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Chapter One
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There was a werewolf in my bedroom.

And he couldn’t be quiet if his life depended on it, which, all things considered, is a bit ironic. “I’m trying to sleep, asshole,” I muttered.

Ethan chuckled. “Sorry. Shorty at the station called. They need all hands; something big going on at the Jenner farm.”

I rolled onto my back, only able to get one eye to cooperate at oh-god-thirty in the morning. “Probably just Anthony Jenner drunk off his ass again,” I muttered. Still... “Am I gonna need to suit up? Any deaths?”

“Not sure yet. You know the drill, though.” He leaned in and kissed me hard and fast as his phone buzzed again. “I’ll call you later. Maybe we can meet for lunch if this isn’t too messy.”

I grunted and rolled back onto my face, his soft laugh drifting behind him as he let himself out of my room, then out of my house. Ethan’s car rattled to life, and I winced inwardly, sure I’d be getting the look from my neighbor, Mr. Cullen, about that. Timothy Cullen had only just moved into the small Craftsman next door, and already he was a one-man HOA, sending little ‘helpful notes’ as he called them to all of us on Larkspur Court.

Apparently, there was a correct height for grass and none of us on the street had achieved it aside from Mr. Cullen.

He’d even sent a message to the neighborhood WatchOut group about the unnecessary levels of enthusiasm regarding a recent family of deer that had passed through the vacant lot at the end of the road.

I bet he was a lot of fun at parties.

Cullen also hated Ethan’s car beyond what I thought was a reasonable measure—and considering how much I hated Ethan’s old Ford Escort, that was definitely saying something. Cullen had taken to standing on his front porch like a creeping creeper whenever Ethan came over in the evenings, staring at us with a slow shake of his head every time I came out to meet Ethan before one of our few dates (it was weird, this dating gig—nothing like when we were teenagers but nothing like anyone I’d dated since—and I wasn’t sure if it was because now we were adults or because of what we shared, but it was... weird).

Ethan shrugged it off. Cullen was harmless, he’d said. Bored. Needed a hobby. “Besides,” he’d said, just a few days before, “he’s not technically doing anything illegal. Being a bad neighbor isn’t against the law. It’s just annoying.”

“I mean, if he killed me, that’s both a bad neighbor and illegal,” I’d muttered, stretching my legs across Ethan’s lap, America’s Worst Bakeries playing in the background.

“Yeah, and he’d get arrested for the murder, not the bad neighboring.”

Needless to say, we’d have to agree to disagree about the criminality of Cullen’s shitty behavior.

A soft scuffling noise outside my window dragged me from my grumpy musings. My first thought—Cullen’s gone too far this time, peeking in to see if I’m here so he can bitch at me—was rapidly replaced by fuck, someone’s trying to break in! as the sound of scraping replaced the scuffling, something hard pressing and dragging in the wood below my window. Someone trying to pry it open, maybe, or jimmy the old-fashioned window locks.

I hesitated for just a moment or two (okay, maybe five). It was early, I was tired, and really there wasn’t anything in the house I couldn’t replace...

The mental image of Ethan’s expression, his rumbled You let someone break in so you could get more sleep? dragged me out of bed, though, and I shoved my feet into the old slippers I kept by the bed, shuffling toward the window and flinging back the drapes before my half-asleep brain realized I didn’t have a weapon or even my phone.

Which was a moot point, seeing as there was no one outside. At least not that I could see. The faint tingle racing up my back told me I wasn’t alone, those scared rabbit senses that had dogged me my entire life, that only finally began to make sense a year ago, waking up and sending up flares of alarm as they got to work.

“Fucking hell. I do not need another werewolf this morning.”

Slippers traded for boots and a large, sharp chef’s knife and my phone procured, I made my way to the front door and tried to peek out through the sidelight without being obvious about it.

The soft shuffle came again, just inches away, through the wood.

Fuck.

I slid away from the sidelight, trying to remember those calming exercises I’d looked up a few months ago at Ethan’s urging. Breathing in, two three, out four five, hold six seven, scream in panic eight nine...

The shuffling stopped, then the sound of light steps tripping down my front porch sounded, then hurried ones across the gravel drive and toward Cullen’s house. My native panic was replaced with a surge of annoyance. A quick fumble with the lock, and I threw the door open, striding out after Cullen. “Asshole,” I whisper-shouted (I might be pissed, but I did have other neighbors, a few of whom actually liked me). “Get back here!”

The click of Cullen’s front door shutting punctuated that little would-be encounter. Across the street, Dave Allen was getting into his car, his sleepy toddler clinging to his neck for the daily trip to grandma’s for babysitting while Dave did whatever Dave did—I kind of tuned out around hour two of his life story. “Morning, Doctor Babin!” he called. “Casual Friday?”

Shit. I was glad I’d never been able to commit to sleeping nude like Ethan. Nothing was sadder than a man naked save for a pair of shoes, out there looking like a half-decorated Christmas tree with his bits and bobs flopping around from the ankles up. “Er, something like that. Hey, did you just see Tim Cullen out here?”

“Sorry, man. I was wrestling Thing One into her car seat.” He nodded at the car where the vague lump of a car seat could be seen peeking over the back seat. “Thing Two’s gone all spaghetti noodle on me, so I wasn’t really looking. All good?”

“Ah, yeah. Just... wanted to borrow some sugar or something,” I mumbled. “Have a good day!”

I didn’t wait to hear his reply, marching my sleepwear-clad self back toward the house only to draw up short when I caught sight of the bright pink sticky note flapping on my front door.


Doctor Babin

Leash your dog! It is against community regulations to have a dog free-roaming!


***
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ETHAN WAS DISTRACTED when he answered. “I’m driving, Landry,” he said. “Can this wait till I get to the office later?”

“It’s just real quick. Are you alone?”

There was a pause, then a vaguely amused drawl. “Are you asking for fun reasons or serious reasons? Because if you’ve suddenly decided to give phone sex a try, I gotta say your timing isn’t great.”

My face warmed, and I have no shame (okay, maybe a tiny bit, given the circumstances) in admitting that other parts of me perked up a bit at the thought. I wasn’t good at the whole talking dirty thing, something Ethan found either endearing or amusing; I couldn’t decide which. He still teased me about the first time I fumbled at it and asked him to Do that thing, you know? The one that’s all... like that? complete with some weird hand motions that looked like a failed audition for Cats.

Nothing ruins sexy time faster than your partner laughing so hard they fall off the couch and get hiccups.

“No,” I grumbled. “Not now, anyway. I just wanted to know...”

“Yes?” he drawled, the clicking of his turn signal like an annoying game show timer in the background.

It made me feel itchy, and as much as I’d like to blame my not-quite-human senses for that irritation, it was just me being, well, twitchy. “Was Cullen outside when you left this morning?”

“Oh god,” he muttered. “Landry, it’s just past the ass crack of dawn. It’s too early for this good neighbor bad neighbor bullshit. I mean, love you, but for crying out loud—”

“Okay, one, we’re circling back around to that love you thing. Don’t think you’re getting out of it,” I interrupted in a rush, that heat from earlier pulling back and leaving me feeling cold and anxious. Another reminder that maybe he wasn’t as all in this as I was. Possibly. 

Shit.

“And two?” he muttered.

“Two what? Oh! And two, you didn’t let me finish. Cullen left a note about me having a dog off the leash.”

When he spoke again, his words grated over disbelief and maybe a shred of disappointment. “Are you asking if I shifted? In the open? In a non-pack area?”

“No,” I drew out. “Maybe? Or maybe if Tyler or someone had been sniffing around.”

“Sniffing around, Landry? Really? And dogs? Seriously?” His wounded tone was clear and sharp.

“Ethan!” I snapped. “Come on! This is not the time to get all prescriptive about language.” His heavy sigh added a pang of guilt to my morning—it had been insidious, this creep of subtle accusation, that I wasn’t taking this seriously enough, or worse, that I was somehow not taking him, specifically, seriously. I was so in my head about what had happened with the clinic, with Cleverly and Garrow and, shit, everything that I forgot I wasn’t the only one involved.

And maybe he was right about that.

Sometimes.

A little.

But... Fuck!

“Ethan, please listen to me.”

Ethan made a soft, frustrated sound, and the noise on his end of the line changed. “I just got to the office. I need to grab one of the work vehicles to head out to the scene before dealing with all this bullshit here, so I don’t have long.”

I wanted to be annoyed, but he sounded so tired, absolutely already done with the day. I swallowed the urge down and told him about the shuffling sounds outside my window, at the front door. The sharp pang of fear I’d felt... “It wasn’t just nerves,” I added when he did one of those deep sigh, my boyfriend is being weird things. Swallowing down the nerves that threatened to choke my words, I said in a rush, “This was... this was my wolf.”

The sigh morphed into a snorted, choked laugh, and suddenly that heavy exhaustion he was wearing, the stress of dealing with the rat bastards at work, was gone, at least for a moment. “I’m sorry. It was your what?”

“My wolf,” I muttered. “Are you laughing at me, Ethan Jeffrey Stone?”

“My middle name isn’t Jeffrey,” he snickered. “You should know that, Landry Wolf Babin.”

“Shut up. I’m hanging up on you now.”

“Wait!”

“What?” My face felt hot, and even though I knew he couldn’t see me, I ducked my chin. Calling that strange part of myself my wolf had been Tyler’s suggestion. He was a dick but could be surprisingly sympathetic about the whole suddenly-not-entirely-human thing. Call it your wolf. Treat that part of you like it’s a whole creature, you know? Take ownership of it.

After months of struggling with trying to shift, trying to make that secret part of me just fucking obey, it had sounded like excellent advice.

Though, now that I was thinking about it and listening to Ethan wheezing softly as he tried not to laugh, maybe he was an even bigger dick than previously thought and he’d intended for me to make an ass of myself like this.

“I’m sorry,” Ethan muttered, his words shaking with barely suppressed laughter. “It just... it sounded so 1970s Harlequin. My Wolf: A Story of Love, Chewy Bone, and Shedding.”

“I’m not talking to you anymore,” I announced crisply. “Fuck off.”

His hoots of laughter chased me as I fumbled to disconnect the call.

When he called back a few seconds later, I ignored him.

Because fuck him, that’s why.

I kept on ignoring him as I started the coffeepot, took a quick shower, and got dressed for the office.

I kept ignoring him while I stared out my bedroom window, the narrow strip of yard between me and my neighbors still in shadow as the sun wasn’t fully up yet. Still, even with the low light, I was able to see the ground had been disturbed.

My phone’s ringtone switched to a shrill, unforgiving screech. “Ah, good, he’s calling from his desk phone now.”

I shut the ringer off.

Maybe I was being a brat. Or maybe he was. I just know that some days were harder than others, trying to get a handle on my new reality. Ethan had been trying to help me learn to shift, learn to use my previously latent abilities, but it had been one headache after another. When I suggested that maybe I was just meant to exist in the weird liminal space I’d been inhabiting, he’d growled—actually fucking growled—at me. “It takes time,” he’d told me, “even for those of us who know from birth what we are.”

“What I am,” I’d muttered, staring at the disturbed lawn outside my bedroom window, “is tired.”

It took just a few minutes to check the side yard. I may not be as astute with my senses as Ethan, Tyler, or any were who’d been were since birth, but I was better than an ordinary human. There’d definitely been something not human there, but it wasn’t quite an animal either. The scared rabbit impulse I tended to get around weres was softer, more of a murmur than a scream.

Whatever it was had been a predator, but not a wolf.

Not a were.

The prints, though, were distinctly human-shaped. Or at least shoe-shaped. A quick mental image of some bipedal animal in human clothes danced to the fore of my thoughts and was at once funny and terrifying. Shaking it off, I followed the tracks from the muddled spot by my window, then around the back of the house, where they headed off toward the pond between our lane and the edge of the wilderness preserve.

The steps remained human-shaped, but the gait lengthened. They were running, I thought. Running away, or running to?

The rattle and squeak of a screen door opening dragged my attention away, toward Cullen’s house. He stood on his back porch, fully dressed in his usual neatly pressed slacks and stark white shirt, clutching his monstrously large Maine coon to his chest.

I was pretty sure the cat could take Ethan, if given half the chance.

“Hey,” I called, taking a few steps toward him. “I got your note. What the hell, man?”

He sniffed, shifting his hold on the cat. “You need to keep an eye on those dogs,” he spat. “They could hurt someone. Children! My Esmerelda!”

The cat made a sound suspiciously like a snort.

Yeah, I didn’t think any creature could hurt that beast.

“I don’t even have dogs,” I said, throwing my hands up in frustration. “As close as you watch me, creeper, you should know that!”

“I’ve seen those dogs sniffing around all the time,” he seethed. “If they’re not yours, you need to stop making your place an attractive nuisance for the damn things! If I see them again, I’m calling animal control!”

“Do it!”

Cullen stiffened, a flicker of surprise dancing across his features before his scowl settled back into place. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Those beasties dragged off and euthanized! Just so you could shirk your responsibilities—”

“Dude,” I groaned. “What the hell are you talking about? It’s too early in the morning for this level of what the fuck. I have a job to get to. Just stay off my property, okay? No notes, no sneaky pics of my boyfriend’s car you can post on the neighborhood loop and complain about the muffler, alright? Mind your own business.”

Esmerelda bared her teeth and emitted a low growl I’d never in my life heard a cat make.

“You share this space,” Cullen said, shouldering Esmerelda like a toddler. If a cat could ever look awkwardly embarrassed, she was doing it.

“Yeah, well,” I called back, “so do you!”

Not my best comeback, but I’d only had the one cup of coffee so...

My phone rang again, and this time I shut off the ringer.

Getting ready for work was a fight. I wanted to call in, tell Reba I was just over today already, and spend the rest of the day holed up at home... waiting. But shit was already hitting the fan at work thanks to state-wide budget cuts, meaning my full-time job was cut to three-quarter time, and might be zero-time before all was said and done. Between that and Ethan’s crappy experiences at the sheriff’s office lately, it felt like this being a responsible adult gig was just too much.

Maybe I should’ve just gone into regular medicine, I thought, yanking a pair of my work slacks from the closet. See runny noses and rashes all day, assure people they’re not dying no matter what WebMD says.

I hesitated at the door, the very faint scent of strange were lingering in the air outside as I stood, one foot in and one foot out. Whatever Ethan thought, I knew what I’d sensed. 

I knew that I hadn’t been alone that morning.

A strange were had been watching me.
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Chapter Two
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“Shit’s hitting the fan,” Reba muttered as soon as I stepped into the office that morning.

“It’s Friday. Of course, it is.” I sighed. “What’s going on this time?”

“Check your email, but this came in the interoffice drop off this morning.”

Interoffice mail from the state office was never good. Doubly so when you were already on thin ice after ‘concerning incidents’ and ‘extended absences’ on top of your entire department, state-wide, being the first in line for budget cuts.

Fuck.

I saluted Reba with my coffee and headed into my office, dropping my satchel off at the desk before opening the dreaded manila envelope. “Dear Doctor Form Fill Here,” I muttered, feeling a breath of relief that it was apparently a form letter based on the generic wording, and while it did have my name in the address, it was a bland we hope you are doing well in these difficult times sort of letter that gave off heavy budget cut vibes.

Sure enough, paragraph two was the guillotine blade. Reba was waiting for me when I threw open the office door. “What the fuck is as needed? What the fuck?”

She opened her hands sympathetically. “The email said we were being cut down to one day per week with additional hours as needed.” She sniffed, eyes a bit bright. “We do get a stipend for being on call but it’s not enough to cover what’s being lost.”

I read—maybe a bit too loudly—the text of the third paragraph. “Until such a time as an assessment of the county finances can be made, we will be limiting the hours and services of the offices in the following counties.” I glared at her. “There’s sixteen counties on here!”

“And apparently, all of them have relatively low violent death rates.” She sighed. “I think last year was an outlier for us.”

I grunted. “This is... this is...”

“A fucking mess,” Reba declared, sniffing wetly. “I already called Susan at Doctor Clark’s office in Misston, and she said she’d pass the word to the other offices so all y’all pathologists out here can have your monthly bitch and moan meet up a week early.”

The thought of not coming in to work every day, not seeing Reba—who’d become like an odd auntie to me since I started at the office—made my eyes sting. I shook my head. “What are we gonna do?”

“Well”—she heaved a mighty sigh—“you’re going to see to that stack of reports on your desk and I’m going to start on these invoices. Then we’re going to get a drink after work because lord knows we both need one.”

“Drinking midweek, Reba?” I chided gently, though with no real censure. “I’m shocked.”

“Honey, I’ve seen things that’ll curl your hair. Now get. This is a normal work day until five when we go get a beer. Then we haul ass home and scream in the comfort of our own four walls.”

***
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REBA HAD CURSED ME when she said it’d be a normal day, and I should’ve realized that as soon as she’d said it. But I was so fixated on the message from the higher-ups and fielding texts from several of my coroner friends that I let myself slip into a false sense of normalcy as I signed off on forms and sent, I know, right? What the fuck! texts.

I had never been thankful for expedited file requests before, but a sudden glut of them coming in from the Dallas medical examiner’s office was an unexpected relief. It meant I didn’t have the time or headspace to dwell on what was happening and my sudden sense of being useless.

Again.

Instead, I filled out the request top sheets, dotted my i’s, crossed my t’s, and got in touch with the ME in Dallas to sort out a courier. Because of course they wanted the hard copies and not digital, and of course they seemed to be unaware of the fact I could only give them copies because no way was I letting hard copies out of my office. Not when my job was hanging by a thread. I kept my head down and worked until I heard Reba leaving for lunch. “Shit,” I muttered. It was already one o’clock and my stomach seemed to finally catch up to the fact we’d gone past our usual break time. Shutting down everything, I switched my phone to cover and grabbed my bag, intending to grab something quick from the grocery’s pre-made food counter.

Tyler Stone had other ideas. “Hey!”

He came loping up to me with a sort of long-legged grace inherent in people who think running is super fun and should replace all caffeine intake as a means of getting your blood pumping in the morning.

Weirdos.

“Were you sniffing around outside my house this morning?”

Tyler stopped a yard or so away and scowled. “Why the hell would I do that? I don’t want to know what you and my brother get up to. Freak.”

I shook my head, sighing. There’d been my last hope it was all a misunderstanding. “Ethan said it wouldn’t have been you, but—”

“But you didn’t believe him?” He smirked. “Gotta say, I thought y’all’d last longer till the bloom was off the rose.”

My gut clenched at that. Had Ethan said something to his brother about being unhappy? Or thinking I was? Maybe getting back together as adults wasn’t what Ethan had hoped it’d be, and... I was spiraling. Fuck. I forced myself to plaster a bored expression on my face and sigh. “What do you want, Tyler?”

“No, seriously, why did you think I was sniffing around your place?” He took another step toward me, leaning forward in a parody of sharing a confidence. “Are you sneaking some other were into your place now, dude? That’s uncool. Does Ethan know?”

“Fuck off, Tyler.” I stepped around him, mentally ticking off the minutes left in my lunch break and rearranging my plans. No salad, then, just a sandwich—I could eat that and walk at the same time instead of spending a few minutes decompressing at my desk, since it seemed like Tyler was intent on wasting my precious time.

“Sorry, I know it wasn’t funny. But seriously, do you know other weres? Because—”

“Because no. I just know y’all,” I hissed. “And there’s people out here, dumbass!”

Tyler snorted, loping up beside me and shooting a wave to one of the guys walking toward us. “Hey, man. How ya doin’? See the full moon last night?” He added a small, comical wolf-howl. The man stumbled, startled, but waved and kept walking, shooting us backward, confused glance.

“Are you high, Tyler?” I demanded. “Drunk? What is going on with you?”

“I’m running on like three hours of sleep and a gallon of gas station coffee.” He stepped in front of me, stopping me when I would have crossed the street to the grocery. “Listen, I need to find Oliver. Have you heard from him at all? He’s not answering his messages, and Ethan’s neck deep in some bullshit about a dead cow.”

“I haven’t seen or heard from Waltrip in days, at least.” I sighed. “Tyler, look, I appreciate you’re... whatevering here, but I have less than twenty minutes now to get some lunch, eat it, scream into the void, and get back to my desk. Can this wait? Or, I don’t know, be done over text or something?” Or never. Never is good.

Tyler grinned, wide and manic. “Come on, let me buy you lunch,” he insisted, slinging his arm around my shoulders and half-dragging me across the street.

“Dude!” I shrugged him off, striding ahead of him and not slowing down until I reached the sliding doors of the grocery. Tyler jogged up beside me and looped his arm through mine. “Why are you so damn touchy feeling all of a sudden?” I growled. “Let me go!”

“Hey! Look! Melons! C’mon, I bet they have those tiny watermelons. Those are great, aren’t they? You’re being followed. I mean, I can eat a lot, but a regular sized watermelon? Guy looks like he smells dog shit. It’s just too much, even for me. Those tiny ones, though?”

“What?”

Tyler had led me to the giant melon display in the middle of the produce section, only stopping when the towering pyramids of honeydew, cantaloupe, and watermelons were between us and the door. The cloying smell of sweet fruit slowly starting to decay, undetectable to most noses, mingled with the faint odor of dirt, of sweat from my own body, and the sharp tang of were from Tyler’s. It stuck in my throat and made me want to sneeze. Tyler reached up and pressed his finger under my nose and made a face. “He’s acting casual. Grab a melon.”

“The fuck?”

“Here. Get that tiny watermelon. I was just rambling a minute ago, but now I have a craving.”

Tyler looped his arm over my shoulders again and started handing me produce to hold. That damn tiny melon, a plastic bag of carrots, an onion that was truly monstrous, a hard-shell full of rosemary, a packet of sugared lemon peel, all the while keeping his attention on the front of the store. He kept himself between me and whoever he was keeping in his sights. “I’m gonna describe this guy to you,” he murmured, “and you tell me if you’ve seen him before.”

I nodded, focusing on the display of turnips.

“Medium height, maybe a bit taller than you, but not by much. Sandy hair, going gray. Looks fussy as hell. Pressed, pleated—good lord, is this the eighties? —slacks, tucked in fucking Izod shirt. Pinched up face, like he’s judging everyone.”

“That’s about half the people I see on a daily basis,” I murmured, but his description of the clothes pinged hard. “Might be my neighbor, Tim Cullen. He’s got a stick up his ass about... well, everything.” Briefly, sotto voce, I told Tyler about my recent run-ins with Cullen and the note he’d left on my door about ‘my dogs.’

Tyler’s growl was practically subsonic. At the front of the store, something clattered and Tyler bared his teeth. “He heard that,” he chuckled. “Your neighbor’s not human, man. He’s not were either, though.”

“What?”

Tyler shook his head, staring, not even bothering to attempt acting subtle now. “I was coming to your office to tell you what I’d found about Justin so far.”

“Justin?” I straightened, nearly dropping my armful of produce. “Where is he? Is he... is he alive?”

Tyler slid me a glance. The near-manic demeanor he’d been sporting since intercepting me outside my office was gone and his usual Resting Bitch Face was back in place. He gave me one sharp nod, then looked back at Cullen. “He’s seen me,” Tyler said, a slow smile curving his lips. “Good. Wait here.” He strode toward Cullen, grabbing one of the turnips as he passed.

“Tyler!”

“Hey,” Tyler called, lobbing the turnip at Cullen, missing him, but not by much. I swear even the canned music overhead went silent. “What’s your problem, asshole?”

“I’m buying groceries,” Cullen retorted. “Do I know you?”

“Why are you following Doctor Babin?”

“Sir!” one of the women wearing the red manager pinafore snapped, striding out from behind the customer service booth. “I’m going to need both of you to leave. I will call the police if you don’t get off store property immediately!”

Tyler held up his hands in a no harm gesture. “I just want to know why he’s been stalking my friend here.”

Every eye in the store swiveled toward me. Or that’s what it felt like. I wiggled my fingers in a tiny wave, careful not to drop my armful of produce.

Cullen sniffed. “You have delusions of importance,” he announced, aiming the words at me. “There’s one store in this town, and only a handful of routes to reach it. The fact I had to walk past your office doesn’t mean I’m following you, you narcissistic asshole.”

Tyler scooped up the turnip and fished some money out of his pocket, handing it to the customer service lady. “Here. For this,” he shook the turnip. “I’m leaving, but I know what you are,” he added in a low rumble. Cullen visibly paled before turning a deep pink that made me worry for his blood pressure. Tyler saluted me with the turnip. “Meet you back at the office.”

Cullen sniffed again, his upper lip curling to bare some teeth. “This is ridiculous. I should press charges.”

“For what?” I demanded.

The woman threw up her hands. “Get out. Both of you.”

“But my melons,” I blurted. “I... I don’t even want these, actually. I have watermelon at home. And I don’t like carrots.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, using her other hand to point at the doors. “Just put them down at register two. And go!”

An awkward shuffle and muttered apology later, I edged past Cullen with his empty handbasket—he’d apparently been lurking near the front of the store, by the magazine racks, so I don’t know who he was trying to fool with his grocery shopping excuse—and made a beeline for the opposite side of the street, where Tyler waited with his damn turnip.

“Ever had these mashed?” he asked, shaking the fronds at me. “I kind of remember my mom making them mashed, but that might be one of those things you think you remember, but it’s just your imagination, you know?”

“Tyler.” I sighed. “What are you doing?”

“Come on. Walk with me.” He shoved the turnip into his pocket and nudged me in the opposite direction of my office.

“I need to get back.”

“We’re just going around the back way. Come on. Walk and talk. Tell me about these footprints.”

Fuck it. I started walking with Tyler and gave him a rundown of the past few days with Cullen’s weirdness, the signs of something not human outside my house, but I left out the tiff I’d had—maybe was still having—with Ethan.

Tyler grunted softly to himself as we rounded the corner and headed for the alleyway between shops, which would spit us out in a narrow alley between the side of the deli and the larger row of offices where mine was tucked away. “Cullen, he’s not human. At all. Can’t you smell it on him? I thought you were all tuned in to the weirdness, dude.”

“I think maybe it gets muddled when I’m around weres,” I admitted. “Ethan’s been trying to help me, um, develop things, you know? Get better at understanding what my senses are telling me, untangling them from fear triggers. And also the shifting.”

“Yeah?” he asked, smiling a little as we strode down the gross-smelling alley, dodging puddles of dumpster goo. “How’s that working out?”

My face warmed. “Eh.”

“Not so much, huh?”

I shook my head. “This isn’t exactly something Ethan has experience teaching, you know? And I doubt there’s a were out there who does.”

“We learn it when we’re children. It’s more instinct than anything.” He slowed his steps, drawing us to a halt behind Bernie’s Wigs-N-More with its dumpster full of old mannequin heads and wads of out-of-date wigs tossed to make room for new merchandise.

I wondered what the -N-More was, or if it was just more wigs.

“Ethan says I’m... I’m as much were as y’all,” I muttered. “But I can’t even do things a child can. And now I have my neighbor stalking me, and apparently he’s were, too? This feels like some weird crossover of Ugly Duckling and Little Red Riding Hood, but without the whimsy.”

Tyler snorted. “He’s not were. But he’s definitely stalking you. Or he was, at least today. And maybe this whole time. Those steps outside your room might have been his. I can’t be sure though.”

“He’s not were, but he’s not human,” I said slowly. “What does that even mean? Is he a fucking cryptid or something?”

“God, no. Cryptids want nothing to do with us.”

“What?”

He carried on as if hadn’t just yelped at him. “He’s... he’s something that’s pretending to be a regular human. Maybe he’s like you, and it’s throwing me off. But he doesn’t smell like a were at all. You, though,” he paused and made a show of taking a deep sniff of the air over my shoulder. “Definitely have that were scent to you.”

“You’re so fucking weird.”

“I’m weird, but I’m right. And I’m also on Justin’s trail. Whatever happened when he took the Lycaon, it’s stuck. He’s not like you. No offense. I just mean that he’s...” Tyler shook his head, tipping his face up to the narrow strip of blue sky overhead as he sorted out his words. “He’s changed. But doesn’t understand anything about it. It’s not something he’s grown up with, or something that’s even been part of him. Garrow using regular humans for some sort of control group went catastrophically bad. Some of whom we think are regular humans have were traits in their genetic
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