much for a quiet weekend.
“Don’t be upset. The universe must have a use for you,” Lilith said.
Universe be damned.
Lilith circled the immobilized bird shifter, eyeing her. “Magnificient, isn’t she?”
Tyson’s hand rubbed over his mouth. “It’s a little invasive to ogle her like that while she’s frozen, don’t you think?”
Lilith tilted her head and smiled again, eyes glittering with something like wonder. Tyson might have considered her a friend if it weren’t for her habits of manipulating the properties of space, time, and fate with crystals and chalk dust.
Blasted witches and their blasted magic. If Tyson worked at any normal camp, he could have called a Ryde and been home before morning.
“I’ll get her settled. Why don’t you go get some rest?” Lilith snagged a piece of chalk from inside her tight jeans pocket and knelt on the ground near the shifter.
Tyson grumbled, but filed the folder with the new shifter’s information in the cabinet and gathered his stuff. From his two years working there, he knew one thing for certain: a weekend spent at Camp Silver Lake would be far from boring.
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  Chapter Three

Harper


“We’re going to unfreeze you now. Please stay calm.” The blonde woman had finished drawing some sort of chalk circle around Harper. 
That idiot counselor had left the room. Good thing, too. Harper didn’t think she could stand another one of his pitying smiles.
The woman held her hands out, a pink crystal shaped like a pointed rod in one hand. Harper couldn’t do anything except glare until the witch tapped the crystal on Harper’s chest over her heart.
The paralysis faded slowly, releasing her fingertips and toes, arms and head, and legs last. Harper gasped as a pins and needles sensation took over her extremities.
“There, now! I trust there won’t be any more attacks?” The woman’s voice was far too chipper for the late hour.
Harper rubbed her hand, shaking out her fingers, and nodded. For now.
“Good. You can call me Lilith. I’m a leader here at Camp Silver Lake.” Lilith paused expectantly. When Harper didn’t reply, the witch clicked her tongue. “Follow me, then.”
She gestured and turned, marching out the office door and heading up a set of stairs in the dimly lit lodge. It looked like a cozy log cabin on the inside, not the prison Harper expected, but appearances weren’t everything. She eyed the front door over her shoulder, just outside the office door opposite the stairs. 
The woman cleared her throat, and Harper reluctantly followed her. The door was locked anyway.
“What should we call you while you are here?” Lilith stopped partway down the upstairs hall and unlocked a door.
Harper stepped inside. She crossed her arms over her chest and surveyed the sparse room. She wasn’t about to give out her name. Names had power, especially in the mouth of a witch, and Lilith was definitely a witch.
“You might as well tell me now. We’ll have it when the report comes in.”
Harper tightened her lips. Let them find it out if they could. Quinn would tell her not to show all her cards until the best possible moment. “Hold ‘em close until they force your hand or until you’re confident you’ll win.”
Lilith put her hands up. “Very well, then. Can’t say I blame you, after everything. You’ll stay here tonight. We can find you something more comfortable in the morning.”
A single cot and a chair shared the windowless room. It felt like a cell. Lilith hesitated for a long moment, but when Harper didn’t speak, the witch shut the door and clicked the outer lock without another word. 
Harper ran her hands on the walls, searching for a light switch, but when she found one, flipping it did nothing. The bulb had been removed, or maybe the lights were on a timer. She crawled along the floor next, pressing on baseboards and walls to determine if there was a window or secret door, anything she could use to escape. Nothing. She jiggled the handle a few times and tested her weight against the door. It seemed solid. The room was sealed tight. If this was a tactic to get her to talk, it wouldn’t work. She’d stayed in much worse places.
Harper leaned her back against the wall, sitting on the floor with her arms wrapped around her knees. She was frustrated. Not at the room, but at herself. First, getting cornered and caught. Then, getting her hopes up when that idiotic counselor mentioned another bird shifter. Could he have meant Quinn? Harper knew better than to hope. At best she could expect another disappointment. 
She stood and unfurled her wings, shuddering through the pain of transformation, then crossed the room to where she remembered the cot being. First thing tomorrow, she could ask around about Quinn. Not by name, of course, but no doubt if he had been here, or was here, someone would point her in his direction.
Harper curled up on the thin mattress, tucking her feathers around her like a protective cocoon, and fell into a fitful sleep.
A knock woke her. Judging by the slit of light under the door, morning had arrived. She groaned and withdrew her wings, taking human form again.
“Good morning, Harper King!” Lilith’s chipper voice permeated the door. “Breakfast is nearly ready. The door is unlocked. I’ll wait for you out here.”
So they had gotten her name, after all. A face-match in public school records, maybe. Damn them all. Did they know about Quinn, then? There was no way they didn’t see his name.
Harper threw open the door, squinting in the sunlight that streamed into the hall from the large windows on the first floor. People moved around downstairs, chattering in a mix of voices. It was a completely different atmosphere from last night, but she wouldn’t let its bright appearance distract her: it was a vehicle for government-enforced procedures. Chain-like laws at best, mutilation at worst. The government kept the details as hush-hush as possible, but when you spent time in the underground, you heard things. They might try to win Harper over, to convince her that they meant well, but she knew better.
“It’s so nice to be on a first-name basis at last. Bathroom?” Lilith indicated down the hall, looking far too pleased with herself. While the witch waited outside, Harper utilized the facilities, using a little water to flatten her hair where it stood up awkwardly. She’d cut it weeks ago in an effort to stay hidden. A lot of good that did her. She missed her long hair.
“You don’t have anything to drop off here,” Lilith said as Harper unlocked the door and entered the hall, “so we’ll get you some clothes. There’s a community closet downstairs. I’ll show you around and help you find something suitable, and then you can shower, all right?”
Harper nodded, the jagged edges of her cropped hair brushing her cheeks.
Lilith led Harper downstairs and gave her a tour of the laundry, handing her clothes in her size.
“Where is everyone?” Harper asked, holding the stack of clothes under one arm.
“Breakfast. Are you hungry?”
“Not much.” Being in this place made Harper’s stomach clench. She couldn’t imagine eating anything. She had to get out of here.
“Ah. Well, maybe after you shower.” Lilith banked right without warning, and Harper nearly went past the hall she turned down. Harper kept expecting to head back upstairs, but there weren’t any stairs in sight. Lilith stopped in front of a door indistinguishable from any other door in the hall.
“There is a more community-based shower area with curtained stalls, but it’s less private. This is normally reserved for group leaders like myself, but I’ll make an exception for your first day.” Lilith unlocked the door, and Harper moved past her, flipping on the light as she went. 
“Everything you need is in there,” Lilith said. “If you don’t see something, just holler. I’ll be right outside.”
Again, that winning smile. She could be a model with those teeth. Harper tended to steer clear of magic-users on the streets; the witches here weren’t what she expected.
“Oh, and Harper?” Lilith said.
Harper hesitated. “Yeah?”
“Don’t be too long. The hot water doesn’t last forever.”
Harper shut the door, setting the clothes down, and sagging against the counter. She wiped her hands down her face. A tightness gripped her throat. She couldn’t let go, not where someone could hear her.
Harper stripped her shirt off over her head and unbuttoned her pants, facing the mirror as she did. The grime on her face almost hid the deep circles under her eyes. The stress of being on the run. She looked gaunt and a bit haunted.
She emptied her pockets, pulling out a hair elastic, the crumpled receipt from that gas station a lifetime ago, and a candy bar wrapper. Her underwear went straight into the trash. It was more holes than not. She was small enough in her chest she didn’t wear a bra. Too restrictive with wings, anyway. Harper stepped into the shower.
Bliss poured from the showerhead in the form of hot water. She eased into it, acclimating her body. It was the best ten minutes she’d had in a while.
Properly washed, Harper wrapped herself in a towel and stood in front of the mirror again. Damp and still-matted hair aside, she looked much better. She tried on a smile. It faltered. Those had never come naturally, even when she was younger. Made it hard to get adopted, not having a ready grin for every couple that came looking for a brown-eyed girl to take home. Her history and the package deal with her older brother didn’t help, either. She had always been fine with that. Harper didn’t need anyone
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