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Part I: Circling the Wagons
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Soapstone Valley Park, Washington, D.C.
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He loved running in the dark.

In winter it was easier – the nights were deep, and the darkness endured. In the height of summer, though, if he wanted to run in darkness, it meant getting up at a time his wife described as "oh-dark-early." When he had the park all to himself he could pretend, even for a little bit, that there were no other humans in the world. He preferred to run on trails – like this one – that wound through dense forests, furthering the sense of isolation. Soapstone Valley was a lovely park, smaller and less traveled than others in the area, with lush greenery and large trees creating a natural roof with their interconnected canopies. The park was bisected by a small, swift stream that fed into Rock Creek. The stream's banks were covered by the unique stone that gave the park its name, the water swirling and frothing as it lapped against the sides.

Tom Johnston turned forty last year. Though he had never been grossly out of shape, his blood pressure was just high enough for his doctor to take notice. He asked for six months to get the number under control before he'd try medication, and thus far he'd made it stick. 

What's more, Tom found that he actually liked running. 

He loped down the hiking path, pressing himself as much as he dared. For the most part, the trail was wide, packed earth with the occasional tree root encroaching on the edge. There were a few sections, however, where the path narrowed to little more than a foot trail as the forest threatened to take back the park. There, the underbrush pressed close, the ground rising and dipping sharply. It was not the sort of trail that attracted novice runners, that was for sure.

Though it was trendy to do, Tom didn't run with headphones. He liked the company of his own thoughts, the thunder of his pulse in his ears, and the sharp puffs of his exhalation.

And the low, contented rumbles of his dog by his side. 

Tech was a black Labrador retriever, three years old, with enough residual "puppy energy" that these runs kept him engaged. He adored Tom, following him around the house enough to be a real tripping hazard, and though he wasn't terribly well trained, he knew the word "run" and what that meant.

"How's it going, boy?" Tom asked, reaching down to lightly ruffle the fur between Tech's ears. The dog responded with an affirmative yip, and he laughed. Goddamn did these early morning jaunts invigorate the hell out of him! He glanced at his watch: 5:07 AM. The trailhead was just a few hundred feet away; he should be able to get home, clean himself up, and still miss the worst of rush hour traffic. 

It was a fine morning indeed.

Since he was nearing the end of his run, Tom slowed to a jog. He wasn't terribly winded (six months ago, he would have been), but he was keen on not pushing himself too much. He had learned the hard way that muscle cramps from over-exertion were no fun. Tech, full of seemingly boundless energy, tore off ahead of him. He stopped short when he realized Tom wasn't there, barked, and dashed back, circling Tom's legs impatiently.

"Jeez, since when are you such a taskmaster?" Tom chortled. 

The response didn't seem to mollify Tech, who bounded off again.

As the two of them approached the trailhead, the forest began to thin to his right, and through breaks in the canopy he caught the first glimpses of the fuzzy blue-gray of impending dawn. About fifty feet ahead, the path forked. To the right was the end of the trail and the small gravel lot where Tom had parked his car. The left fork led to the much larger Rock Creek Park. There, the canopy was heavy and dense, its spreading branches allowing night to persist a little while longer.

Tech was still twenty feet ahead of Tom and reached the fork first. He stopped, turned a small circle, and then darted down the left-hand path. 

"What the hell?" Tom exclaimed. "Tech, come back here! We're going home!" They'd been doing this often enough; the dog knew their routine and knew it well. Tom almost never ventured into Rock Creek Park itself. The trails there were even less suitable for running. He stopped at the point where the trail forked, peering into the gloom. The dog was nowhere in sight, but Tom could hear the sounds of Tech's movement: low huffing breaths and the slight jangle of the metal tags on his collar. He'd either rounded a corner in the trail or left it entirely. Tom felt the first curl of worry deep in his gut. "Tech?" he called out, louder this time. No response from the dog.

"Dammit," he muttered as he surged into motion once more, following the path his dog had taken. "Tech, get back here!" He spoke sternly, trying to channel his nerves into something like bravado. "If you make me late for work, daddy's gonna be pissed!"

He pushed further into the forest, looking wildly back and forth in an effort to catch any sign of his dog's path. It was entirely unlike Tech to run off like this. He had never been a hunting dog; if he'd found a squirrel, odds were he'd be standing at the base of whatever tree it was hiding in, barking his fool head off. It was the silence that made Tom nervous. He couldn't even hear the sound of Tech's collar anymore. Worry blossomed into outright panic. He never once thought about bears or bobcats or any other critters that might give them trouble. 

(Did the park even have bears?)

"Tech! Goddamnit, where are you?" By now he was nearly running again, hoping Tech hadn't strayed far from the trail.

Ahead, the path turned sharply to run along the edge of a steep, rocky embankment on his left. There was only a thigh-high railing to keep people from tumbling over and he came to a near-stop to avoid an accident. As Tom took that moment to catch his breath, he heard it: a faint whine, from somewhere to his right. It was nearly impossible to tell, but it might have been canine.

"Tech?" He squinted into the darkness. He couldn't make out much in the predawn shadows, only the vague shapes of trees that grew more indistinct the farther away they got until they bled into a seemingly solid mass. The ground sloped upward in that direction, but it was at least passable if he watched his footing. "Tech, c'mon boy! Daddy isn't mad anymore! We just need to go, okay?" At first there was no response, but then it came again: a low, mewling cry. He was sure of it this time – that was his Tech! Maybe he was chasing something and hurt himself. That would explain why he didn't hear any signs of a fight. 

His heart thudding painfully, Tom stepped off the trail. The footing was treacherous, the ground slick and wet from overnight dew. He planted each foot carefully, testing his stability before pressing on. Tech's low, keening whine was nearly constant now, which at least gave him an idea of which direction to go. He stepped around a large tree and stopped short. 

Tech was there. 

And he wasn't alone. 

A lean figure knelt on the uneven ground in front of the dog, its attention fixed on Tech. It didn't seem to notice Tom at all. It was hard to tell, but Tom was pretty sure it was a man – his(?) form was all but swallowed by a voluminous gray cloak, the garb quite unseasonable for late June. Still, Tom had lived in Washington, D.C. for most of his life, and in that time he had seen visitors from all over the world dressed in all manner of clothing regardless of the weather.

Even so, that didn't explain what this man was doing here, at this hour of the morning. And what he was doing with Tech.

"Hey!" Tom called out. "Get away from him, what the hell are you doing?"

The man ignored him. At this distance, he could hear the other man muttering something, too faint for him to make out. Whatever it was, Tech didn't seem to like it. His whining had intensified, though his attention remained fixed on this mysterious figure. 

"I'm talking to you, dammit!" Tom stepped forward again, the worry he'd been feeling turning into anger. This man had lured his dog off the trail somehow and was obviously upsetting him. "Tech, come on, let's get out of here!" His voice had a pleading, almost desperate tone. There was something about the man he didn't like at all.

Both Tech and the mysterious figure ignored him.

"That's it!" Foreign visitor or not, Tom wouldn't hesitate to shove the man to get him away from his dog. Clearly there was something Tech didn't like about him, and the more he looked at him, Tom couldn't help but agree. "Come on buddy, let go of my dog!" The fact that the man wasn't actually touching his dog didn't much matter; whatever was going on, it felt like Tech was somehow being restrained. The broken, uneven ground made it almost impossible for him to stride purposefully toward the man, but he did his best. His foot skidded once, threatening to slide out from beneath him, but he managed to brace himself against a tree to keep from falling.

That one instant of distraction was all it took. While Tom's attention was focused on remaining upright, Tech's whine became desperate, culminating in a liquid, warbling yelp that ended as quickly as it began. When Tom looked up, the man was crushing the dog's form against his chest, his head bowed over. Thin, stringy hair spilled out from under the cloak's hood. Tom could hear other sounds now. 

Sucking sounds. 

"WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?" Heedless of the terrain, Tom dashed madly toward the man, his eyes wide in panic. His foot clipped a thick tree root, and he pitched forward. Rather than try to stabilize himself, Tom scrambled forward on all fours. Just as Tom got within grappling distance, the man reared his head back, a spray of blood accompanying the movement. In the darkness it was black as ink. Tech's body drooped lifelessly, and Tom gave a cry of anguish. That, finally, seemed to draw the man's attention. 

In that instant, he wished that it hadn't. 

Looking at him fully, Tom realized the man's skin was pale, far too pale for a normal person. The hands that gripped his dog's limp form were spindly, with fingers that seemed to end in points. His face was a pale shape all but lost under the hood, its features indistinguishable. And yet, Tom sensed great intelligence peering out at him. Great malice. And great power. 

This was no man. 

His mouth working soundlessly, Tom tried to run, fear turning his blood to ice. In spite of his growing terror, he was unable to move, trapped by the power of that unseen gaze just as easily and surely as Tech had been. 

Words came to him then, but he couldn't understand them. He recognized the language though. 

His last conscious thought was: What is a Frenchman doing h—  
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It would have been easier if he had a shovel. Louisianna asked him – several times – if he was sure, and Geoff insisted. He wanted to do this the hard way. He wanted to suffer for it. It seemed only right. They nearly came to blows over his decision to bury Laurell by himself. Lou had wanted someone to go with him, or to at least be nearby in case of trouble, but Geoff was steadfast. 

"What if that... thing comes back?" Lou had asked. 

"Then it comes back," he'd replied gruffly. 

"You can't take that thing on by yourself, and you know it!"

"If it kills me, it kills me." Pause. "Besides, it's daylight, right? I should be fine."

Lou hated that response. So did Elisabetta. But Geoff refused to hear any arguments on the matter. He even went so far as to threaten grievous bodily harm to anyone who tried to follow him on his self-appointed task. 

"Are you really going to fight your own pack over this? With everything else that's going on?" Elisabetta shot at him. 

"Try me and find out," Geoff retorted. 

As far as he could tell, no one was willing to risk it. He had the forest more or less to himself. It was just as well. He was serious, but he did not relish the idea of following through on the threat. Elisabetta was right about that much. 

He carried Laurell's body over his shoulder like a gunnysack. She had been killed while in wolf form, and though her human form was petite, a shifted werewolf was not. The extra weight did not bother him nearly as much as the task ahead.

Geoff had been torn between finding a place to bury her that had deep, significant meaning and simply finding a random spot in the forest. Ultimately, he'd chosen the latter. If there was a specific location for Laurell's body, the pack might feel an obligation to visit, to erect some kind of memorial. It would become a place for them to wallow in their grief, and Geoff had a feeling she wouldn't want that. Instead, he would bury her someplace he chose arbitrarily, and that he would not take pains to memorize. Eventually he'd forget, and it would be like she was buried nowhere at all. 

Or that she was everywhere. 

Geoff was not normally a poetic person, but he liked the thought of that very much.

He'd been digging for almost three hours and the hole was nearly waist deep. It wasn't a perfect rectangle, its sides not completely vertical, but it would suffice. His hands were caked with dirt, and the black circles under his fingernails might never fully come out. Geoff was breathing heavily, more winded than he remembered being in a long, long time. His t-shirt clung to his body, slick with sweat. He probably stank to high heaven. 

If he'd had a shovel, it would have been done in a fraction of the time. But he wanted to experience the savagery of it, digging his hands into the earth below, ripping clods of dirt free, working out his anger and grief and frustration in the act. He imagined how satisfying it would be to instead dig his hands into the flesh of the monster that had killed his Laurell. 

But vengeance – or justice, as Geoff saw it – would have to wait. 

First came mourning. 

He climbed out of the hole, gathering Laurell's body in his arms, this time cradling her like a baby. She'd been swaddled in white linen so the terrible, bloody wounds she'd suffered were hidden from view. That was probably meant to be a comfort to him, but Geoff deserved a little discomfort. With slightly trembling hands, he eased back one of the flaps, revealing Laurell's form. 

From the neck up, she might have been sleeping. Laurell's eyes were closed, her jaws slightly parted. Her ears were folded back, but if he squinted it might have looked like a gesture of repose rather than the agony of her final moments.

His eyes lingered on her lupine face until his vision blurred. He blinked angrily and forced his gaze downward. Just below the curve of her jaw, one side of her neck had been brutally ripped open. The entire front of her form was awash in blood, now almost completely dry. Only a few tacky, sticky patches remained. Someone had suggested cleaning her first, but Geoff refused out of hand. She had never been comfortable with the occasional bouts of nudity that came with life as a werewolf. Every time she felt self-conscious about it, Geoff reassured her it wasn't a shortcoming on her part. Subjecting her body to such an intimate act felt like a betrayal of that – in spirit if nothing else.

Further down, almost lost amidst the red ruin of matted fur, was a thin slit, about two inches wide: a clean, smooth slice through her flesh. Geoff knew if he turned her over, there would be a corresponding exit wound. She'd been run through, tricked into impaling herself on a sword.

"Jesus Christ," Geoff rasped, his attention returning to Laurell's untouched face. "I am so fucking sorry, kid." It was no secret that she'd looked up to Geoff as something of a father, even though there was no blood relation between them. Geoff would argue their bond was more meaningful than any accident of birth. 

She had been a werewolf, and Geoff was her Fadirulf – her pack leader.

And he'd failed her. 

As pack leader, Geoff felt an obligation to all his wolves, and most especially to the weaker ones, the ones who wouldn't have cut it in other packs. Laurell had been one such wolf, with a meek demeanor that made her the target of abuse in her former pack. She'd managed to break away from that, to find Geoff, to come with him to Washington, D.C.... and to die on his watch. 

"Fuck," he said, the word dropping roughly from his mouth. He bowed his head and held Laurell tightly, squeezing his eyes closed with such force that it hurt. He remained that way for several (hours? days?) minutes, only the sounds of his own breathing and miscellaneous forest noises in his ears. Tears dripped silently down his face, cutting stark tracks of clean skin through the accumulated grime.

Ultimately, he could only delay so much. He stepped forward, dropping into the hole with a fleetness that belied his broad-shouldered frame. Geoff crouched as best he could in the limited space, lowering Laurell's body to the ground. He gave her face one last, regretful look and then pulled the linen back over her, turning it into a burial shroud. He was not a religious man by any means, but he made a promise, if not to himself, then to some amorphous Higher Power, that Laurell's life would be honored. They would remember her. He owed her that much.

Covering her body took significantly less time. He had to pause only once, when he'd reached the point where her form was fully covered with a thin layer of dirt. It took him several more minutes to collect himself, but once he was past that, the rest of the work was done quickly enough. Before he started digging, he'd had enough presence of mind to carefully peel back the top layer of soil and its attendant bed of plant life. It wasn't quite as neat as a roll of sod, but once he put it back into place, Geoff was confident the spot couldn't be easily found. It would be counterproductive if he left an ugly gash of naked soil to mark Laurell's final resting place.

Geoff knelt over the spot, bowing his head again. A tumult of emotion ran through him. Soon it became too much to handle. He reared up.

Threw his head back. 

And howled.

It was a raw, primal sound that had no business coming from a human throat. He put all his strength, anguish, pain, and defiance into it. Geoff might not show his hurt to the outside world, but here, in the privacy of Laurell's gravesite, he let it consume him, allowing himself this single moment of grief.

Eventually he stood, his breath escaping him in a tired sigh. "See you around, kid." His duty fulfilled, he turned on a heel and strode away.

––––––––
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HE GOT HOME TO FIND a pair of government agents sitting at his kitchen table. That wasn't much of a surprise, considering they had been there when he left. It was mildly surprising – and less-than-mildly annoying – that they were still there. He stopped in the doorway, leaning against the frame with one shoulder and crossing his arms.

"So have you figured it out yet?" he asked blandly. 

"Figured what out yet?" the first man asked. His name, which Geoff had discovered only recently, was Charles Mitchum. When they first met, he'd refused to divulge that information, so Geoff thought of him as Pale Eyes. The man's eyes were such a light shade of blue they could be mistaken for gray. He was older than Geoff, perhaps pushing fifty, and his tightly curled hair had already started going silver. The man's skin had a yellowish, waxy appearance, but that didn't fool him; from their interactions thus far, Mitchum had shown himself to be quite capable, and more than a little dangerous.

Geoff considered the question for a second, then lifted his free shoulder in a shrug, uncrossing his arms enough to gesture vaguely. "It," was all he said in return. 

The response was meant to evoke irritation from the agents, and he could see a flicker of it from Mitchum. The other man, however, gave almost no reaction. If this one had a name, Geoff had yet to learn it. The other agents called him simply The Manager. He was older than Mitchum – by how much, Geoff couldn't guess – but possessed a vitality that made his actual age irrelevant. His eyes were bright and seemed to miss very little. At times, Geoff caught a glimpse of cold, calculating intelligence behind them.

It was The Manager who responded. "Terribly sorry to disappoint you, Mr. Cooper, but we haven't been able to solve a two-hundred and nineteen-year-old problem in the scant few hours you were away." The man paused, and added: "I trust you were successful in your endeavor?"

Geoff grunted. "So much for my tax dollars at work. What the hell am I paying you for, anyway?" He purposefully ignored the question about his "endeavor" – he owed these men nothing, especially when it came to Laurell.

If The Manager was offended, it didn't show. "I doubt that it's much consolation, but the majority of our funding does not come from taxes," he replied.

"You're right, it isn't," Geoff shot back. "So what the hell have you been doing here? Comparing recipes?"

"Geoffrey..." Louisianna sounded as tired as he felt, which somewhat blunted the warning in her tone. She was the third person at the table, cradling a mug of coffee in both hands. 

He rolled his eyes, pushing off the doorway and stepping fully into the kitchen, giving Lou a pointed look. There was a fourth seat at the table, but he opted to remain standing. His arms wanted to cross again, but he resisted the urge, stuffing them into his pockets.

Mitchum glanced between Geoff and Lou before reorienting on Geoff. "We've been discussing security protocols, for a start."

"Security protocols?" Geoff repeated. It was an awfully official-sounding term.

"Yes," Mitchum replied. "As large as your... group may be, you don't have the personnel to maintain a twenty-four-hour watch in case he shows up."

That got Geoff's attention. "You think that... that thing might be coming here?" Inside his pockets, his hands curled into fists, the motion almost reflexive. 

The Manager spoke next. "Need I remind you, that thing has a name, Mr. Cooper. He is – or rather, was – Michel Pierre L'Enfant. At this point we have no idea of his motivations or desires. What we can tell, based on our records, is that he might be attracted to werewolves, and this is the largest concentration of them in the region." He spread his arms to indicate their immediate vicinity. There were nine – well, eight now – werewolves in his pack, and they'd managed to buy an abandoned multifamily complex at a dirt-cheap price, which is what landed them in D.C. to begin with.

He was regretting that decision more and more by the hour. 

"Fucking fantastic. So, you think he's coming here next? Well you know what, I say bring it. Home court advantage, right?"

"Geoffrey," Lou said again, her tone sharper. She was looking at him intently. "It's not going to be that simple and you know it."

"I know nothing of the sort."

"That thing kicked your ass, and Elisa's ass too. If Agent Mitchum and his men hadn't shown up—"

"Don't you dare go there!" Geoff cut her off. "Don't you even!" Somehow, he'd moved across the room and was looming over the trio. He didn't remember doing so. Mitchum had eased back in his seat, one hand disappearing under the table. The Manager observed the exchange like someone watching a nature documentary. Louisianna stared up at him with a steely gaze, unwavering.

"Mr. Cooper, Ms. Mason. We're all tired, and surely not thinking clearly," The Manager interjected smoothly. "Let's all just calm down before anyone says or does something they might regret."

The last two days had been a blur. Geoff was operating on the few hours of thin, restless sleep he'd been able to fit in here and there. No doubt the same was true for Mitchum and The Manager, though somehow the old man didn't look it. Idly, Geoff wondered what the secret was. After a few seconds, he nodded once, swallowing the bitter rage that had come roaring to the surface. "Fair enough." He took a single step back, trying to force himself to calm down.

Louisianna didn't take her eyes off him as he moved. "The agents and I were talking about setting up a set of patrols, some of their men with one or two of us. Rotating shifts, enough to keep everything covered but allowing us all to get some sleep." She gave just the slightest emphasis on the word "all", the hardness in her eyes fading.

"Armed patrols, I take it?" Geoff asked. When Mitchum nodded, Geoff pulled his hands out of his pockets, crossing them over his chest again. "And... are we allowed to leave the complex or are we prisoners now?" 

The Manager seemed perplexed at the question. "You are, of course, free to come and go as you please. Though I don't have to tell you that doing anything by yourself is a spectacularly bad idea." If there was any reproach in his tone, Geoff couldn't hear it.

Geoff looked down at the man, nostrils flaring. He didn't take his eyes off The Manager, but his next words were for Lou. "You okay with this?" Louisianna was, at least officially, his Annarrylgr – the chief lieutenant of the pack. Practically speaking, she was nearly his equal, considering that the two of them were a couple and he shared his thoughts with her before almost anyone else. Still, even if they weren't together, her title alone meant she was a wolf Geoff trusted. He could still overrule her if he thought she was wrong – but she was usually worth listening to.

He wouldn't have fallen for her otherwise. 

Lou squinted at him, as if unsure whether the question was sincere. Finally, she nodded. "I am. This... whatever is going on. It's not like anything we've faced before. I'm inclined to take as much help as we can get."

She had a point. Still, Geoff had a nagging worry that this kind of help came at a price.

"Alright, so... how many people are you going to let in on this little mission? I trust you don't want your whole organization to know what's going on?"

Mitchum and The Manager exchanged glances as if waiting to see who would respond first. Finally, The Manager spoke. "A very astute question, Mr. Cooper. And one I'm afraid I don't have a satisfactory answer to. You correctly perceive that we don't want to cause a panic by informing the entire Agency about this new development. But we need to bring in enough to ensure we have proper coverage for all possible needs. As yet, I do not know what that number might be."

Geoff grunted. It was an honest enough response, as far as he could tell. "The Agency? Is that really what you call yourselves?" 

This time Mitchum spoke up. "Our charter did not include any specific name for the organization, and considering the seriousness of our mission, I suppose naming fell toward the bottom of the priority list." He offered Geoff a small shrug. 

"About that, your mission," Lou spoke up. "Considering this whole situation, do I take it that you have officially ceased operations on your previous objective? Chasing us all out of the city?"

Mitchum and The Manager looked at each other again. This time the silence was protracted, growing thicker and more uncomfortable the longer it went on. Geoff had to give Lou credit – it was a fantastic point, and one he wished he'd thought of sooner.

"You must understand, this is a very emergent situation," The Manager began, speaking slowly. It was not a very promising start. "To set your mind at ease the best I can – at this point, I have no intention of seeing you or your people being run out of the city. With this creature, this Michel on the loose, my Agency needs to use every asset at its disposal, and I would be a fool to throw away a pack of werewolves willing to aid us in this fight." He favored Geoff with a thin smile. "I am correct in my assumption, yes? You wish to help?"

Lou started to say something, but Geoff cut her off. "You're goddamn right. This is our fight more than it is yours. One of my wolves died!"

The Manager's tone carried heat for the first time since Geoff met the man. "This was our fight long before you and your wolves came to town, Mr. Cooper. Two centuries before. And my men put themselves in harm's way to come to your aid – without the benefit of your advanced healing, I might add. Agent Traxler still hasn't woken up."

Jacob Traxler had been a grade-A pain in Geoff's ass from the moment he and his pack landed in D.C. He'd done everything in his power to drive Geoff, Lou, and the rest of them out of the city. He claimed it served some higher purpose, and it wasn't until too late that they came to understand what that purpose was.

In the end, Traxler had accompanied Geoff, Lou, Elisa, and Blysse – another of Geoff's most trusted wolves – on the mission that ultimately led to Laurell's death. Their packmate Tallulah had been kidnapped by a group of religious fanatics and was moments away from a gruesome death by vivisection when they burst in. The very same Agency resources that plagued him and his pack also proved instrumental in finding where she'd been held. 

While they were distracted, some insidious force (he now knew to be Michel) had lured Laurell away from the safety of the pack and into an ambush. When they found out that Laurell had vanished, Traxler had accompanied Geoff and Elisa to the Smithsonian National Zoo and their initial confrontation with Michel. During the fight, Geoff was bodily thrown into Traxler, knocking the latter out cold. 

"Any change in his condition?" Lou asked softly.

"None," Mitchum replied. There was a glumness to his tone that suggested he actually cared for his partner. "Fractured skull, two broken ribs, and a bunch of lacerations." He opened his mouth to say something else, shot a glance at The Manager, and closed it. Before anyone else could speak, he opened his mouth again. "What about your other wolf? Is she going to be okay?"

The man's concern seemed genuine, but Geoff's lip still curled. "Tally's going to live. Whether or not she'll be 'okay' is another matter entirely." She'd suffered some of the most grievous injuries Geoff had ever known a werewolf to survive; she was a fighter, no question of that. "I'm going to check on her as soon as this little committee meeting is over with."

"Geoff, you really need to sleep. You're not going to be any help if you are braindead from exhaustion." Lou looked at him pointedly.

"That could be said for all of us, though, right?" Geoff replied. "Especially these two." He jabbed a finger at Mitchum and The Manager.

The Manager stood. Almost unconsciously, Geoff whirled in his direction. The old man raised both his hands, palms facing outward, showing he was no threat. "You are, of course, correct. Mr. Cooper. As is Ms. Mason. A good rest – or at least, as good a rest as any of us are likely to get – is just what we all need. We can reconvene later, hopefully with clearer heads." He cocked his head ever so slightly at Geoff when he said "hopefully." 

Mitchum took his cue from the other man, standing as well. "We'll talk again. In the meantime, I'll send over the men who were with me at the National Zoo. They already know what's going on, at least somewhat. We can worry later about who else to bring in on this."

"And your men know not to shoot at us, right?" Geoff asked. At his question Lou groaned, resting her head in her hands, and shaking it disappointedly. 

The agents studied him, saying nothing, as if trying to gauge whether his question was serious or not. Finally, The Manager said, "The men understand that you and your wolves are no longer our primary objective."

"I don't like the way you said 'primary' just now," Geoff said. "Would it have been so hard to just say 'Of course not, your pack is safe from us'?"

The other man favored him with a wan smile. It was the first outward sign of the exhaustion he must have felt. "My apologies, Mr. Cooper. Old habits die hard. Your wolves are in no danger from us." As if eager to flee the conversation, he doffed an imaginary hat in Lou's direction and quickly took his leave, Mitchum following close behind.

Geoff remained standing, watching the two men depart. When he was sure they were well and truly gone, he turned to Lou. "Do you believe them?"

Lou didn't answer right away, staring after the agents. Finally, she shook her head as if banishing some unpleasant thought. "I want to. I really do."

Geoff grunted. "That's not a yes."

"No," she sighed, "it's not." She rose then, moving toward Geoff and pressing into him. She placed a hand on his chest and turned her head so her ear rested beside it, as though she was listening to his heartbeat. 

"I'm filthy, you know," Geoff said. "Might not want to get too close." Even as he spoke the words, his arm curled around her, gripping tightly. If she'd been human, the embrace might have bordered on painful. She was noticeably smaller than him, and noticeably younger too, her lithe figure and brown skin as stark a contrast to his broad, paler frame as could be. The two of them stood in silence for an indeterminate period, taking comfort from the physical contact. Even if they hadn't been a couple, and even if they weren't two of the strongest wolves in the pack, as lycanthropes they both would have gotten immense relief from the embrace. It was nearly universal among werewolves: much like their natural counterparts, lycans craved touch. 

Finally, Lou broke the silence. "I'll take a bath before I go to bed, then." Her words were muffled against his chest. Geoff grunted at the response. She drew back, looking up at him. "You will get some sleep, too, right? Blysse and Naomi are out on patrol right now. They're as rested as any of us can be, and with these new agents coming, it's about as good as we're going to get. You need sleep. Please."

It was the "please" that did it. Ordinarily, Lou had no compunction about telling it like it was, not sparing any thought for his rank in the pack. Since Geoff never cared for the deference that so many pack leaders insisted on, they got along great. The Lou who busted his balls when he needed it never said "please." This was coming from Lou the girlfriend, the mate – and for her he had an almost-smile, one corner of his mouth ticking upward. "I'm going to check on Tally, and then I'll get some sleep. I promise."

Louisianna searched his face for a few seconds, then nodded. "Okay. I'll see you soon." With that, she turned, padding lightly up the stairs that led to the second floor of their duplex. It was one of ten similar buildings in the complex the pack owned. The development had been halfway complete when funding fell through (or something to that effect; Geoff had little interest and less patience for financial matters). It also included a leasing office (for which they had no use), pool (for which they might), and even a small playground. There was more than enough space for everyone in the pack to have their own unit, though since their troubles started, Geoff decreed that everyone needed to live with at least one buddy.

Like Lou, his next stop was upstairs, but where she turned left to go into their bedroom, he turned right, moving a few steps to a closed door at the end of the hall. He stopped with his hand on the doorknob, his eyes fluttering closed.

In a way, this was almost harder than burying Laurell. 

He took a breath, held it for the span of several heartbeats, and opened the door. Tally was convalescing in the smallest of the three bedrooms their unit had. Most of the floor space was taken up by the queen bed tucked into one corner, and most of the bed was taken up by the large wolf that lay in a heap upon it, sleeping fitfully. It turned Geoff's stomach to see the jagged patchwork of wounds covering her hide. The black sutures holding them together stood out starkly against Tally's light gray fur. He could clearly see where the flesh had started knitting together, but there were a few places that still oozed blood. It looked as though someone had peeled large, ragged chunks of flesh off her body, and she had to be hastily reassembled, Frankenstein style. 

That was almost exactly what happened. 

The religious lunatic who orchestrated Tally's kidnapping had called himself "Father" Brown. He had been the leader of a radical anti-lycan sect called the Cruciform Knights. Geoff hadn't been able to get the full story, but when they finally found her, it was in the middle of what could only be called a live dissection. The sheer grotesqueness of it all was almost too much for Geoff to comprehend, and he'd seen plenty of heavy shit over the years. The fact that they'd killed Brown and his followers in the rescue would have been scant comfort even without the tragedy of what happened to Laurell. Their deaths had been comparatively quick; Geoff really wished he could make them suffer as they'd made Tally suffer.

Her wounds were serious, but it seemed the immediate danger had passed. Initially, Geoff wasn't sure she'd survive it. Werewolves could take a lot of damage, but between the shock and the blood loss, he was deeply afraid it would be too much to overcome. At first, she was so far gone that she'd been unable to shift into her wolf form, which was a problem since lycanthropes healed much faster that way. It had taken some experimental drug that Mitchum and his Agency had in their labs (for what purpose Geoff didn't stop long enough to consider) to force Tally to shift, and when that happened her healing could begin in earnest. Even now, she looked markedly better than she had when Geoff set out to tend to Laurell – but that wasn't a terribly high bar. 

Tally wasn't alone in the room, either. A young woman knelt on the floor next to the bed, her upper body resting beside Tally's lupine form. It was another of his pack: Mystery Raines, fast asleep, one arm extended with her hand lightly resting on Tally's forepaw. Despite himself, Geoff smiled softly; he guessed Mystery didn't want to climb in bed beside the wolf because she was afraid of aggravating Tally's wounds. He stepped close enough to lean down and tousle Mystery's unkempt mop of brown hair. 

"Hey," he said softly.

Mystery stirred, mumbling something unintelligible, and turned in his direction. She acted quickly for someone roused from slumber, a note of panic in her movements. No doubt she had appointed herself Tally's protector and was ready to defend against this sudden intrusion. Geoff allowed some of his metaphysical energy to spill out, blanketing Mystery in a warm rush of power. He liked to imagine it took the form of some great spectral wolf, just outside visual perception. The moment it reached Mystery, she was immediately calmed, gaining a comfort that was fuller than could be attained by physical touch alone.

She blinked up at him, her eyes finally focusing. "Hey yourself," she said, her voice fuzzy. 

Geoff sank into a crouch beside her, bringing himself eye level with the top of the bed. "You really don't have to stay here, you know." He narrowed his eyes. "Have you at least eaten something?"

Mystery nodded, yawning. "Lou brought food earlier. Blysse, Elisa, and Naomi asked about it too. They all stopped by at one point or another."

"Well, that's something at least." The only person Mystery hadn't named was the last member of the pack: Mark. Under other circumstances, he would have been upset that the kid hadn't come by to sit with Tally. But she was in wolf form and Mark had a paralyzing fear of wolves, so Geoff was willing to let it go. Mark's phobia made dealing with him a trial at the best of times, and these past few days had been anything but. He nodded at Tally's slumbering form. "Has she woken up at all?"

Mystery's face crumpled, which was all the answer he needed. "She hurts when she's awake. I try not to bother her too much."

Geoff raised his hand, brushing the pad of his thumb over Mystery's cheek. "It sucks now. I know. It'll get better. She'll get better. And she'll be the same scrappy bitch we all know and love." His words had the desired effect and earned him a tentative smile.

It was at that point Tally awoke, her side heaving, a low liquid whine escaping her throat. Despite his bone-deep weariness, the sounds of her distress spurred him into motion and he eased himself onto the bed beside Tally, putting one arm gently over her and scooting as close as he dared. He wasn't worried about exacerbating her injuries (and since he was already filthy, he didn't mind getting blood on himself), but he managed to find a position where his hand and arm didn't directly cross any of the more pronounced wounds. As he had with Mystery, he let his metaphysical energy pour over Tally, giving her a much stronger dose. The more powerful a wolf was, the greater their energy. He knew that, just as it had with Mystery, it would help to soothe Tally's emotional state, even though it could do little to ease her physical suffering. 

"I'm here, Tally, I'm here." Geoff nearly cooed the words. Behind him, he could sense Mystery rising to her feet. A few moments later the bed moved slightly as a new weight joined them. Geoff could not spare any attention to that, keeping his focus on his injured wolf. Tally's furred head lifted, turning in short, jerking bursts until her gaze met his. From mere inches away, he could see the strain in her amber lupine eyes. There was a human intelligence behind them that only the strongest of wolves was able to maintain in shifted form. Geoff knew she could understand what was going on. He felt a knife twist in his gut. "Do you need anything? Food? Painkillers?" Even the strongest drugs would bring only temporary relief for her; lycanthropes' unique physiology severely blunted their effectiveness. But temporary relief was still relief. 

Tally regarded him silently for several moments, the only noise in the room the faintly wheezing sounds of her breathing. Her eyes flicked over his shoulder briefly – to regard Mystery, no doubt – and then back to him. Eventually, she swung her head back and forth in a clearly negatory response. She lowered her head again, even that small movement eliciting a low whimper. 

He bit the inside of his cheek, a dozen different things rising to the surface of his mind, all of them just as quickly discarded. Geoff wasn't big on cliches, or saying things just to say them, which greatly limited his options in this situation. He let out his breath in a frustrated sigh, reaching out to lightly stroke Tally's snout. She pressed her head into his hand. It raised a small, sad smile to his lips. "I need to get some sleep now, but I'll check back on you later, okay?" Tally huffed a response that he took to mean "yes." Geoff sat up, glancing over at Mystery. She was perched on the very edge of the bed, her face twisted with worry. He patted the bed beside him. "You really can't hurt anything, and I suspect she'd appreciate some more physical contact." He slanted a glance to the wolf for confirmation; Tally gave no outward response, her eyes flicking back and forth between them.

"Are you sure?" Mystery asked, her tone uncertain. She addressed her next words to Tally directly. "I wasn't sure if that would be okay, or if I bumped you and hurt you more, or..." She trailed off, looking down at her clothes and pressed her mouth firmly shut.

Geoff thought he knew what she was concerned about. He glanced down and noticed a few spots of blood on his own shirt from incidental contact with some of Tally's seeping wounds. Of course, his shirt was already a lost cause, streaked with dirt and sweat from his earlier exertion. "I'm sure we have some spare clothes handy for the next full moon, if you'd prefer to change." In the throes of a full moon, most werewolves didn't have the mental capacity to change out of whatever they were wearing before the clothes were completely ruined. Some were comfortable enough to shed their clothes before things got that far, but such casual nudity wasn't for everyone. Because of that, most packs tended to accumulate a large stockpile of secondhand clothing.

Mystery considered the offer, then shook her head firmly. "No. I don't want to leave. This'll be fine." Then, suiting actions to words, she eased herself fully onto the bed, every movement careful, hesitant. 

Geoff stood to get out of her way, keeping his face carefully blank. He had a feeling that this would do them both a lot of good – Mystery would learn an important lesson about the connectedness of pack, and Tally would benefit from the close contact. Supposedly, the added touch didn't actually speed up the healing process, but from his experience it still somehow helped. Maybe it had something to do with the body being better able to heal if the mind was calm? He wasn't inclined to poke at it too much – If it ain't broke, don't fix it. 

Mystery laid down beside the wolf, slipping her arm over Tally's form, trying to match the same placement Geoff had used. She threw him a questioning look over her shoulder, and he nodded once. That seemed to reassure her, and she allowed herself to relax, her form nestled up against the wolf. Tally made a low, rumbling sound of contentment in the back of her throat, and her eyes slid closed. As sleep overtook her, her breaths became slower, steadier. That heartened Geoff more than anything. He took a step backward, then another, reaching behind himself for the door. 

"I think you've got this, but if you need anything, we're just down the hall," he said. 

"Okay," Mystery said. It sounded like she spoke through a yawn, but with her back to him, Geoff couldn't tell for sure. "Sleep tight."

He left without another word. He needed to take a shower, badly, but then he would finally surrender to sleep. Hopefully he wouldn't dream. 
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Despite his words to the contrary, The Manager had no intention of going to sleep. Not yet, at least. Mitchum drove from the wolves' complex to the understated office building that served as the headquarters for the oldest and most secretive intelligence organization in America. The ride was quiet and uneventful, but Mitchum seemed to know without being prompted that they'd be making a stop at Home Office first.

He didn't bother with small talk during the ride itself. Part of it was because, with all the chaos of the last day and a half, they didn't have time to properly sweep Mitchum's car for bugs. They rarely had to follow true counterintelligence practices, but after the SNAFU with Father Brown, he was taking no chances. The office, he knew, was clean. 

The other part of it was simple: he was tired. That much of Geoff's assessment was true. He was only human, after all, and his days of fieldwork were long behind him. He was no longer cut out to keep these kinds of hours. 

He'd make sure this was quick. 

Once they reached his office, The Manager sat, gesturing for Mitchum to do the same. It was Mitchum who spoke first. "Did you mean what you said back there? About not caring if the wolves stay in the city?" 

The Manager blinked in surprise. "Of course I meant it. Do you think I would try to pull off a lie in front of two of the strongest werewolves I've ever encountered?" 

"Well, no, but—" 

"That's also," The Manager cut him off, "not what I said. I said I have no intention of seeing his pack chased out of D.C. And that, especially at this moment, is true. I care very much about whether they stay, and that caring will change in tenor when we have Michel safely contained once again." 

"So after he's captured, it's back to status quo?"

"I believe it has to be. You've seen the outcome now, what happens if they are permitted to stay. The very reason The Agency exists. Once Michel is put back in his prison, off they go."

"They'll see it as a double-cross. Cooper especially."

"Maybe." The Manager shrugged. "I'm hoping that he'll come around on his own, see the necessity of leaving. A run-in or two with Michel, maybe he'll reconsider how important it is for his pack to stay here. After we bring Michel in, we will revisit the subject."

"'Bring Michel in...'" Mitchum repeated the phrase, shaking his head. "Based on everything you just said, do you think that's even a feasible option?"

"I wish I had an answer you'd like."

Mitchum gave a bitter, dusty laugh. "That'll do, I suppose. You know Cooper's going to loathe that notion. He's going to want to kill the thing."

"Undoubtedly." So far, Mitchum had merely echoed thoughts that The Manager already had. Still, he would allow the other man to talk things out. Perhaps in so doing he'd say something, use some turn of phrase, that might spark a fresh idea.

"And? What if Cooper goes rogue, manages to kill Michel before we can get to him?"

The Manager suppressed the urge to sigh. "And what? He's not in our chain of command. He doesn't seem the sort to follow orders, especially from the likes of us. Sad to say, I just don't believe our esteemed Mr. Cooper is going to find the task as easy as he wants it to be. That particular scenario is not high on my list of possibilities."

Mitchum considered this for a few seconds, then nodded. "That makes sense. So how do you plan to trap Michel? How did they do it the first time?"

"I'm going to answer the second question first. With magic." The Manager raised his hand to forestall any follow-up. "I have yet to uncover the specific spell or ritual they used, but I have Archives chasing down every possible reference they can find. That's primarily why we needed to stop here." As he spoke, he opened the small silver laptop that sat alone on his desk. His fingers flew deftly over the keyboard, entering a lengthy access code. Navigating to the appropriate system, he pulled up the most recent report, timestamped about forty-five minutes ago. It was a quick read. "Nothing yet." He hissed a sigh between his teeth and closed the laptop, his attention returning to Mitchum. "As to the first question – ostensibly with magic as well. Though we are going to require further outside assistance on that front, regardless of whether Archives turns up anything."

"How does someone find a witch these days?" Mitchum asked.

"That's a great question. I trust you will figure something out."

"Ah." The other man sat back in his chair, saying nothing more for the time being. Mitchum was nearly as adept as The Manager himself at keeping his emotions from showing on his face, but it was clear he did not relish the idea. It was a far cry from his normal duties, but they were all going to have to get used to doing things they didn't like. 

Such as working with werewolves. 

"I notice you didn't say anything else about Traxler when Mason asked about him," The Manager said, hoping to change the tone of the conversation.

The other man nodded. "Didn't seem like much else to say until we know one way or another."

"When is the next full moon?"

"Saturday."

The Manager frowned. He should have known it was coming up so soon; used to be he was nearly as attuned to the moon's phases as the lycanthropes themselves. It was almost a job requirement. "That's cutting it close."

"Do you think he'll wake up by then?" Mitchum kept his voice as neutral as possible, but The Manager could hear the undercurrent of concern. They had been partners for some time and worked well together. Mitchum's experience and restraint nicely offset Traxler's bold – sometimes brash – tendencies.

"No idea. I'm not a doctor." Pause. "But Traxler's one of the toughest SOBs I've ever come across. I wouldn't count him out of anything at this point." That wasn't just empty praise; Traxler had a tenacity about him that was impressive, and a fearlessness that came in handy when dealing with the preternatural. In their line of work, one needed rock-solid willpower, and to that end Jacob Traxler neatly fit the bill. 

Mitchum was quiet a moment longer, then stood. "If you don't need me for anything else, I think I'm going to take the good Mr. Cooper's advice and get some rest." He hesitated, then added: "With all due respect... you really should, too, sir. I expect there's going to be a tough road ahead. We need everyone at full strength, especially you."

That earned Mitchum a thin but genuine smile. "You overestimate my importance, but I take your point. I'm going to check a few more things with Archives and then you have my word that I'll get some sleep. Meet you back at the Cooper residence at..." He checked his watch. "...zero eight hundred tomorrow?" 

Mitchum checked his own watch, made a face, but nodded. "Zero eight hundred tomorrow, got it. I'll see you then." Without waiting for formal dismissal, Mitchum turned and left.

The Manager remained at work far longer than he intended to, but there was too much to be done. He'd meant what he said to Mitchum: in addition to relying on the werewolves, they would have to find some kind of magic users to create whatever trap would be needed for Michel. The records he'd personally reviewed provided scant few details about the nature of this magic, but The Agency's intelligence-gathering apparatus was second to none. If it wasn't in their own files, they would have to find it elsewhere.

Finally, when he could barely keep his eyes open, he decided it was time to go. He would just have to hope the techs working overnight found something noteworthy while he slept. Mitchum was right – the path ahead of them was going to be rough.
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"...authorities have not yet determined whether any of the blood found at the scene is human. They have confirmed that the dog whose remains were found close by is registered to Mr. Johnston. However, he is still currently classified as missing. Metro Police are asking anyone who may have seen anything unusual in the vicinity of Rock Creek Park on Monday morning to please contact the tip line. I'm Chip Lawson, with WRC Channel Four News, now back to y—"

Mitchum switched off the television, turning to face the others. They were in Cooper's living room, with three werewolves (Cooper himself, plus Louisianna Mason and Elisabetta Romanov) sitting on the couch. The Manager sat on a recliner, an untouched mug of coffee in one hand. Everyone looked like they'd gotten at least a little rest, but that was the only good news to be had.

It was Elisabetta who spoke first. "So you think that thing... that Michel... it killed this man?"

Mitchum nodded. "Yes. –Well, there is no proof that he's dead, but that would certainly follow what we know of Michel's typical MO."

Geoff grunted. "He killed the goddamn dog..." There was a note of disgust in his tone.

Mitchum pursed his lips. He would not have figured Cooper to be overly sentimental about the death of a stranger's pet. Surprising. "All of our records describe Michel as a literal monster, delighting in cruelty. This would certainly fit with that. It's actually why we believe this may be
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