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Beasts. 

That’s what some people still call shifters. 

Monsters, freaks, and devils were common enough insults, but it was always the name beasts that cut Sean the deepest. It didn't matter that shifters were out to the general public and had been for fifty years. One mention of the word always came with the snickers hidden behind hands, the hatred burning bright in flashing eyes, and the way someone’s upper lip would curl back. As if they couldn’t even stand the taste of the word in their mouth. Being six foot two and built like a heavyweight MMA fighter thanks to his wolf-shifter heritage always attracted those comments. Wasn’t like he could help it, he was born this way, not made like some shifters. And if he was good enough for the FBI and got a job on their shifter task force, why couldn’t he be like some of his colleagues? Get the whole family, white picket fence, 2-story house with three bedrooms shit? Or hell, even get someone to stay with him for more than a one-night stand? Maybe if he had another animal inside him, like a crocodile or a lion, it wouldn’t be so bad. But he was a wolf, heart, soul, and claws all, and there was no way he could pretend to be anything else. No matter how much he wanted to. 

The metallic clank of the barbells mixed with a deep-throated grunt, Sean heaving out another rep in the dark comfort of the gym. Sharp white teeth bared in a feral grin and sweat soaked into the dark strands of his chin-length hair. Normally he enjoyed the burn of stretching every muscle in his frame to the max, releasing some of the restless energy that always kept his body on edge and made his heart beat a tad too quickly. Being a wolf shifter, he always had to be mindful of his strength with everything, but not here. Here he could let the beast out, claws breaking through the tips of his fingers with every swing against the punching bag, muscles stretching as they stretched out. Powering him into a full sprint that left most mortal men flat on the ground. But not now. Now when the rising shrieks, beeps, and giggles of his brothers in arms echoing down from the floor above. 

"Get'em, Isaac! Woohoo!" 

"Turn your ass around, Mikey!"

"I'm trying! You think it's easy driving a runaway tanker through a heavily populated city? Every time I hit something, I lose 500 points, Dave."

He bit back a snarl, sharp teeth cutting into his lips, and the faint tang of bitter blood roused something stronger in his veins. Why some planner thought it would be a good idea to put their training room underneath the game room was something he'd like to know. True, their particular secretive branch of the FBI was working out of an office supply building partially renovated to fit their squad, and some things like the tiny breakroom turned kitchen and the 12 large bedrooms took some getting used to. But when you had as many special operators with supernatural inclinations like his. Sometimes the odd-shaped rooms were helpful. Others, like now, made him want to claw his skin off for a little alone time.

"Tsk," The sharp tick of a tongue against teeth made him pause, his arms half bent and supporting the full weight of the barbell three inches above his chest. A dark shadow slid along the left side of his vision, a slight breeze fluttering cool fingers across his bare skin, and his nose twitched. The familiar blend of cinnamon and musk burning but exciting his senses at the same time, the drumbeat of a second heart pulsed in his ears, marching to a different faster tempo than his own. "They're so loud. The game can't be that thrilling." Sean didn’t turn his head, but the wheezy squeak of weight dropping into the half-broken chair across from him confirmed that his audience had arrived. And damn if his body didn’t light up like the fourth of July, excitement spinning his head so fast that his vision blurred.

"D-don't...Ha! Know. It's new, and they cackle worse than hyenas snorting laughing gas when it's something new." He grunted, heaving the barbell back up to finish the rep, and the shadow shifted. Throwing a triangle-shaped bulge across the wall, and his eyes snapped to the side, chasing after the slender figure folding one leg over the top of the other. The scuffed sole of a sneaker peeking over the rounded edge of a denim-covered knee, a slender hand draped across the left, and the right was covered up by silky chestnut curls cascading down over it. So at ease that she had already started to slump in the chair, it didn’t make sense. Why was she here with him?

Time after time, when the other team members were too rowdy and he was ready to break a few jaws for some peace, or at midnight when the building was quiet but his boiling thick with suppressed energy. She’d come and sit in the darkest corner of the room, the deep scowl lines across her forehead easing a little, and her eyes were always watching. A soft blue the color of the cornflowers in his mother’s garden, and streaked with the brilliant gold of her shifter side. Usually, it was only in the privacy of their own rooms that his teammates let out their animal features, but with him. Her wings always came out, the same nimble fingers that he’d seen punch through brick walls would gently card through the feathers. He never had figured out what kind of avian shifter she was, something on the stronger side like a falcon or eagle, and not wimpy like a sparrow. But her wings were as beautiful as she was, creamy white as a base, and cut through with brown bars and flecks. Little dots of silvery gray flashed at certain angles, like hidden pieces of starlight that had gotten caught in there and refused to come out.

"Hmm..." The thoughtful hum continued low, stretching into a rolling thrill that sent vibrations through his bones and lifted the hair on the back of his neck. He cut his eyes to the side, searching the shadows for her perch, and she tipped her head to the side. Some of her hair slid back to show off the small embroidered patch by her left shoulder, FBI Dawn Caseum, it screamed in bold gold letters. The tip of her nose scrunched up, one finger idly plucking at an overly long secondary feather next to her shoulder, and her wing twitched in response. If something was wrong with one of them, she must have found it because she rolled the rounded tip between her forefinger and thumb, and then plucked it out. “Sounds like it’s a car game. One of those racing things. I’ve never understood how they could think driving a pretend car is that much fun.” Shed finished, her fingers straightened out the feathers again before moving on to another section closer to her elbow.

“Eh, yeah. Never made much sense to me either.” Sean heaved the barbell into the holder, the sharp click of metal meeting metal unusually loud even to his sensitive ears, and he rolled up. The burn in his shoulders and back smoldering red hot, and he yanked a towel from the duffel bag tucked underneath the bench, the terry cloth rasping against his skin like fresh razor blades. “Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

"Slide your fingers through your feathers like that.” He lifted his chin towards her hands, the tips of her fingers buried deep into the shorter feathers, and the way her eyes narrowed suddenly made him wish he was a lot better with words. Or he had a bird behavior dictionary to help him understand some of her behaviors. 

“Oh,” She trailed off, flicking the offending feather between two fingers, “It’s a way to feel more like myself after a mission. It keeps my feathers clean, and also keeps my thoughts together, plush it keeps me from looking ratty from the old ones that are worn out,” She tipped her head to the side, some of her hair sweeping back, and those enchanting eyes of hers glittered with a newfound curiosity. "You wanna touch?" She whispered. Her voice was so soft, but the promise it held chilled his bones, a single finger curling his way inviting him closer than he ever thought possible.  

He looked down at his hands, at the white-edged cracks lining his fingers, and the purplish-yellow blotches spreading across the backs of his knuckles, the bones and skin swollen twice their size. Touch her, ha!  He’d be more likely to break her if he did. She was too thin, too delicate, things like that didn
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