
        
            
                
            
        

    Chasing Thunderbird
 
By j. leigh bailey
A Shifter U Tale
 
A legendary love.
Ornithology professor Simon Coleman’s reputation is at risk, and the only way to save his name is to prove thunderbirds are more than creatures of Native American myth. Grad student and part-time barista Ford Whitney has a lot on his plate, but it’s also his duty to make sure the resident bird nerd doesn’t discover shape-shifters—like himself—live on campus.
When a series of incidents related to Simon’s search put him in harm’s way, Ford’s instincts kick in, and they become closer than is strictly proper for student and teacher. Ford is forced to reveal his secrets to Simon, and their relationship is put to the test—Simon must choose between salvaging his reputation and protecting the man who protected him….



I settled into the second guest chair, then immediately wanted to scoot myself away from the man next to me. Power, an almost physical force, surged around him. Nothing wimpy like static that would raise a small sprinkling of goose bumps on my arm. No, this was overwhelming, like standing next to a man-sized speaker at a death metal concert. It felt like something writhed under my skin. Not painful, but a little uncomfortable in its unexpectedness.
 
“This is Ford Whitney, one of our graduate students.”
 
It took me a moment to clear the fuzz in my brain and realize Tierney was introducing me to the guy next to me. Ford. The name fit him. Strong. Straightforward. Sexy.
 
I needed to stop that kind of thinking right now. The strikes were already piling up against me. Lustful thoughts about one of the grad students was a big no-no.
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Chapter One
 
 
“I LOOK like a kid playing dress-up in his daddy’s suit.” I spoke the words aloud as I stared at my image in the mirror. I was too skinny, the suit too boxy. I hadn’t planned to don the suits until classes started next week, but today I had to do damage control. The suit was step one. It was overkill, absolutely. A lot of professors didn’t wear suits, and they especially didn’t wear suits on nonschool days when their only responsibility was to set up their offices.
But after the fiasco of an interview with the student magazine, I desperately needed to make up some lost ground.
They told me it was going to be a “meet-the-faculty” article, a chance to introduce the newest professor in the biology department. It turned into an exposé about the geeky child-genius who believed in myths and magic.
Admittedly, I was a bit of a geek.
And sure, I’d earned my PhD by the time I turned twenty.
But I absolutely did not believe in myths and magic.
I glanced at my phone, where the display showcased Cody College’s e-magazine with the banner headline “Chasing Thunderbird: New Professor, Dr. Simon Coleman, Seeks to Prove Existence of Mythical Creature.”
Thunderbirds, I told myself, were not a myth. I ran water over my comb, then tried to flatten the pale blond spikes of my hair in an attempt to look a little older, a little more professional.
Technically thunderbirds were cryptids, which were entirely different than fictitious beasts. Just because scientific evidence did not yet exist to support the existence of the massive birds didn’t mean they weren’t real. There was plenty of anecdotal evidence, some of which came from my own family, to suggest otherwise. It was hard enough to be taken seriously as a scientist when I didn’t look old enough to vote without adding “believes in fairy tales” to the mix. Cryptozoology was a personal interest of mine, but enough people considered it at best a pseudoscience, and at worst drug-induced imaginings, that I’d intended to keep my research and my family history private.
But that poor excuse for a journalist managed to dig up my family’s sadly overpublicized quest. I could state unequivocally that I was never going to be a fan of the reporter—a junior journalism major named David Sherman.
Which all led to me wearing an unflattering suit in a dingy bathroom on the third floor of the science building, trying to find a way to salvage my reputation.
I dropped the comb into the sink, straightening my shoulders. I smoothed my hands down the lapels of the starchy gray fabric. I could do this. Impressing college faculty was something I’d been doing for the last decade.
My closet-sized office was shoved into the farthest corner of the third floor of the Reynolds Sciences building, surrounded by abandoned storage areas, as far from the stairway as possible. Not convenient. Not welcoming. In fact, it was very cupboard-under-the-stairs, a la Harry Potter.
I wonder if that makes Dr. Tierney Uncle Vernon?
My phone pinged, the alarm I’d set to make sure I made it to my meeting with Dr. Tierney, the biology department chair, on time. Wouldn’t want to be late to my ass-chewing.
I escaped the rust- and mildew-decorated bathroom and made my way down the dim hallway. Did I mention the flickering lights that almost illuminated the dingy hallway?
I ignored the elevator, dashing down the stairs to the well-lit second level, where the rest of the faculty offices were located. My shoes squeaked on the polished tile flooring. I glanced down and cringed. Damn it. I’d worn my red Converse high-tops. I’d been so busy fuming about that stupid article, I hadn’t paid any attention to which shoes I put on. Needless to say, red Converse high-tops did not convey the professional, responsible, grown-up image I’d been shooting for.
Hopefully Dr. Tierney wouldn’t notice. During my interview, Dr. Tierney had come off as dour and disapproving, with a piercing, eagle-like stare. He hadn’t seemed very impressed with my, honestly, pretty impressive credentials. In fact, if they hadn’t been desperately in need of a last-minute replacement professor who could start in February for the spring semester, I don’t think they’d have hired me at all.
Strange to think fate—or more accurately a faculty member’s stroke—opened up a position for me in exactly the right place at the right time. Of course, it meant I had to deal with Dr. Tierney’s disapproving scowl on a regular basis.
I sucked in a deep breath, then stepped into the outer office of the chair of the biology department. The beak-nosed secretary, with crow-black hair pulled into an unflattering low ponytail, looked up from her computer monitor. “Yes?”
“I’m here to see Dr. Tierney.” There. That sounded appropriately professorish, right?
“He’s expecting you, Dr. Coleman.” She returned her gaze to the monitor.
I guessed that meant I was supposed to just walk in?
I tugged the hem of my jacket and reached for the handle. You got this, I told myself, swinging the door open. Tierney wasn’t alone in the office. I didn’t have time to worry that Tierney was including someone else in the ass-chewing I expected to get. I was too busy tripping over my inappropriate Converse shoes at the sheer magnificence of the guy slouching in front of Tierney. He was beautiful in the way the mountains were beautiful—a little dark, a little mysterious, a little dangerous. He was clearly Native American, with his rich dark skin, high sharp cheekbones, and sloping nose. His hair was black, but not the kind of black I was used to seeing. The harsh lights of Dr. Tierney’s office weren’t reflected in the elbow-length mass. Instead, it was like the blackness absorbed the light, kind of like a bad black dye job, flat and unnatural. Somehow I didn’t think he was the type to dye his hair. Why I was so certain of that, I had no idea. Maybe it was the completely generic jeans and a black T-shirt he wore. Boring. Practical. Neither of which screamed of a high likelihood for hair dye.
I must have stared too long, because both Dr. Tierney and the other guy watched me expectantly and, I realized, a little resentfully.
I cleared my throat and straightened my suit jacket. Both actions completely useless if my goal was to meet Dr. Tierney as an equal, professor-to-professor. Unfortunately, his unimpressed look made it quite clear we were not equals, and the fidgeting only made it more obvious.
“Mr. Coleman.” Tierney nodded to the chair next to the gorgeous man across from him. “Have a seat.”
“Dr. Coleman,” I corrected automatically. He might think me some kind of juvenile upstart, but I’d worked my ass off for my PhD. I wouldn’t let him belittle my credentials, especially not in front of a stranger. “But please, call me Simon,” I conceded.
A salt-and-pepper brow winged up, even as Tierney gave the minutest nod in acknowledgment.
That moment of bravado over, I settled into the second guest chair, then immediately wanted to scoot myself away from the man next to me. Power, an almost physical force, surged around him. Nothing wimpy like static that would raise a small sprinkling of goose bumps on my arm. No, this was overwhelming, like standing next to a man-sized speaker at a death metal concert. It felt like something writhed under my skin. Not painful, but a little uncomfortable in its unexpectedness.
“This is Ford Whitney, one of our graduate students.”
It took me a moment to clear the fuzz in my brain and realize Tierney was introducing me to the guy next to me. Ford. The name fit him. Strong. Straightforward. Sexy.
I needed to stop that kind of thinking right now. The strikes were already piling up against me. Lustful thoughts about one of the grad students was a big no-no.
“Nice to meet you.” I reached out to shake his hand.
He watched me with hooded dark eyes, hesitating before reaching out with his own hand. Those eyes widened a second later when our palms met and that same force I’d felt coming off him buzzed between us. His fingers tightened convulsively for a second; then the energy, or static electricity or whatever it was, dissipated. One second it was tingling through me, the next it was just gone.
I almost regretted the loss. What had felt odd and wrong before had become pleasant, almost energizing.
Ford pulled his hand away, and I folded mine in my lap, hopefully hiding the residual trembling.
Tierney, apparently oblivious to whatever had happened between Ford and me, leaned forward, bracing his arms on his desk. “I assume you’ve seen the article?”
That was right. That damned article. I focused on the situation at hand. Recovering my slightly battered—if currently ridiculed—reputation as a professional scientist was the priority. “Yes, sir. I can assure you—”
He didn’t let me finish. “What I don’t understand is, given the very tenuous position you are in, why you would risk everything for a bit of sensationalism. During our interviews you assured me that your family’s… disgrace… would not impact your position here. This department, this university, cannot afford an assistant professor who makes himself, and therefore this department and this university, a laughingstock.”
I took advantage of his pause for breath. “I’m as surprised by this article as you are. At no point during the e-zine’s interview did he ask about my family’s interest in thunderbirds. And I certainly didn’t mention it.”
Ford stirred next to me but said nothing, so I assumed he’d read the article too. I still didn’t understand his presence here. He was a student, not a professor, so it seemed unlikely he was typically called in for these kinds of meetings.
“I trust the department’s expectations are clear in this matter?”
Oh yeah. Crystal clear. I nodded.
“Ford has been assigned as your teaching assistant for the semester. He’ll have weekly office hours and assist with the introductory ecology courses on your schedule. He can also lead advanced discussions and field exercises in the graduate ornithology courses.”
Not only was Ford a TA, which automatically meant hands-off, but he was my TA? That made my reactions to him even more inappropriate. At least it answered the question as to why he was here today. Not that it made me appreciate him being witness to the dressing-down Tierney had given me.
“I look forward to working with him.” Because what else was I supposed to say?
“Ford is an experienced surveyor. Be sure to take him with you whenever you go out in the field. The land around here can be treacherous, especially this time of year.”
I opened my mouth to object; I was an experienced surveyor too. I could handle myself in any terrain. I’d spent one summer working in the rainforests of Brazil, and another in the Carpathian Mountains. I could handle Wyoming. “Every time,” Tierney stressed before I could form the words. “I know you have plans to work with the Bureau of Land Management on their Raptor Migration Mapping project. Ford’s been assigned to that project too, so it should be convenient. As long as you are connected to Cody College, you will be required to take Ford or another authorized guide with you.”
That wasn’t good. Not good at all. Oh, if I was only going to be mapping the migration patterns of raptors, it would be fine. Having company, especially knowledgeable and, I could admit, attractive company would be a bonus. But I had ulterior motives for working on the BLM project.
Three months ago a large unidentified bird was spotted outside Cody. A bird, if reports could be believed, that exceeded the Andean condor in size. The descriptions didn’t match any known species of bird. The descriptions did match, however, a bird I’d read about for years in my great-great-grandfather’s notes.
A thunderbird had been sighted in Wyoming, and I was going to prove it.
A hunky TA-slash-babysitter would only get in the way.
 
 
TEN interminable minutes later, I headed back to my third-floor office with Ford Whitney at my side. Though Tierney phrased it as a suggestion, he basically ordered Ford and me to spend some time “getting to know each other.” He’d also volunteered Ford’s services to help me get my office in order.
As we started the ascent to the third floor, Ford spoke directly to me for the first time. “So, thunderbirds?” My insides twisted in a not unpleasant way at the rough sound of the words. Figured his voice would match his dark, dangerous, and, all right, sexy appearance.
“Yes. It’s sort of a family interest.” Then, to distract him from that line of questioning, I dove into the basics of University Social Interaction 101—Conversation Starters for Even the Most Awkward and Introverted Academic. “You’re a grad student? What’s your area?”
He flicked a stream of dark hair back over his shoulder, a movement I’d once thought was one of those tricks only women were any good at. There was nothing feminine about it when Ford did it. And I really had to steer clear of that kind of thinking.
“Modern raptor migration.”
One of my fellowships dealt with something similar. “That’s great. How far along are you?”
“I’m starting my last year. Two semesters left.”
I nodded. “I take it you’re writing your master’s thesis, then?”
He tucked his hands into his pockets, the movement emphasizing the breadth of his shoulders. He was built like Michael Phelps, all long limbs and loose joints. He was a good six inches taller than my own five ten, and I wondered if he, like the amazing Phelps, was a swimmer. That would be one way to account for those miles of shoulders.
And once again, my mind was going in the absolute wrong direction. Focusing on academia had never been a problem for me. It shouldn’t be a problem for me now. Especially since I had to find a way to avoid my beautiful new babysitter if I ever intended to get anywhere with my search for the thunderbird that was sighted. “What’s your thesis?”
We’d reached the third-floor hallway with its flickering lights. Shadows coalesced in corners where the dim fluorescence didn’t reach. Those same shadows seemed to reach out to Ford, shrouding his features. At least until the lights flickered again, brightened, and chased the shadows away.
“Differential Migration of Five Species of Raptors in Northwestern Wyoming.”
Interest piqued, I pushed open my office door and gestured for Ford to take a seat. A seat which was, I realized, buried in books. “Just a sec.” I rushed ahead of him and grabbed the stack of antique encyclopedias that were piled on the chair. I turned in place, looking for a good place to deposit them. Giving up on an appropriate location, I squatted and settled them on the floor next to the beat-up bookshelf that barely fit in the narrow closet of an office I’d been given.
I stood up and turned, coming chest-to-chest with Ford. He’d been standing much closer to me than I’d expected. I took an instinctive step back, and my heel hit the stack of encyclopedias. Which, of course, sent me tripping back, arms windmilling wildly in an effort to not fall on my ass. Or into the bookshelf. Or, well, at all.
Ford’s strong hands clamped on to my upper arms, pulled me to his broad, coffee-scented chest, and kept me from crashing. It was the near miss that caused my spinning head and tripping heart, not the grip of those hands or the press of his chest. Sure.
“You smell like coffee.” I inhaled, ignoring the inappropriate intimacy and the embarrassment part of me knew I should have felt. Man, he really did smell like coffee. And that, coupled with the green tea scent of whatever he used to wash his hair, was the sexiest thing.
The weird force or pressure surrounding Ford I’d imagined earlier seemed to surge around him again. Fingers kneading my biceps, he sucked in a deep breath, and the phantom energy field, or whatever it was, receded. My imagination was getting away from me, that was for sure. While I’d been accused a time or two in the past of having a vivid imagination—usually by people who disapproved of my forays into cryptozoology—I’d never had the thought about myself before.
Ford pushed me away, though he waited to make sure I was steady on my feet before he released his hold on my arms. “I’m a barista at Buddy’s.”
It took a full thirty seconds for my unusually jumbled brain to make the connection between his comment and my previous statement. Right. Coffee smell. Barista. Logical connection.
“Speaking of,” he said when a chime sounded from his pocket. He pulled out his phone and checked the display. “I have to head out or I’m going to be late for work. Is it okay if we go through the schedule and your expectations for me as your teaching assistant on Monday?”
I scrubbed my hands along the thighs of my suit pants, grimacing at the rough texture. “Oh yeah, that’d be fine.” I took the single step forward necessary to bring me to my desk and sifted through a stack of notebooks and folders until I found my new planner. No matter how convenient a digital planner was, and no matter how many devices I could sync it to, I did best with paper-and-pencil calendars.
I scanned the list of appointments. “My first class isn’t until Tuesday, and I have two meetings in the afternoon on Monday, but nothing until then. Can you come by about nine or ten?”
“Nine works.” Ford nodded, tapping something into his phone. Our appointment, presumably. Then he hissed between his teeth and glared at his screen.
“Problem?”
“Battery died.” He shoved the phone back into his pocket.
I grinned. “One of the reasons I haven’t made the complete transition away from paper yet.” I indicated my planner. “My planner keeps me organized, but still need my phone for the alarms and reminders.”
He rubbed his right thumb across the tips of his other fingers like he was soothing a small sting or shock. He noticed me watching him and jammed his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, well, I’d better go. I’ll see you on Monday, then, Dr. Coleman.”
“Simon,” I corrected, then bit my cheek. Ford and I weren’t supposed to be buddies; he was student, a subordinate. “No need to be formal before classes have even started.” It was lame, but hopefully he’d let it go. Maybe I’d luck out and he wouldn’t wonder about the dichotomy of my telling him this after I emphasized the Doctor with Tierney less than half an hour ago.
He shrugged—whether in agreement or simple acknowledgment, I didn’t know. On his way out, he paused in the doorway. “A little advice? Ditch the suit if you want to be taken seriously. That look,” he said, gesturing to the scratchy gray fabric I wore, “will only convince students that you’re trying too hard.”
When I was alone in my office, I glanced down at my clothes. Yep. The damned suit was going to the farthest reaches of my closet, only to be dragged out for important meetings with rich alumni. The shoes could stay, though. Maybe.
The lights in my office flickered, and I rolled my eyes. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I wasn’t welcome at Cody College. Not that it mattered. I’d put up with rusty bathroom fixtures and flickering lights if it got me one step closer to proving thunderbirds were more than mythology. I’d put up with a lot if it would help restore my family’s reputation, and we were running out of time. Grandpa was running out of time.



Chapter Two
 
 
THINGS were not all they seemed at Cody College. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what didn’t fit, but it took less than a week into the new semester before I reached that inescapable conclusion. Maybe it was the scraps of torn clothing I found next to a tree in the green space between the parking lot and the sciences building on Monday. Or the discarded jeans I found on Wednesday.
Or maybe it was the fox chilling on a boulder by the dining hall, casually watching people go in and out on Thursday. Students streamed past me, clearly oblivious to the wildlife hanging out on campus. The fox wasn’t very concerned about my attention. An ear twitched as it met my eyes. A couple of kids holding hands crossed the space between the wild animal and me, not taken aback in the least about the fox on a rock.
Was it tame? Maybe someone’s pet? A mascot? But, no, the college’s mascot was a buffalo. I inched closer, checking to see if there was a collar amid the orange fur.
The fox’s tongue lolled out in a canine grin. Okay, seriously? The fox was laughing at me?
A guy in a Cody College hoodie stopped and shook his head at the fox. Thank goodness I wasn’t the only one to see it. Hoodie guy laughed. “Dude, you’ve got balls, man. If Dean Thomas finds out, you’ll be screwed.”
I turned to demand an explanation since the comment was completely out of left field, but he wasn’t looking at me. Was he talking to the fox?
“I should probably call animal control,” I said, deciding to ignore the guy who spoke to foxes.
Hoodie Guy burst into laughter. The fox rolled its eyes—it rolled its fricking eyes—and hopped off his perch and sauntered—sauntered!—away from the dining hall.
I thought Hoodie Guy was going to hyperventilate, he laughed so hard.
Nope. Things were definitely a little odd at Cody College.
Added to the bizarre wildlife interactions and piles of clothing, I was getting a little tired of rooms falling silent as soon as I crossed the threshold.
The first time it happened, I chalked it up to the typical “teacher walks in to the classroom, students shut up” scenario. The second time it happened, it wasn’t a classroom and they weren’t students. It was the department’s conference room and half a dozen other professors. The third time it happened, it was a hallway full of students and staff chatting before classes started. Maybe I was paranoid, but I was beginning to think it was me.
This wasn’t the first time my presence brought silence down on a room, I thought as I returned to the biology building after my meeting at the chancellor’s office. I’d gotten mostly used to it as a preteen taking college classes. But about the time I reached eighteen, I no longer stood out on campus quite so much, and the immediate pause in conversation was rare. Until I started at Cody College.
My phone chirped, telling me I was late, so I ran the rest of the way to room 112. When I walked into the room this time, though, it wasn’t just silence that greeted me. It was a dozen startled stares, each falling somewhere along a spectrum of appalled, confused, and pissed. And Ford Whitney sat front and center of the group.
I glanced at the flyer in my hand. “This is the birding club, right?”
Crickets.
I scanned the room. “Am I in the wrong place? Isn’t this room one-twelve?”
Eleven of the twelve sets of eyes turned to Ford.
“Uh, yeah.” He scratched at his jaw. “Were you looking for someone?”
“I wanted to check the club out. Not every campus has a bird-watching group. I was excited to find out that Cody College was one that did.” I dropped into a desk chair, then dug through my shoulder bag for the embossed leather journal I used for most of my personal field observations. I set it in front of me and dug through my bag again, this time in search of the mechanical pencil I knew had to be there. I was pretty sure I’d tossed a couple in there yesterday morning before leaving my home.
When I finally had my crap together, I looked up, noticing that everyone had been watching me get situated. “Don’t mind me,” I told them. “I don’t plan to interfere. Just go about your meeting as normal.”
“Okaaay,” a guy sitting next to Ford said, grinning and drawing the word out. He smirked at Ford. “You heard him, boss.”
Ford narrowed his eyes at his neighbor, who ignored the fierce look. The neighbor was probably a few years younger than me, maybe nineteen, and built like a wrestler—broad and stocky. Longish ash-blond hair fell in front of a face I would have called plain or nondescript if it hadn’t been for his eyes. I’ve never seen eyes that color—a glowing golden amber—on a person before.
“Owen,” Ford growled under his breath.
The neighbor, who was called Owen, apparently, used his bright amber eyes to great effect, widening them guilelessly at Ford, the picture of innocence. “You’re the president, right?”
“Right,” Ford grit out through clenched teeth.
The rest of the group shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Maybe it was their first meeting?
Ford cleared his throat. “Our first order of business today,” he began, speaking slowly as if waiting on a defective teleprompter, “is to schedule our first… excursion.”
The others nodded like a bunch of those bobblehead toys. A couple of them even had their hands folded on the desks in front of them. What kind of meeting was this? I had to admit, I was a little disappointed in Ford. The couple of times I’d seen him since our meeting last week, he’d come across and capable and confident. Here he was all shifty eyes and throat clearing.
I couldn’t take it much longer. The uncomfortable silence was heading into downright painful. I clicked my pencil and hovered the tip over my journal. “When do you usually go out? Mornings or evenings?”
More blank stares.
“I suppose that does depend on which birds you’re chasing.” Maybe if I kept talking, someone would join the conversation.
“Chasing?” one timid-looking girl asked.
“Do you use the British terminology? Twitching?”
Owen sniggered.
“It’s chasing,” Ford said, shooting a glare at Owen, and the rest of the group for good measure. “But we usually just call it bird-watching.”
“I’m sure that’s less confusing,” I said. Maybe less confusing for them, but I was getting more confused by the second. “So, where are you meeting? And at what time? Which birds are you watching for?”
If anything, my taking charge of things ratcheted up the discomfort.
“Well,” Owen said after a pause long enough for entire civilizations to rise and fall, “we usually explore the Wapiti Valley area in February.”
Wapiti Valley was one of several scenic loops surrounding Cody, so it seemed like a good choice. I made a note in my journal. “Nice.” We were finally making progress. “What will we likely see along that route?”
“Bald eagles?” a girl at the back suggested, even as a gangly teen next to her blurted out, “Orioles.”
What kind of birding club was this? Bald eagles spent the winter along the West Coast, and orioles didn’t migrate through Wyoming until spring. I raised a brow and looked to Ford, who had slouched in his seat while scrubbing a hand over his face. “Actually, this weekend we’re looking for trumpeter swans or red-breasted nuthatches. If we’re lucky, we might catch sight of a rough-legged hawk.”
The two in the back nodded. “We’re new,” the girl said.
All righty, then.
“I’d like to join you on your chase… er, bird-watching excursion.” This birding club needed some serious guidance. Proper terminology was the least of their problems. Also, it would give me an excuse to question them, though probably not the two in the back. Maybe Ford and that Owen guy. If a thunderbird had been sighted in the area three months ago, hopefully one of these guys had caught sight of it a time or two. If thunderbirds followed a migratory path like many other birds of prey—and the anecdotal evidence I’d collected so far was inconclusive on that point—some of the more experienced birders might have seen something interesting at some point.
But I had to be smart about it. I couldn’t just up and ask about thunderbirds. That’d be a dead giveaway to Ford, who knew about Dr. Tierney’s orders. Of course, there was a good chance everyone here had read that stupid article about my quest for proof of thunderbirds, and they thought I was a delusional fool. Which might actually explain the weird looks and awkward silences when I walked into a room, come to think of it.
“Maybe we should do some introductions.” Sure, they all probably already knew each other, but since no one else was talking, and they were all staring at me like I’d fallen down from the moon, the least we could do was exchange names. “I’ll start. I’m Dr. Coleman. I teach in the biology department. This is my first semester at Cody College. I’m originally from Springfield, Illinois. How about you?” I looked at Owen.
He shifted in his seat for a moment, then scratched his head absently. “Uh, okay. I’m Owen Weyer.”
When he didn’t say anything else, I asked, “What year are you? And what’s your major?”
Owen shot a glance at Ford, like he was waiting for Ford to step in and stop the interrogation. When Ford only continued to glare broodingly at me, Owen said, “I’m a junior, and, ah, I’m majoring in psychology.”
That surprised me. Most birders weren’t necessarily biologists, but I’d assumed college-aged bird-watchers would actually be students with an academic interest in the species.
I turned my attention to the kid next to Owen. This guy could have been the son of Dr. Tierney’s beak-nosed secretary. He had the same beak nose, same glossy black hair, same narrow face. He rubbed his nose and stared longingly at the door for a second. “Christopher Crowe. Um, freshman and undecided.”
I went through the other nine students, not including Ford, only because I’d started this introduction piece and it would be weird for me to stop. But, damn, did I want to stop. You’d think I was torturing them for information. Besides Ford, only one other student, a senior girl called Maggie, had a major that seemed to coincide with biology or animals in any way. Bald-eagle Girl in the back was a freshman majoring in education, and Oriole Boy, also a freshman, was going into business. Each time one of students introduced themselves, they looked to Ford. For approval? Or maybe permission? Either way, it was weird.
Another long lull in the conversation had me itching to leave. But I needed to create some kind of rapport with these guys if I was going to quiz them. At this rate I was beginning to doubt any of them would be useful in my quest in any way at all. But I had to try.
“Which field guide do you guys use?” I looked around the room. When no one jumped in to answer, I continued. “I love the old-fashioned Audubon ones, and the Sibley is good for a less-experienced group like this.” Less experienced was one way to put it. “But there’s no denying that some of the newer phone apps are convenient. As long as you’re in an area with adequate connectivity.”
Maggie, the girl with a science-related degree program, sat forward, clearly eager to contribute. “iBird is awesome.”
“I haven’t tried that one. I will sometimes use the Sibley eGuide. More often, though, I’ll get a guide that focuses on birds in a specific region or location.”
By this point I was getting the same blank stares I’d seen in some of my intro classes, where the students were only there because it was a prerequisite for something they actually wanted to learn. The stares that suggested the people doing the staring had somewhere—anywhere—else they’d rather be. It was absolutely time for me to make an exit.
“Okay, then,” I said, gathering my stuff. “Thanks for letting me interrupt your meeting. I’d love to stick around”—not at all—“but I’ve got an appointment soon. I’d like to join you when you go out into the field. Ford can let me know when and where you go.”
I don’t think it was my imagination that they all let out relieved breaths when I exited the room.
 
 
I’D lied, obviously, when I said I had a meeting. However, when I reached my office, someone was waiting for me. A man, a few years older than me but probably not yet thirty, leaned against the wall next to my door. He looked like a model posing for some western university fashion shoot. Book bag flung over one shoulder, thumbs tucked into the pockets of his jeans, and leather-booted feet crossed at the ankle. Damn, the guy was gorgeous, with chocolate-brown hair that curled and fell over his forehead in a way that probably made complete strangers want to tuck the soft-looking curls away from that face, because, honestly, that face was meant to be admired without any distraction. Smooth skin, square jaw, sharp cheekbones. Dimples.
He straightened when he noticed me, a bright grin flashing across that perfect face. “Dr. Coleman?”
“That’s me.” Up close, I could see his eyes were the darkest blue I’d ever seen in real life. Almost navy blue.
Eyes wide, he scanned me from head to toes. “Wow. I thought you’d be older.”
I scowled, though I made sure I’d turned away to unlock my office door so he didn’t catch it. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”
“Oh, sorry!” He stepped back, abashed. “I didn’t mean—” He took a breath. “Can I start over?”
He looked so genuinely mortified, I wanted to put him at ease. Besides, he hadn’t sounded judgmental when he’d made the comment about my age. He’d been surprised. And who wouldn’t be? I was young and looked even younger. “It’s fine. Really. What can I do for you?”
I flicked on the lights in the office, now used to the way they hissed and flickered before settling. I gestured the guy in. He sort of hovered in the doorway, hands gripping the straps of his bag.
I dropped my own bag next to my desk. “Have a seat,” I said, pointing to the visitor’s chair. “What can I do for you?”
He perched on the edge of the cushion. “This is way more awkward than I’d expected.”
I raised my brows in question.
“I guess I should start at the beginning.”
I tried to squelch the part of me that wanted to answer with a snarky comment about the beginning being a good place to start. Not everyone was as much of a Sound of Music fan as I was.
“My name is Matthew Jones. This is my first semester here.”
I cocked my head, and he seemed to read the question in the movement.
“I just got out of the Army. Decided it was time to get that degree.”
“Right.” Okay, that made sense. Veterans made up a good portion of colleges’ nontraditional students. Though he seemed strangely naïve for someone who’d spent time in the military. I guessed every serviceman’s experiences were different. “You’re a biology major?” Why else would he track me down?
“Yeah. Well, I saw the article about you in the college’s e-zine and wanted to meet you.”
That stupid article was going to follow me around for the rest of my career. “You should know that things were taken out of context—”
His face fell, losing the earnest expression he’d been wearing. “The thing is”—he stopped to clear his throat—“I’m trying to find thunderbirds too.”
I fell back into my seat. Not what I was expecting. Not at all.



Chapter Three
 
 
FORD never did get back to me with the date and time of the birders’ club excursion, so on Sunday evening I took myself, a couple of high-power binoculars, a camera, and my field journal on a bird-watching expedition of my own. I was better off flying solo anyway. While searching the valley for red-breasted nuthatches or trumpeter swans would be pleasant enough, I had more important things on my mind. Like Matthew Jones and his offer to help me with my search.
Needless to say, I was a little taken aback by his appearance at my office. He wasn’t the first person to approach me, but he wasn’t much like the others who’d done so.
There were a few of what I’d call “official groups” in the cryptozoology field, and most had approached me at one point or another over the last few years. They had taken a scientist-to-scientist approach, hoping for access to my family’s records or my notes, or they wanted me to join their research teams. I never agreed to work with them. Not that I doubted their sincerity or dedication, but my quest to find a thunderbird was too personal, too close to home. None of those groups would send a student—former military or not—to me. There were also fringe groups, like the ones who made a name for themselves as myth hunters with online channels and websites.
I couldn’t be tied to one of those groups, no matter how tenuously. The association would be a risk to both my family and my career—one I couldn’t afford.
Matthew didn’t belong to either category of thunderbird enthusiasts. At least, that’s what he told me. He claimed to just be an individual who had an interest in Native American mythological creatures, particularly thunderbirds. I was always a little leery of those cryptozoologists who actually believed in the myths behind the creatures. They were searching for magical creatures as proof of their system of belief. He seemed sincere, but I told him I’d have to think about it. I didn’t even want my cousins involved with my search, so I didn’t think I was ready to bring aboard a complete stranger.
It would be nice to have someone to compare notes with, though. I couldn’t go to my family. My parents wanted me to drop it so I didn’t get pulled into the same downward spiral as my grandfather and his father before him. My father—a renowned cultural anthropologist—and my mother—a geneticist—had worked hard to distance themselves from my grandfather’s and great-grandfather’s quest. The whole thunderbird thing was an embarrassment to them, a disgrace.
They were more than happy to discuss all aspects of my career and education, as long as the word “bird” was never accompanied by the word “thunder.”
I couldn’t blame them. It couldn’t have been easy having their own academic and scientific successes tarnished with my family’s reputation for fanaticism and delusion. It didn’t help that my great-grandfather was a bit… odd. Not only did he follow the family tradition of chasing down evidence of thunderbirds, he also believed in the existence of bigfoot, werewolves, and, well, the Loch Ness monster. So, yeah, he really didn’t aid our image.
I shot a look at the digital time display on my Jeep’s dash. I had about half an hour until sunset. A lot of birds were better seen midmorning, when the sun started warming the air enough for insect life to liven up. Others, like hawks, were more active in mid- to late afternoon, where they could hitch a ride on warmer airstreams. But every documented, though admittedly unconfirmed, sighting of thunderbirds—or at least large, unidentified birds that could possibly be thunderbirds—happened around dusk, leading to speculation that thunderbirds were nocturnal.
I parked in the scenic overlook parking area near Buffalo Bill State Park and took one last look at my map. Based on the buzz I’d caught three months ago, the possible thunderbird sighting had been somewhere between Buffalo Bill State Park and Yellowstone National Park. The overlook here seemed like a good place to start my search.
For this watch I was going to keep it pretty simple. I took my gear and climbed to the roof of my Jeep. I set my journal and pencil on one side of myself and my high-power night-vision binoculars on the other. I used my regular non-night-vision binoculars to scan the skyline. I was methodical in my search, following a set grid-like pattern. Within minutes I was completely engrossed as I scanned the ridgeline, the tree lines, and the sky. Every time a bird crossed my line of sight, I made a note in my journal with the species and location.
When the sun had made its descent below the peaks of the Tetons—a stunning sight I intended to catch as often as I could—I switched to the night-vision binoculars.
It wasn’t unusual for me to lose track of time. I could have perched on the top of my Jeep all night long. And with my focus on my observations and notations, I didn’t have the mental bandwidth to worry about Matthew’s out-of-the-blue request or my completely inappropriate obsession for my TA. But this was February in Wyoming, and when the sun dropped, so did the temperature. Even when there was sunlight to soften the frigid edges of mountain air, I needed to either keep moving to stay warm, get back in my vehicle where I had a perfectly good heater, or freeze into a solid chunk of ice on top of my Jeep.
I jumped to the ground and shook my arms and legs to work out the stiffness caused by spending two hours on a car roof in the cold.
Three sets of headlights headed my way, blinding me momentarily. The headlights turned into black SUVs pulling into the small parking lot. The cars surrounded me, one on either side of my Jeep, one behind me, trapping me. There were several open spots in the lot, and they had to box me in?
My heart tripped even as I tried to convince myself they were just a couple of tourists looking for their way back to Cody. Never mind that it was night. In a state park. In February. In fricking Wyoming. It was dark out; who in their right mind would be coming out to hike or catch the sights?
Two men exited the car closest to me. There was no movement in the SUV behind me. Either the windows on the vehicle were darkened beyond what was legal in Wyoming, or there weren’t even any lights on the dash to illuminate faces. Either way, it didn’t bode well.
I put my hand on the door handle of my Jeep, calculating the odds of me getting in and locking the door before these guys could do whatever they intended to do. The answer: not good. I clutched the night-vision binoculars to my chest and decided to brazen it out. “Hey, guys. What’s up?”
It was only 7:00 p.m., but the distance from town and the lack of streetlamps in the park made it dark as midnight. At first I assumed that was why I couldn’t make out their features. Then I realized they were wearing military-style tactical masks I’d only ever seen before in movies. Then I noticed the guns. How I missed two of the dudes brandishing assault rifles, I didn’t know. But now, with the odd clarity brought on by the adrenaline crashing through my body, I could see enough detail despite the dark that I recognized them as AK-47s.
I threw my hands in the air, releasing the night-vision binoculars, which ended up hanging from their strap around my neck. “What the hell?” I swallowed hard, hoping against hope the action would swallow back my terror as well. It didn’t work. Maybe because there was a lump the size of Idaho in my throat. Or maybe it was because strange men in pseudomilitary gear pointing guns at me was too terrifying to simply swallow back.
I stepped back, slamming into my Jeep.
I thought briefly of the bear spray in the glove box. Fat lot of good it was doing me there.
The man not holding a gun on me stepped forward and grabbed my satchel.
“Hey!” Instinctively I reached for it, but Gun Guy made a gesture clearly telling me to knock it off. The movement caused the sleeve of his military-style jacked to ride up, showing off a swath of pale skin and a tattoo. Dipping below the edge of the sleeve was a reptilian tail. It could have been a snake or a lizard or a dragon for all I knew. But a snake, lizard, or dragon didn’t make any difference. I doubted any of the images would indicate a warm, fuzzy kind of person.
I shut up. Nothing in my bag was worth my life. And even my important stuff—like my wallet and computer—were safe. My wallet and all my credit cards were tucked away in the glove box with the bear spray, and my laptop was sitting on my desk at home.
The gunless guy dug through my bag and pulled out… my journal. He tossed the bag back to me and, without a word, he and his gun-toting friend got into their car and left. Two seconds later, the other two SUVs pulled out of the parking lot.
Once again I was alone in a small scenic overlook parking lot.
Holy shit. Without a single word spoken, I’d been mugged. In the middle of Nowhere, Wyoming, I’d been fricking mugged. And not for money either. In what universe did men in fancy tactical gear rob hapless college professors? And what kind of muggers didn’t take money or the night-vision binoculars that cost a fortune? All that firepower and they wanted my fucking notebook? What kind of place was this?
 
 
AFTER shaking in my boots for a good five minutes, I finally jumped into my Jeep and burned rubber getting back to town. I’d come face-to-face with poachers in Romania when I was tracking raptors in the Carpathian Mountains. I’d stayed in a village in Brazil that acted as headquarters for international drug runners. Once, when I was paying more attention to the birds in the sky rather than my surroundings, I’d stumbled into a clearing with a mama moose and her calf. Believe me, even bears with their cubs weren’t as mean as a cow moose who thought her baby was in danger. All that and I’d never been as terrified as I was making my way to the bright lights of Cody.
I thought I was holding it together pretty well until I pulled into my driveway and couldn’t release my white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel. The darkened windows of my side of the duplex seemed ominous somehow. Even the single mom who lived in the other half of the duplex with her two kids didn’t seem to be home. I didn’t want to be alone right now.
I threw the Jeep into Reverse and drove toward campus. I needed to go somewhere. Somewhere with people so I didn’t have to face being alone and my mind wouldn’t blow up every shadow and sound into something dire. Preferably somewhere with normal, boring people who didn’t have big guns.
The fluorescent blue numbers on my dash showed me it wasn’t even eight o’clock. How could it be so early still? It felt like days since I’d headed out to the park.
I kept driving until I hit Main Street. A neon sign in the shape of a steaming cup of coffee beckoned from a storefront window. Someone exited the café, wrapping a scarf around their neck before trudging in the direction of Cody College, and suddenly I’d have given anything for a hot cup of coffee.
I parallel parked half a block from the café and hustled to the flashing coffee cup. The temperature had dropped even further, now hovering somewhere around the zero mark, but condensation along the window proved that the air inside was likely to be toasty warm. I needed warm at that moment more than I’d needed anything in a long time.
According to the sign, the place was called Buddy’s. Something about that name prodded my memory, but I didn’t have the brainpower to chase the thought. The bell above the door jangled as I walked in, and, of course, silence descended over the room. It might have been a normal lull in the conversation, or maybe because I was simply a stranger to the place, but my brain came up with dozens of more sinister explanations.
Coffee-scented air enveloped me as I made my way to the front counter, the smell of it reminding me of Ford. The name Buddy’s finally clicked. Ford had said he worked at Buddy’s.
The couple in front of me shifted, their hands full of espresso drinks and pastries, and there Ford stood, tall and broad, with a green apron draped over his torso. His brows rose in surprise. “Dr. Coleman.”
“Oh, hi, Ford.” I tucked my hands into my puffy winter coat.
“Hey.” He absently tapped on the gleaming glass of the display case. All my attention centered on those long fingers. The soft click of his nails on the glass echoed oddly, even as the rest of the surrounding sounds became muffled, then muted entirely, like the moment was caught in a slo-mo track.
“Dr. Coleman?”
My chest ached, and I realized I was holding my breath.
“Dr. Coleman.” More insistent now. “Simon.”
The world snapped into focus, sound rushing back. I jerked my head up and met Ford’s eyes. Where I’d expected impatience, I found concern. I blinked. “Sorry.”
“You okay?”
“Yeah… fine.” I shook my head to clear it.
“Can I get you something?” Ford tilted his head, indicating the menu board behind him.
The chalk-printed words wavered a bit, so I looked away. “Just coffee? Two creams. No sweetener.”
He filled a forest-green mug and set it in front of me. “Two ten.”
I reached for my wallet. My left back pocket, the one I always kept my wallet in, was empty. “I just had it. I swear. I had it.” My heartbeat and breathing sped up as I jammed my hands into all four pockets of my jeans, both side pockets of my coat. My hands shook when I yanked the zipper down, searching the inner breast pocket. “Shit. Shit, where’d it go?”
I pulled the parka off entirely, slapping at my chest and shoulders as though the wallet would have taken up residence under my sweater. The panic I’d held off for the last hour came crashing into me.
“Hey, relax. It’s just coffee. It’s on the house.” Ford’s voice held a cautious, soothing tone that didn’t seem to fit the brooding guy I’d interacted with the last week.
“No. No. This isn’t me. I’m not that guy.” I looked around wildly, my eyes not stopping long enough to focus on anything. My reaction was extreme, irrational, but I couldn’t seem to make myself stop.
The bell above the door chimed as another customer came in. The blast of cold air cleared my brain and calmed my frantic searching, which in turn took the edge off the anxiety attack that had almost claimed me.
“My car.” I took a deep breath, inhaling for five seconds, holding it, exhaling for five seconds. It helped. “My wallet is in the glove compartment of my car,” I told Ford. “Let me just run out and—”
Concern crossed his face, drawing his dark brows close together above his nose. “Seriously, Dr. Coleman, it’s fine.” He gestured behind him, and a girl with a slinky blonde ponytail slid over. “Handle this for a while,” he told her.
I stood there like a moron, still jittery from the adrenaline dump, head buzzing with white noise. I repeated the deep-breathing exercise. Maybe if I could get the shaking under control, I could take my coffee and get out of the way.
I didn’t notice Ford coming around the counter, but when I opened my eyes after a deep breath and a slow count to five, Ford had appeared next to me. It had to be my imagination, but I swore I could feel the heat and pressure of his hand more than the thick sweater should have allowed. I focused on that phantom sensation to rein in my out-of-control emotions.
Ford guided me to a booth partially hidden by a bookshelf full of old newspapers, worn paperbacks, and a couple of ratty board-game boxes. It never occurred to me to object.
After setting the cup of my coffee on the table in front of me, Ford spun a chair until it faced the wrong direction and straddled it, resting his arms over the top rung of the ladder-back. “What’s got you so shook, Dr. Coleman?”
I wrapped my still-cold hands around the ceramic mug and let the heat from the coffee seep into my joints. “Jesus, Ford, call me Simon. When I show up falling apart like an emotional mess, you get to call me by my name.” The words—both thinking them and speaking them—cleared the last embarrassing shreds of panic from my brain. They also managed to drive home the fact that I’d pretty much had a meltdown in front of one of my students. No, I corrected myself. It’s a Sunday night and some freaky dudes just mugged me for my journal. If that didn’t give me leave to ignore whatever protocols the logical part of my brain thought should be in place, then nothing would. And honestly, my brain hurt too much to worry about it.
“Fine. Simon. What’s wrong?”
I should have resisted. But right at that moment, I didn’t care if Ford thought I’d gone batshit. Besides, he had that whole broody, strong, silent thing going for him. I could use a little strong in my corner right now, even if it came in a broody, silent package. And the bossy tone was just icing.
“Is there a gang problem in Cody?”
He stilled.
Ford was never a fidgety person, at least not that I’d noticed over the last week. I’d never seen him so much as wiggle a pencil unnecessarily. Compared to the utter motionlessness of that moment, he might have been as wriggly as a landed trout all week. “Gang problem?” Heaviness settled around us, kind of like the shift in cabin pressure when a plane takes off.
“Yes, gang problem. Or drugs. Or both. I just got mugged.”
Thunder rumbled in the distance. I barely noticed. The oddity of thunder in February was overwhelmed by the verbal dam that had broken. “And no, it wasn’t some meth head looking for some spare cash. These guys had assault rifles. Assault rifles!”
Ford reached out, the tips of his fingers settling briefly on my forearm. “Shit. Are you okay?”
I held up my still-shaking hands. “Does it look like I’m okay?”
His lips pursed, and I regretted snapping at him. “Look,” I said, “I’m not the kind of person to overreact. I don’t get hysterical. I don’t freak out. But something about this whole thing has me losing my damn mind.” I lifted the coffee mug to take a sip. Maybe it would help warm my still-too-cold insides.
“You said assault rifles? Are you sure it wasn’t hunting rifles or shotguns? We have a lot of hunters in this part of the state.”
I set the coffee down. Was he being serious? “I know the difference.”
He held up a placating hand. “Look, I didn’t mean anything by it. A lot of people, especially if they’re not familiar with guns, can mistake—”
“Stop.” I jabbed a finger at him. “I know I may look like some kid who doesn’t know his ass from a BB gun, but I’ve seen enough to differentiate between military and civilian-grade weapons. When the Oliveira drug cartel took over parts of Acre, Brazil, they may have had a few shotguns, but they relied on AK-47s and AR-15s, not Grandpa’s 20 gauge.”
Ford opened his mouth. Closed it. Finally, he said. “Right. You know your guns. What did they want?”
“That was the weird part. They wanted my field notes.” Okay, the whole not-speaking thing was weird too, but the field notes was the weirdest.
“Your field notes?” He narrowed his eyes until only a thin line of dark brown iris showed through his lashes. “Wait a minute. Were you doing field observations? Where were you?”
I didn’t appreciate Ford’s tone. “No. And even if I was….” My words trailed off under the wave of disapproval pouring off Ford. Who was he to disapprove of me or my actions?
“Dr. Tierney made it clear that you were not to go into the field without me.” He spoke in a low, growling tone that sent shivers through me. I told myself they were shivers of apprehension, not attraction. Unfortunately I wasn’t a good liar. Never had been.
“I wasn’t out in the field. And even if I was, I know what I’m doing. I’ve been in more dangerous, more isolated places than a scenic overlook off a major highway.”
Ford leaned forward, the heat of him, that indefinable force he seemed to carry with him, pressed against me. “And have you ever been held at gunpoint for your work before?”
Well, no. But my field notes were just that—a collection of location and species data. It’s not like the journal contained my bank codes or internet passwords. “That’s just it,” I said. “Why would someone steal my field notes?”
“Where did they find you?”
I gave him the mile marker information for the parking lot I’d found.
He looked past me, through me, as though trying to picture the location. “Who knew you were going there tonight?”
I shook my head. “No one.”
“No one?” he asked. “You didn’t tell anyone where you were going? Not even a roommate? Or a girlfriend or wife?”
With anyone else, in any other situation, I would have thought he was fishing. But Ford didn’t strike me as the kind of guy who would beat around the bush to find out if I was seeing anyone. Of course, he’d have to be interested, or nosy at the very least, to even care. It made me feel a little better that he assumed girlfriend or wife, though. Not because I wanted anyone to think I was straight—I wasn’t going to lie about something like that—but because it meant my bumbling behavior and inappropriate attraction to him wasn’t as noticeable as I’d feared.
I shook my head. “No roommate. Or wife. Or boyfriend.” I let the last word sink in a bit and waited for his reaction.
Sadly, I was disappointed. No raised brow of interest. No recoil of disgust. Ford was a master of the neutral face. “Then they must have followed you.”
I shook my head. “I was there for almost two hours. Why wait to approach?”
“Probably because it was full dark, and you’d be less likely to see anything useful in identifying them.”
I slumped back into my chair. “Yeah, that makes sense. I still don’t get it. Why would they want my notes?”
“You’re well-known, well-respected in the field. Maybe someone is either trying to steal your research to use as their own, or they want to delay your research. Are you working on any special projects?”
I barely heard the second half of his statement. “Well respected?”
He shrugged his shoulder, a short, irritated—or maybe embarrassed—gesture. “Yeah, well, I’ve read some of your articles.”
“Really?”
“Sure. Your discoveries in Romania were groundbreaking, and your work there helped me establish the framework for my thesis.”
I smiled, unaccountably pleased by that information. Then I mentally shook my head and focused on the issue at hand. “I’m not actively working on any particular research project right now.” At least not on any projects I could claim. Somehow I didn’t think he’d be all that interested in my thunderbird search. “As soon as the BLM project gets underway, I’ll be more organized. I doubt tonight was any kind of academic espionage. From what I’ve seen, you’re the only grad student who’d have an interest in my research anyway. Unless….” I let my voice trail off and grinned at him. “Were you by chance stalking me through the state park?”
He snorted and leaned back in his chair. “As if.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, didn’t seem to be your style. And besides, you don’t have any ink.” I lifted my coffee and took another long drink. Now that the panic had dissipated and warmth suffused my body, I could drink the beverage for the simple pleasure of it.
“Ink?”
I looked at Ford over the rim of my cup, taken aback by his curt question. I set the coffee down. “Yeah. One of the guys had a tattoo of some kind on his forearm.” I pointed to a spot on the underside of my arm, just below my wrist, to show him. “Some kind of snake or something.”
Ford leaped to his feet, simultaneously pushing the table forward and his chair backward. I slapped my hand over my coffee mug to keep it from being knocked over. My ears popped as another wave of staticky pressure rolled over me. Just like on a plane. I wiggled my jaw, trying to ease the tension. I looked around, but no one else seemed to notice anything odd. Maybe it was some kind of stress-induced physiological reaction?
Ford loomed over me, the first clear emotion—anger—I’d ever seen crossing his expression. No, not anger. Fury. “What kind of snake?” he gritted out.
I frowned up at him. “I don’t know. I didn’t see the whole thing. It might not have been a snake at all. It could just as easily have been a lizard or a dragon. I only caught a glimpse of scales. I saw what could have been ventral scales, which made me think snake. But, honestly, it was dark, there were guns, and I didn’t pay that much attention to the details of a criminal’s body art.”
“You’re sure it was here?” Ford showed his arm and ran his finger along the point where the sleeve of his sweater ended.
“Yeah. You know someone with a reptile-like tattoo there?”
“No,” he growled, “not exactly.” Then he muttered something under his breath. It sounded like “coincidence,” but I couldn’t be sure. He scrubbed his palm across his forehead. “Shit. Your thunderbird notes. Did you have those with you?”
My jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”
He dropped into the chair hard enough it creaked under his weight. Pressing his fingers over his closed eyes, he said, “Tell me you didn’t have your thunderbird notes with you.”
“Of course not. First, my research is extensive, and I’d hardly carry it around with me. Second, why would anyone be interested in my thunderbird research? It’s a personal interest, one I tackle in my free time, not something worth stealing.”
“You’re not the only freak interested in discovering thunderbirds, Simon.”
That sounded ominous. “Well, no. There are several people, both individuals and organizations, who have an interest in the thunderbird mythology. And, yes, some of them are a little sketchier than others, but I can’t imagine any of them would track me down to a small city in Wyoming to steal my field notes.”
“Some idiots believe a lot of things. If they’re crazy enough to chase fairy tales, they’re crazy enough to do stupid things in their quest for them.”
I should have been pissed that he’d basically just called me an idiot. But it didn’t look or sound like he meant me specifically. Even if he did intend the words for me, it wasn’t the first time I’d been called crazy. I’d heard it a lot in my lifetime, and my father and grandfather even more so. And, honestly, I was too tired to give a shit at the moment.
Before I could form any kind of appropriate reply, someone bellowed from the counter. “Ford! Lines!”
Ford rolled his eyes and muttered something like “Damn it, Donnie” under his breath. I looked toward the counter and saw a sandy-haired man who was probably about my age, waving between Ford and the line that was more than five people deep. Ford bellowed back, “Power trip much?”
At my raised brow, he explained. “Donnie was promoted to general manager a couple of months ago. And now suddenly he worries about the lines. Not too long ago, it was me reminding him of the customers.”
“I should be going anyway,” I said, looking at the clock behind the counter. “Thanks for the coffee. And, well, for talking me down from my panic attack.”
“Oh, we’re not done.” He bent forward, resting his palms on the table in front of me. “We will continue this conversation later. And Simon?” He waited until I looked at him. “No more solo field trips.”
Part of me knew I should resent the domineering way he was ordering me around. Another part of me really liked it. Ridiculously so. I’d always had a thing for dominant guys, and this aura of command he carried would fuel my fantasies for months. That he was a student only made it slightly awkward. And deliciously taboo.
I nodded, accepting the order.
“You need to file a police report.”
I nodded again.
“Ford!” the man called Donnie shouted again.
Ford muttered unintelligibly under his breath before storming to the front of the café, invisible energy crackling in his wake.



Chapter Four
 
 
I FILED the police report. Not because Ford ordered me to do so, but because it was the right thing to do.
I sat in an uncomfortable chair facing a potbellied, middle-aged officer who seemed not at all pleased to have his quiet Sunday night interrupted by claims of men with assault rifles in the state parks. When I explained what happened near the park, he gave me that look. The one that said I was probably some crackpot and he was only filling out the paperwork so I’d go away and leave him in peace.
“Have you been drinking this evening?” Bored brown eyes examined me over the rims of his reading glasses.
I huffed out a sigh. “No, I haven’t been drinking.”
“Uh-huh.” The cop, whose name badge spelled out HUDSON, made a little note on the form in front of him. After enough time had passed that he could have written a damn novel, he looked back up. “Did you recognize any of these men?”
I should have known better than to go through this. If it wasn’t for the possible threat these guys placed to the community, I’d have told the officer—and Ford, for that matter—to shove his police report. “They were wearing masks. Those dark, full-face things you see in military movies.”
“Uh-huh.” He made another note. “Mr. Coleman—”
“Dr. Coleman,” I corrected.
“Dr. Coleman. You should know, filing a false police report is a misdemeanor, punishable by up to a year—”
“Look, Officer Hudson, I know this sounds crazy. If it hadn’t happened to me, I wouldn’t believe it either. No one wishes more than me that it hadn’t happened. But I assure you, three black SUVs, and at least two armed and masked men held me at gunpoint and took my property.”
Hudson made a point of reviewing his notes. “Your notebook.”
“Yes,” I gritted out.
I left the station forty irritating minutes later. I didn’t hold out much hope that they were going to find anything. In fact, I suspected they were going to dump my statement into the dark recesses of a drawer marked “delusions.” But at least I hadn’t been charged with a misdemeanor.
Was that what it had been like for my relatives to tell their tales and have no one believe them? If so, I could see why they were so adamant about proving themselves, even decades later.
Back at home, I’d barely hung my coat up when my phone quacked at me. I smiled at the familiar ringtone. Years ago, I’d set my phone to quack like a duck whenever my grandfather called. My mother cringed at the noise. I didn’t know if she objected to the not-very-refined sound or if she resented the relationship I had with my grandfather. I’d been named after him, but they were a little disturbed by how closely I followed in his footsteps. I knew absolutely that she blamed him for my interest in cryptids, especially thunderbirds.
I wondered if somehow Grandpa knew I needed someone to talk to. It wouldn’t be the first time a phone call came at exactly the right time. Hitting the Accept icon, I lifted the phone to my ear. “Hey, Gramps. What’s up?”
“Hey, kiddo. How’s Wyoming treating you?”
My breath caught a bit. Every time I spoke with him, it seemed his voice grew shakier and weaker. It was a constant reminder, a subtle countdown to the day he’d no longer be a part of my life. I made sure my own tone was light, free from worry, when I answered. “Oh, you know. The semester just started, so things are a little unsettled. I’m getting there.” For a second I considered telling him about my evening. He’d always given me good advice, or just let me vent if that’s what I needed. And he always knew which I was looking for without me having to clarify. But he didn’t need any additional stress in his life. I pulled my phone away for a second to check the time. It was after ten here, which meant it was almost midnight in Illinois. “A little late for you, isn’t it?”
Grandpa snorted. It was weaker, rougher than it used to be, but I took comfort in the sound. “I’m retired, boy. I set my own hours.”
I bit back a laugh. He might set his own hours, but Loretta, the nurse at the assisted-living facility Grandpa stayed at, would take away his phone if she knew he was up so late. The thought sent guilt eating at my guts. I hadn’t called in a few weeks—too busy with the new house, new school, new job. I shouldn’t have let it go so long. Grandpa had stage four lung cancer, and his condition was worsening almost daily. Weeks-long gaps in phone calls were inexcusable.
“So, what’s up? You know I’m happy to talk with you, but it is a little late for you to call.”
He harrumphed, and nostalgia and grief nearly overwhelmed me. I was going to miss that about him. “I got a strange phone call.”
“A phone call? From whom?”
“Called himself Richard Smith. Said he was a researcher. Claimed to be interested in the family legends.”
Doubt twisted in my gut. “The family legends?”
Another wet cough and a wheezing breath. I knew the muffled sound I caught next was him spitting into a tissue. Lung cancer sucked.
“In fact,” Grandpa said after clearing his throat, “seems he ran into an artifact from 1897 that he thought I’d be interested in.”
I stilled. It couldn’t be. “You don’t actually think….” I couldn’t bring myself to voice the question. What were the chances after all this time?
Back in the late 1890s, an ancestor of mine had shot a huge bird out of the sky. Its feathers were pitch-black, so dark that light didn’t reflect off them but was instead absorbed into the filaments. He claimed its wingspan was nearly twenty feet—larger than any living bird on record, then or now. It had a hodgepodge of features that, in combination, didn’t fit any other known bird species. According to his journal entry—and a very badly executed drawing—the animal had a relatively narrow sternum with unusually strong flight muscles, a broad wingspan with primary feathers that tilted up like an Andean condor. Instead of the condor’s nearly featherless neck and head, this bird’s head more closely resembled the shorter-necked, sleek-feathered, and hook-beaked golden eagle. Unlike either the condor or the eagle, it also had a pair of long paddle-shaped feathers that stretched out nearly a yard behind the broader, denser tail feathers.
So my relative did what anyone would do with such a creature. He dragged the local newspaperman—the only person in a fifty-mile radius who had a camera—to take a picture of the fantastical bird. The Arizona newspaper even ran the article. But not too long after, all copies of the newspaper and the photographic image plate had disappeared.
Grandpa snorted. “He wanted me to believe it, but I doubt it. The guy was shifty. Tried too hard to convince me the newspaper was real without giving away too many details. No, he didn’t have some long-lost edition of the Tumbleweed. Thanks to Grandpa Coleman’s notes, I knew what the article said and what the picture would have looked like. This guy was full of bullshit.”
I deflated. I should have known. After all, my family had been searching for proof of the existence of thunderbirds—or at least proof that we weren’t all completely crazy—for generations. There was no way some random researcher would have found it and also known its significance to my family.
“I wonder what their game is. Do they want money, do you think? Did they offer to sell it to you?”
“This Smith fellow kept hinting that he’d like a chance to meet with one of my representatives to validate the discovery. He really pushed for that.”
“One of your representatives?”
“All I can think is that he wanted to talk to you. Who else would my representative be? Your father?” He scoffed at that.
“But why not approach me, then? Why go through you?”
“I don’t know.” Another one of those heartbreaking coughs sounded over the line. “But that’s why I decided to call you. Give you a heads-up, as it were.” His voice had thinned to barely there.
“Let me worry about this. You focus on staying strong. In the meantime I’ll do some digging. Do me a favor, though. If this Smith guy calls back, tell him you’ll set something up. Then get me his contact info.”
“Shoot. Loretta’s here. The nosy woman’s going to confiscate my phone.”
I smiled. Grandpa grumbled about Loretta and the other aides at the assisted-living center, but they took good care of him. “Good. Take care of yourself. Love you.”
I set my phone on my kitchen table next to my closed laptop. Why would someone contact my grandfather about the old newspaper story? Why now?
The debacle in Arizona was the catalyst to a decades-long search for the strange bird. Generations of Colemans had dedicated their lives to proving the existence of thunderbirds and, in doing so, exonerate Lee Coleman.
Unfortunately, the case of the missing newspapers might have been the first, but it wasn’t the last time evidence had disappeared, leaving one Coleman or another a laughingstock. I opened my laptop and pulled up an encrypted file with more family notes. In the 1940s my great-grandfather, inspired by the tale of the Arizona sighting, began two decades of searching for signs of the mysterious bird that everyone—everyone who believed, anyway—thought was a thunderbird. He tracked several reports to central Illinois. Two of the reports had photographic proof to corroborate the story. Just like in Arizona, though, before the evidence could be presented in any official way, the photographs, the sensational newspaper reports, and even my great-grandfather’s journals disappeared. A few recreated drawings and descriptions were all we had left.
Then, in the seventies, the same thing happened to my grandfather. He’d risked everything—his career in academia, his reputation as a researcher, and even his family—to pursue thunderbirds. He’d chased every lead—every rumor—of anyone who’d claimed to have seen a huge black bird. Some of the reports were probably the result of hallucinogenic drugs. They included auras of energy and swirling lights. Some were manifestations of the variety of Native American thunderbird myths—claiming the rare bird was accompanied by thunder, lightning, and storms. But amid the crackpot anecdotes were more than a few that seemed legitimate, with sober accounts made by reputable people. When Grandpa went to present his findings in order to secure a grant to continue his research, his presentation folders had been altered. All the crazy tales were there but none of the reliable information.
Not only did he not get research funding, his connection with his university had been severed. And, among the ridicule and shame, his wife—my grandmother—had walked out. I thought that might have caused some of my father’s resentment toward my grandfather.
Needless to say, I refused to let the same thing happen to my own notes. A number of people claimed that the long history of “disappearing evidence”—air quotes absolutely included—was too coincidental to be believed. Scientists and reputable journalists accused my family of trying to gain attention and notoriety because they’d failed at their “real”—again, air quotes absolutely included—scientific endeavors.
So I backed up everything. Even my backups had backups. Which meant the only notes and data I’d actually lost today were from tonight’s chase. Also, and maybe more importantly, no one would be able to find any notes on thunderbirds in my journal. Family experience and paranoia dictated that any physical notes were written in a nearly indecipherable shorthand that no one except me would be able to figure out.
I couldn’t afford to have my information get stolen. Not that I was desperate to be the first to publish the definitive paper on the rare thunderbird species. I’d been interested in validating my family’s efforts, but it had definitely been a someday type of thing. But my grandfather was dying, and he’d carried the stain of his humiliation for decades. I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—let him die without giving him closure. So someday had become immediately.
 
 
IT didn’t surprise me in the least that the rest of my night passed without sleep. Every whoosh of the wind or rattling tree branch convinced me that guys with snake tattoos and military-grade accoutrements were sneaking into my bedroom. Then, when I finally did fall into a fitful sleep, I ended up oversleeping and barely had enough time to shower before I rushed out of the duplex. All this meant that I arrived on campus at 8:30 the next morning to find Ford lounging against my office door with two cups of to-go coffee with the Buddy’s logo. I nearly wept.
“Please tell me one of those is for me.” I shifted my shoulder bag so I could reach for my office keys. “What do you want? My firstborn? My liver? Whatever you want, it’s yours.”
He nodded. “Figured you’d need the extra jolt today after your adventures last night.”
I jammed the key into the lock and struggled to turn the bloody thing. Like the rest of my office, and indeed the entire third floor, the door lock was in less-than-stellar condition. I pulled the key out and tried reinserting it, wiggling it until it didn’t seem like it was putting too much pressure in any one place. I twisted my wrist, but nada.
“Let me.” Ford’s big hand covered mine as he stepped close behind me. He smelled like Dial soap and coffee, and the absolutely ordinary scents somehow combined into something extraordinary. I wanted to lean back into him and soak him up. I didn’t, though. Instead, I stepped back and took the paper coffee cups he’d balanced in one hand.
He plugged the key into the lock, smacked his palm hard against the door right above the knob, then turned the key like it was a brand-new, well-greased mechanism instead of the antiquated hunk of metal I knew it to be.
Hustling past Ford into the office, I hitched my shoulder to jostle my bag loose so it fell onto my office chair as I examined the coffees. One was marked with two creams, one marked black. It surprised me a little that Ford remembered how I liked my coffee. I was less surprised to see that he preferred his black. I set his on the opposite side of my desk and wasted no more time before popping the lid off my cup. I groaned, practically feeling the caffeine hit my bloodstream. Two sips later I was nearly human again.
I looked up to find Ford watching me through heavy-lidded eyes. Heat rushed to my face when I realized I’d practically been molesting the drink. I set the cup down and cleared my throat.
“Have a seat.” I gestured to the chair across from me. Now was as good a time as any to clear the air—or at the very least, try to make it less awkward.
Ford sat.
I didn’t get him. Not at all. He followed directions without comment or, hell, without facial expressions, but he never came off as submissive or obedient. While most students deferred to professors, or were at least a little bit intimidated by them, I’d never gotten that vibe off Ford. Not even around Tierney, who I still had trouble facing eye to eye. Not that he’d been disrespectful or insubordinate. He followed instructions but made it clear no one could get him to do something he didn’t want to do.
Which only made this more awkward. Damn, I so didn’t want this to be awkward.
“Before we’re officially on the clock,” I said, settling into my own seat. And why did I say that? Because of my tardiness, we’d essentially been “on the clock” for the last five minutes. I charged forward, hoping he hadn’t made the same unfortunate realization. “I wanted to thank you for what you did last night. And I wanted to apologize. You shouldn’t have had to see me like that.”
He dipped his chin in acknowledgment but didn’t say anything. So, of course, I kept going. “I also want to reassure you that I don’t normally fall apart like that. In fact, that’s the first time in my memory that I’ve done so.”
He shrugged. Honestly, the man couldn’t even be bothered to speak.
“Anyway,” I continued, “I’d like us to put the whole thing behind us. Forget it happened.” I reached for a neat stack of papers and straightened their already straight edges. “Now, about your office hours—”
“Did you talk to the cops?”
Jerking my head up, I scowled at him.
He arched a brow at me.
I would not be intimidated by an eyebrow, damn it.
My resolve lasted less than half a second. “Yes. I filed the report, and now the police think I’m delusional.”
He nodded. “Good.”
I closed my eyes to count to ten.
It helped, mostly because I didn’t want to spend any more time on last night’s bizarre, and slightly humiliating, activities.
“So, about your office duties—”
My office door burst open.
“Ford!”
I gaped as a girl—the girl from the bird-watchers’ club who’d thought the group might be chasing eagles on their next excursion—stumbled in. Ford leaped from his seat just in time to grab her by the arms before she fell into a heap at his feet.
I jumped from my own chair and ran around my desk. “What’s happened? Are you all right?”
She didn’t look at me; her gaze stayed fixed on Ford. She started to shake.
Ford eased her to the floor. “Easy, Bethany. Breathe. You can do this. You’re in control.”
If her panicked eye rolls were any indication, she was far from in control. Her fingers dug into Ford’s arm. “I can’t.” Her voice quavered and broke. “I can’t stop it.”
“Is she epileptic?” I touched Ford’s shoulder. I didn’t want to take his focus away from Bethany, but I needed to know what kind of situation we were facing. “Should I call 911? Or the medical center?”
Grim-faced, Ford shook his head, the only sign he’d heard my question.
Bethany’s whole body locked, muscles and tendons straining.
I didn’t know what was going on, but I couldn’t just stand there while this poor girl had some kind of seizure. I dug into my shoulder bag and pulled out my phone.
“No!” Ford shouted, flinging his arm in my direction.
Before I could utter a protest, Bethany wailed, then went poof. One second a teenage girl stood there; the next she was gone. No, not gone. She was….
The smartphone fell from my suddenly lax grip as, with a flutter and rustle of feathers, a sleek bald eagle alit from my office floor and flew out the door.
Bethany—blonde-haired female freshman—had turned into a bald eagle.
A bald fucking eagle.
My vision grayed; my knees turned to limp dishrags. I fell to the floor, landing hard next to my dropped phone.
Even as my vision darkened further, I could still see Ford’s grim expression.
Oh yeah, he had some serious explaining to do. But after. After I woke. The shock set in, and my brain finally shut down.
 
 
I OPENED my eyes to the tantalizing aroma of coffee, Dial soap, and something herbal. And the sight that met me almost made it worth the embarrassment of fainting—fucking fainting!—in front of Ford.
Almost.
Ford’s face hung suspended above me, surrounded by a curtain of his dark hair. It was the hair that provided the delicious green-tea smell that intermingled with the Dial and the coffee. I promised myself I would scour every store until I found whichever brand of shampoo the man used. Then I would buy every bottle so I could immerse myself in that scent for years.
Memory flooded back, and I recalled why I had passed out and why it wasn’t the right time to fixate on someone’s shampoo.
I jerked into a sitting position, nearly bashing into Ford in the process. “What the hell just happened?”
There’s no way I saw what I thought I saw. A girl did not actually turn into an eagle. It was a weird coincidence of timing. She ran out at the same time the eagle flew in.
I glanced at the grime-covered window that probably hadn’t been opened in twenty years.
Or maybe I had some kind of momentary fugue brought on by too little sleep and too much caffeine.
Even as I desperately tried to come up with a logical explanation for what I’d seen, I knew I was wasting my mental energy.
Ford leaned back, squatting on his haunches, arm extended as though he expected me to face-plant into the floor again. “Careful.”
I tried to stand, but my arm muscles were too jellylike to push myself up and my legs were still doing their impression of a wet rag. When trying to force the issue just made my head whirl some more, I stayed down. I’d rather not have this conversation sitting on the worn carpeting, but I’d make do.
I took a deep breath, hoping the increase in oxygen would clear my whirlpool of a brain. “First, just to make sure I’m not leaping to conclusions here, did you put a hallucinogen of any kind in my coffee?”
Ford’s indignant look would have been humorous if I hadn’t just watched a coed turn into an eagle.
I examined the room, looking for some kind of audiovisual equipment. Maybe a 3-D projector of some kind. This could be some kind of elaborate prank.
I didn’t find any fancy AV stuff, but I did see a pile of clothes. It looked like a pair of jeans and a sweater. I even caught a glimpse of some silky fabric that might have been panties or a bra resting on top of a pair of Uggs.
“So, yeah. Not a hallucination.” I nodded to the pile. “Is this why I keep finding random bunches of clothes all over campus?”
Ford stood, which had him towering high enough above me that a wave of vertigo hit when I craned my neck to meet his gaze. He offered his hand and I took it. Mostly because I didn’t want to spend any more time on the floor than I had to. He didn’t let go until it was obvious I wasn’t going to fall flat on my face again. While I appreciated his concern, I couldn’t afford for him to think he had to protect me. I’d checked his student records, and I knew he was older than me by about a year, but I didn’t want or need him to look out for me.
I hitched onto my desk and waved to the chair Ford had taken earlier. “So. Bethany.”
His face was as neutral and expressionless as usual, but he couldn’t hide the frantic wheel-turning going on behind his eyes. He was scrambling. “Don’t bother with excuses. There’s nothing you can say to convince me that I did not just see a girl turn into an eagle.” I couldn’t believe those words just came out of my mouth. Even the thought of it had my own brain scrambling for alternative explanations. But I’d seen what I’d seen. No amount of practical joking could explain it away.
Ford hunched in his chair. “I can’t tell you anything about it.”
Interesting. That meant there actually was an explanation for what just happened. “Can’t or won’t?”
“A little of both.”
Anticipation welled inside me. I gripped the edge of the desk to keep from rubbing my hands together like a mad scientist on the brink of discovery. “I’m not going to let this go,” I warned him. “I can’t unsee that.” I pointed to the spot where Bethany had sprouted feathers.
He scrubbed the heels of his hands over his eyes. “Look, there may be some things going on around here, but I can’t talk about them. There are rules, and they’re not my secrets to share.”
“Should I talk to Dr. Tierney?”
“No!” Ford dropped his hands and jerked forward in his chair.
“He doesn’t know?”
“It’s not that.” He fisted his hair, looking more frustrated by the second. “Bethany will get into trouble.”
I wanted to comfort him, to let him off the hook. But, well. Girl. Eagle. A campus full of oddities. And while I didn’t want Bethany or Ford to get into any kind of trouble, I wasn’t going to let it go. “Let’s see if I can make this easier for you.”
He narrowed his eyes, and I was glad to see suspicion replace some of that frustration.
“I’ve made a few observations over the last week, including the aforementioned random piles of discarded clothing around campus. Unless there’s a nudist colony, or streaking is a Greek hazing thing?”
Ford didn’t say anything, but I caught the tension straightening his shoulders.
“Then there are the strangely docile wild animals roaming through campus without causing a ruckus, and the frat boys who talk to them.” I thought of the fox on a rock.
Ford opened his mouth, but I stopped his excuses with a wave. “Sure, some wild animals become fairly commonplace in urban areas, so don’t get the same reaction. We’re not talking about a coyote in the suburbs, though, are we?”
He pressed his lips together.
“Your birder club isn’t really a bird-watching club, is it?” I didn’t wait for him to answer before continuing. “Am I going to have to stock up on silver bullets on the full moon?”
That took the sullen look off his face. “What the hell? We’re not werewolves!”
“Holy crap!” I almost fell off the desk. Sure, my questions had been leading toward this answer, but I was still stunned. This was… nothing short of amazing.
“Shape-shifters.” I hopped off my desk, unable to stay still at the revelation I was facing. “Shape-shifters exist.” I grabbed my bag, dumping all its contents onto my desk. I needed my journal; I had so many questions.
“Look—” Ford stood, stepping in front of me, halting my search. He planted both hands on my shoulders and ducked his head to make solid eye contact. “You can’t—”
I ignored his warning. “That’s right!” I remembered the night before. Those guys last night had stolen my journal. I had to have some paper somewhere. “What kind?”
“What kind?”
“This is amazing. Yeah, yeah, what kind?” On sudden inspiration I spun to my printer, hauled out the paper tray, and snatched a few white sheets free. “I mean, there are several myths and stories over the centuries about people or creatures that can change their forms. There are the werewolves and vampires folktales in Europe. There are several Native American stories about people who take on the form of animals, and the skinwalkers of the southwest tribes. The kitsune in Japan.” I gripped the paper in one hand and the fabric of Ford’s T-shirt in the other. “Oh my God, the fox on the rock. Was it a kitsune?”
He guided me back until my thighs hit my desk chair. A little more pressure on my shoulders and I sat. “Whoa, slow your roll.”
“Don’t tell me to slow my roll, whatever that means. This is fantastic. Don’t you get it? If there are people who can physically transform into animals, imagine what we can learn from their physiologies. How do they do it? Imagine what this could mean for medicine. If a body’s cells can realign so completely…. What kind of studies have been done? Will anyone talk to me, do you think?”
Pressure built in the room and my ears popped, distracting me from the thousands of questions racing through my head. Ford glowered at me, hands fisted at his hips, shoulders looking impossibly wide. Fury poured off him in waves so strong I could have sworn I saw lightning flashing in his dark eyes. He loomed over me, and I scooted my chair back until it hit the wall. My finicky lamp and ceiling light flickered.
“You want to know why no one knows?” He took a step closer, his shins brushing my bent knees. “Because people like you use words like study and tests. People—yes, people—like Bethany would become nothing more than test subjects, animals for scientists to poke and prod. Why would anyone sign up for that?”
Terror was a jackhammer in my chest, the greasy slide of guilt an added bonus.
He sucked in a breath, then deliberately took a step back. Ripping the blank sheets of paper away from me, he snarled, “Not a word. To anyone.” His hair flew behind him like a cape as he stormed out of my office, slamming the door behind him.



Chapter Five
 
 
I SENT a message to the department secretary, letting her know that I would be out sick for the rest of the day and asking that she post a note in the classrooms to notify the students. Not a good thing this early in my contract, but there was no way my brain was going to be able to concentrate on anything. Not only did it have to deal with the impossibility of what I’d just seen, but it also had to get a grasp on Ford’s reaction.
Okay. I got it. I really did. My words made it sound like I wanted to experiment on people. I didn’t. I wanted to talk to people. I wanted to find out why and how and when. I was a scientist; a desperate desire to know was ingrained in my very DNA. But even as an ornithologist, I preferred to observe my subjects, not interact with them.
But, yeah, I’d let my enthusiasm get the better of me.
I locked my office door and hunkered down at my desk with my laptop. Using an encrypted connection, I accessed my favorite cryptozoology sites. If anyone had a legitimate lead on humanlike beings who could transform into animals, it would be these guys. I scoured the articles and research, regularly looking for a hit of a thunderbird sighting. It was through one of these sites, actually, that I first became aware of the phenomena near Cody back in November. Instead of my usual assortment of search terms, I started digging for articles about shape changers, werewolves, skinwalkers, anything that might lead me to girls who could turn into eagles.
There was a lot more out there than I’d expected. In next to no time, I was sucked into a Byzantine maze of rumors, unexplainable happenings, and murky evidence. I’d always discounted the folklore and word-of-mouth info sharing surrounding vampires and werewolves as supernatural mumbo jumbo. While thunderbirds were the center of many Native American tribes’ mythical tales, I’d never actually considered that the thunderbird I’d been chasing for so long was paranormal. Nor did I think the girl turning into a bird in my office had been caused by any paranormal or magical means. Thunderbirds were just extremely rare raptor-like creatures whose very scarcity prompted their near-legendary reputation. Similarly, shape changers were most likely a physiological mutation or evolutionary adaptation.
A knock sounded at my door, pulling me from a fascinating account of a trapper in the 1800s who claimed to have seen a naked man emerge from a den where a beaver had holed itself up. When he’d checked the beaver’s den, it hadn’t been big enough for a human, and there were no tracks to indicate where the man had come from. I’d found dozens of personal accounts of similar situations. Until Bethany, I’d have discounted them out of hand. Beavers, for crying out loud. But maybe…. I tagged the article to come back to it later.
Whoever was at the door knocked again, louder this time. I shut my laptop, blinking at the windows. The sun hung low on the horizon, lighting the sky a vibrant orange. Crap. Twilight already? Had I been there all day? The stiffness in my back and the ache in my shoulders registered for the first time. My stomach grumbled in syncopation with the muscle twinges.
I had to pull with more force than should have been necessary to get the door to open up once I’d muscled the sticky lock loose.
Ford loomed over me in the doorway, a fast-food bag in one hand and a drink carrier with two sodas in the other. Saliva pooled in my mouth at the scent of greasy fries and seared beef. Though I was drawn to the food—I still couldn’t believe I’d spent the entire day so buried in research that I hadn’t stopped to eat or drink anything—I stepped away from Ford. He’d been livid when he’d left that morning, and his face was so neutral I couldn’t even guess at his current mood.
“Have you been holed up in here all day?” The sardonic twist of his lips made me want to ignore him. His eyes darted to my closed computer. “Let me guess: research.”
He could sneer at me all he wanted. I was mostly immune to that look. I saw it often enough on my peers’ faces. “Given what I saw this morning, can you blame me?”
His expression softened. Then he shrugged. “I guess not.”
He strode to my desk and set the food and drinks on top. “We need to talk.” He dug into the bag and pulled out two cardboard clamshells and two sleeves of fries, divvying up the goodies.
“And talking requires hamburgers?” Not that I was upset by the meal, but it was the second time that day he’d brought me something ingestible.
He scowled. “I was hungry. You haven’t left your office all day, so I assumed you’d be hungry too. I knew where to find you, meeting locations that will ensure us privacy are scarce, and I don’t know where you live. It seemed like the best opportunity.”
I didn’t know how to deal with him taking care of me. All those excuses he gave about why he was there were probably true, but that didn’t negate the fact that three times over the last twenty-four hours, he’d gone out of his way for me.
I decided not to give him a hard time. Mostly because he brought me food, but also because we did need to talk. I had questions, and I hoped he’d have some answers for me. The temper that rode him hard when he’d left that morning had dissipated, helping me make that call.
And, because we were in my office and he was my TA, it put the balance of power in my favor. Not by much, I thought, remembering the forceful way he’d spoken to me that morning, but enough.
“Couple of things first,” I said, popping a straw into my drink.
“Okay.”
“First, thank you for the food. And the coffee. Seriously, that’s above and beyond, especially given the… situation… this morning.” Maybe it came across as extra polite and a tad formal, but I really needed him to know it meant something.
He waved my gratitude aside. “I was picking up for me anyway. An extra sandwich is no big deal.”
This next bit was going to be harder. “Second.” I paused to clear my throat. “I wanted to apologize for what I said this morning. I can assure you I didn’t mean for it to sound the way it did, but for a moment there, I admit I didn’t look beyond the possible scientific implications to see the consequences to the people. You were right about that.”
Ford had picked up his sandwich but set it back down before he’d taken a bite. “I get it. Once I cooled off a bit, I realized my reaction was a bit… strong. But there’s a reason shifters keep their secrets to themselves.”
This morning, he’d said “we.” Now he was talking about “their” secrets. I wondered if it was deliberate. Maybe he’d think I’d forget. But I’d work my way back to that point. “You said ‘shifters.’ Is that what they’re called?”
He fisted a chunk of hair that had fallen over his shoulder, something I’d noticed he did when frustrated or perhaps nervous. “Look, I’ll tell you what I can. It’s not much. It could be dangerous to a lot of innocent people. But I need you to promise me first. Promise you won’t share the knowledge in any way, shape, or form with anyone who is not a shifter. And promise me you won’t start doing some kind of field study on them.”
“You’ll answer my questions?”
“Those that I can.”
I considered my options. He was asking for a lot. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, but asking a scientist, especially one whose work primarily focused on wildlife biology and evolutionary biology, to not study something as fascinating as human/animal metamorphosis was like asking me to sacrifice a lung.
But if the alternative was years of ignorance and wondering, I guessed curtailing my study habits wasn’t too much of a sacrifice. I nodded. “I promise not to treat the impacted individuals like lab rats, and I promise not to share this knowledge with anyone not already aware of the situation.”
“Impacted individuals?”
I shrugged. Until I knew what the right word for what I saw was, I was stuck. Were they transformers? Morphers? Shape changers? Clearly he hadn’t appreciated “impacted individuals,” but he hadn’t yet offered an alternative.
He shook his head. “Whatever. I’ve got an hour before I have to be at Buddy’s. You have until then to ask as many questions as you want.”
I’d have done better if I had more time to prepare my questions, but somehow I didn’t think I’d struggle at all in filling the time. “Bethany.”
His brows shot up. “Bethany?”
“Is she all right? She seemed upset this morning before—” I waved my hand. I still had trouble coming to grips with what I’d seen, so actually putting it into words was a struggle.
The stiffness left Ford’s shoulders. “I figured you’d jump right into the how of it.”
“Believe me, I’ll get to that, but I want to make sure she’s okay first.”
“Bethany’s going to be fine.” He popped a french fry into his mouth. After he’d washed the bite down with a sip of soda, he continued, “Some people struggle with their dual natures more than others. Bethany’s lived in a fairly isolated place most of her life. This is the first time she’s been away from home, the first time she’s had to work so hard to control expressing both sides of her nature. Stress can bring about an involuntary shift, and there’s a lot of stress in her life right now.”
“Why did she come looking for you?”
“Her uncle is the only relative she has who’s local. Most of her family lives in the Aleutian Islands. He asked me to be a sort of emergency contact in case she ran into any problems.”
“Who’s her uncle?”
Ford’s face twitched. “Dr. Tierney.”
“Doesn’t he know what she is?”
“Oh, he knows all right. He’s a shifter too.”
Definitely shifter, then. Much better than “impacted individual.” Wait a minute…. “Dr. Tierney changes too? Is he also a bald eagle?”
“Yeah. Haliaeetus leucocephalus.” Ford sneered when giving the scientific name of the bird.
“Then why didn’t you want him to know about Bethany’s struggle this morning?” There. Struggle was a much better word than metamorphosis.
“He’s a dick.”
I couldn’t suppress my snort at that pronouncement. “Agreed. So?”
“Like I said, Bethany’s been pretty isolated. On top of it, she’s a little high-strung, a little fragile, and that means she tends to lose control of her shift sometimes. One of the reasons she’s going to school here instead of somewhere closer to Alaska is that Cody College has the largest population of shifter students in the US. Between that and her uncle being the head of the largest department at the school, her parents hoped she’d have a good support network around her while she learned to live among humans without drawing attention to herself.”
“Okay. And?”
“And, Tierney’s a dick. If he found out she lost control of a shift, and in front of a nonshifter, he’d have her on a plane back to Alaska. She’s a good kid, but, like I said, a little high-strung. I don’t think she’s got enough confidence to deal with Tierney on a rampage.”
“What set her off this morning?”
Ford rolled his eyes. “She saw the dude she’s been crushing on walk out of some other girl’s dorm this morning. Apparently it was pretty obvious they’d been screwing around.”
“And that was enough to set her off?”
“Like I said, a little fragile. And she didn’t say it in so many words, but I think she and the dude had screwed around a bit too. Not that she was going to share those details with me, but there was plenty of embarrassment and hurt in her jealousy.”
I took advantage of the pause in the story to grab a bite of my burger. It was starting to turn into a congealed mess while we’d been talking. Ford had gone out of his way for me, and I was hungry, so I didn’t want a gift of food to go to waste. I snuck a few more fries and grimaced. I could eat a cool burger, but icy fries were gross. I pushed the carton away.
Ford leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His gaze darted to the clock propped against a pile of books on a shelf. I hadn’t gotten around to hanging it yet. Partly because I hadn’t found the time. And partly because my office was a cave made out of cinder blocks. I didn’t have the right tools to pound a nail into cinder block.
“You’re really going to spend all your time asking about Bethany?”
I shrugged. “I was worried about her. I may prefer studying and researching wildlife, but people matter. You seem surprised. Should I be insulted?”
“No. Well, maybe a little. I’ve heard horror stories about nonshifters finding out. And discovery by scientists has always been the ultimate cautionary tale.”
“I guess I can understand that. Especially given my initial reaction this morning was to discover anything and everything I could.”
“I hate to disappoint you, but the big question, the one you’re dying to ask, I don’t have an answer to.”
“Which question is that?”
“How.”
“That’s one of my top questions, but not the one in the number one slot.”
He straightened in his seat, hands landing on the armrest. I really had startled him this time. “What’s the number one question?”
I waited a moment so I could get a full read on his reactions. “Are you a shifter?”
His fingers tightened around the edge of the armrest. “Yes.”
Excitement coursed through me. It was one thing to theorize. Having that theory validated was something else altogether. “Can I see you change?”
He shook his head. “Nope.”
Sure, he’d corroborated my theory, but I still needed proof. Call it scientific method or burning curiosity. “Why not?”
“I’m not a carnival attraction or a celebrity. I don’t perform on command.” His tone made it clear he wasn’t going to budge. That was okay. I could be patient. If I had to. I’d just bide my time and try again later.
“Can you at least tell me what you change into?”
He sighed. “No offense, but I don’t know you well enough to share that kind of information. For a lot of us, shifting is a very private thing.”
“Fine.” I wasn’t giving up, but I’d let it go. For now. “You said you don’t have the answer to the how question. What can you tell me about it?”
“Scientists—shifter scientists,” he clarified, “have been trying to figure that out for years. Some believe it’s a physiological mutation, some believe it’s an evolutionary adaptation. Some maintain it’s magic.”
I choked. “Magic?”
“Yep. How else can you explain how a hundred-pound girl turns into a ten-pound eagle? Where does the extra ninety pounds of mass go?”
“Don’t tell me you believe in magic.”
“It’s not like card tricks or whatever. It might be an adaptation, like the marine iguanas in the Galapagos Islands that shrink in response to low food availability.”
“Marine iguanas change over a period of time, not instantaneously.”
“Yeah, well, like I said, I don’t have the answers.”
I’d had all day to try to wrap my head around it. But though the shock had mostly worn off, I still couldn’t quite reconcile the idea that a human could change into an animal. Biologically, were they still human? Or some kind of human-animal hybrid?
“What kinds of shifters are there?”
“Kinds?”
“Yeah. Bethany turned into an eagle. What other animals are represented? When they’re in animal form, how complete is it? Do they still think and feel like a person, or are they 100 percent driven by animal instincts and imperatives? Does it hurt to change? How long have shifters existed? Is it a relatively new phenomena or have there been shifters throughout all of known history?” So, yeah, I had a couple of questions. I’d have kept going, but my body required oxygen, and I needed to breathe to talk.
Ford took advantage of the pause in my tumbling words. “Hold up. If you want answers, you’ll have to give me a chance to speak.” He waited a second, probably to make sure I listened. “You wanted to know what kinds of shifters there are?”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. If I opened my mouth, the half-dozen questions that just crossed my mind would spew out.
“As far as I know, shifters are limited to mammals and avians. I’ve never heard of anyone whose shift is a fish, reptile, or amphibian. Shifters are secretive and not likely to allow any wide studies or classifications done, so I guess it’s possible there are other types, but if they exist, they are very reclusive, even from other shifters.”
I was practically vibrating with the need to ask more questions. I shot a finger in the air, the universal sign for follow-up question. When he nodded, I asked, “Is there a size requirement? I mean, are there shifters who transform into shrews or hummingbirds, for example?”
Ford snorted, and I saw the first genuine smile I’d ever seen cross his face.
“What?”
“It’s not you. I just imagined some poor schmuck turning into a shrew.” He took advantage of the moment to take a bite of his burger. My stomach growled, reminding me that I, too, needed to eat.
“Well?” I gestured with my burger, urging him to keep going.
“I don’t know what size limits there are, if any. I’ve never seen anyone shift into anything smaller than a fox or a crow. But remember, there could be shifters out there I’ve never heard of.”
“I read a book once about someone who changed into crows. Like, he was a 170-pound man who turned into 170 pounds’ worth of crows.” I didn’t add that it had been a paranormal romance I’d found in the library when I was twelve. I hadn’t taken it seriously at the time, but maybe there was something to the premise.
Ford shot me an arch look.
“You don’t think so?”
“Probably not.” His tone was as deadpan as his look. “I know a family of crow shifters. They each change into a single bird.”
That piqued my interest. “Yeah? Anyone I know?”
He glowered. “You know I’m not going to tell you who’s a shifter.”
“What do you think I’m going to do?”
“Doesn’t matter. It’s not my secret to tell.”
“You told me about Tierney.”
“Yeah, because you saw Bethany. I’m not going to put anyone else on your radar.”
“Look.” I set my burger back down. At this rate I’d still be eating it come morning. “I know you don’t have any reason to trust me with this information. I can only tell you that you can. Eventually you’ll figure out I can be trusted.”
“Maybe.”
“Fine. In the meantime, my other questions.”
“Right. Well, you mentioned something about who’s in control—human or animal—when we shift. It’s a little of both. The human consciousness, for lack of a better word, is present when we shift. The animal instincts and senses are more dominant than when in human form. Depending on how good the shifter’s control is, or how strongly the animal instincts present themselves, sometimes there’s a struggle for which side drives. Both sides are always present, though.”
“So some of the animal traits exist when in human form? Like what?” My fingers itched to grab my journal to take notes. Then I remembered some weirdos stole my journal. And Ford probably wouldn’t appreciate me recording any of this in any form.
“Well, my former roommate is a coyote shifter. Even in human form, his senses of smell and hearing are acute. Maybe not as strong as when in shifted form, but definitely better than any human. Eagle shifters like Tierney and Bethany have incredible sight. They can see in near-perfect resolution and clarity at significant distances.”
“That is so cool. How about healing? There are some myths and stories where werewolves and the like can heal almost anything by changing forms. Oh, and immortality. What is the typical lifespan of a shifter?”
Rolling his eyes, Ford shook his head. “Bunch of superstitious bullshit. Shifter lifespans are equal to humans, and they don’t have super healing abilities. If a shifter gets cut in human form, he’ll still be bleeding in animal form. The shifter metabolism is a little faster, though, so it’s harder for them to get drunk, and some medications are pretty useless.”
I leaned forward, bracing my elbows on my desk. “Fascinating.”
Ford sneered at me. “Your inner Bindernagel is showing.”
I scowled at him. It wasn’t the first time someone in my family had been compared to John Bindernagel, whose search for bigfoot made him the focus of ridicule for decades. “You have to admit, Bindernagel’s, and even my family’s, forays into cryptozoology aren’t quite as far-fetched as people have believed. Not if there are human-animal shifters running around. Who’s to say that bigfoot or thunderbirds aren’t related to the shifters?”
The bulb in my desk lamp flickered.
“What is with this place? I called Maintenance to have someone look into the wiring here, but they say there’s nothing wrong. I can’t be the only one who notices it. I mean, you’ve seen it, right?”
Ford snorted. “The third floor has been neglected for years. The only reason you’re up here—” His voice cut off, and he glanced away.
Even more secrets? I wrapped my hands around my soda to keep from draping myself over the table to demand more info. Instead I said, “The only reason I’m up here?”
“Well, I’ve giving away all the other secrets. What’s one more?”
“Exactly.” I smiled brightly. “And since this one seems to involve me, it’s only fair you share.”
“Here’s the thing. Tierney’s a dick, but he’s been worse than usual toward you.”
“Yeah?”
“Well, he doesn’t want you here.”
I’d always gotten that feeling, but hearing it confirmed stung. It meant it wasn’t only that Tierney had a bad attitude; he had specific issues with me. Not surprising, really. I’d been getting the hairy eyeball from academics for years once information on my family’s quest came out. “Then why was I hired?”
“He got outvoted.”
“Why, though? He’s very influential on campus. Wouldn’t the hiring committee take his objection more seriously?”
“You’d think. But he couldn’t object too much without giving away secrets. Your family’s bizarre search for mythological creatures was only part of it. But it wasn’t enough to overshadow your impressive qualifications.” He looked away for a second, tugging on the ends of his hair. Was he even aware he did that?
“I shouldn’t be telling you this,” he said, returning his gaze to me. “You’re the only nonshifter person on staff in the biology department. He didn’t want you here because this building has been a sort of refuge to shifters for years. With a pure human in the mix, the sanctuary it provided is gone. Then, add to it your cryptozoological studies, and you weren’t going to be as quick to explain away the occasional odd occurrence.”
“So his bad attitude and his hiding me in the darkest corner of the third floor—”
“He doesn’t want you to stick around. He doesn’t want there to be any chance you’ll extend your contract beyond this year. Because, let’s face it, the college would be stupid to let you go. They know it and he knows it. So Tierney’s best hope is that you get fed up and leave before you find out something you shouldn’t.”
Now didn’t that put a whole new spin on things?
“And you know this because?”
“I’m the babysitter.”
Given the way he smiled, I’d guess my scowl looked more like a pout. “Babysitter?”
“Yeah. They want me to keep an eye on you, to make sure you don’t find out something you shouldn’t.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. “I guess Tierney hadn’t counted on Bethany.”
“No shit. When Tierney finds out, he’s going to want to kick my ass.”
“You don’t sound too worried about it.”
He shrugged. “Nah. He’ll rant, but that’s it. He’s got some authority over me in the academic setting, but in the shifter world, I’m more dominant and he knows it.”
“Is that a thing in the shifter culture? A dominance hierarchy?”
“Yeah. It’s pretty fluid and not really something that is strictly broken down. But there are individuals who are often deferred to based on strength or knowledge. Some are stronger leaders.”
“And you’re stronger than Tierney?”
“Let’s just say my alpha instincts kick in a little more strongly than his on occasion.”
Damn. That was kind of hot. “What does that mean? Are you an eagle shifter too?” Ford as an eagle shifter, or at least a bird shifter of some description, would certainly explain his presence in a “bird-watching” club full of members like the high-strung Bethany. The whole club was probably a front for setting up bird-shifter-related outings. No wonder they were so freaked-out when I showed up.
“Not an eagle, no. And unfortunately,” he said, standing and looking at the clock, “I’ve got to run. I’ve got to be at work.” He gathered the mostly empty packaging from the meal—my cold fries were the only leftovers—and dumped them into the trash.
“Ford?” I stood, suddenly feeling very awkward behind my desk.
His eyebrows winged up. “Yeah?”
“Thanks. Thanks for explaining, both about shifters and about Tierney.”
He nodded, reaching for the door.
“And Ford?”
He looked at me over his shoulder.
“I’ll have more questions.”
He rolled his eyes, but the annoyance I’d expected wasn’t there. Instead it was more of an amused acceptance. “Figured.”



Chapter Six
 
 
MY Jeep tilted drunkenly in the parking lot. “What the hell?” I crossed in front of the hood to see that both passenger-side tires were flat. It was probably too much to hope I’d hit some nails along the side of the road somewhere along the way that morning. I unlocked the doors and tossed my shoulder bag into the passenger seat. Pulling my knit cap down more securely over my ears against the cold, I squatted next to the front tire, checking for visible punctures. Not sure why I was looking. The cause of the flat didn’t matter. Even if I knew how it happened, it wouldn’t do me any good. It wasn’t like I could just toss the spare on and take it to the shop. I had a spare tire strapped to the back of the Jeep, but I only owned the one. There were two flats. I was going to need a tow.
I jumped into the car, mostly to buffer against the cold if only a little bit, then dug into the glove compartment. Somewhere in that mess of documents was the folder containing my roadside assistance plan information.
A sharp tap-tap on my window caused me to jump.
“What the hell happened here?”
Cringing at Ford’s sharp demand, I opened the door so we could talk without a window between us. “Aren’t you supposed to be on your way to work?”
“Forget about that. What happened to your tires?”
“No idea. I must have hit a couple of nails or something on the way.” It wasn’t a nail. I knew it, but I didn’t want to drag Ford deeper into my problems. “I was about to call for a tow.” I showed him my AAA card.
He moved to the front of the Jeep, and I got out to follow him. Sitting in my car while he wandered around outside just felt weird. He knelt by the front passenger-side tire, much like I had. But unlike me, he seemed to know what he was looking for.
“This wasn’t a nail.” He cursed and moved to the back tire. “Neither was this.” He traced the sidewall of the tire with a bare hand, and I realized he wasn’t wearing gloves.
“What do you mean? And where are your gloves? It’s literally below freezing out here. I think I’ve got a spare pair in the back.”
“I’m fine,” he said before I could move. “What’s not fine, though, are your tires. Someone slashed these with a knife.”
“A knife? No way. Really? How can you tell?” It was one thing to suspect it. It was another thing altogether for someone to confirm it.
He pointed at a tear that was about an inch wide in the sidewall of the tire. “This was deliberate. There’s no way it could have been accidental.”
“Damn it. I guess I need to call the campus police. At least they don’t already think I’m some attention-grabbing freak like the city cops do.”
He nodded as though he’d never doubted I’d follow his directions.
I had to dig under my bulky winter coat to find my phone. Once I had it in hand, I made the call.
“I’m going to bring my truck around. We can wait there where it’s warm until the cops show up.”
“You don’t need to wait with me. I’ll be fine. You have to get to work.”
He looked at me like what I’d said was the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. “I’m not going to leave you out here by yourself after someone slashed your tires. What if they’re still here, waiting? Watching? You’re a sitting duck in this lot.”
And now I felt dozens of eyes watching me from the shadows. It didn’t help that I knew it was my imagination.
“I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere.”
I’d thought him calling himself my babysitter a little bit ago was an overstatement. Having him treat me like some kid he was actually babysitting made me reconsider. Did he actually think he needed to watch out for me? Keeping me from finding out about shape-shifters was one thing; treating me like I was incompetent was another. So why was I still sitting here, following his orders? Because, even if he hadn’t ordered me to stay put, I had nowhere to go until campus police showed up. I could refuse to get into his truck when he arrived, to try to push him to go to work, but in the end, I wasn’t a masochist.
At the rumble of tires on pavement, I expected to see Ford and his truck. It was a truck, but it wasn’t Ford in the driver’s seat. It was Matthew Jones, the ex-Army student with his own thunderbird research project. He pulled into the spot next to me and rolled down the window. “What happened? You okay?”
“I’m fine.” I smiled because it was impossible not to when the model-gorgeous man looked so concerned. I’d almost forgotten how picture-perfect he was.
“Can I give you a ride somewhere?”
I tucked my hands into my pockets. “Nah. I’ve got to wait for the police.”
His lovely brown eyes widened. “Police?”
“Well, campus police. It appears the tires were slashed.” I leaned against the door, peeking in through the open window. I had to admit, the warmth from his heater felt nice against the chilled skin of my face.
“Who would do such a thing?” Matthew put the truck into Park and turned toward me.
“No idea.”
“I’m not in a big hurry. Why don’t you hop in and we can wait for the cops somewhere warmer? No need to freeze. Then, when they’re done, I’ll drop you off at home, or wherever it is you need to go.”
I decided not to mention that my tires being out of service didn’t mean my car’s heater wouldn’t work. It was a nice gesture. But still I hesitated to agree. Ford was on his way back, and the chance to spend more time with him….
“I was planning on stopping by your office one of these days. This will save me a trip,” Matthew continued as if he hadn’t noticed my lack of an answer.
“Yeah?”
“I was hoping we could talk more about thunderbirds. I know you said you weren’t looking for any kind of partnership, but I thought you might be willing to do a sort of mentorship? I’ve come across a new source of information. At first I thought they were probably one of those sensationalist groups, but I’ve been able to validate some of their claims. But what they say is a little out-there.”
A week ago I’d have told him his new source probably was one of those sensationalist groups, if what they claimed really was out there. But today I saw a girl turn into an eagle and learned that shape-shifters existed. Maybe it was time for me to expand my own narrow definition of a legitimate information source.
“Yeah, okay. That’d be great.”
Another purring truck pulled in next to Matthew’s. I’d have known it was Ford’s even if the man weren’t in the driver’s seat. The small black pickup was nondescript, in seemingly good condition, but was probably older than Ford. With its dust- and mud-splattered exterior, this was a truck that went off-roading a lot, was dependable, and didn’t have any extra flash. Next to Matthew’s gleaming, chrome-edged vehicle, Ford’s looked downright dowdy and old-fashioned.
Ford kept the engine running but hopped out of the truck. He narrowed his eyes at Matthew, his cool distrust practically filling the empty parking lot. “What’s going on?”
I didn’t know how he did it, but he somehow edged in front of me, partially blocking my view of Matthew and his truck. For Ford to have gotten there, I’d have had to step back. I don’t remember doing so. Probably some kind of unconscious reaction to his presence.
“Matthew offered to stay with me until campus police show up. He’ll drop me off at home too. That way you can head to work. I’m sure you’re already running late.”
“Matthew?” Ford asked, ignoring my comments about his work.
“Matthew’s a new student. He shares my interest in cryptozoology.”
“Does he?”
Damn. Ford’s voice caused the already frigid temperature to drop another twenty degrees.
“Like I said—” I stepped forward, trying to edge back in front of Ford “—Matthew will get me home, Ford. You should head to work.”
“I already called in. I’ll stay. I’m sure Matthew here has other things he can be doing.” The way Ford stared at Matthew reminded me of a dominance fight between wolves. I expected fangs and snarls to erupt any second.
Ooh. Maybe Ford was a wolf shifter? That’d be cool. Except there were Bethany and the hapless bird-watchers….
I shook my head. I didn’t have time for that right now. Later. Later I would try to piece together Ford’s other form.
I didn’t know what Ford’s deal was, but luckily I didn’t have to worry about it. A college police cruiser pulled into the parking lot. After a glance at Ford’s implacable expression, I turned to Matthew. “Thanks for the offer. I think I’ll let Ford give me a ride. But I do want to talk more about that other thing. Can I get your number?” I pulled my phone out of my coat pocket and opened the Contacts list.
If anything, Ford’s ire ratcheted up a notch.
Matthew nodded. “All right. If that’s what you want.” He rattled off his phone number for me.
“Great,” I said after I’d typed the last digit. “I’ll get in touch with you.”
After hesitating for a moment, Matthew gave one last glance at the still-scowling Ford and rolled up his window. A moment later he’d pulled out of the parking lot.
“That was a little rude, don’t you think?”
Ford snorted. “What’s his deal? Why’s he so clingy?”
Clingy? “He offered me a ride, same as you. Does that mean you’re clingy?”
“I’ve got a responsibility. He’s some random dude offering you a ride.”
I decided to ignore the responsibility comment. “Do you know him? He’s a biology major.”
“No, he’s not.”
Ford sounded so certain, so absolute, I doubted my memory from Matthew’s and my first encounter. “How do you know?”
“School’s not that big, and the department is even smaller. I know all the bio majors.”
“He’s only been here a couple of weeks. Just enrolled.”
“At his age?”
“Yeah. He recently got out of the military. You probably just haven’t met him yet.”
“Maybe.” Clearly not convinced, Ford nodded to the police officer who’d stepped out of his vehicle.
The officer squatted at my tires the same way Ford had. He traced the same tear in the rubber. “Any ideas who’d want to do this to your car?” he asked.
It didn’t take someone with my IQ to make the logical deduction. Probably the same guys who’d stolen my journal last night. It might be stretching coincidence too far to assume someone else was involved. I didn’t mention it to the campus cop, though. “I can’t think of anyone.”
The officer didn’t look at me; he’d moved on to the other tire. “Probably some punk kids. A fraternity prank, or a student upset with his grades. You’re a professor here, right?”
“Yeah, but we’re barely a week into the semester. I can’t imagine I’ve upset someone to this extent. I haven’t even given a quiz. There’s nothing for someone to be pissed about.”
“Sometimes it doesn’t take much.” He stood and pulled out a notebook. “Might even have been meant for someone else.”
“It’s pretty obvious who the Jeep belongs to,” Ford said. He stood closer to me than he needed to, almost protectively, and his scowl was as fierce as it had been with Matthew.
“How so?” The officer really looked at Ford for the first time.
Ford pointed to my license plate. “Not many people would miss that.”
I loved my plates, but not everyone would approve of BRD NERD. I snuck a glance at Ford to see if he was mocking me, but he seemed genuinely appreciative. The officer raised his brows but nodded. “Yeah, I guess it would be hard to make that mistake.”
For the next few minutes, I froze my butt off and answered a string of questions for which I had no answers. Since I didn’t see anything and I didn’t know anyone—besides the pseudomilitary dudes from last night—who might want to do this, I wasn’t much help. During the futile interview, a tow truck arrived. While I continued to claim ignorance—something I was not accustomed to doing—Ford made arrangements with the tow truck driver to have my car taken to the garage to have new tires put on.
I swear, the temperature had dropped another ten degrees before Ford and I were finally able to climb into his truck to head to my house.
“It’s been a hell of a day.” I held my hands in front of the heater vents, hoping to thaw my frozen fingers.
Ford turned the heat up. He wasn’t wearing gloves, and I found myself completely caught up in the motions of his bare fingers on the temperature dial. “Pretty Boy your type?”
“Huh?” Not my most eloquent response, but I was distracted.
Ford returned his hand to the steering wheel. “That Matthew guy. Is he your type?”
“You think he’s pretty?”
He pursed his lips. “He’s a walking fashion ad. What else would you call it?”
I shrugged. “He’s good-looking, sure, but not really my type.”
“Yeah? What is your type?”
“Oh, um….” My tongue stumbled to a stop. I couldn’t tell Ford that he was my type. If I was put on the spot, words like brooding and mysterious would come to mind. Along with amazing shoulders and stunning, wide cheekbones. He watched me so closely, it took an excruciatingly awkward pause before I could come up with an appropriate and not-too-revealing answer. “You know. It’s not the looks, really. It’s more the attitude. And, um, intelligence, of course.” Then, before I could think better of it, I asked, “How about you?”
“Not guys that pretty. Dude probably wears more product in his hair than Bethany.”
Guys. Air left my lungs in a rush, even as my fingers itched to brush back my spiky—thanks to a suitable application of hair-styling products—bangs. Besides, was hair gel really the point? I’d suspected, though I had no real reason to, that Ford might be into guys. If I’d let myself think about it—and I’d tried really, really hard not to think about it—I’d figured it was wishful thinking, misplaced as it probably was.
“Caught your fish and don’t know what to do with it, huh?”
I wrestled my brain to bring it back where it belonged. “What?”
“You were fishing, right? Wanting to know?”
My cheeks burned. I wasn’t going to give him any more signs that I was embarrassed. “You started it.” While I didn’t turn to face him, I kept careful watch from the side of my eyes.
The corner of his lips tilted up a bit. Not enough for a full-blown smile, but enough to know he acknowledged my comment.
“Fair enough.” He tapped his thumb on the gear shift. “Fair enough.”



Chapter Seven
 
 
LINDA, the occupant of the other half of my duplex, paced our shared driveway when Ford pulled in.
“This can’t be good.” As soon as the truck stopped, I released my seat belt and jumped out.
“Oh thank goodness!” Linda shoved her phone into her pocket and rushed forward. “I didn’t know what to do.”
“What’s wrong?” I grabbed the hands she held out to me. They were shaking. “Linda? Is everything okay?” Behind me, I heard a truck door close and knew Ford was joining us.
“Someone broke into your house.”
“What?” I spun to look at my front door. Sure enough, it stood wide open. Since I always used the garage entrance into my place, there was no way I’d left it unlatched.
Before I could rush in to investigate, Ford grabbed my arm. “Where are you going?”
“To see what they did. To see if anything is missing.”
“You don’t know if they’re still in there. You need to call the police.”
“There’s no one in there anymore,” Linda said.
“Are you sure?”
Ford and Linda shared a long look. “Yeah,” she said.
Yesterday I would have missed the significance of their byplay. But today, all sorts of things were clear. “Her too?” I lived next door to a shifter?
Ford held up stalling palm. “Leave it.”
Were there any nonshifters in this town? I was going to get answers—more answers—from Ford if I had to sit on him. My belly tightened at the thought. Later. I had more important things to focus on right now. Like the fact that someone broke into my house.
I rushed up the walkway leading to my front door. Ford cursed behind me but didn’t stop me.
I jerked to a halt at the sight that met me when I crossed the threshold. Someone hadn’t just broken into my house; they’d ransacked the place.
My half of the duplex was small. A simple two-bedroom residence with a cozy living room, an eat-in kitchen, and a generic bathroom. There were no fancy electronics for someone to steal since I hadn’t gotten around to purchasing and hooking up a television, and my laptop had been with me at school. Honestly, I hadn’t had time to do more than purchase some very basic furniture pieces so I didn’t have to sleep or eat dinner on the floor. The exception was my collection of bookshelves. Every available wall surface was lined with white Ikea shelving units that I’d packed full of books. Textbooks. Fiction books. Heck, even my favorite children’s books had a home. But now each of the shelves was empty and my assortment of books lay in heaps on the floor.
“Son of a bitch.” I knelt next to the closest pile, reaching for the worn field guide showcasing birds of North America that my grandfather had given me when I was eight. Though the pages had softened with time and use, and the top front corner of the cover was bent, the book had been in decent shape. Until now. Someone’s careless handling had broken the spine completely, and several pages in the middle had been ripped out.
I reached for another guidebook and saw it had received the same treatment.
I closed my eyes, trying to quell the prickling behind my sinuses. I would not cry. I couldn’t. It wasn’t sadness that tempted the tears. No. It was frustration and fury.
“I’m tired of this shit. What the hell is going on here? What did I ever do to anyone that I have to deal with… with… this?” I gestured at the mess someone had made of my possessions. “These books are pieces of me, of my life, mementos of my family and education. And someone came into my home and ruined them. For what? What possible purpose could someone have for doing this?” I held up the golden-foiled spine of my favorite children’s book in my white-knuckled grip.
Ford’s hand, larger and stronger than mine, covered my fist, grounding me. “Hey, we’ll figure it out.”
He reached out and swiped his thumb along my cheekbones, which was when I realized the tears I’d wanted to keep at bay were trailing down my face. I couldn’t afford for him to be nice to me. It made the urge to cry that much stronger.
I rose, the two mangled field manuals tucked to my chest. Ford’s hand ghosted along my side, making sure I didn’t sway or stumble. As much as everything inside me wanted his support, wanted to feel the comfort of his hands on me, I stepped away. I used the back of my wrist to wipe away the evidence of my weakness, probably looking like a toddler after a meltdown.
“I… I don’t even know what to do next.” I scanned the chaos around me. “I guess… I guess I should call the cops.” The word again hung heavy in the air. Or at least in my mind. “I bet Officer Hudson would be just thrilled to see me again.”
“Yeah, that’s something I wanted to talk about.”
“Officer Hudson?”
“No, the reason—or, more accurately, reasons—you’ve had to contact the police three times in the last twenty-four hours. I’m not buying it’s some kind of coincidence.”
I don’t know how he did it, but he managed to subtly guide me to the only standing chair from my kitchen. Maybe it was the pressure of his hand at the small of my back. And now that I knew it was there, I couldn’t ignore the heat coming from his palm.
He kept touching me. I didn’t how to handle it. It was messing with my emotional equilibrium. I wanted his hands, his arms, hell, his whole body constantly connected to me. I tried to remind myself he was a student and it would be inadvisable to pursue something more with him. But I knew better. Sure, it wasn’t really a good decision, but we hadn’t quite yet managed to capture that teacher-student dynamic.
“Yeah, we’ll have to call the police, but there’s something I want to do first.” He hesitated, so either he was reluctant to bring up whatever he was going to suggest, or he figured I would be.
“What do you want to do?”
“I’m going to call my roommate—my ex-roommate—to have a sniff around.”
“This is the guy you said was a coyote shifter, right?”
Ford nodded. “He’s got an excellent sense of smell. If I’d thought about it, I’d have him check out your car too. I think we can assume the same people who did this to your house slashed your tires, but we can confirm it.”
When I’d first learned about shifters—damn, had it only been this morning?—I’d thought of the physiological implications. I hadn’t thought beyond that to the other benefits. “So, like a rescue dog looking for a lost hiker, you want him to get the scent markers and, what, follow them to the bad guys?”
Ford shook his head. “I was thinking more along the lines of using it to confirm. Once we figure that out, maybe we can have him try to trail them. But he’s been through a lot. I don’t want to drag him into something that could be dangerous.”
“You think this is dangerous?”
“You were held at gunpoint. Yeah, I think this is dangerous.”
I sagged in my seat. Yeah, I’d been trying to forget about the danger part of it. Anger was so much easier to deal with than anxiety.
“And he’ll be willing to come over? Soon, I mean. I’d think the cops would be suspicious if I call them several hours after discovering my house had been ransacked.”
“He’ll come.” His lips quirked. “Oh yeah, Donnie owes me. He’ll come.”
 
 
“HOLY crapola!” Ford’s former roommate, Donnie—the sandy-haired, wiry guy I recognized from my visit to Buddy’s—spun in place, checking out the damage to my living room.
Ford grunted. “You’re such a wordsmith.”
“What can I say? It’s a gift.” He made another rotation, nostrils flaring.
I forced the fascinated scientist back, but it was hard to do. This guy was seriously going to sniff out the bad guys. And since I was shutting away the scientist for the time being, I could absolutely get away with using melodramatic words like bad guys.
Donnie squinted and took a couple of hesitant steps toward the wall of empty bookshelves. “There’s something there, familiar but not. Like I smelled their cousin or something.”
“You can smell familial ties?” Fingers itching for my journal, I gaped at Donnie. Clearly turning off the scientist was a hit-or-miss endeavor. “Like something inherent to the biology or similarities due to proximity to family members?”
Donnie opened his eyes to reply, but Ford cut him off with a slashing motion of his hand. “Now’s not the time, Simon.”
I cringed because he was absolutely right. “Sorry.”
“It’s too subtle to get a good gauge in this form. I’ll need to shift to get a good read.”
I bit my tongue and held as still as I could while my insides jittered and sang. Please let me see the metamorphosis. Please let me see the metamorphosis.
Ford and Donnie held some kind of silent conversation using only eye contact. Unless…. If shape-shifters existed, how far-fetched would it be for telepathy to exist? Maybe the two of them were actually having a real conversation.
Finally Ford shrugged. “It’s your call.”
Donnie bit his lip, eyeing me warily. Another glance at Ford, and then he nodded. “Can I use your bathroom? I need to change.”
“Can’t you do it here?” Damn it, now I sounded more like a kid at a magic show than an academic.
“I have to get naked. Can’t shift in my clothes.” Thankfully he didn’t seem all that put out by the idea. Clearly he wasn’t afraid that I’d try to turn him into some kind of experiment or test subject.
“That’s fine!” I said, maybe a bit too eagerly.
Ford snarled. He sent a narrow-eyed glare, not to me, but to Donnie.
Was he… could he be jealous? Of Donnie?
“Look,” I said, turning on Ford. “It’s not like I want to see Donnie naked.” I tilted my head toward the man in question. “No offense.”
Donnie grinned. “None taken.”
I swung my attention back to Ford. “But I may never get another chance to see someone shift. I’ve already promised not to talk to anyone about shifters, or to study them. But this—an opportunity to actually see someone change from human to animal…. Please don’t be a grump about this.”
“Look at that, he already knows you so well.” Donnie smirked at Ford. “You’re in a perpetual state of grumpiness lately. Besides, I don’t care if he watches. He might as well get something out of this mess.” He gestured to the chaos that was my home.
Jaw twitching, Ford finally nodded. “Fine. But you,” he said, pointing at Donnie, “take your clothes off in the bathroom and wrap a towel around your waist. No one needs to see you in all your naked glory.”
“Not true.” Donnie waggled his eyebrows. “William loves seeing me in all my naked glory.”
“Yeah, well, Buffalo Bill’s got other issues too.”
“You know he hates it when you call him that,” Donnie said as he made his way to the short hallway leading to the bathroom.
“Why do you think I do it?” Ford propped his fists at his hips, spreading his elbows away from his body, winglike. His face was turned away from me, and for a second I could have sworn I saw an overlay image of a totem-pole raven I’d seen on a trip to Alaska. I blinked and it was gone. Maybe Ford was a raven shifter?
Ford grumbled under his breath while we waited for Donnie to come back. I envied them their relationship. I didn’t have any siblings, but I figured Ford and Donnie interacted the same way brothers would. At the very least, their friendship had lasted long enough that they were almost fraternal in their behavior. And the envy intensified. I’d never had close friends like that. When I was younger, I was the freak kid who was fascinated by birds. Then I was in college with students significantly older than myself. Even as I pursued my doctorate, and the age difference between me and the other students was less noticeable, my interest in cryptozoology and my infamous family history kept me from building a close relationship with anyone. Grandpa Coleman had essentially been my best and only friend.
And didn’t I sound like a whiny brat.
Donnie emerged a minute later, and I held my breath. Not that the sight of a fit man in a towel was so overwhelming. No, I held my breath in anticipation. Even though it had only been about twelve hours since I learned of the existence of shifters, it felt like I’d been waiting my whole life for this moment.
Without drama or fanfare, Donnie changed.
I’d seen Bethany change that morning, but the details were lost under a veil of shock. This time I was prepared. I was ready to soak up each and every minute detail. Or so I thought. From one second to the next, Donnie went from naked, towel-wearing human male to scruffy tan, black, and gray coyote. I didn’t see any limbs change shape or fur sprouting.
“Huh.”
“You were expecting fireworks or something?”
“No. Yes. Maybe?” I couldn’t help but pout. I’d gained nothing from my desire to watch Donnie shift. Except the brief glimpse of naked man. And, while appealing in its own way, it did nothing for me.
After a shake that resembled nothing so much as a wet dog drying off, the coyote—Donnie, I reminded myself—started quartering my house. Within seconds the fur at the ruff of his neck expanded and thickened down his spine. His ears flattened and a low growl rumbled in his chest.
I took an instinctive step away from the displeased coyote and closer to Ford. “That doesn’t sound good.” I kept my voice low. I so didn’t want to have to deal with an irate coyote in my living room.
“No, no, it doesn’t.” Ford stepped between me and Donnie until all I saw was the black T-shirt stretching across Ford’s wide back.
The growls coming from Donnie changed pitch at times, and he occasionally yipped. It actually sounded like he was trying to talk, but since I didn’t speak coyote, I had no way of knowing what he was trying to communicate. Apparently Ford couldn’t translate either. “Damn it, Donnie, change back and tell us what you’ve found.”
Donnie yipped. I supposed it was agreement.
I peeked around Ford so I could watch the transformation. Maybe I’d pick up something when the change happened in reverse.
Sadly, the change back to human occurred at the same instantaneous speed as the change from human to coyote. One second a shaggy coyote sat at Ford’s feet; the next a very nude Donnie stood there.
Ford reached to the side and grabbed the discarded towel and shoved it at his friend. “Cover up, damn it. No one needs to see your junk.”
Unlike the last time Ford had made a similar comment, Donnie didn’t make a quip. Instead, his lips were pursed tight and his movements were jerky as he wrapped the nubby cloth around his waist.
“So?” Ford demanded.
Donnie’s eyes were troubled when he looked up from securing the towel. “I scented cold snake on autumn leaves.”
“You recognize it.” Ford made it a statement, not a question.
Donnie answered the nonquestion anyway. “Yeah. The last time I smelled anything like it, an assassin chick shot my boyfriend.”



Chapter Eight
 
 
“ASSASSIN?”
Great. Just what this situation needed. Assassins.
Ford cursed and stormed across the living room, nearly tripping over a pile of discarded textbooks. He spun, facing Donnie. “You’re sure? It’s her?”
Donnie shook his head. “Not her. Just… close.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
Thunder rumbled in the distance. “Chillax, dude.” Donnie’s eyes darted to me, then around the room before settling back on Ford. “It means that whoever was here shared a sort of base scent. Like family or roommates.”
Ford growled. I’d had no idea he could make such a sound. It was sexy as hell. If I hadn’t already deducted that he was a bird shifter of some kind, I’d seriously be considering grizzly bear as his other form.
Hazel eyes met dark brown and held some kind of silent communication as I watched. Which reminded me that I’d sat passive in this scene a little too long. “Um, guys? Can one of you explain what’s going on? Why did an assassin shoot your boyfriend, and what does that have to do with me? I mean, I’ve had people irked at me before, but I don’t think anyone has resorted to assassination attempts.”
“Are you, or have you ever been, involved with international weapons trafficking?” Donnie asked the question like it was perfectly logical and ordinary.
“Damn it, Donnie, he’s an ornithology professor, not some kind criminal kingpin.”
I choked, staring at Donnie. “Have you seen me?” I gestured to my gangly and regrettably skinny frame, slightly rumpled button-down shirt, and khaki pants. “Do I look like an international weapons trafficker?” The occasional run-in with drug cartel minions was miles away from involvement with international weapons traffickers.
Donnie ignored me and kept his focus on Ford. “William’s a professor too. That didn’t stop him from being involved with weapons traffickers.”
I seriously felt like I was missing out on huge chunks of history here. “Your professor boyfriend is a weapons trafficker? And should you be telling me this?” That didn’t seem like the kind of information an international criminal would want let out somehow.
Rolling his eyes with the dramatic flair of a teenage thespian, Donnie whooshed out a sigh. “Of course not. He was just undercover as one.”
And again, clear as mud. I had about a million other questions, but I wasn’t sure if any of them were useful at this juncture.
Ford pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture I’d have expected to see on Tierney, not someone as young as Ford. “I don’t think this has anything to do with weapons.”
“I’m relieved to hear it.” I looked around my trashed home. “Any ideas about what it does have to do with? Because I’ll be honest, I have no fricking clue. All these anomalies are starting to freak me out. There are just too many of them, and none of them make any sense at all.”
Ford strode toward me and, when he was close enough, grabbed my hands. “Hey, relax. We’ll figure it out.”
It wasn’t until the warmth of his palm met mine that I realized my hands were trembling. In fact, my whole body was jittery, like I’d downed a dozen shots of espresso with a Mountain Dew chaser. Even as I thought about it, my knees shook and I had to hold on to Ford to keep from sliding to the floor.
Ford guided me to the secondhand love seat that sat under the picture window facing my sliver of lawn. He sat and drew me down next to him. The cushions had been restuffed at some point, but the springs had lost most of their bounce, so our combined weight pulled us to the center, leaving me plastered hip-to-hip and shoulder-to-shoulder with Ford. Since Ford didn’t move away, I decided to enjoy the moment while it lasted. There was something immensely comforting in the feel of the larger body next to me. I felt… protected. Like nothing could get to me as long as Ford stayed between me and whatever theoretical threat might exist.
“Go check out Simon’s car. Horace towed it to his shop. Take a sniff and see if you catch the same scent.”
Donnie cocked his hip, which loosened the fold of the towel. His attempt at attitude lost some of its effectiveness when he had to scramble to keep the cloth covering his business. “Bossy much?”
“Did I, or did I not, get hog-tied by your boyfriend when you were off ‘rescuing’ your nephew?”
It was impossible to miss the implied air quotes on the word rescuing. Which made a dozen more questions bloom in my head. I had a feeling there was an epic tale involving Donnie and his boyfriend. But, like so many of my questions today, they’d have to wait.
Donnie huffed. “Okay, okay. But, dude, Horace has dogs. Big ones.”
“You’re a coyote. You can deal with Horace’s dogs.”
“Says you. Those assholes—” His words cut off at a glare from Ford. “Fine.” He rolled his eyes again and dropped the towel. “If I’m going to keep shifting back and forth like this, I’m going to need food. Order a pizza or something.” Then, without another word, he shifted. He trotted to the door and turned his head from Ford to the knob a few times before I realized the problem.
In four-footed form, he wouldn’t be able to open the door. I jumped up and opened it wide enough for Donnie to poke his head out and sniff a bit. Apparently deciding the coast was clear, he gave a little yip and darted off into the night.
When I turned around, Ford had moved to the center of the room and was sorting through the pile of stuff in the middle of my rug. He’d started a pile for books that were at least mostly undamaged, a pile for more seriously damaged books, and a pile for lost causes. I cringed. The lost causes stack was higher than the mostly undamaged. I squatted next to him and flipped through some disassembled pages. The paper was thick and that buttery color somewhere between cream and yellow that indicated age. The header on the page told me the book wasn’t particularly valuable or useful. I’d found it at some library’s annual purge sale. There were some references to the mythical thunderbird that I’d thought at the time were worth the five bucks the book cost me. In the end the thunderbird story wasn’t much different than any of the scores of Native American lore I’d memorized since I was a kid. There were a couple of passages that skewed downright crazy.
It had some pretty great illustrations, though. I traced the edge of an ink drawing that represented the thunderbird of myth and legend. It didn’t look anything like the drawing my great-great-grandfather had made, but I kind of liked it. In fact, a few years ago I’d considered getting a tattoo based on this picture. In the end, my fear of needles kept my skin ink-free. There was also a vague hesitancy to avoid looking like I was trying to appropriate a Native American symbol or culture. Mostly, though, it was the needles.
One of the pages in my hands was the table of contents. It listed several Thunderbird-related myths from different Native American tribes of the US and Canada. It also reminded me of a question I’d been wanting to ask Ford. I ran my finger down the chapters, pausing at the Arapaho entry. “Which tribe do you belong to?”
Ford froze.
I hadn’t expected quite that reaction to my question. It can’t have been the first time he’d been asked. “I don’t mean to pry. That is, if it’s not something you talk about….” I let my words trail off. Was my asking some kind of faux pas?
His shoulders relaxed some, but it looked like it took concentrated effort. Finally he said, “It’s fine.”
I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t press.
“I’m mostly Sioux.”
“Mostly Sioux?”
“There was some…” He paused as though thinking for the right word. “…intermingling of tribal history in my family’s past. But, yeah, mostly Sioux.”
“Did you grow up around here? It’s mostly Crow in this area, right?” Coming from Illinois, I was more familiar with the various Algonquian tribes common to the Midwest, but I was pretty sure this part of Wyoming was mostly home to the Crow Nation.
“My family moved around a lot.”
A little weirded out by the strange vibe Ford was putting off, I flipped through the pages in my hand. My breath caught. An image, this one a depiction of the mythical Lakota unhcegila, a serpent-like creature purportedly responsible for unexplained deaths and disappearances, drew me. The rounded, sideways S shape on the page brought to mind something else—the bottom curve of a snake’s tail tattooed on a gunman’s wrist.
“What is it?” Jumping at the change in my focus, Ford leaned over my shoulder to look at the thick paper. He stiffened.
“You recognize it?” I asked, tracing that low curve, following the line of belly scales up to the flared head of the snakelike creature. I paused at the horny protrusions.
“A horned serpent.” His voice echoed with darkness and shadows. The fine hairs at the back of my neck stood to attention at the tone. It was full of anger, fear, regret, and overlaying it all, menace.
“I think—” I stopped to clear my throat before starting again. “I think… the guy—the one who took my journal—he had a tattoo like this.” I couldn’t stop my finger from tracing the sinuous lines of the serpent from horned head to rattled tail.
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah.” We were whispering now. Something about the atmosphere or the topic seemed to call for it. There was no one around who could overhear us, and we weren’t saying anything particularly secretive, but I doubt I’d have been able to speak louder to save my life.
Ford’s finger ghosted over the page, not tracing the image but skimming the text. “I think it’s safe to say this is related to your damned thunderbird research.”
I leaned away from him. “How could you possibly know that?”
He tapped the bottom paragraph on the page. I peered at the text. It was a part of one of hundreds of legends discussing the enmity between the horned serpent and the thunderbird in Native American mythology. Different tribes had different stories, and this one wasn’t particularly unique among them. The horned serpents—unhcegila—were killing and eating anyone or anything that got in their way. They were finally defeated by the Thunderbird, a mythical being capable of controlling weather, life, and death, who destroyed them all except for a handful of snakes and lizards.
I was a smart man, really I was, but I had trouble wrapping my head around this. “You think, what, guys with military equipment are out to avenge the horned serpents by confiscating my journal?”
“No,” Ford said, sitting back on his heels. “I think there is a cult who worships the horned serpent, whose purpose is to destroy thunderbirds once and for all.”
“Are you speculating or do you know of such a cult?” None of my research into thunderbirds, even the research among the more supernatural sites, mentioned a horned-serpent-worshipping cult.
He didn’t say anything. Instead he watched me steadily.
All righty, then. “Setting aside a crazy snake cult, which, I mean, is pretty hard to fathom, what does that have to do with me?”
Eyes intent, Ford met my gaze. “Think about it, Simon. If you wanted to find a thunderbird, where would you go?”
I snorted. “If I knew that, I’d have found one years ago.”
“Exactly. You and your family are probably the world’s foremost experts on all things thunderbird. If someone wanted to find one, they’d start with you.”
I shook my head. “But I don’t believe in Thunderbird.”
Dark brows arched over gorgeous, nearly black eyes.
“I don’t. Not the Thunderbird, with a capital T. Not the mythological godlike Thunderbird. I’m looking for a large, rare species of raptor.”
“And if you were a cult of mythological-creature-worshipping dumbasses, would you make that distinction?”
“Not being a mythological-creature-worshipping cultish dumbass, I don’t know.” But I had to agree he maybe had a point. I stared at the image for a few seconds longer before flinging the handful of loose pages to the floor. Not even my thunderbird-obsessed, bigfoot-chasing great-grandfather would put any credence in horned serpent cults. Or, well, he might have believed in them, but tying them in to the situation I found myself in wouldn’t even have crossed his mind.
I flopped backward, landing on my butt on the boring beige carpet of my living room. Suddenly exhausted, I scrubbed my hands over my face. I peeked through my fingers. “This is too much, you know? I mean, I’ve had weird shit happen around me before. I’ve had people question and wonder and doubt me. I’ve been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But this… I don’t know how to cope with this kind of crap. Guns, slashed tires, vandalism, assassins, snake cults. All in less than twenty-four hours. That’s a lot. I’m a geeky bird-watcher, for crying out loud. Sure, I’ve been a bit obsessed with thunderbirds, but that’s research.”
I sucked in a breath, the white splotches filling my vision reminding me to breathe. Like the night before at Buddy’s, my head grew tingly and my body started to shake. Damn it. I didn’t have time for another panic attack. Intellectually I understood my physical reaction was a result of my sympathetic nervous system hijacking my body, but emotionally… well, emotionally I just knew I was afraid and possibly in danger, and my body couldn’t figure out if flight or fight was going to be the best option.
I closed my eyes to try to regain some bit of control over myself. I tried counting to ten. First in English, then in Spanish. I’d made it to six in Swahili when thick bands wrapped round my torso, trapping my arms. For a second I thought I imagined it, like it was an extension of the panic attack, but then I realized the bands were warm and muscular. I felt a solid, heated presence at my back and knew Ford was somehow keeping my scattered emotional and visceral pieces where they belonged.
I leaned into him and could breathe, comforted by his murmurs.
A few seconds later, I registered the words that made up his murmurs. “I’ve got you. You’re safe. Just breathe.”
A funny thing. Until he wrapped me in his safety and security, I hadn’t realized how unsafe I’d been feeling. I’d come up against men who could arguably be called bad guys, been involved in situations most would deem dangerous. I’d gotten through them with the same determination and the fearless façade that had gotten me through college as a preteen. I’d faked confidence and competence so long and so well that I hadn’t realized it was a façade. And now, with Ford’s arms wrapped around me, I could actually be vulnerable. I could let down my guard because I knew Ford would shield me from any danger.
And, holy shit, not only was that sentiment inadvisable, it would probably freak Ford the fuck out. It wasn’t his job to be the buffer between me and the ugliness of the world. He sure as shit wouldn’t want me assigning the task to him. And I couldn’t rely on him for it. It wouldn’t be fair to him or me.
I tried to pull away from him, to gain some much-needed distance. His arms stayed firm around me.
Since I couldn’t get free, I angled my head back so I could see him better. “You can let me—” My words cut off. Blame it on the proximity, my newfound vulnerability, or the thunder-and-lightning scent of him. A shadow—the slightest smudge of darkness at the point where the mandible of his jaw angled upward—drew my fascinated gaze and trapped it. I wanted to touch that shadow, to trace the line of bone with my finger, with my tongue. Just below it, Ford’s pulse beat visibly, and I wanted to follow the trail of his carotid, to nibble my way down until I hit his collarbone, and keep going.
It wasn’t the most comfortable angle, but I couldn’t stop myself from craning my neck farther, just enough so that I could scrape my teeth along his throat. His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed convulsively. He gasped and his arms tightened around me, and it was the most amazing thing. I laved the spot with my tongue, and I felt more than heard the groan rumble up from his chest and through his throat.
His arms went slack, and I took full advantage, turning around until I straddled his lap, facing him. At first I rested my hands on his shoulders, but Ford’s deep inhale made some of his hair shift forward; the strands caressed the back of my hands. I’d always been fascinated by his hair, and now, in this moment that would probably be over way too soon, I was going to give in to temptation. I looped one arm around his neck and combed the other through the length of cool silk. I loved the way the long strands wrapped around my fingers, holding on to me before releasing me, only to latch on again a second later. As soon as I reached the end of that long fall of hair, I immediately repeated the stroking movement.
Air whooshed out of Ford’s lungs as he tipped his head back, clearly enjoying being petted.
I buried my face into his neck, nuzzling under his ear, the scent of his shampoo better than any aromatherapy on the market.
Ford lifted one arm to cup my face. He leaned back just enough to make eye contact. He was looking for something, some sign or clue, in my face. I didn’t know exactly what, but his heavy-lidded gaze and serious mouth… I couldn’t resist. I wrapped my fist around a hunk of his hair and dragged him back, latching on to his mouth like a starving man.
The aggression—or maybe assertiveness was a better word—was not my usual style. Normally I let the other guy take charge. Let him make the first move. But I knew this moment wouldn’t—couldn’t—last, and no way was I going to let it pass me by. Any minute now Ford was going to come to his senses. And if not him, then I would remember that this really wasn’t a good idea. Until then, though, I was going to enjoy every nanosecond of it.
I’d somehow expected him to push me away or stand up, letting me drop to the floor. Or yell or something. But he didn’t. Thank goodness. His lips were warm and smooth under mine, and he didn’t hesitate to open his mouth to my probing tongue. At his active participation, the desperation that had briefly taken hold of me abated.
He tasted like green tea and summer rain. Sort of fresh and earthy at the same time.
I completely lost track of time, consumed by the taste and feel of him. His hands, which had been comforting when used to bring me out of my little panic attack, now coursed over my body, tantalizing, exciting. Soon it wasn’t enough. I wanted to get closer, to take more. I rocked in his lap, increasing the press of groin against groin. He groaned and arched up into me.
“Seriously? No way!” Donnie’s disgruntled voice broke through the heavy haze of lust surrounding me. I reared back and almost fell completely out of Ford’s lap. Only his quick grab of my shoulder kept me from flopping back and staring at the ceiling.
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Donnie stood inside the threshold of my front door, completely naked, with his hands propped on his hips. “You send me out to sniff around town while you two suck face like a couple of horny teenagers? I had to go three blocks out of my way to avoid animal control, and you two are playing tonsil hockey?”
“Zip it, Donnie.” Ford guided me off his lap. It was a smooth move, closer to lifting me away from him than pushing.
I tried not to notice how our recent activities had left Ford’s mouth slightly swollen and damp. A little zing of pride shot through me, though, when he tugged the bottom hem of his T-shirt down to cover the bulge in the front of his jeans. I’d done that. Me. Geeky bird-watcher. Academic freak. Of course, I had to make sure my own shirttails hid my boner.
“And put some damn clothes on.” Ford scowled at his friend.
“I guess I should be glad I didn’t come back to the two of you naked too,” Donnie grumbled as she stepped over and around piles of debris on his way to the bathroom and his clothes.
I swiped my palm across my sweat-dampened forehead and shot a look Ford’s way. My ballooning pride deflated a bit. Damn it. There was so much wrong with this whole situation. Someone had trashed my house. Ford was one of my students. Twice now I’d completely lost my mind around him. “Look, Ford, I’m sor—”
His glare stopped me midword. “Don’t.”
“But—”
He narrowed his eyes. Damn, he had an intimidating glower.
“Scowl all you want,” I told him. “I’ve got to say this.” I paused to see if he was going to interrupt again with either word or facial expression. He just lifted an eyebrow and waited. Okay. Good. Now to find the words again. “I know you don’t want to hear it. Obviously. But I am sorry. I’m sorry I seem to keep falling apart on you. It’s not fair to keep expecting you to pick up the pieces when I do. But thank you for that too. I’m also sor—”
He crossed his arms over his impressive chest. “Don’t you dare,” he said slowly, emphasizing each word, “apologize for what happened here.”
“But I’m a professor. You’re a student.”
He shook his head. “If I were an undergrad, it would be completely inappropriate.”
“If you were an undergrad, I’d get fired.”
“But I’m not. And this”—he gestured to the surrounding chaos—“has nothing to do with what happens at school.”
“That’s good in theory—”
“Theory is good enough for now. In any case, we should table this particular discussion until after we hear what Donnie found out.” Ford nodded to the hallway, where Donnie leaned against the wall.
“Don’t stop on my account.” He smirked and winked. “This was about to get interesting. I’ve never seen Ford quite so… invested… in someone before.”
Now if that didn’t pique my interest.
“Tell us what you found out,” Ford demanded before I had a chance to follow that intriguing, though still inappropriate, trail of inquiry.
“I found your car easily enough,” Donnie said, crossing the room to plop into the saggy couch. “There were a few unique scents around it. None the same as those here.”
I didn’t know whether to be relieved that the scents were different or not. On the one hand, I’d rather not have assassins—or people even loosely connected to assassins—messing with my car. On the other hand, if it was someone else, that meant someone else was messing with my car. Just how many people could I really have giving me a hard time? If the vandals in my home were different than the vandals at my car… just how many vandals was too many vandals before it became too much coincidence?
“But,” Donnie said, interrupting my convoluted inner monologue, “they were connected.”
“In what way?” Ford got the words out before I could.
“They weren’t the same individuals, but there were certain underlying markers that were the same. Like people who spend a lot of time together, but who aren’t necessarily related.”
“So there’s a chance there is a connection between the stolen journal, the slashed tires, and my living room?” I knew what Donnie had been saying, but I still had to ask the question. Maybe to make sure I wasn’t leaping to conclusions. Or maybe out of some misguided hope that I was wrong.
“I’d say there’s a pretty darned good chance they’re related. The scents are too close to be random.”
“Yeah, well, I guess I knew that. I think part of me is hoping this is all some kind of bizarre misunderstanding.” I met Donnie’s eyes. “So, assassins?”
Donnie’s face twisted in sympathy. “Maybe not.”
I shook my head. “I don’t even know where to go from here.” I looked around my destroyed house. “I guess I should call the cops. It’ll probably look suspicious if I wait much longer.”
“No cops.” Ford surged to his feet.
I scrambled up after him. No way was I having this conversation while sitting eye level with his boots. “What? Why not?”
“What are you going to tell them? You said the cop you talked to last night seems to think you’re some kind of wacko looking for attention.”
“So you’re suggesting I just let them get away with this?” I waved my arm at the torn and discarded books, knickknacks, and photos. “Some of these books are antiques. Some are family heirlooms.”
Regret darkened his eyes, but he didn’t relent. “Do you honestly think the police are going to take this seriously? That they’ll be able to help?”
I raked my fingers through my already disheveled hair. “Okay. Probably not. But I can’t just sit and do nothing.”
“You won’t do nothing. You need to go through the books and documents and see what, if anything, is missing.”
Donnie—who’d been watching Ford and me go back and forth like he was a spectator at a tennis match—stood. “And with that, I’m off. I’ve got to get to work.” He clapped Ford on the back. “You’ll let me know if you need anything, right?”
Ford nodded.
“Good.” Donnie held out his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m sure we’ll get all sorts of chances to get to know each other.” He slid his gaze to Ford. “All sorts of chances,” he repeated.
“Donnie,” Ford growled.
“Yeah, yeah,” Donnie said, waving as he bolted through the front door.
“Didn’t he want pizza?” Yes. I’d rather think about pizza than people so dangerous the cops would be ineffective.
“Donnie’s fine.” Ford shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out his phone and started punching at the screen. “You start on inventorying your books and documents. I’ve got a couple of calls to make. Then I’ll help.” He looked up from his phone. “I hope you’ve got a spare pillow. Until this is resolved, you’re going to have a roommate.”
“What? Who?”
Ford pressed the phone to his ear and followed Donnie’s path. He stopped to glance over his shoulder before passing through the front door. “Me.”



Chapter Nine
 
 
I COULDN’T do it. I couldn’t fall asleep knowing Ford was in my house, lying on my couch. Crazy questions—complete with my imagination’s show-and-tell contributions—kept my brain on edge. The main question—the one that kept repeating itself over and over again—had to do with pajamas. More specifically, did Ford wear them? He hadn’t brought in a bag of any kind, so he didn’t have any to change into tonight. But did he wear them in general? As for tonight, was he wearing his clothes or did he strip down to a T-shirt and underwear? Or, by the gods of all things sensual and hormonal, was he naked on my couch?
My bedroom was suddenly way too hot. I pushed aside my comforter to let the air in my room cool my flushed skin. I pulled off the long-sleeved T-shirt I’d paired with flannel pants, hoping that would help cool me down. It didn’t. Sweat beaded my forehead and prickled my skin.
I wished Ford snored. Or farted in his sleep. Something to distract me from how very distracting it was to have him in my house in the middle of the night. But no, I lay there, staring at my ceiling, hyperaware of the manly presence in my living room. The possibly naked manly presence in my living room.
Heat blazed through me, and I did my damnedest to not picture him naked. I failed miserably. No idea where the blood that heated my cheeks came from, not when the majority of the life-giving substance had pooled in my crotch, making my hard-on throb.
I flopped to my side, taking a second to flip my pillow so my flushed face could rest on the cooler fabric. I tried to ignore my straining erection, but the damn thing refused to subside. I was never going to get to sleep with that punching out against my flannel sleep pants. Not that I could take care of it. Masturbating while the object of my lust slept down the hall seemed like a bad idea.
I flicked the head of my cock, hoping it would get with the program. The sting did little to help with the situation.
Maybe if I was really quiet? I slid my hand down my stomach, pausing when I hit the elastic waistband of my pajama pants.
I couldn’t.
Could I?
A pulse of heat, like a bomb detonating, blasted through the room. Jesus, had Ford cranked up the temperature? I usually kept the place at a comfortable seventy-one degrees, but by the feel of the things, my house would temp in at a hundred. Maybe more. Maybe the thermostat was malfunctioning?
I groaned, pulling my hand away from my abdomen, and stood. I didn’t turn on the bedside lamp so when I opened my bedroom door, the light wouldn’t disturb Ford. Holding my breath, I edged the door open. I tiptoed to the acid-green glow of the digital thermostat, my hard dick leading the way like the prow of an ancient Viking ship.
According to the display, the temperature was seventy-one degrees. I tapped the little box, which was the extent of my thermostat troubleshooting techniques. The number didn’t change, but then again, neither did the nearly suffocating heat of my house.
“What are you doing?”
An embarrassingly high-pitched squeal escaped my throat as I spun toward the voice. I ran smack into a wall of hot, hard muscles. My hands, which I’d raised in an instinctive bid to defend myself, slapped against Ford’s very naked chest. Instead of pulling away, my fingers—practically of their own volition—pressed into the thick ridges of muscle. I could barely make out Ford’s shape in the ambient light coming in through the front window, but not being able to see the details was probably a good thing. If I saw the smooth skin I touched, I might have lost my ability to speak.
Speaking of which, I wasn’t vocalizing well at the moment. Wrangling my scattered thought, I glared up at Ford, not that he could see my expression. “What are you doing up? You nearly scared me to death.”
“What are you doing?” he repeated.
“I’m checking the thermostat.”
“What’s wrong with the thermostat?”
My fingers had not left their resting spot on his body. I couldn’t seem to make them do my bidding. At least, I couldn’t remove them from his body. They were quite content to continue exploring the hills and valleys of his form.
Ford sucked in a breath. “Fun fact,” he muttered into my ear. “Shifters can smell arousal.”
Oh shit. Luckily there was no room for more than the quickest spark of embarrassment as my hands continued to map out the massive expanse of his chest. He had almost no body hair, so the first real change of texture I found was the transition from the broad curve of his pectoral to pebbled nipple. He growled something low in his throat. The temperature in the hallway rose another few degrees.
I liked the sound he made. I liked it a lot, so I brushed my thumb over the tight nub. Ford swayed into the caress, which brought his body into contact with mine. Which meant… damn, which meant my cock, now twice as hard as it had been a couple of minutes ago, was pressed against his thighs.
“Oh fuck.” He surged against me, angling our bodies until I backed into the wall. He braced his arms on either side of my head, and his hair fell forward, a silky, herbal-scented curtain that caressed and tickled my bare shoulders. I dragged my hands down his chest and along his sides, trying to capture with my fingers what it was too dark to see with my eyes. I needed light, but if I interrupted the moment, he might come to his senses and stop. Damn, I so didn’t want this to end.
I followed the line of obliques with my hands, and he squirmed, pressing even tighter into me. The rocking motion caused my grip to slip a bit, and I ran into the elastic band of his underwear. That answered one question. He had most definitely not been sleeping naked on my couch. The cloth was too tight for boxers, so briefs or boxer briefs. I inched lower and got my answer. Briefs. The bottom seam ended a few inches below the band. Now, the next question, one that would not be answered in the dark: tighty-whities or something sexier?
“Your hands travel much farther and I won’t be held accountable for my actions.”
“It’s so sexy when you growl like that.”
He leaned in to nuzzle at the side of my neck. “Yeah?” The word vibrated against my skin with the roughness of his growl. Bastard.
My head fell back, granting him even more access.
He didn’t disappoint. I felt the damp pass of his tongue; then he bit down, pinching skin between his teeth. It wasn’t a hard bite, but the slight edge of pain sent little shock waves rolling through my body. My reaction spurred him on. He moved to another sensitive patch of skin and repeated the action. Damn. I’d had no idea someone biting me would be such a turn-on.
“Shit, Ford.” I clutched at him, trying to press even closer. My fingernails dug into the hard muscles of his sides, searching for purchase. I was probably leaving scratch marks on him, but I couldn’t seem to care long enough to release my hold.
Ford moved his hands from the wall and cupped my face, tilting my head before diving in. His kiss was rough, desperate, and sexy as hell. A needy moan escaped between us, and I had no idea if it came from him or me. Or maybe both of us. He thrust his tongue past my lips, and I opened up to him, letting him dominate the kiss. I reached up to bury my hands in his hair, not to direct his motions or take control. I was hanging on for dear life, as desperate as him.
He explored my mouth, my teeth, biting and thrusting, demanding I keep up. It was wild and crazy, and I couldn’t get enough. He pulled back a little, maybe to catch a breath, but I didn’t care about air or breathing. I stretched to my tiptoes to keep us connected and sucked his tongue back into my mouth. The whole thing was uncoordinated and messy, full of grappling hands and banging teeth, but nothing had ever felt so right.
He growled again, and my knees went lax. If it wasn’t for the wall behind me holding me up, I would have slid to the floor. He dropped his arms and grabbed my ass, hitching me up until I had to wrap my legs around his hips. The new hold mashed our cocks together, and the combination of friction and gravity was nearly enough to send me into orgasm right then and there.
Ford backed up and walked, with me clinging to him, to my bedroom. He carried me as though I weighed no more than a toddler, and the awe of that distracted me enough to keep from jizzing in my pajamas. He leaned down, laying me onto the bed without losing contact with me. I slid my hands down the smooth skin of his back, undulating below him. The soft flannel barrier between us irritated me. I wanted more skin-on-skin contact. I wanted to feel the hard length of him against me.
I smacked his shoulder. “Naked. You. Now. Me too.” Apparently extreme lust eliminated my ability to speak in full sentences. I tugged at the elastic band of his briefs with one hand while I tried unsuccessfully to push away my own pajamas. By this point I was whimpering in need.
With a quick, hard kiss, he started to push away. I tightened my hold on his underwear in protest, and he chuckled. “Naked can’t happen if you don’t let me move.”
How could he be talking coherently when I wasn’t even sure what my name was?
Reluctantly I loosened my grip, and he went back to shimmying his way down my body. He made sure to caress my straining dick with every peak and valley of his abs. Pushing up enough to slide a hand between us, he captured the waistband and tugged my sleep pants carefully past my hard-on. Because he was moving too fricking slow for my sanity, I wriggled and kicked until the pants came off entirely. Using my foot, I flung the flannel aside.
“Now you,” I commanded. But wait. Feeling him was amazing, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted to see him. “Lamp.” I pointed to my bedside table, though the gesture was probably useless in the nearly pitch-black darkness.
He chuckled and stretched over me, reaching for the light. He nipped at my chin along the way. “Bossy.”
“Whatever. Hurry.”
“I’m in charge here.” He rocked his hips, and it became quite clear that his maneuvering had lined us up again, face-to-face, groin-to-groin.
“Oh fuck.” I closed my eyes and tried reciting the periodic table. If I didn’t get some kind of control over myself, I’d end up coming before we’d gotten beyond heavy kissing. Embarrassment over shooting like a teenager aside, I wanted more with Ford. I wanted to do everything, to try everything. The desperation of the moment, coupled with the dark and the heat, made the whole experience a little surreal, and I was terrified this would be a onetime deal. Once the haze of lust cleared, he’d realize this was a bad idea and back away. If this was going to be my one shot, I wanted as much as I could get.
I heard the click of the lamp. I blinked my eyes open and found myself nose-to-nose with Ford. In the dim golden glow, I could have sworn storm clouds brewed and lightning flashed in his dark irises. It took my breath away.
“What do you want?”
“Touch me?” I’d meant it to be a demand, but it came out as a request. Nearly a plea.
“Anything you want. Any way you want it.” Ford laid a trail of biting kisses interspaced with hungry licks of his tongue all the way down my neck and chest, stopping periodically to tease my nipples or lurch up to take command of my mouth again. It was frantic and hard and wonderful. I’d have given anything to live in this moment forever.
Even as his mouth and teeth were sending me into orbit, his hands launched me further. He stroked and massaged the muscles along my abs and sides. Then he reached down to palm my leaking cock. He squeezed and stroked my length, and that was all it took.
“Oh damn. Oh fuck. Ford.” I fisted my hands into the sheets and held on tight as my body bowed. Later I’d be mortified by the speed of my orgasm, but in that moment I could only soar on the waves of ecstasy that racked my body.
Several panting, heart-pounding minutes later, I could think again. Ford was still braced above me. I reached up to push back loose strands of hair that had fallen into his gorgeously flushed face. Then I cupped his jaw, dragging him down so I could plant a gentle kiss on his lips. I wanted to convey my gratitude, and my embarrassment, my that was the most amazing thing ever reaction.
His cloth-covered dick pushed against my hip, and I remembered that, while I had gotten off, Ford still hadn’t. I tapped his shoulder. “Flip.”
Eyes blazing, he complied. In an effortless move, he turned us so he was on his back looking up, and I knelt over him. I huffed out a laugh, surprised by the casual display of strength. Maybe it was a shifter thing, or maybe Ford was just that strong. He certainly had the muscles for it. And now that my brain wasn’t scrambled by hormones and need, I took advantage of cataloging each and every curve and dip of muscle and tendon. Damn, he was big.
And I got my answer about his underwear. No tighty-whities for him. Nope. His briefs were black. Should have known. And the flared head of his dick pushed past the elastic band at the top, which was about the sexiest thing I’d ever seen in my life. I swiped my thumb across the tip, capturing the precome pooling there. Ford sucked in a hissing breath, and it was his turn to fist the sheets at his hips.
Finesse was beyond me. I had to touch, to taste, to give him the same pleasure he’d given me. I yanked at his underwear, freeing him to my gaze. He was long and hard, and I wasted no time in taking him into my mouth. His taste exploded on my tongue and I groaned, sinking farther over him. I wasn’t particularly experienced in this, but he didn’t seem to mind as I used a combination of suction and gliding tongue to drive him crazy. He grunted and cursed, palming the back of my head. He didn’t push for more, for which I was grateful, and my hair was too short for him to get any kind of grip. I loved the connection—it might have been all in my head, but it made me believe that he knew it was me there, not some random dude blowing him.
“Shit, Simon. So good.”
The rough praise alleviated my residual insecurity, and I redoubled my efforts. Soon Ford writhed under me, and I wrapped my hand around the base of his dick to keep him from going deeper than I could handle. I felt him swell and throb even as Ford used his grip to nudge me away. “Shit. Coming.”
I pulled my mouth back but used my hands to jack him. The slickness of my saliva and his precome eased the way, and I sped up, brushing my thumb at the sensitive bundle of nerves just under the cockhead with each stroke. His shout as he came echoed around us like thunder, and his semen splashed over my fists and onto his belly.
When he’d stopped twitching, he dragged me up his body until I lay draped over him. I didn’t protest the stickiness of his cooling come between us. He had to have tasted himself when he kissed me, but it didn’t keep him from exploring my mouth. If he wasn’t going to worry about it, who was I to? A couple of minutes later, he pulled back and pressed my head to his shoulder.
I sighed, contented as any cat, and let exhaustion and satiation lull me into sleep.



Chapter Ten
 
 
A DUCK quack startled me awake. The only thing more startling than the quacking was the strong arm draped across my stomach. Strong arms rarely made an appearance in my bed.
“The hell?” a drowsy gruff voice rumbled behind me.
Oh my goodness. Ford. Ford was in my bed, with his arm wrapped around me, holding me against that amazing body that I’d enjoyed so much the night before. How could I have forgotten, even for a second, that Ford was here?
Another duck quacked.
“Simon, why is there a duck in your bedroom?”
“It’s my grandpa.” The words tumbled out, Ford’s callused hands kneading my side enough to scramble my already jumbled brain.
Ford huffed, a sort of silent laugh that warmed me. “Your grandpa is a duck?”
“That’s my grandpa’s ringtone.” I rolled—reluctantly—away from him and reached for the phone on my bedside stand. I scooted up against the headboard and hit the green icon to accept the call. “Hey, Grandpa. What’s up?”
The bed rocked as Ford stood. He shook back his tangled hair, the dark strands spilling down his naked back. I focused in on his equally bare ass. He didn’t seem to have any modesty as he headed out of my bedroom.
“Simon?”
Shit. My grandfather’s shaky voice reminded me that I should be paying attention to him and not on my—who? My hookup? My student?—and his gleaming body.
“Sorry, Grandpa.” I glanced at the alarm clock, only then noticing the time. It wasn’t even seven yet. Way too early for a chat. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, yeah.” He coughed, the phlegmy sound breaking my heart a little. “I wanted to catch you before you left for work.”
“Yeah? What’s up?” I hated that my first thought when I saw a call from his number was that he’d gotten worse and the end was near. Or, worse, that it wouldn’t be him at all, but a doctor or my father calling to let me know he’d passed.
“That Smith guy called again.”
“Really?” I flung the comforter over my lap. I couldn’t talk to my grandfather while naked as a bird. Just no. “What did he want?”
“He still claimed to have something of interest to our family. Kept it a little vague, of course, but he expressed a renewed desire to speak to one of my representatives. I played up the feeble old man thing. It worked. In fact, he suggested that perhaps my ‘bright’ grandson might be willing to meet him to discuss things.”
“Really, now. That is interesting. I didn’t know you could pull off the feeble old man thing. At least not in person.”
He coughed, and I cringed.
“Hate to say it, but it’s getting easier to play the feeble old man. Not sure it’s playacting anymore.”
“Did he leave any contact information this time?”
“No, but he asked for yours.”
“Did you give it to him?” Not that I would mind. In fact, I’d have preferred it. Better that this Smith guy and I connected without my grandfather as go-between.
“I’m a feeble old man.” His wheezy breathing took away from his self-deprecating humor. “I’m probably senile too.”
I snorted out a laugh because that’s what he wanted. Of all the issues that came with cancer and age, senility hadn’t struck yet. “So what did you tell him?”
“Told him to google you. Isn’t that what all the cool kids are doing these days?”
This time my laugh was genuine. “You, Grandpa, are a menace. I love that about you.”
We chatted for a couple of minutes about his health and my job before I let him go. I wanted to keep things normal for him, but I was worried that someone was using my grandfather to get to me. I was going to get to the bottom of this, not just for my sake, but for his too.
When the call disconnected, I looked toward the bedroom door, where Ford leaned against the frame. He’d put on some clothes, thankfully. The last thing I needed now was the distraction of his gorgeous body while I tried to wrap my head around some dude calling himself Smith—I somehow doubted Smith was his real name—phoning my grandfather out of the blue. Twice.
“Everything okay?”
“I think you were right about this having to do with my research on thunderbirds.”
“What changed your mind?”
I’d known on some level that my refusal to accept that someone was after my thunderbird notes was more wishful thinking than anything else. But it didn’t make any sense. Why now? Why me? My family had been searching for decades. It’s not like I’d made any new discoveries or posted any claims or sightings on the online forums or cryptozoology sites. Of course, I was a scientist, and there was no evidence to support the hypothesis that this chaos was thunderbird related. But there were too many coincidences for it to be, well, a coincidence.
“Someone contacted my grandfather—my dying grandfather—claiming to have evidence that at least one of my family’s sighting claims was real. But see, my whole family has been searching for any kind of documentation for years. If the evidence existed, I have to believe we’d have found it. But now, when all these strange things keep happening, suddenly the proof is there? I don’t buy it.”
Ford moved into the room and sat on the edge of the bed. I folded my legs to give him more room. “What kind of proof?” I couldn’t quite read the expression on his face. It was definitely serious. Maybe cautious? At least he wasn’t looking at me like I was a crazy person.
I faced a conundrum. If I went into detail about my family’s experiences with wild claims and disappearing proof, he’d probably think I was as crazy as my bigfoot-chasing great-grandfather was. And I’d had an amazing night of sex with Ford. I really didn’t want him to think I was loony at this point.
Screw it. He’d have to accept me, or not, eventually. Better to find out.
“Back in the 1890s—”
“So you’re going full-on backstory, huh?”
I could tell he was trying to lessen the tension, but now that I’d opened this can of worms, I wanted to get it over with. “One of my ancestors killed a bird. A big bird. A unique bird. The local newspaper ran an article, complete with a picture, because no one had ever seen anything like it. No one was calling it a thunderbird then. That came later. But, anyway, the morning after the picture was taken, the bird—which they’d had hanging in a barn—was gone. No one saw anything. No one saw anyone near the barn. Nothing. Then, over the next few weeks, every single copy of the newspaper with the picture disappeared. All of them. Granted, it was 1897 in Arizona, so it’s not like there were thousands of copies. But still.”
I’d been watching my hands throughout the explanation, afraid to see what Ford’s reaction might be. I couldn’t hold back my curiosity, though. I peeked up at him. His face had paled a bit, and he’d pressed his mouth in a grim line. Damn it, he was going to say the same thing everyone who’d heard the story over the last century did. That disappearing evidence was awfully convenient. And that the bird was either something like a condor or that my relative had been drunk or hallucinating or something. We’d been getting along so well—putting it mildly—that I wanted him to take me seriously. If he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, I wasn’t sure I could handle it.
He didn’t ridicule me or my family or try to rationalize the situation, though. Instead, he met my gaze. “And the guy who called your grandfather said what? That he had a copy of that paper?”
I nodded. “That would be weird enough, but according to my grandfather, the caller, who calls himself Smith”—I appreciated that Ford snorted at the bad alias attempt too—“indicated that he wanted to meet with me.”
Ford nodded as though I’d confirmed his own thoughts. “You’re right. That can’t be a coincidence.”
Our eyes met and held for a moment; then Ford said, “Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure. I’m a fan of questions. It’s how you learn things.”
“Why are you so intent on proving thunderbirds exist? I get that your family’s been searching for generations, but why you? Why still?”
I needed to find the right words to explain it. It was more than family obligation, but how to convey that? “It’s true that no one would blame me if I followed in my father’s footsteps. He grew tired of always being linked to the family quest. The family curse, he calls it. It’s been hard to be taken seriously, especially since our interests and aptitudes seem specifically geared to a career in academia, when a whole slew of relatives have made a mockery of their careers. But I’d always had a thing for birds. Maybe it was because I spent so much time with my grandfather. And, yeah, I’ve been curious about my family’s record. I mean, the chance to discover a new species of animal is captivating. But I didn’t intend to make it my life’s work like my grandfather and great-grandfather did. Sure, I did the research and studies in my spare time, but it wasn’t my goal, my quest.”
“What changed your mind?”
“Two years ago, my grandfather was diagnosed with lung cancer. He practically raised me because my parents were too busy being gratified by their child’s genius and the prestige it brought our family to spend any noneducational time with me. He’d been there for me my entire life, without fail. And now he’s sick. The radiation and chemotherapy treatments weren’t enough, and now it’s just a matter of time before the lung cancer takes him. His one regret is that he was never able to redeem himself after his thunderbird research and presentation were compromised. He wants—needs—closure. Closure I can bring him if only I’m able to confirm that a rare species of bird, with a very distinct, unique anatomy, exists. And I’m running out of time.”
I blinked to ease the prickling in my eyes. Then I looked up to gauge Ford’s expression. I don’t know what I expected to see—maybe patronization—but I saw regret. Maybe that was worse than ridicule would have been.
“What happens if you don’t discover your thunderbirds?”
I huffed out a sigh. “Then my grandfather dies with the world thinking he was a deluded scientist, or, worse than that, a charlatan.” I swiped my hand across my face. I’d kept my tears at bay, but the stinging in my eyes persisted.
 
 
MY phone sounded again, breaking through the tension of the moment. This time the noise indicated the alarm clock notification. I swiped the screen to silence it. “And with that, I have to get ready for work. I’ll do some research this evening to find out what’s going on.” I tried to shake off the melancholy. It was better to be proactive in figuring this shit out than to wallow in impotent misery.
Ford shook his head. “Come to Buddy’s when you’re done for the day. I have to work. I can’t skip out of another shift, and we need to talk. I’m waiting to hear back from someone who might have some insight.”
“One of the calls you made last night?”
“Yeah.”
“Who’d you call?”
“Family.”
I sat up straight, ignoring the comforter that pooled in my lap. “You have family who might know something about this? About which part? And who?”
“You ask so many questions.” Ford yanked a fistful of his hair. I knew it was a frustration-based gesture, but at that moment it only drew attention to the fact that he didn’t wear a shirt.
I dragged my eyes back to his face. “I’m a scientist. It’s what I do.”
Ford’s nostrils flared and his eyes blazed. For a second I was taken back to that instant last night. A wave of hot and humid air flowed over me. Pretty sure it was the heat of the memory and not my potentially malfunctioning thermostat.
My secondary reminder pinged, breaking up this new, different tension.
“Later.” Ford ran his tongue along his bottom lip. “Later we’ll have time to talk.”
Since I agreed the timing could be better, I stood. Nudity wasn’t something I was usually casual about, but I didn’t want to draw attention to how awkward the moment was by, well, being awkward. Ford’s eyes left an almost physical sensation in their wake as they scanned my body. Luckily he turned away to leave the room before the arousal stirring in my gut could manifest in a more obvious way. A boner at this stage would just compound the morning-after awkwardness.
Which reminded me. “Ford?” I asked before he’d gone more than a couple of steps into the hallway.
He looked at me over his shoulder.
“Uh, at school, we—” I gestured between us, really driving home the awkward. I was an adult, damn it. Adults could deal with their personal shit without stuttering. They could compartmentalize their romantic lives—though it might have been jumping the gun to term a single night with the man of my dreams as romance—and their professional ones. I licked my lips and tried again. “This can’t be… obvious… in the department.”
He turned to face me fully, then strode back until he stood bare inches in front of me. “At school, I’ll keep my distance and defer to you, the same as I would to any professor in the department. But when we’re off campus, you’re mine.” He wrapped his hand around the back of my neck and dragged me forward until I pressed against his chest. His head swooped down, and his mouth met mine in a carnal kiss that was not in the least deferential.
“Okay,” I sighed into his mouth when oxygen became necessary and our lips parted. “I can live with that.”
I turned and stumbled down the hall and into the bathroom. Maybe a shower—a very, very cold shower—would clear my head enough to focus on students, biology, and whatever these journal-stealing, possible snake-worshipping cultists, possible weapons-trafficking assassins could want with a geeky bird-watching professor.



Chapter Eleven
 
 
MY morning class went fine. It was one of the introductory classes I could teach in my sleep, which was a good thing since my brain was occupied elsewhere. In fact, my brain migrated between naked Ford in my bed and suspicious characters bothering my grandfather. I spent my office hours between my class and lunchtime on the phone with the BLM, working through the details for the migration project, something I needed to get ironed out soon. After lunch—which I probably would have forgotten about altogether if Ford hadn’t texted me an order to eat something—I spent the rest of the afternoon reviewing my grandfather’s and great-grandfather’s notes regarding the Arizona sighting. I’d long ago memorized the details, but maybe a new perspective—that being the existence of shifters—would bring to light some new datum I could use to fine-tune a renewed search.
The enticing aroma of coffee pulled me from my work. I checked the time display on the bottom corner of my laptop. It was after four. “Ford? I thought you had to work.”
Then I glanced up at the door and realized the coffee scent didn’t come from Ford. Matthew Jones stood at the threshold, carrying two cups of Starbucks coffee. The closest Starbucks was on the other side of the city. Buddy’s would have been closer. Some people were coffee snobs, though.
“Oh, hey.” I closed my laptop and focused on him. He was still pretty, but after a night spent with Ford, Matthew had lost some of his shine. Not that I’d had any kind of a thing for him—I just appreciated his aesthetic—but now even that seemed to have dulled.
“I thought you could use this.” Matthew offered me a cup.
“Oh, ah, thanks.” I took the cup.
“I wasn’t sure how you took it, so it’s black. But I have some cream and sugar.” He dug into his coat pocket and dumped a fistful of packets onto my desk. One of the little cream cups rolled over the edge. Matthew cursed, set his own coffee down, and chased after it. He returned it to the pile of and smiled sheepishly at me. It seemed a little off. He seemed a little off. Twitchy, maybe.
“What can I do for you?” I took a minute to doctor my coffee. His dark blue eyes followed the process with disturbing closeness.
He perched on the edge of my guest chair and folded his hands in his lap. His wool coat bunched around him. “Couple of things. First, I wanted to make sure you were okay after yesterday.”
“Yesterday?” So much had happened the day before, I wasn’t exactly sure what he referred to.
“Your tires.”
Right. My tires. He wouldn’t have known about the discovery of shifters, the ransacking of my house, or sexy times with Ford. Which left the tires. “Oh yeah. I’m fine. I appreciate your concern. The campus police are looking into it. The rest is up to insurance.”
He bit his lip, then shot a glance at the closed door. “Here’s the thing. I didn’t want to mention it yesterday, not with the other guy around.”
“Other guy?”
“Yeah. Your TA.”
“Ford Whitney?”
His tongue darted out in a quick snakelike movement. “Yeah. How much do you know about him?”
My brows drew together. What was he getting at? Had someone seen us at Buddy’s the other night and assumed something? “As well as I know anyone I’m working with here.” Except I didn’t know how anyone else here tasted or smelled, or how their broad body felt weighing me down into my mattress.
“Can I be honest with you?”
“Of course. I’d prefer it.”
“Like I said, I didn’t want to mention it last night, but I think he’s the one responsible for your tires.”
I fell back in my seat. “You must be mistaken.” If Ford were the one who’d slashed my tires, why would he point out that they’d been slashed? Eventually I’d have figured out I was deluding myself with excuses about nails and sharp objects, but I’d been firmly planted in denial when he’d shown up. Besides, he’d had Donnie check out the scents. Not that I could share any of that with Matthew. “He’s a highly respected member of this department.”
“Look, Dr. Coleman, you can’t trust him. I’ve heard some things that worry me. Things that should probably worry you.”
“I don’t put much stock into gossip. I prefer to make my own opinions.”
“I get that, I do.” His face was drawn in distress. “And normally I’d respect that. I mentioned I was in the Army, right?”
“Yeah.” That was a bit of a detour off topic. But I liked it better than the current conversation.
“Well, the Army teaches you a lot of different skills. One of which is observation and analysis. And, well, I picked up on a few things when I’ve seen him. You might call it instinct, or a vibe, but he’s always felt a little off to me.”
“You’ve met him?”
“Not specifically. At first I just knew he was a TA who worked with you. Since I’d been hoping to work with you too, I checked him out. Then watched him on campus whenever I saw him.”
“You were spying on my TA?” My cold tone told him exactly what I thought about that.
“I was worried. He’s not what he seems.”
Oh damn. If Ford had given away the existence of shifters, or at least that he was a shifter, there was going to be hell to pay. And, really, if I’d picked up the anomalies, it stood to reason someone trained by the military could as well. I needed to change the trajectory of this conversation, stat.
I picked up the coffee he’d brought me, needing something to do with my hands. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation—”
“He’s a drug dealer.”
I almost dropped the coffee. Before I crushed the pressed paper cup, I put the drink down. “I’m sorry. Say again?” The idea of Ford—stoic, kind of grumpy Ford—as something as ridiculous as a drug dealer was, well, ridiculous. I supposed it was better a presumed drug dealer than a shape-shifting creature. Add to that, I was a little offended that Matthew thought I’d be gullible enough to believe his story.
He ran his hand through his perfectly tousled curls, creating, if anything, a more sexily disheveled look. He aimed his jewel-bright eyes at me, earnestness welling in them like tears. “You have to have noticed the way people are strangely deferential to him? And then he’s always meeting people in secret. Small groups and huddled conversations.”
Wow. Matthew really had been watching Ford. I, of course, knew why some people deferred so easily to Ford. A lot of it was the dominance—his literal and figurative alphaness—but some resulted from his too-beautiful-to-be-real appearance and his complete obliviousness to it. And the secret meetings and huddles? No doubt ramifications of the secret shifters-only plans and things they had to keep humans—what did shifters call the nonshifter population?—from overhearing.
“That’s hardly suspicious behavior.”
“I know I probably sound like a paranoid freak, but I’m really worried about you. He seems to have taken an unnatural interest in you.”
His interest the night before hadn’t felt unnatural. I had to force back an inappropriate grin. It had felt like the most natural thing in the world. “I’m not sure what you mean by that. He’s my assistant. Of course he’s going to spend time around me.”
Matthew leaned forward. If he got any closer, he’d be draped over my desk. He lowered his voice into an intense whisper. “He has people spying on you.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose, a move straight out of Tierney’s toolbox. Maybe Matthew was paranoid. Paranoia was a common symptom of PTSD, and Matthew was former military. We hadn’t talked about his experiences in the Army. He could very well be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. If that was the case, I was definitely in over my head. None of my education dealt with this. Was it better to talk against the paranoid delusions or to agree with him? Or maybe deflect and redirect the conversation?
He sighed and slumped against the back of his chair. “Believe me, I know this sounds crazy, but I thought you deserved to know the truth.” He bit his lip, suddenly looking a little shy. “I don’t want anything to happen to you. Just be careful, okay? Keep an eye on him. You’ll see what I’m talking about.”
Oh wow. Did Matthew have feelings for me? Was that why he was worried about Ford? Did he view Ford as some kind of romantic threat?
He cleared his throat. “That wasn’t the only reason I stopped by.”
Thank goodness. “Yes?”
“Since your car is currently out of commission, I figured you may need a ride home or something. Or, if you need anything, I’m more than willing to help.”
“I’ve got it worked out,” I said, realizing that I really didn’t. I hadn’t touched base with the repair guy to see when I could pick up my car. If it wasn’t going to be available soon, I’d have to get a rental. Getting to the school this morning was fine; Ford dropped me off. I didn’t know what I would do tomorrow. I grabbed a sticky note from my drawer and made a notation. As soon as Matthew left, I’d text Ford for the number of the mechanic. I’d been so discombobulated yesterday that I’d let him deal with that aspect of things and hadn’t even paid attention to where my car was being towed to.
Ford expected me to show up at Buddy’s tonight, which was a short walk, but my duplex was several miles away. No way was I walking that at night in winter.
“Oh, okay.” He scanned my office. “So, there was another thing….” He bit his lip and flashed a shy smile. Lordy, it was like he had a whole agenda planned for our meeting this afternoon.
I cocked my head. “Yes?” I expected him to ask about collaborating or mentoring with the thunderbird research. Honestly, that’s what I’d expected to talk about when he first showed up at my office door. I still hadn’t made up my mind to what extent, if any, I was willing to work with him.
“I might be out of line, but I wanted to see if… to ask….” He closed his eyes, a self-deprecating grimace crossing his face. Suddenly it all felt very rehearsed. Every expression and gesture created for maximum impact. In fact, our whole discussion felt like an exercise in acting.
Almost without thinking, I squared my body in my chair, bracing my feet in case I needed to jump up quickly. A fight-or-flight preparation that seemed out of place while sitting in my office. “Yes?” I kept my voice steady, mildly interested. I really had no reason for the sudden awareness creeping up my spine. But one of the things I’d learned over the years exploring rainforests and mountain ranges across the globe was to trust my instincts.
Matthew chuckled charmingly, and the falseness grated. “Wow, I’m really making a hash out of this. You’d think I’ve never asked a guy out before.”
Shock knocked the suspicion right out of me. “Excuse me? You’re asking me out?”
He shifted in his seat. “Okay, yeah. I’m usually better at this. I swear.” He looked up at me from under lowered lashes. “I’m attracted to you. I hoped you’d be interested in going out somewhere with me. Maybe for drinks or something.”
My brain struggled to form the right words. “Matthew—” I stopped to clear my throat. “That’s flattering, but I can’t. It’s a violation of the college’s code of conduct. Dating an undergrad could get me dismissed.” Guilt twisted in me, but it was mild. Ford was not, I reminded myself, an undergrad. And while dating a student—any student—was seriously frowned upon, there was a little more leeway with graduate students.
“It’s not like I’m some teenager just out of high school. I’m older than you are.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, looking genuine and open.
“Yeah, but it’s a slippery slope. And I’m a professor without tenure. I can’t risk it.”
There. A slight tightening around his mouth and eyes. It was the first real sign that the rest of the scene had been carefully choreographed. “I see.” Then he forced the friendly, flirty mask back on his face. “I hope it’s okay that I’m a little disappointed.”
“It’s flattering, really. But it’s better that we don’t entertain the idea at all. Slippery slope, as I said.” There, that was professorish and noncommittal, right? I was afraid of what he’d do if I pissed him off, but the last thing I needed was to give this guy any false hope. Especially if my paranoia was uncalled for and he really did like me. Of course, if my paranoia was on track, it might be even more dangerous to leave that avenue even slightly open. So, yeah, a firm shutdown was the best approach.
“I get it.” Matthew smiled and nodded to show his acceptance. Perfect choreography. He’d never be a great actor—his motions were too studied, too deliberate—but I’m not sure I’d have noticed it if it weren’t for all the weird coincidences surrounding me lately. They’d kept me a little more on edge than usual. “There was something else,” he added. He reached for the second cup of coffee he’d brought with him and took a sip.
I’d never really thought about the instinctive copycat impulse of drinking beverages, but I realized when he took his sip, I automatically reached for the cup he’d brought for me. Like a sneeze or when someone glanced at their cell phone, you just followed suit. I wouldn’t have worried about it, but his eyes narrowed, and he followed the cup’s path from my desk to my mouth with a predatory intensity that reminded me of Tierney.
Damn. Was Matthew a shifter too? Maybe that whole discussion about Ford was a ruse to figure out what I knew or thought I knew. Was it possible that his maybe-paranoid, maybe-jealous actions were a front?
As my brain whirred with the possibilities, my grip went lax, and the cup I’d been holding crashed to the desk, exploding its contents over folders, papers, and my laptop. I leaped up and back, an instinctive move to avoid hot coffee on my lap. “Shit!” I whipped my laptop out of the liquid, brushing the dark droplets off the cover. I was glad I’d shut it when Matthew arrived. At the time I wanted to hide my notes from prying eyes, but it had been a stroke of luck. Once my computer was safely stored away from the hot puddle, I yanked open a desk drawer and grabbed a fistful of tissues to blot up the mess.
Matthew had jumped to his feet too, but he stood there helplessly as I did the quick cleanup.
“There’s a restroom a couple of doors down. Any chance you can run and grab some paper towels?” I shook a folder to keep the liquid from soaking in. It’d be stained, but the documents inside—lecture notes for my advanced ornithology class—would be fine.
Matthew rushed to do my bidding while I cleaned up the folders I could. In a minute he was back with a wad of scratchy brown paper towels, and between the two of us we sopped up the worst of the puddles and salvaged the folders.
I wiped the back of my arm across my forehead, a little sweaty from the rushed cleanup. “Whew. That was exciting.” I grinned at Matthew, who’d been oddly subdued during the activity. “I’m sorry I wasted the coffee you brought me, though. Can I pay you for it?” I reached for my shoulder bag to dig out my wallet.
“Nah, it’s fine.” He gave me crooked smile. “Nothing else worked out as I’d planned. It shouldn’t surprise me that the coffee ended up being a bad idea too.”
“If it’s any consolation,” I said, moving toward the door, hoping he’d take it as encouragement to head out, “I appreciate the thought. The coffee,” I clarified. The last thing I needed was him thinking either his accusations or his romantic pursuits were welcome. I headed for the hallway, ultimately aiming for the restroom. I needed to wash the smell of coffee off me. The seductive hint of coffee that had soaked into Ford’s skin was one thing. Wandering around in an overwhelming application of eau de java was something else.
Matthew took the hint and followed me out. When I turned to the restroom, he set his course for the stairwell. Once the big metal door closed behind him, I took the first easy breath I’d managed since I’d noticed Matthew’s strange behavior.
I rinsed my hands and arms under lukewarm water. The water on the third floor never seemed to get hot. I pushed the lever on the wall dispenser and found the reservoir holding the liquid hand soap was empty. Of course it was. I dried my not-quite-clean hands on more brown towels and thought about the slapstick melodrama that had taken place in my office.
Yeah, Matthew Jones was up to something. He was one more thing to add to my list of oddities. Not that I needed more.
My phone pinged with an incoming text.
I better see you at Buddy’s.
The command really shouldn’t have thrilled me. After all, I wasn’t the kind of person who blindly accepted and followed orders. But with Ford, I was 88 percent convinced his mile-wide protective streak was a sign that he actually cared.
I typed out my response.
On my way.
I cringed when I realized I was going to have to explain to Ford everything that had happened with Matthew. He was not going to be pleased.
I returned to my office, packed my laptop into my shoulder bag, grabbed the sticky note reminder about my car, and then locked up again. I’d use the fifteen minutes it would take me to walk to Buddy’s to figure out how to explain the debacle in my office to Ford in a way that wouldn’t set him off.
 
 
I PULLED open the door to Buddy’s fifteen minutes later with no clearer understanding of what, exactly, I was going to tell Ford. I wasn’t going to hide anything, since Ford had somehow become an integral part of this mess. I still wasn’t sure how that happened. I also didn’t know why he cared. We’d only met a couple of weeks ago, and it wasn’t until the last day or three that we’d spent any real time together. Which meant hooking up with him last night had happened a lot quicker than was normal for me. Usually I’d been seeing a guy for a little while before the clothes came off. Not that there’d been a whole lot of opportunity, not with my academic schedule. But still.
The warm mocha-scented air thawed my frozen face. The sight of Ford manning an espresso machine heated up lower body parts. He glanced up at the jangle of the bell and nodded in acknowledgment, his face a stern mask. He tilted his head toward the table we’d sat at the other night when I’d freaked out all over him. I really needed to stop doing that.
I headed to the back table, following directions like a good boy. That was another thing I needed to stop doing. Ford might be some alpha shifter—and I vowed I wouldn’t stop until I knew exactly what he shifted into—but I was not some spineless mope who waited for people to tell me what to do. Just because I found it sexy when Ford did it….
Buddy’s was an interesting venue. Now that panic wasn’t muddling my brain, I could appreciate the casual look of the place. The walls were mostly old posters and tackboards covered in announcements. The tables and seating were made up of a hodgepodge collection of garage-sale castoffs and the occasional duct-tape-mended banquette. They used waist-high bookshelves to separate different sections, and a huge fireplace blazed along one wall. I could see myself spending a lot of time here. And not just because of Ford.
I settled in at the table and pulled out a notebook. Eventually I’d need to replace my stolen journal, but until then, I’d make do with a basic spiral-bound, college-ruled notebook. I started jotting down random reminders, including pick up car and call about thermostat, along with Matthew Jones—shifter or bad guy or paranoid or all of the above??? and some names of possible contacts relating to the Tumbleweed article.
A white ceramic mug appeared next to my notebook and was joined by a monster-sized oatmeal cookie. Ford leaned over me, forest-green apron tied around his waist. He pointed to the bullet with Matthew’s name. “What the hell?”
Well, so much for figuring out how to bring it up.
Ford scooted over and slid into the chair opposite me. He glanced around quickly before leaning in. “Pretty Boy? Definitely not a shifter.”
“How do you know? Is it a scent thing? Were you ever close enough to him to smell him?”
“I didn’t smell him, but there are other things that you can look for.”
I forgot all about odd happenings. It was my turn to lean close. “Really? Like what?”
Ford muttered a curse and pushed back. He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have mentioned it. You’re probably going to start examining everyone you meet now to discover possible signs of”—his eyes darted around the area again—“otherness.”
“Probably,” I agreed. “Honestly, now that I know about”—it was my turn to make sure we were still alone—“you, I don’t think I could help myself. But I promised not to tell anyone or record my findings like it was some kind of species-tracking endeavor.” I placed my hand on his wrist, needing the connection. “You can trust me that far.”
I was trusting Ford with a lot. I needed his trust in return.
He stiffened, nostrils flaring, eyes flashing. I pulled back, my first thought that he wasn’t out and that he didn’t want me touching him in public, no matter how casually. But then he grabbed my wrist and yanked it to his face, inhaling deeply. I tugged against his grip, pretty sure him sniffing me like a dog would make us stand out as much as anything else could, but he didn’t let go.
He half stood and faced the front counter. “Donnie!”
A door behind the register opened, and Donnie peeked out. His shaggy hair looked even more disheveled than usual, and a pencil rested behind his ear. “Seriously?”
As much as their relationship intrigued me—two more different people I couldn’t imagine—and as much as their brother-like bickering entertained me, we were drawing attention from the handful of patrons. “What’re you doing?” I asked under my breath.
Ford looked down at me, then took in the interested bystanders. More softly, but just as insistent, he said, “Donnie, can you help me out with something?”
Donnie scrubbed his hands over his face but squeezed past the girl running the register to come over to us.
Hooking an ankle around a nearby chair leg, Ford hauled an empty seat to the table. “Sit.”
Donnie glowered at him. “I’m kind of in the middle of things, Mr. Bossy Pants.”
I snorted and picked an edge of the oatmeal cookie with my free hand. I popped the morsel into my mouth and watched “Mr. Bossy Pants” and the irreverent coyote shifter have a silent battle of wills. Then I groaned, because, damn, an oatmeal cookie was not supposed to taste that good. I broke off a bigger piece and nibbled away.
Finally Donnie broke eye contact and sat in the chair. Ford shoved my captured arm at Donnie. “Smell.”
I stared at him, wide-eyed. “Did you really—”
Donnie looked taken aback. “Um, dude, you know that’s a little random, right?”
“Damn it, this is serious.” Ford rolled his eyes. “Just smell his arm. There’s something there I can’t quite pinpoint. You’re better at the scent thing.”
“Bet that was hard to say.” Donnie’s lips twitched, but his eyes narrowed in concern. He took a quick peek around the room before bringing my arm closer to his face.
Man, with all the looking around we were doing, one of us, maybe all of us, was going to get a repetitive motion injury.
He’d barely inhaled before Donnie reared back.
“There’s something there, right?” Ford asked.
“Yeah, a whole cocktail of weird.” Donnie wrinkled his nose.
I flattened my free palm on the table. “Um, guys? You’re starting to freak me out a little.”
“So, yeah. Couple of things. There’s the base scent, which is all you. But layered on top of that is overwhelming coffee—did you bathe in it or something?”
“Or something. Spilled a cup.”
Donnie glowered at me, but it was a playful look, no real anger in it. “First, spilling coffee is practically a sacrilege, but since it wasn’t Buddy’s coffee, that’s okay. But there’s no excuse for chain-brand coffee when Buddy’s is right here.”
I threw my free hand up defensively; both Donnie and Ford still had hold of my other one. “Hey, it was a gift. I didn’t buy it.”
“Good. Coffee keeps us in business, and I need this business to pay for school.” Donnie shot another speaking glance at Ford. “But there’s something in this coffee that worries me. You said it was a gift. From who?”
Unease started to creep up my spine again. Despite his casual, lighthearted demeanor, Donnie’s concern was clear and it was starting to make me nervous.
Before I could answer his question, though, Ford grunted. “Pretty Boy.” His fingers tightened on my wrist.
I dipped my chin. “Yeah. Matthew stopped by, brought some coffee.”
Thunder rumbled outside, and the hair on my arms stood on end.
Donnie hissed something under his breath that I didn’t quite catch, but Ford loosened his grip.
Donnie let go of my hand altogether. Ford didn’t. He kept it trapped on his side of the table. I couldn’t tell if he knew he still held it, or if he just really wanted to hold it. Since I found the touch comforting, I wasn’t going to make a big deal out of it.
Donnie rested his arms on the table in front of him. “There was something in the coffee. Something medicinal. It reminded me of the tranquilizer darts those guys used on me last fall.”
Tranquilizer darts? First an undercover weapons-trafficking boyfriend, an assassin, and now tranquilizer darts? Someday I was going to sit down with Donnie to get the whole story. But…. “Tranquilizers? In the coffee?”
Donnie nodded.
“But that doesn’t make any sense. Coffee isn’t a logical vehicle for a tranquilizer. Caffeine in the coffee would counteract almost any sedative they could give.”
“Not if the coffee was decaf.” Ford’s voice was rough. He turned to Donnie. “Can you tell?”
Donnie huffed. “I’m good, but I’m not that good. Telling decaf from regular would be tough enough by smell if I had a sample of each at hand. But from a leftover scent on someone’s skin? Not a chance.”
Ford sighed. I guessed he’d expected something like that. “Is there anything else?”
Donnie cringed. “Yeah, and it’s not good either.”
Damn it. My stomach twisted. If this kept up, I was going to need some kind of antianxiety medication to escape this semester unscathed. “What?”
“You know how the car and your house had the same scent markers? And they were close to the assassin who almost killed my boyfriend?”
“Yep.” Not like I could forget.
“Well, there are traces of those same scent markers on your skin. In fact,” he said as I felt the blood drain from my face, “what I’m picking up on you is the same scent—exact same—that was on your car. So whoever you touched today is the same person who slashed your tires.”
Ford surged to his feet. “That bastard.” In his rush to stand, he’d let go of my arm, thankfully, or I’d have been hauled up with him. He spun, fury blasting off him in waves. His hair swung out behind him like wings or a cape, and though I knew it had to be a play of the light, it looked like shadows were coalescing behind him as well, making him look bigger, broader.
The light-and-shadows special effects would have been startling enough, if it weren’t for his eyes. They glowed. No longer the dark, nearly black-brown of the coffee he served, they blazed with a yellow-gold fire. Then his irises went platinum pale, with ice blue shards near the pupils. I held my breath and cataloged the details, recognizing in some part of my awestruck brain that I maybe should be worried. It wasn’t until Donnie stood and held out a cautioning hand that I realized shit was about to get real inside a café surrounded by regular people.
I jumped up, reaching for Ford.
“Stop.” Donnie stepped between Ford and me, keeping me from touching Ford.
Ford lowered his head and rumbled deep in his chest.
Donnie stepped aside, hands still up in a placating gesture. When he spoke, his voice was barely audible. “Seriously, Ford. This isn’t the time or place for this. You can’t shift here.”
I sucked in air through my nose. This was Ford shifting? The other shifters I’d seen—though Donnie and Bethany were a limited sample, to be sure—had morphed from human to animal in one second to the next. They hadn’t exuded this kind of raw energy, and I hadn’t been able to see changes like the color fluctuations in Ford’s eyes.
His lip twitched, an Elvis-worthy sneer, that preceded another rumbling growl.
Ignoring Donnie’s hissed warning, I closed the distance between Ford and me and placed my hands against his chest. There was a small jolt, like the one I’d felt in Tierney’s office the day we’d met. Shocks tingled up through my forearms and into my shoulders. But the contact seemed to ground Ford. He closed his eyes, pressed his lips tight, and took several long, even breaths. A moment later he blinked his eyes open, his irises back to their regular dark brown.
He covered my hands, keeping them pressed tight to his chest for a minute. “I’m okay now,” he said, his voice raspy.
“Dude, what the hell’s gotten into you?” Donnie tried to nudge Ford back into his seat. “I’ve never seen you lose control like that. And in front of humans.”
Ford shoveled his hair away from his face and sank into the chair. He didn’t answer the question. “To be clear, you’re saying Pretty Boy tried to drug Simon’s coffee. Pretty Boy is also responsible for the slashed tires on Simon’s car. He’s also tied in some way to the people who trashed Simon’s house. And these people are in some way tied to some assassin chick who tried to kill William. Does that sum it up?”
“That’s about it.” Donnie tucked his hands into his pockets.
“A couple more pieces of the puzzle to add.” I held up a finger as though I was in a lecture hall. “Pretty Boy—Matthew,” I corrected because it felt damn strange to refer to the man as Pretty Boy. “Matthew has also expressed an interest in being either a research assistant, or a collaborator, on my thunderbird studies.” I decided now was not the time to share Matthew’s theory about Ford-the-drug-dealer.
Donnie jumped, but Ford’s scowl kept him silent.
I tried to ignore the interplay but knew I’d study their actions later. “Which ties into the stolen journal and the calls my grandfather got.”
Donnie whistled between his teeth. “Why does it feel like we’re getting more questions than answers?”
“There’re always more questions than answers.” I shrugged. “But there are always answers. We just have to pull at the knot of strings to find out how they’re all connected.”
“Well, you guys are the scientists. I’m just a barista.” Donnie examined the line at the counter. “Speaking of. If you’re good now, I’ve got to get back to work. Food cost reports don’t reconcile themselves. I’ll talk to William tonight. He might have some clue.”
Ford grunted an assent, which made Donnie smile. “Coffee and drugs isn’t all I smelled, by the way.”
Ford narrowed his eyes.
“What else?” I asked. I don’t think I could handle more. Weren’t drugs and assassins and Ford’s nearly catastrophic loss of control enough for the evening?
Donnie’s grin was pure wickedness. “Sex.”
I blanched.
Donnie strolled past, ruffling a cursing Ford’s hair on his way. “Glad to know you still have it in you.”



Chapter Twelve
 
 
I FELL forward to bang my head against the table. No doubt my face was glowing fuchsia. “So… your roommate could tell that we… you know… fooled around based on my scent? I could have gone my whole life without knowing that. I may never be able to look him in the eyes again.”
When Ford didn’t respond—though, to be fair, I didn’t know what I expected him to say—I peeked up at him.
He smirked at me, the jerk. “Which part weirds you out? That he knows we messed around or that he smelled it?”
“Both. Neither. I don’t know.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. We’ve got more important things to figure out.”
He sobered. “Yeah.”
I folded my hands together, then separated them to pick up and twirl my pencil. I’d never been a fidgeter, but given the circumstances, I guess a little useless twiddling and fiddling was understandable. “I’m not used to this. I’ve always been the one who knows things. I’ve always been able to make a plan and follow through, no matter the situation. But right now I’m completely lost. I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know to handle it. I don’t even have enough information to formulate a hypothesis, let alone brainstorm a solution.”
Ford covered my restless hands with his. “Every piece of the puzzle brings the final image closer to the surface.”
“That’s real philosophical of you. But using your metaphor, right now we’re doing a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle without any edges or corners. Every time we turn around, the situation grows more and more complicated.”
“I think I’ve gotten a hold of some of those edges for you.”
I inched forward in my seat. “Those phone calls you made?”
“Yes.”
I waited a moment. “Are you going to explain?”
He combed his fingers through his hair and checked around the dining room. As far as I could tell, no one new had arrived. Either he was waiting for someone or he was stalling. Or, I guessed he might just be double-checking for the sixtieth time that no one was eavesdropping. “This isn’t a good place to talk about it. When I get off work, I can go through it with you.”
I slouched in the chair, arching a brow the way I found so infuriating when he did it. “Are you also going to explain what happened a couple of minutes ago?” I gestured to my face. “That was you about to”—I leaned forward to whisper the rest—“shift, right? Why didn’t it look like that when Donnie or Bethany changed?”
He pressed his lips into a thin line, masking their erotic shape. Damn, the things that man could do with those lips…. He didn’t say anything, just met my stare.
I flashed my widest and brightest smile. It was all teeth and totally fake. “I guess we’re going to have lots to talk about, then, aren’t we?”
“Look, Simon, there are some things I can’t talk about. I can try to explain some of that.” He gestured vaguely to the space next to our table. “But I won’t be able to give you the answers—all the answers—you’re looking for.”
I’d made my point, so I let the smile dim. “Frankly, I’ll take the answers I can get.”
“Ford?” The girl who’d been running the register since Ford had abandoned his post called out, sounding a little panicked.
He looked up and cussed. It wasn’t an emergency or anything, but the line had grown, leaving several people glaring at the hapless barista. “I’ve got to get back to work.”
I rose when he did. “Fine. Do you want to stop by my place when you get off? Or should I meet you at yours?”
His brows drew down. “Huh?”
“We’re having that conversation tonight, one way or another.”
“You need to stay here until I get off.” He pointed at the table. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
“I was out of your sight all day.”
“Yes, you were on campus, where there is campus security. And I had someone—” He broke off, looking decidedly uncomfortable.
My stomach lurched. Matthew’s accusations—ones I’d been sure were baseless—rang in my head. “You, what? Had someone…. Did you have someone spying on me?”
“Not spying, damn it. He was looking out for you.”
“Who?”
“A friend.”
I held my breath and tried counting to ten. Now wasn’t the time to go off on him. I didn’t want to put any credence in what Matthew said, but the logical, unemotional part of me saw some room for multiple interpretations. I reached ten and kept going. After I’d reached sixteen, I said, “Fine. So we have a few things to talk about tonight. But I can’t just hang out here for the next few hours. I have things to do.”
“I have to finish my shift tonight. Two of my contacts are meeting me here, but I don’t know when. They can’t meet me anywhere else, and I—we—need this info.”
Contacts. Did normal people—like those not involved in drugs or organized crime or weapons trafficking—actually talk about contacts? I examined his face, looking for some sign that he was bullshitting me, but he seemed genuine. He reached up and ran his thumb along my cheek, a quick, nearly invisible caress that no one who wasn’t paying close attention to would notice. “Please.”
Shit. First that touch and then he had to go and say please? I surrendered. “Fine. But that means we have four things to talk about tonight. You’d better drink some coffee. You won’t be getting much sleep. And,” I said, plopping back into my chair, “the Wi-Fi here better not suck.”
He gripped my shoulder. “Thank you.”
One of these days, I was going to grow a backbone where Ford was concerned. Seriously.
 
 
I WAS on my second oatmeal cookie, and I’d switched from coffee to bottled water two hours later. The Wi-Fi wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but I wasn’t about to do any of my “special” research on an open network, so instead I spent the time tweaking my lesson plans for the rest of the semester. It was nearing closing time, but a last-minute influx of customers had Ford hopping at the front counter. Donnie had left half an hour earlier, leaving Ford and the girl—whose name I discovered was Shelly when I acquired my second cookie—to man the café.
I saved the last of my changes before packing away my laptop. He was too busy to notice me, so I decided now was the perfect time to ogle Ford. Who knew making espresso drinks could be so sexy? He looked so serious as he went about his job. He rarely cracked a smile, but the patrons didn’t seem to mind. He measured flavored syrups and steamed milk with an intensity that was, frankly, hot as hell. And the green apron, which should have been the antithesis of sexy, was actually damned attractive on him. The slight flare of fabric when he turned brought to mind Celtic warriors or Roman soldiers. Powerful. Commanding.
For crying out loud. Was I really romanticizing a fricking apron?
The little bells above the door jingled. The only reason I noticed was because now that the café was approaching closing time, the chimes had sounded less and less often. And, well, I wasn’t actively occupied in working on something else. The guys who came in were… not who I’d have expected to show up in a café in a small city in Wyoming. Even though they had Native American features, they reminded me more of some of the members of the Brazilian drug cartel I’d run into a couple of years ago. Stiff, nearly military in their bearing. Dark eyes moving through the room, no doubt cataloging every detail. Ford noticed them too and stepped out from behind the counter and met them halfway to the door.
While they wore puffy coats in defense of the cold, their hands were bare. At first I couldn’t figure out why that bothered me. Ford never wore gloves either, but I had no reason to care whether these guys froze their fingers off. Then I realized it was the deliberate way their arms hung straight at their side, without even the barest bend at the elbow. Neither of them had a hand in a pocket or arms crossed over their chest. It was the stance of someone out to prove that they absolutely, under no circumstances, had a weapon or illicit substances tucked into their pockets. When I was twelve, I hung around with a thirteen-year-old who was bad news. I didn’t like him, but at the time I was willing to hang out with anyone who didn’t treat me like a freak genius. Well, anyway, he carried himself the same way the time he—with me as an unwilling/unknowing accomplice—stole a pint of vodka from a convenience store while I bought a blue raspberry slushie. The boy’s name was Wyatt, and that had been the end of our friendship.
That had been the day I realized it was better to be friendless than to violate my personal principles just to be able to say I had a “friend.”
Anyway, these guys reminded me of Wyatt. Only older, more intense, and eminently more dangerous.
I narrowed my eyes, ice forming in my gut when one of the strangers reached into the front of his coat and pulled out a five-by-eight manila envelope, which he then handed to Ford. Ford folded the envelope and jammed it into the back pocket of his jeans. Then he clasped arms—one of those hand-to-forearm things macho comrades-in-arms tended to do—with the guy. And then, as if to prove the scene really could get worse, Ford passed over a folded wad of cash. Dread coiled in my stomach, mingling with the ice in a nauseous combination.
Fuck no. Matthew was right. Ford was a drug dealer.
Little reactions and his strangely conciliatory behavior suddenly made sense. It had all started after the guys had stolen my journal. I’d even asked Ford if there were drug dealers or gangs in Cody. That was when his interest in me—or at least in my situation—had developed. Then I thought of something else. It probably wasn’t drug dealers. I mean, Donnie had casually mentioned weapons traffickers and assassins. The guys who’d stolen my journal, which still seemed surreal, had assault rifles. Ford was probably involved with weapons trafficking. Which was just as bad, wasn’t it?
I must have made a noise. A squeak or mutter or something that matched my increasingly incoherent brain. Ford looked away from the visitors and met my gaze. He looked away and subtly adjusted his posture until his large form blocked my view of the strangers.
My hands shook when I picked up my shoulder bag. I had to get out of here. Get away from Buddy’s, from Ford, from this whole entire situation.
I strode across the dining room, making a wide berth around Ford and his “contacts.” Ford whipped his head from them, to me, and back to them. I could see the struggle on his rugged face. He wanted to stop me, to keep me from leaving, but he couldn’t move away from the others. The sentimental part of me—the part that remembered the way Ford helped me put my ransacked house back to order and listened when I told him about my grandfather—wanted to believe he didn’t want to draw their attention to me. The cynical part of me—the part that remembered Wyatt and what happened when I ignored my instincts in favor of companionship—figured he didn’t want to risk me going to the authorities. Not that the local authorities had been much help when I’d reached out before.
I glared at him, putting every iota of disgust, distrust, and anger I felt into the look. He stepped back, startled by the vehemence in my look. Good. He should have been taken aback. I only hesitated a second before charging through the door.
The bitter Wyoming cold doused the heat of anger—and, yes, fear—in me, stopping me two steps down the block. Along with the realization that I didn’t have a car, so I had no way to get home aside from walking the five miles between here and there.
And didn’t it fucking figure? It had started to snow.
I tugged my coat closer around my body and tried to tuck my chin behind the collar. Well, there was nothing for it. A little cold and a long walk wouldn’t kill me.
The damn bells jingled again, and I was 99 percent sure those bloody bells were going to give me nightmares. It was the bells, after all, that heralded the evidence of Ford’s criminality.
“Simon!”
My feet stilled and my heart pounded. I closed my eyes and resolutely resumed walking. I couldn’t deal with Ford face-to-face. Not now. Not when my heart was breaking.
I was rational enough to realize I wasn’t reacting rationally. Ford might be involved in dealing drugs and/or trafficking weapons, and here I was more worried about my crumbling emotional attachment than the fact that Ford was a criminal who could potentially instigate my death. In fact, he’d probably came after me to ensure my silence.
I spun on my heel to face him. “If you’re going to threaten me, get it over with.”
He ignored my statement, stalking forward. The stupid man hadn’t even put on a coat. “Where the fuck are you going? You need to get your ass inside right now.”
“Not happening.”
“It isn’t safe out here.”
“I’m pretty sure it isn’t safe in there either.”
“What the hell, Simon. What’s gotten into you?”
“I’ll tell you what’s gotten into me. I’m sick of the secrets. Tired of the mysteries. Tired of weird shit happening.”
“You’re being dramatic.”
“Ha!” And, okay, that was a bit dramatic. “Want to tell me who those men were?”
His face tightened. “I can’t.”
I threw my hands into the air. Damn, I really was turning into a drama queen. That wasn’t normally my style. But a certain amount of leeway needed to be allowed given the situation. “See, secrets.” I really was leaving now.
“I’m trying to protect you, damn it.” He attempted to grab my arm, but I jerked away.
“Don’t touch me. In fact, don’t come near me again, or I’ll call the cops. The one I talked with was mostly useless—I’m assuming you and your group have Hudson in your pocket—but I bet there’s someone who’ll be willing to arrest you. Maybe the state police. Or the FBI. They’re always on the lookout for drug dealers and weapons traffickers.”
Ford stumbled back, a sight that was oddly gratifying. He choked and stuttered for a moment before finally asking, “Drug dealers and weapons traffickers?”
A fat snowflake landed on my eyelash, and before I could reach up to brush it aside, squealing tires and roaring engines appeared on the sidewalk next to us. Black SUVs. Three of them. “Friends of yours?”
Ford whipped his head around, nostrils flaring. Eyes wide, he gestured behind him. “Go, Simon. Quick.”
It was too late for me to run. I guessed they weren’t friends. With a sort of dread-induced paralysis, I watched as doors on each SUV popped open and men leaped out. Not that I recognized them specifically, but I highly suspected they were the same guys who’d held me up for my notes. It wasn’t much of a leap—they wore the same military-inspired uniforms and drove the same style black SUVs.
And no matter how much I wanted to obey Ford and flee, my feet were glued to the icy sidewalk. Not only could I not get the fuck out of here, I couldn’t help but pick up on all the little details—the way the fluffy flakes of snow settled, then dissipated on the hood of the closest vehicle, the swoosh and squeak of windshield wipers, the rhythmic fall of booted feet on the concrete. With my brain cataloging the little details, I almost missed the muffled pop of a gun. It didn’t sound like a regular gun—it was muted somehow. Next to me, Ford fell back, clutching at his chest.
Then I screamed.



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
THEY shot Ford.
On the sidewalk in front of a hole-in-the-wall café, they shot Ford. In the chest.
I collapsed next to his body and tried to push his hands away from the entry wound. I needed to see how badly he was hurt. He couldn’t be dead. I refused to even consider it. I knocked Ford’s arm away.
Rough hands grabbed at me, and I fought them. I forgot every self-defense move I’d ever been taught. Instead I flung my arms and legs with violent abandon, anything to be released from their holds. I whipped my head back, catching one of them in the face with my skull. He cursed but didn’t loosen his grip. My knee bashed into the concrete, sending pain singing up my leg. It didn’t stop me. A little hurt wasn’t going to make me surrender. They were trying to pull me away from Ford, and I couldn’t let them. Ford was hurt. Shot. Possibly bleeding out in front of me, and I couldn’t leave him.
I blinked down at my hands and Ford’s chest. Wait. There was no blood. No hot wetness soaked his black shirt. No red stained my hands. But he wasn’t moving.
It was in this moment of confusion that my struggles waned. Only for a moment, but that was all it took for the bastards I grappled with to gain the upper hand. I was held tight against one of the men, a gloved hand covering my mouth, silencing my panicked shouts. His other arm could have been a steel band across my chest, limiting my movement.
I wriggled and grunted, despite the punishing hold. I tried to yell past the hand over my mouth. It was late, but someone had to be around. Someone had to have seen this. Where the hell were those contacts of Ford’s? They wouldn’t just let him get accosted on the street. I kicked back, aiming the nearly useless heel of my red Converse high-tops for the knees of the guy holding me. I’d have settled for shins, but knees would do more damage.
One of the men with guns turned to me and my captor. I couldn’t see his face—it was covered by a black tactical mask—but I could hear the disgust in his voice when he said, “Jesus, stop playing with him and get him into the truck.”
“Knock it off.” My captor tightened his grip.
“Fuck off.” The words weren’t intelligible, not with the big hand covering the lower half of my face, but he got the point. And there was no way I was going to make it easy for some guy to drag me into the truck. Scary statistics about the survival rate of attack victims who were taken to other locations—a result of my unfortunate addiction to true crime shows and my excellent memory for details—appeared in my brain, reminding me not to stop fighting.
He pulled back on my head until my neck arched awkwardly and his masked cheek pressed into mine. “Stop drawing attention to yourself, or we kill your TA.”
My breath caught and my wriggling slowed. Two questions warred for prominence in my mind. First, how did the bad guys know Ford was my TA? And second, was Ford still alive? Clearly the second one was the most important question, but I filed the first away for later consideration. Survival statistics notwithstanding, I stopped fighting my abductor. If Ford was still alive, I needed to do whatever I could to keep him that way. Even if he was a possible drug dealer/weapons-trafficking shape-shifter of indeterminate origin.
The guy holding me didn’t wait to see if my lack of fight was actual acquiescence. He slipped something around my wrists and yanked. The distinctive sound and the tight plastic fit told me he’d bound my hands in front of me with a zip tie. He hauled me bodily back until he shoved me, feetfirst, into the back seat of the middle SUV. Within seconds, the rest of the men in black followed suit.
I craned my neck to see Ford. I prayed, even though religion had never played much of a role in my life, for someone to find him soon and get him medical attention. In the flickering neon of the Buddy’s sign, something glinted in Ford’s lax hand. It looked like… a dart? The red fluff at the one end reminded me of the darts used in the field when tagging animals for study. So they’d shot him with some kind of tranquilizer, not a bullet?
The guy next to me—the same jerk who’d pushed me into the vehicle to begin with—yanked me back, ending my view of the café. Strange, I wasn’t as scared to be trapped in a car with mysterious men with dangerous weapons as I should have been. It might have been the relief at discovering that Ford was probably just knocked out on the sidewalk, rather than dead or bleeding out. And while it was still freezing out, and hypothermia was a real concern, at least blood loss was less likely.
The person in the passenger side of the vehicle turned his body to look at me. “I can’t believe you’re still spending time with him.”
Shit. I recognized that voice. “Matthew? What the hell is going on?”
He pulled the tactical mask off and glared at me. “You’re making me look like an idiot. Why did you have to be so stubborn?”
“I’m making you look like an idiot? I’m not the one running around in some souped-up Halloween costumes, shooting people, and abducting people off the street. Pretty sure that was your decision all along.”
“You were supposed to be a simple assignment. Get to know you. Get you to trust me. But every time I tried, you turned to him.”
I blinked stupidly at him for a minute. “Seriously? You’re jealous of Ford?”
“Enough.”
The cold voice coming from the driver’s seat was enough to shut me up. In fact, it was so frigid that I felt my balls crawling up into my body. It was a female voice, which really threw me. I realized, of course, that women could be bad guys too, but I guess I’d assumed the men coming after me with big guns were, well, men.
“But, Sonia—”
She hissed at him, a full-on angry snake hiss, and he snapped his mouth closed.
“We tried it your way,” she said. “Clearly it was not effective. From here on out, we do things my way.”
“Fine.” With a bad-tempered shrug, Matthew faced forward in his seat.
The guy next to me, who still held a gun pointed at me, shifted in his seat, his head bobbing back and forth between watching Sonia and Matthew and me.
“Which leads back to my previous question. What the hell is going on?”
“We need your research.”
And for like the hundredth time that night, I was taken aback. I stared uncomprehendingly at Matthew. “Excuse me?”
“Your notes, Dr. Coleman. Your thunderbird notes.”
Ford had suggested it, and I’d sort of agreed with him, especially after my grandfather’s call that morning. But to have it confirmed…. “You have got to be shitting me. You shot someone for my research notes on a cryptid?”
“Cryptid?” the guy next to me asked.
“A cryptid is a mythological creature,” Matthew explained.
“Not quite. A cryptid is a creature whose existence is unsubstantiated or disputed.” I bit my tongue. Now was not the time for an impromptu biology lecture.
“What’s the difference?” The guy next to me lowered the gun a little.
“Well, honestly, the difference lies in the likelihood that the creature could have actually existed. Take thunderbirds, for example. The Thunderbird of Native American legend—Thunderbird with a capital T—with the magical powers of thunder and lightning at his command, skews more mythological. The thunderbirds my family has been researching—with a lowercase t—don’t have magical or mythological abilities. They’re likely just rare birds.”
“So mythological creature equals magical, and cryptid means no magic.”
I scowled. “Not quite—”
“Enough.” Sonia smacked her hand on the steering wheel. “I’m surrounded by idiots. Why are we having this conversation at all? We are not at school. We do not require a lesson plan. We just need to know where to find Thunderbirds.”
I was pretty sure there was a capital T when she said it. “I don’t know where to find thunderbirds. If you know enough to track me down, you know that my family has been searching for that damned bird for generations.”
“But you came here.”
“Because I got a job here.”
“You expect me to believe that you, with your reputation and skills, moved to a small school in the middle of Wyoming, for a job? You certainly had job offers from more prestigious universities. But you chose a backward college in a backward state. I don’t buy it, Dr. Coleman.”
I shivered. “You know an awful lot about me.”
“You are not the only one who knows how to research, Dr. Coleman.”
I wished I could see her face. That expressionless tactical mask made it impossible to get a read on her. I’m not sure I’d thought about how many conversational and emotional cues came from the tilt of a lip or the narrowing of eyes.
“So, tell me, Dr. Coleman. Why did you really come to Cody?”
One more thing to add to the list of ways in which she was creepy: the way she kept saying my name. Dr. Coleman. After this, I would never insist on the title again. I’d go by Mister or Professor, or even hey you if I didn’t have to listen to someone with a voice as expressionless as the tactical mask she wore call me Dr. Coleman ever again.
And, since that was creepy, I needed a distraction. And, as I didn’t have anything to lose by telling the truth, I decided to go that route. “A few months ago…,” I began.
Her shoulders straightened, and even though it didn’t seem like she looked away from the road ahead of her, it felt like her attention was really on me now.
“…I ran across some rumors of sightings. Someone on a raptor migration forum made mention of a bird they couldn’t identify. They didn’t have a photo or video, but their description was fairly close to other descriptions I’ve heard over the years. About that same time, I came across a notice for a last-minute position opening at Cody College. It seemed like fate.”
“It seemed like fate?” Matthew asked. “You moved halfway across the country on a random comment about a big-bird sighting? It could have been anything. The person could have hallucinated or didn’t know a hawk from an owl. There has to be more to it than that.”
Okay, there might have been a smidge more to it than that, but the explanation would make me sound as crazy as my great-grandfather. A combination of desperation and disappearing evidence sent me west. My grandfather had undergone his last round of chemotherapy, and seeing him so weak and ill over the following weeks ignited a burning need to validate the family’s quest. Then that forum post. The poster was clearly not an expert, nor were they being particularly sensationalist in their claims. They simply stated they saw a strange bird they’d never seen before, one with some very unique traits. Normally that would barely be a blip on my radar. But then I looked for the forum post again to verify one of the details for my grandfather, and the post was gone. Disappeared. Just like it had never been.
Disappearing evidence was a huge red flag.
I’d contacted a hacker I know—totally white hat—to see if she could trace the post. Find out who posted it and who deleted it. Tracing the poster was simple, but the cleanup had been a bit tougher. She’d finally traced the deletion to an IP address for a computer at one of the labs at Cody College in Cody, Wyoming.
Yeah, I didn’t need to get into that with these guys. But maybe they could give me information. We’d been on the road for a while, and I couldn’t see much through the tinted windows, which told me we’d gone past most of the city lights. Out of town, then? But how far? And where were they taking me?
“Why are you guys so gung ho to find a thunderbird? I mean, I’d get it if you were interested in ornithology or wildlife biology, but you don’t strike me as the academic type.”
“Do you know the history of Thunderbirds?”
“Like the capital T mythological ones? Or the rarely sighted, largely undocumented, lowercase t bird one?”
“They are not a myth.” Matthew turned in his seat. “Thunderbirds are destructive, controlling, genocidal beings that need to be destroyed.”
“All that, huh?” I’d already figured these guys were a few cards short of a full deck mentally, but now I knew they were completely off their rockers. I probably shouldn’t have taunted the crazy people with guns, but I’d been dragged through the emotional wringer several times in the last few days, and I was completely out of fucks to give. “Genocidal? Really?”
“Thunderbird and the Horned Serpent were enemies and often battled for the worship of the early people,” Matthew began, sounding as though he were reading from a text. Maybe their manifesto? “But Thunderbird—”
“So we’re definitely talking about the capital T thunderbird, then? And capital H and S horned serpent?”
Matthew glared at me. The guy next to me actually hissed his displeasure.
“Thunderbird wasn’t content to share the adoration of the people, so he set out to destroy his competition, the Horned Serpent. Instead of facing the Horned Serpent in an honorable combat, Thunderbird played dirty. One day, while the Horned Serpent was traveling on land, Thunderbird used his lightning and wind to dry up the creeks and rivers and lakes. The Horned Serpent, who was tied at the most elemental level to the freshwater, was trapped, weakened by the distance from his source of power. It was then that Thunderbird attacked, murdering the Horned Serpent. And if that wasn’t enough, he also destroyed all serpents, supernatural and mundane, across the land, as well as the Horned Serpent’s entire following.”
“Out of curiosity, which myth is this? There are dozens, if not hundreds, of Native American stories of relating to Thunderbird, the horned serpents, and the fights between them. And I’m pretty sure you got all of them wrong.”
“It’s not myth, it’s history,” the guy next to me snapped.
“And the stories changed with each retelling, which is why every region and tribe has slightly different versions,” Matthew added.
It might have been me, but that answer felt a bit fishy. Like it was an excuse someone came up with to explain why their revisionist history—or would that be revisionist mythology?—didn’t match the long-accepted versions.
“Enough.” This was the third time Sonia snapped the word. I wondered if she had to referee dim-witted minions and their kidnap victims very often. “No more chitchat. Tell us where Thunderbird is, or you will die a horribly painful death.”
That sounded horribly unpleasant. Better to focus on the first half of that sentence. “You honestly think I know where Thunderbird—the Thunderbird—is? I don’t even believe that Thunderbird—the Thunderbird—exists, and you expect me to give you his coordinates, like it was a sunken pirate ship or something.”
“Why did you go to the overlook by Buffalo Bill State Park the other night? Does he live there?” She asked this like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like, of course the Thunderbird lived in a state park. Like their whole group—definitely a cult—weren’t all bonkers.
“In the park?”
The guy next to me—I really needed to come up with something to call him—nudged me with his gun again. Well, maybe a little cooperation wouldn’t hurt.
“A few months ago, a strange bird was sighted. I told you that. Well, he was sighted in the air somewhere between Buffalo Bill State Park and Yellowstone.”
Sonia tilted her head to me, then had to slam on the brakes when the SUV in front of us slowed while she was distracted. “A few months ago? When? Exactly when?”
“Late September.”
“I knew it.” She pounded the steering wheel. Then she punched Matthew’s shoulder. “I told you I saw it.”
Those fucks I didn’t have to give? Well, dread brought them back in a rush. “You were there?” My voice croaked on the words. But if she’d been there…. I licked my lips. “By any chance,” I said, carefully choosing my words so as not to offend the crazy woman wearing a tactical mask, “are you an assassin? The one hired to kill a man who’d been undercover in a weapons-trafficking ring?”
“How could you have possibly known that?” The temperature in the car plummeted with her question, as if the very coldness of her voice overwhelmed the heater.
“Um… you know. A friend of a friend. But I’m sure it was a misunderstanding.” A misunderstanding? Lame, but probably an okay placate-the-cold-blooded-killer excuse.
I decided I needed a distraction, ASAP. I looked at Matthew, who was twisted a bit in his seat so he could get a good view of both me and Sonia. “So it’s a revenge thing? I mean, what do you plan on doing if and when you find the Thunderbird?”
“If we destroy the Thunderbird as he destroyed our Horned Serpent, the gifts of the Horned Serpent will return to us, his followers.”
Okay, the guy next to me had clearly swallowed the cult’s line of BS hook, line, and serpent. But blind devotion was better than creepy assassin. “The gifts of the Horned Serpent?” Also, it was better to play along and hope to come up with some kind of escape plan.
“Back during the height of the Horned Serpent’s reign, he would bestow upon his followers gifts of invisibility, healing powers, hypnotic abilities, and shape-shifting—”
I nearly swallowed my tongue. That’s what happened when you sucked in a breath while swallowing—the tongue gets in the way. But… shape-shifting? “You, ah, you believe in that kind of thing, do you? Shape-shifting? Invisibility?” I tacked that last one on just in case they thought my keen interest in shape-shifting a bit suspicious.
Matthew nodded, looking solemn. Not at all like someone spouting crazy talk. Of course, I’d seen a teenage girl turn into an eagle and a café manager change into a coyote. Given that, who was I to argue about the likelihood of shape-shifting? For all I knew, invisibility and hypnotism were just as prevalent.
“Well. That’s… something.” I didn’t know what else to say.
“One more chance, Dr. Coleman,” Sonia said, and again, my title on her lips creeped me out. “Tell us where to find Thunderbird.”
“I don’t know what to tell you. Honestly. If I’d figured out where to find thunderbirds, I’d have documented their location and written a paper by now. Believe me, you can’t want to know the information more badly than I do.” Granted, I wanted to fulfill my grandfather’s dying wish and she wanted to turn invisible, but the means to our ends were the same.
“That’s too bad,” she said, and I got the feeling she didn’t mean it. Maybe it was the complete lack of emotion in her voice?
I looked out into the passing darkness. As much as I’d hoped to see some flashing red-and-blue lights and hear some sirens—surely someone had found Ford’s hopefully tranquilized-but-not-dead body or reported my kidnapping—there was only blackness and shadows along either side of the vehicle. An SUV still led the way in front of us while a third came up the rear. We were our own little convoy of crazy.
“Where are we going?” I saw a mile marker flash by, but I wasn’t familiar enough with the area for that to pinpoint a location. It did tell me, though, that we were on one of the highways. But given the complete lack of city lights, I’d already figured we were heading out of town.
“Buffalo Bill State Park, of course.”
She seemed stuck on the idea that the Thunderbird was hanging out at the park. I racked my brain to come up with some way out of this. I mean, I was smart, right? Genius IQ and all that, and I couldn’t think of some way to escape at least seven armed men and women intent on marching me out into the wilderness chasing the mythical thunderbirds. I could try and run, but I really wasn’t that fast, and in the dark in the forest? It’d be suicide. Not to mention all the guns and military equipment. Their toolbox probably had a set of night-vision goggles at the very least.
The snow had increased, creating what I called the warp-speed effect. Sure, we were driving through frozen precipitation, but it looked like we were about the make the jump into hyperspace. Lightning flashed, brightening the sky for a moment. A second later thunder rumbled, practically shaking the SUV.
I’d read about the meteorological event called thundersnow. Essentially a thunderstorm with snow instead of rain. It didn’t happen often and usually occurred in areas where lake-effect weather happened—like around the Great Lakes. It didn’t happen in Wyoming.
Pressure built in the car, and I flexed my jaw. Matthew put a knuckle to his ear, so he felt it too. It was almost a relief. So many strange things had been happening lately, I was beginning to think maybe I was suffering some kind of delusions.
Lightning flashed again, closer this time. Thunder rumbled in an almost continuous roll. It sounded and felt a bit like a giant freight train was traveling next to us.
One second the SUV in front of us was speeding along on four tires; the next, lightning struck the ground in front of it, sending it careening into the other lane. A second later it hit a two-foot snowbank and flipped, tumbling into the ditch alongside the highway until it landed on its roof, much like an upside-down turtle.
Sonia screeched as she slammed on the brakes. The SUV fishtailed on the snow-slick asphalt, and I fell into the guy next to me. At that moment I regretted that I wasn’t wearing my seat belt. I also regretted having my hands bound, because a second later the car swerved again, and I bashed my head against the window. The SUV came to a shuddering halt.
The flashing lights I saw might have been the precursor to a concussion, but after a second I realized it was lightning bolts, a small trail of them, passing along either side of our SUV and heading for the SUV that followed us. All four of us craned our necks to follow the glowing path. Lines of white-blue energy crackled and jumped along the road; then, with a roaring crash, a giant bolt struck the hood. Electricity arced over the surface, resembling a flickering cage.
A loud whoosh-whoosh echoed over the booming thunder, and we heard an eagle-like caw. Eagle-like, assuming the eagle was as big as an SUV and vocalized at 140 decibels.
“Oh shit.”
I looked at Matthew, then followed his gaze through the windshield.
Oh shit, indeed.
The headlights spotlighted the biggest fucking bird I’d ever seen. Bigger than the Andean condor. Significantly bigger. Exponentially bigger. The wingspan alone was easily fifteen feet, maybe more. The head of the thing—bird seemed too mundane a word to describe this creature—was as big as my chest. Lightning crackled along the tips of its primary feathers, and thunder rolled with every flap of wings.
The bird opened its maw wide, releasing a soundless screech. At least it was soundless to human ears. The car vibrated around us, and I think it even rolled back a few inches despite the firm pressure Sonia had on the brake. The inaudible frequency cracked the windshield until the safety glass started to crumble in pebble-sized pieces along the dash.
“Peter. Gun. Now.”
I guessed I knew what I could call the guy next to me. Peter’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times, his eyes popping. He didn’t look like he made the connection between Sonia’s orders and the weapon in his hand.
The bird/creature/monster swooped low, sharp talons extended.
“Peter!”
He blinked and fumbled with the assault rifle. He swung the barrel around until it pointed toward the front of the vehicle instead of at me. My relief at no longer facing a gunshot wound to the gut was short-lived. Peter steadied his grip and pulled the trigger. The blast of the gun boomed in the confines of the SUV, putting even more pressure on my already straining eardrums. I barely noticed, however, because the horror of the moment struck me.
Peter was shooting at the amazing bird.
The bird banked left, and since it wasn’t knocked out of the sky or splattering blood on the disintegrating windshield, the shot had missed.
Peter aimed the gun again.
“No!” I threw myself at Peter, disregarding my own safety. Maybe things would be clearer when adrenaline wasn’t pumping through my body faster than blood, but I was nearly certain the monstrous flying creature facing off against an assassin’s SUV was the very thunderbird I’d been searching for. And if that was the case, there was no way I would let some two-bit cultist kill it.
The rifle went off, but the bullet destroyed the driver’s-side window, having barely missed Sonia’s covered head.
Peter shoved me away, but I was desperate. I would not—could not—let anyone hurt this bird. I’d been searching for it for years. Cursing me, Peter swung the gun like a baseball bat, whacking me in the face.
Stars and canaries and every cartoon-clichéd-image possible danced across my vision from the stunning impact. My vision wavered as pain bloomed along my cheek. I slumped against the armrest on my side of the car, waiting for either my sight to clear or to pass out.
The bird dove again. Though things were a little hazy, I could see Sonia and Matthew searching for something. Weapons, maybe. Or the seat belt release so they could haul ass. Either way.
The black body and vast wingspan covered the SUV. I gasped when something pierced the roof with a metallic tear. Matte black talons protruded behind me in the space above the cargo area of the car. Eyes crossed, I watched a second set of talons punch through above Peter. Then, with the ease of someone popping the tab on a can of cola, the roof was pulled up and off.
My guts shriveled, and it had nothing to do with the frigid air suddenly surrounding me. The giant black bird—a thunderbird—was strong enough to pull the roof off a car. And it looked pissed. There was nothing to stop it from destroying us with the same ease. I was pretty sure I was about to pee my pants, especially when those talons plucked Peter up like he was a bug, then tossed him into a nearby snowbank.
Two quick pops echoed in the strange silence that surrounded us. Thunder still shook the ground and lightning flashed in the distance, but the immediate area was quiet as though all sound was muffled by the huge black wings. The thunderbird shuddered and jerked at the popping noise, and I realized Sonia had pulled a handgun out from somewhere and had gotten off two shots.
The noise the thunderbird made was like the sharp whistle of an eagle, only louder. Like the whistle of an eagle would be if the eagle were the size of a fricking truck.
The animal reared back, and currents of electricity sparked and jumped over its breast. In the flickering light, something wet glinted along the axilla. Blood. It had to be blood that shone in what some would call the bird’s armpit.
Shit. The crazy bitch had actually shot my thunderbird.
I didn’t have to worry, though. She didn’t get off a third shot. The thunderbird pulled Sonia and a babbling Matthew out of their seats, practically ripping the seat belts off at the same time, and threw them into the same snowbank Peter’s prone body lay in.
Then it was just me and the thunderbird—the creature that was the equivalent of my family’s Holy Grail and the albatross around our necks.
I prepared myself for what I was sure would be my own flight into a pile of snow. Or as well as I could. Mostly I mentally girded my loins and sucked in a breath.
That breath caught in my throat when dark clouds formed and the bird settled onto the hood of the SUV. The whole vehicle jostled at the weight. Before the rocking motions ceased, the bird was gone. In its place was a very human, very naked Ford.
“Holy fucking shit.”



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
I BLINKED. Maybe I’d gotten a concussion when Peter hit me with the gun? No way was I seeing what I thought I saw. Delusions. Illusions. Whatever they were, there had to be a good explanation.
I scrubbed my hands over my eyes and looked again.
Yep. Still Ford. Still naked. Still glaring at me with the heat of a thousand suns.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I stood on the back seat, something I could do now that the roof was gone. The roof that Ford had pulled off like it was made of aluminum foil.
Ford.
Thunderbird.
Shape-shifter.
Ford knelt on the hood. Still human. Still naked. “Aren’t you cold?” I asked stupidly.
He shook his head, raising an arm to push away the hair hanging in his face. “Are you okay?”
At first I thought the little white flecks that danced in front of my eyes were snowflakes, but when I grew light-headed, I realized I hadn’t been breathing. Not that I could blame myself. It wasn’t every day you saw your boyfriend—or whatever he was to me—turn from a mythological creature/exotic bird into a man. What was breathing compared to that? I sucked in a breath, my stupefaction receding with the influx of oxygen.
The lightning and thunder were gone. The weird pressure in the air was absent. Three black SUVs were demolished, and at least seven bad guys were out of commission. And Ford was still naked.
He wouldn’t have clothes, though, would he? I remembered Donnie disrobing in my bathroom and the abandoned pile of clothes left behind when Bethany shifted. There was probably a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and a forest-green apron decorating the sidewalk in front of Buddy’s.
“You were tranq’d. Oh my goodness. You were shot.” I clambered over the front seat as best I could with my hands zip-tied in front of me. I climbed the dash until I stood next to Ford. Before I could examine Ford for injury, he hooked both forefingers beneath the rigid plastic of the zip tie and snapped it apart. I knelt next to him, grabbed his right arm, and pulled it out. I didn’t see a bullet wound, but I didn’t trust my eyes. I trailed my fingers around his shoulder and armpit, seeking blood and trauma. He squirmed. Great, my boyfriend, the thunderbird shape-shifter, was ticklish. “Where’s the gunshot wound?”
Ford pulled away from my hold, letting his arm fall to his side. “Healed.”
“But you said—”
“I’m a little different than the average shape-shifter.”
I punched him. I’d never punched anyone in my life, and I never thought I’d break that trend. But one second I was worried about bullet wounds and frostbite, the next I swung back my fist and plowed it into his face.
He toppled backward, covering his nose. “Damn it, Simon. What was that for?”
I shook out my hand, knuckles throbbing. “I’m not altogether sure,” I admitted.
“Excuse me?” He glared up at me through the curtain of hair that had fallen back into his face.
“You’re a thunderbird shape-shifter.”
“Look—”
I poked his surprisingly uninjured shoulder. “No, you look. You knew I was looking for thunderbirds. You knew why I was searching. And even after I found out about shifters, you still lied to me.”
“I never lied. Not once did I deny what I was or claim to be something I wasn’t. I wasn’t in a position to share that information. In fact, I’m still not—”
I punched him again.
His head rocked back, but that was it. He did gape at me, though, so at least I wasn’t a total wuss. “Will you knock it off?”
“Don’t prevaricate. Omission. Lies. In this, it means the same thing.”
“Trust you to use big words after being kidnapped by a serpent-worshipping cult.”
I slid off the hood of the vehicle. It was either that or punch him again. “You knew? You knew who they were all along?”
He pushed himself off too. “Not all along. I found out today.”
I narrowed my eyes.
He rolled his. “That’s the information I was waiting for. That’s what my contacts—who are my cousins, by the way—brought in to Buddy’s tonight.”
“And the cash?”
“It’s used to bribe people when necessary. For the info they got, it was necessary. I was paying them back.”
Damn. What a cluster. “We have so much to talk about.” I started searching the wreckage for a coat or a blanket, or hell, even a napkin. Ford needed to cover up. It would be a shame for frostbite to kick in and cause him to lose any of his appendages. I was tempted to glance at his groin to see how things there were holding up but decided I was too pissed to worry about shrinkage. “How are we going to get back to town? It’s twenty-five degrees outside, the cars are totaled, and you’re naked.”
Ford tilted his head to the SUV that was buried nose-first in the snowbank. “That one should run. But we can’t go anywhere until I take care of the assholes who took you.”
My heart stuttered in my chest. “Um… take care of? You mean call an ambulance and the sheriff, right? Not as in cement shoes?”
“No. And no.”
I shook my head. “Okay, I admit it. I have no idea where to go with that.”
Ford propped his fists on his hips, elbows out. The same pose I’d thought made him look like a raven totem. Things made so much more sense now.
“No one’s going to be killed. But we can’t go anywhere until the cleanup crew arrives.” He walked to the closest body, which happened to be Matthew. Ford sneered and dragged him next to the SUV he’d opened up like a can of sardines.
“Cleanup crew?”
“My cousins. They followed in my truck. They should be here any minute now. They’ll help me handle these guys.” His second trip to the snowbank resulted in Sonia under one arm and Peter under the other. He dropped them next to Matthew.
“What do you mean by ‘handle’?” Despite his assurances no one would be killed, I was a little worried. These guys had held me at gunpoint, but outside the gunstock to my face, they hadn’t hurt me. I didn’t really want Ford—or his cousins—to do anything irreversible to them.
His voice rose as he crossed the two-lane highway to the SUV lying upside down in the ditch. He yanked open the doors, bent in a way that showcased his excellent ass, and dragged a black-clad form out of the passenger’s seat. He repeated this for the person in the driver’s seat. “My cousins make sure that anyone who gets too close, or who discovers anything that might lead to revealing the existence of my family, have no proof.”
My blood chilled, owing nothing to the February temperatures. No proof.
“Tonight they’ll clean up my mess. We need to come up with a plausible reason for the results of tonight’s activities. Something that will account for the two destroyed vehicles, and for the—” He paused to count the still forms he’d continued to pile up as he talked. “—seven unconscious people in combat gear. Maybe some kind of car accident involving slick roads and militiamen.”
“What do you mean, no proof?” My voice rasped. “For how long?”
He squatted next to Matthew and began to pat the body down. “How long?” Most of his attention was on Matthew. He pulled a combat knife out of a waist sheath, tossed it to the other side of the SUV, and continued his search. “Pretty much always. Mostly they just go in and get rid of any photographs, videos, letters, whatever. We’ve got a couple of guys who are expert hackers who take care of any social media, internet posting, discussions, what have you.”
“Let me guess. If someone has a picture in a newspaper, for example, they go find and destroy any copies of the newspaper, steal the photographic evidence, the whole lot.”
Ford had moved his pat-down to Sonia’s still body. “Sure. Nowadays, it’s mostly computers and the like, but decades ago, we’d have….” His voice trailed off, and his body stiffened. He looked up from what he was doing to meet my gaze; then he stood. “Simon.”
Betrayal, worse than him not sharing the specifics of his dual nature, was a physical ache in my gut. I felt the blood drain from my face. In fact, I would have sworn I could follow the direct descent from head to toes. “All this time. My family. The notoriety. The shame. It was your fault.”
“Not mine,” he said, but it was clear that he knew what this revelation meant to me.
“Don’t give me that.” I was so hoarse, the words sounded as though they were dragged through gravel. “Why? Why would you do that? Do you have any idea what my family has gone through? The ridicule? The lack of respect? The academic world thinks my whole family is full of quacks because my relatives were so convinced they’d seen this great new bird. The mysterious disappearance of the evidence only strengthened their belief that they really had seen something. And you’re telling me that your family, or species, or whatever you want to call it, deliberately set out to make fools of them.”
“My family was dying out. Freaks like the Followers of the Eternal Serpent have been systematically killing my ancestors for the last two hundred years. If we were natural animals, we’d be on the endangered species list. That’s how few of us remain.”
I didn’t want to hear it. Nothing he said could excuse what had been done to my family. To my grandfather.
I didn’t have to formulate a response through the bubbling fury and shock. The rumble of tires on asphalt and the glow of headlights crested the hill behind us. Ford didn’t dive for cover or even cover his junk, so the incoming vehicle must have been his cleanup-crew cousins. Or Ford had zero modesty. I recognized Ford’s black truck, so it really was his cousins.
The pickup pulled in next to us, and the two men I’d seen at Buddy’s immediately jumped out. One stalked to investigate the overturned SUV. The other strode over to us, a parcel in his hand. He passed the stack to Ford, and I saw it was made up of the clothes Ford had worn earlier, minus the forest-green apron.
“Situation?” his cousin asked.
I stepped away to let Ford share the details with his cousin. I couldn’t believe all this time, my grandfather and great-grandfather and my great-great-grandfather had all been right. They really had found a new species of bird. They’d called it “thunderbird” because they theorized ancient Native American images of Thunderbird were influenced by the sighting of the huge bird. But the whole time they were sure it was a mundane, if rare, animal. Having seen the display of light and shadows surrounding Ford in his shifted form, I suspected there was more to the thunderbird than basic wildlife. As a rule, feathered animals did not create their own aura of storm clouds, thunder, and lighting. So was there a nonshifter version of a thunderbird? One that was just a bird, albeit an odd one?
What was it Ford had said? He wasn’t like the other shifters? When Donnie had changed from human to coyote, there hadn’t been anything remotely supernatural about his coyote form—well, except for the fact that he’d been human the moment previous. So were the thunderbirds that had been observed and talked about for generations, both by my family members and others, like Ford? Or were they regular—for lack of a better word—thunderbirds, and Ford was a regular shifter who just happened to turn into a thunderbird?
Shit. This whole thing was giving me a headache. Jesus, what had my life come to that I was knee-deep in a generations-long battle between thunderbird shape-shifters and a freaking snake cult?
“How should we handle this?” Ford’s cousin asked. The cousin checking out the cars was shorter and stockier than Ford, with close-cropped dark hair. The one standing with Ford was just as tall, but skinny. Once I’d seen what Ford could do, I assumed his wide shoulders and long arms were aspects of his animal form showing up on the human side. But presumably, these cousins were thunderbird shifters too, and they didn’t have Ford’s same proportions.
“Shit, Nicky, I haven’t seen this many Eternal Serpents in one place before. Maybe we could choreograph some kind of car accident? Otherwise, I’m open to suggestions.”
The cousin across the highway—the one not called Nicky—made his way from the overturned car to the topless one. He winged his brows up, and I immediately saw the resemblance between him and Ford. “There are easier ways to get a convertible. More expensive, sure, but more aesthetically appealing.”
Nicky snorted. At Ford’s arched look, he said, “Well, he’s got a point. But I don’t think the accident scenario is going to work. It won’t be enough.”
“Shit.” The curse was muffled behind the long-sleeved black T-shirt Ford was pulling on. “I was afraid of that.”
“You’ll have to do it.”
Ford glared at the ground, then at his cousin.
“Don’t give me that look,” Nicky said. “You’re the only one of us powerful enough to do the mind wipe.”
“Excuse me?” I held up a finger to pause the conversation. “Did you say ‘mind wipe’?”
“Damn, cuz, this is good work,” the other cousin—the Not-Nicky one—said, ignoring me. “I’m not sure even your dad could have done seven like this. To be fair, one looks like he actually hit his head, so you may not have knocked him out. But the others…. I’m assuming it was a pressure strike?”
“Enough.” Just like it had for Sonia and the snake-worshipping assassins, the word silenced Not-Nicky and had Nicky and Ford looking at me. “Pressure strike?”
“A pressure strike is, well, it’s like Ford hit them over the head with a hammer made of air pressure.”
I didn’t have time to investigate the physics of it. I had more important things to panic about. “And Ford’s going to mind wipe these guys?”
“Well, yeah.” Not-Nicky seemed to be a chatty guy. And while he was blithely providing answers to my questions—as crazy as those answers might be—Ford and Nicky watched. When neither of them stopped him, Not-Nicky continued his explanation. “I mean, it’s one thing if we have one accident victim claiming to see something he shouldn’t have. People will chalk it up to crazy talk due to trauma. But when there are seven of them all saying they saw something impossible, people will take a second look.”
I was starting to hyperventilate. “So, mind wipe.”
Not-Nicky started tucking the random weapons Ford had pulled from the snake-cult people into his own clothes. “It’s kind of like electroshock therapy. Ford here will send a little bolt of electricity into them. It’ll scramble their brains—”
I stumbled back, horrified and nauseated. “And this is something you—” I choked, then swallowed back the bile creeping up my throat. I braced my hands on my knees and sucked in great, gulping breaths. Ford was going to use electricity to scramble someone’s brains? That was barbaric. Cruel.
“Damn it, Derrick. What the fuck, man? Did you have to put it that way?” Ford knelt at my side and ran his hand along my spine.
I twisted away from the caress. “Don’t touch me. I can’t believe you’d do something that horrible.”
“I don’t enjoy it, but our secret is so important that sometimes we have to take drastic measures.”
“But—”
“Simon, lives depend on our secrecy.”
A terrifying thought occurred to me, and I fell back and crab-walked away from Ford. I had to put some distance between us. I knew their secret now. Ford would have to take his drastic measures. Against me?
I scrambled to my feet. I don’t know what expression was on my face, but Ford stayed back, hands out in a placating gesture. Probably needed to dupe me into believing I was safe from him. And while part of me wanted to believe that Ford—the man I’d spent the night with, the man who’d come to my rescue—wouldn’t hurt me, I couldn’t lose sight of the fact that his family had spent years discrediting my family. Or that he somehow had the ability to shock people’s brains, which was too disturbing to even think about at the moment.
“I’m leaving. Stay away from me.”
“Simon.”
“I can’t even look at you right now.”
He stepped toward me. “We need to—”
My breaths were coming in short little bursts. Panic and hurt and betrayal swirled within me, a murky soup of emotion I couldn’t quite get a handle on. I flung up a staying hand. “I’m going home. I can’t stand here and watch you do… whatever… to these guys.”
“Damn it, Simon. We’re ten miles out of town, and it’s below freezing. I’ll take you home.”
“No.” I kept up my backpedaling. I wasn’t even worried about tripping. I just needed to get as far away from Ford and this craziness as possible. I needed time to wrap my head around things.
“Ford, someone is stirring. You’ve got to do it now.” Nicky nudged one of the bodies—maybe Peter?—with the toe of his boot.
Ford squeezed his eyes shut, and a battle waged on his face. To follow me or to do his brain-scrambling business.
“Ford, come on, man.”
I kept inching backward. I wasn’t comfortable turning my back on them just yet, but I didn’t want to be any closer to the jerks than I had to be. These guys—or at least their kin—were responsible for every slur and joke told at my family’s expense. And Ford. Shit, Ford. I didn’t know what to do about him. Every time I looked at him, I remembered breaking down in front of him, sharing my grandfather’s story. And he’d accepted it. Comforted me with his lies of omission. If he’d cared at all, he would have told me. Maybe explained it. Something.
“Derrick will take you into town. He can come back for Nicky and me.”
Since my feet were already numb in the canvas high-tops I wore, and I was pretty sure frostbite would take all my toes over the course of the ten-mile walk, I let practicality win. “Fine. As long as I don’t have to see you.”
I trudged to Ford’s truck, ducking my head against the wind that had picked up. Snow swirled and eddied around my feet, and thunder boomed in the distance. I wanted so badly to turn around and watch. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to watch so I could observe the unfamiliar, or if fear drove me to keep an eye on the possible threat. I hoped that the fact that he let me walk away without doing something to my brain meant he didn’t intend to fry me. That had to mean I was going to survive this.
Derrick sprinted ahead and pulled open the passenger door for me. He even gave a shallow bow. I don’t know what I did to deserve the mocking gesture, or if he was always so irreverent. “Are you the hacker?”
The left side of his mouth quirked up. “Yep. Nicky’s the creative one. He’s an engineer. Sometimes he likes to blow things up, but mostly he’s the logistics guy whenever we’re sent out. Which is why I’m designated driver, and he’s staying here.”
I jumped into the seat. None of this was any of my business. Of course, that had never stopped me from getting answers before, but it was about time I made MYOB my new motto.
My resolve to ignore Ford completely lasted a whole thirty seconds before my gaze sought him out. He’d turned away from Derrick and me and was standing above the crazy cultists. Clouds or fog or smoke—it was hard to tell in the dark—boiled and billowed at his feet. As Derrick walked around to the driver’s seat, and then while he turned the ignition, Ford bent his head back. An aura of platinum infused with pulses of pale blue built up around him.
Derrick put the small pickup into gear and sped off toward town. I watched in the rearview mirror as Ford—who again seemed to be wearing a suit made of lightning—squatted next to a body.
Stomach lurching, I dragged my eyes away.
Derrick didn’t ask for my address or directions. At first I assumed he’d ask once we reached the city limits, since there were only so many ways to get to Cody. But when we hit the first stoplight and he turned left, immediately followed by another left—as though following GPS directions to my house—I realized he knew where he was going.
“Were you one of the people Ford had watching me?”
He glanced at me. “Nah. I was strictly information gathering.”
“About me?”
“About you, your family, the current situation.”
Nausea roiled within me again. “Why?”
“Ford doesn’t get involved with humans. Ever. He barely tolerates other shifters. So when he asked for help figuring out who was out to get you, we knew it was serious. Then to find out you’re a Coleman on top of it? You bet your ass we were all over it.”
I grunted. It wasn’t like I had anything to hide, so they could dig all they wanted. My life—hell, my whole family—was an open book, infamy and delusions and everything.
“I don’t get you.”
It was my turn to look at him. “What do you mean?”
“Ford broke generations of rules and protocols for you. He’s put himself, his family, hell, his entire species, at risk. All to save you.”
I clutched at the cross-body strap of the seat belt. “Huh?” It wasn’t the most articulate response I’d ever given, but after a night like tonight, I deserved to be a little dumbstruck. “To save me?”
“He shifted in front of you. A human. He let you discover what he is. What we are.” He said the last bit with a growl that reminded me that, chatty and affable as he seemed, he was a relative of Ford’s, which meant he was also a thunderbird. I had no doubt that Ford’s whole extended family was made up of dominant predators. “Revealing ourselves to a human is a violation the rest of the Hunt cannot ignore. Fuck, the future Primary of our Hunt, Ford, is responsible for punishing those who break our laws. Do you have any idea what a cluster this will become?”
“Hunt? Primary?” Given the context, I thought I knew what this meant, but I was never going to take anything for granted again, especially not supernatural creatures who could control the weather.
Derrick rolled his eyes. “The Primary is the leader of the Hunt. The Hunt is to thunderbirds what packs are to wolves. I shouldn’t be telling you this. It’s not the kind of information we need getting out. Ford’s father, the current Primary, is going to be livid. Ford should never have shown himself to you. He clearly lost his mind. He would only have needed to wait a couple of minutes. Nicky and I were right behind him. When he ran after you, we figured he’d appreciate a little privacy. Ford’s never been one to flaunt his relationships in public.” Derrick shook his head. “I still think that if it weren’t for the tranquilizer in his system, Ford would never have made such a boneheaded decision.”
“Which was the boneheaded part?” I asked. “Coming after me, or coming after me in shifted form?”
He snorted. “No one would question the rescue attempt. Those guys really are our archnemeses, if you’ll forgive the melodramatic phrasing. But there was no reason for him to shift to do it. He shook off the tranquilizer pretty quick and could have followed you in his truck, like we did. His way got him there sooner, but, as you saw, his way is going to require more severe cleanup.”
Silence descended in the cab of the truck as I let the words sink in.
“I would warn you not to tell anyone, but I won’t have to.”
“I won’t—”
He kept speaking, cutting me off. “You won’t have to worry about it.” He looked almost regretful as he pulled into my driveway, then put the truck into Park. He folded his arms over the steering wheel and gave me a look that curdled my insides. “We have rules against mind wiping people not involved with the Eternal Serpents. But you’re more of a threat than any of them. Ford’s father isn’t going to let this go. It’ll be better for everyone if Ford takes care of it. He really is the most skilled. Anyone else would run the risk of causing brain damage.”
Holding my breath, I fumbled with the door handle and pulled, practically falling into the driveway in my haste to exit the truck. I slammed the door behind me and rushed into my duplex. I didn’t even look back to see if Derrick left. With shaking fingers, I struggled to latch the lock, but eventually it caught. The simple dead bolt wouldn’t be enough to stop Ford, but even that slim protection from the outside world comforted me a little.
There was no lock big enough to dull the realization that Ford was going to have to zap my brain because I knew too much.



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
I SAT alone at my kitchen table with a glass of whiskey at my elbow. I’d already downed two, but the alcohol hadn’t kicked in enough yet. I had warmed my blood, but I could still think.
On the upside, I wasn’t afraid anymore. The fear had done a glorious transformation into anger. And the hurt…. I stared at the neat rows of books Ford had helped me rearrange the day before. Well, the hurt would take a little longer to fade.
But the anger. The anger felt just. It felt righteous. Because all along, my family had been right. All the ridicule. All the judgment. They maintained their belief through it all. And Ford and his family had done this to them. My grandfather was dying, and if it were up to Ford and his cousins, he’d die never learning the truth. I refused to let that happen. I would get validation for my family. And I knew just the e-zine reporter I could call to make that happen.
I pulled out my laptop and searched the Cody College directory. Then I dug out my cell phone and dialed. At the sound of the voicemail kicking in, I cursed. It didn’t matter, though. My information would be just as good tomorrow morning as it was this night. “Hey, David. It’s Dr. Coleman. You interviewed me at the start of term. I have a story for you. One that will make your name in journalism. Call me.”
I disconnected the call, then swallowed back the last of the whiskey. I had some observations to record. Ford might have to wipe my mind, or one of his relatives might scramble my brains, but I would do what I could to at least get a little validation for my grandfather, and his father before him, and his father.
I spent the next hour transcribing the events of the last week, from the existence of shape-shifters at Cody College, to the psycho cult of snake worshippers who actually thought genocide would bring them superpowers, to Ford’s daring rescue. Toward the end I realized I might have been using a few overly romantic words to describe Ford in all his thunderbird glory. I’d spent a large amount of time describing in detail the magnificence of his wings and the way platinum lightning flashed in his eyes.
At some point the stress of the last couple of days—or maybe the three tumblers of whiskey—sucked me into an exhausted sleep.
 
 
I DON’T know how much time had passed since I’d fallen asleep, but when I cracked my lids open, watery rays of sunlight glinted through the windows. I squinted and scrubbed at my eyes. I expected to find myself face-planted in my laptop. Instead I was stretched out across my couch, the comforter from my bed draped over me and one of my pillows beneath my head.
Then I saw Ford.
He sat at the kitchen table, my laptop open in front of him. He wasn’t facing the computer, though. He was watching me, his legs stretched out in front of him, hands folded at his belly.
I froze. “Are you here to wipe my mind?”
He cursed, jerking his head in an aborted shake. “Damn Derrick and his big mouth.”
It didn’t escape my notice that he hadn’t answered the question.
“I don’t like doing it. The mind-wipe thing.” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “It crosses a line for me.”
“But you did it? Last night, with Matthew and those serpent people?”
He nodded. I could practically see the guilt suffocating him. “It had to be done, and better it was me than Nicky or Derrick. Of the three of us who were there last night, I am the only one who can do it without causing permanent damage. If it’s done right, it’s a temporary disorientation with short-term memory loss.”
I swallowed, almost afraid to ask my next question. But I had to know. “Did anyone do that to my relatives? Did someone mess with their brains?”
“No! Like I said, it crosses some murky lines for us. We only do it in extreme circumstances, and only with Followers of the Eternal Serpent.”
A buffalo-sized weight lifted from my chest. “But you did mess with their evidence.”
He shrugged, kind of uncomfortably. “Well, not me specifically. But my family. Or someone connected.”
“I don’t know how I feel about that,” I admitted. I sat up a little until my back rested against the armrest. I kept the comforter tucked around me, a down-filled shield.
“I get it. I do.” He pushed back from the table and joined me in the living room. Yeah, this conversation probably shouldn’t be had from two different rooms. He sat on the couch, keeping as far from me as he could while being on the same piece of furniture. He perched on the end, elbows propped on his thighs. “But, Simon, literally the lives of my entire family and every thunderbird alive is at risk.”
“How is that different from shifters in general? Or, I guess, is it different? Do all shifter groups go to such extremes to protect their secrets?”
He shrugged. “Yes and no. Most shifters don’t have a deranged group of fanatic Horned Serpent-worshipping crazy people whose whole purpose for generations has been to eradicate thunderbirds. All of them.”
I grimaced. “Yeah, I got the impression they’re a little… intense… about it.”
“That’s one way to put it. You need to know that we protected your family too.”
“In what way?”
“As closely as my family has kept an eye or ear out for any references, the Eternal Serpents were watching just as closely. They have their own groups of researchers, but they also monitored the other prominent scholars. Of which, let’s be honest, your grandfather and great-grandfather were at the top of the list. They came closer to true discovery more than any other individual or group. Which meant they were being watched by the Eternal Serpents.”
“So you turned them into laughingstocks.”
He cringed. “It probably doesn’t help much, but it didn’t start out that way. It was a side effect. Eventually it became useful. As long as everyone assumed they were out chasing unicorns and bigfoot, they were safe from both my kin and the Followers of the Eternal Serpent. That way, even if they discovered something damning, no one would believe them.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. Duh.
“It was the only way to protect them, and us,” he added, noticing my disgruntled expression. “Just look at you.”
“Me?”
“You managed to shake your family’s reputation. And the minute you were perceived to have discovered something, you were targeted.”
I nodded, hating that he was right. “So what does this mean?”
He shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know.”
“Why did you come after me last night?”
He scowled. “What kind of question is that? Did you think I’d let those freaks kidnap you?”
“I asked that wrong. I get why you came after me, but why did you come after me in your other form?”
He shrugged. “It was faster that way.”
“But by doing it, you revealed your secret.”
He shrugged again.
“Derrick said that your father—”
“Derrick needs to learn to keep his big mouth shut.” He reached out and laid his hand on my blanket-covered feet. “Yes, my father is going to be pissed. But I’ll deal with it. With him.”
“And if he tells you to wipe my mind, will you?”
“I’ll refuse. It’s too risky.”
“Derrick said—”
He leaned close and grasped my shoulders. He practically had to straddle my legs to do it. “It’s too dangerous. I won’t risk your brain. I fell in love with your mind before I met you in person. I will not let anyone, not even my father, put that at risk.”
Holy fucking shit. Did he just drop the L bomb?
Or, well, he was in love with my mind. I wondered how he felt about the rest of me.
My cell phone rang from its place near my laptop. The open laptop with my story for David the e-zine reporter. The screen was lit. If I’d been asleep for a while, the screen should have gone into sleep mode. Which meant it had been woken up at some point.
I shot a look at Ford, who met my gaze solemnly.
My heart beat sharp and deep behind my ribs.
The phone rang again.
I slid out from under Ford and the comforter to walk to my phone. The display read David Sherman.
“You should answer that.” There was something in his voice. A resigned sort of acceptance.
“But—” How could I explain to him that this was not a phone call I could take with him sitting on my couch, where he’d tucked me in when he found me asleep at the computer? The same computer I’d used to write up what amounted to an exposé on shifters and, more specifically, him.
“It’s the third time he’s called.”
“I—” I didn’t know whether to apologize or explain myself or pretend I didn’t know that he knew what I’d planned.
The damning ringtone blared again.
“It’s okay. I don’t blame you.” He stood and crossed the room. He picked up my phone, swiped the icon to accept the call, then handed it back to me.
“Hello? Dr. Coleman?” I could just make out David’s tinny voice coming from the device in my hand.
Clearing my throat, I pressed the phone to my ear. “Yes, David. Hi.”
“I got your message. What do you have? Your timing couldn’t have been better. The deadline for the next issue is coming up, and we don’t have anything particularly exciting for the front page.”
What I had to share would definitely be sensational. It was certainly front-page material.
I could do it. All I would have to do is send the email I’d typed up. In and of itself, it wouldn’t exonerate my family, but it might act as a bit of payback. And now that I knew what I knew, I’d be able to gather the evidence I’d need to save my family’s reputation. I’ve never been a believer in an eye for an eye, but my grandpa’s time was running out. And everything my relatives had endured, every rude comment, every snicker behind cupped hands, every snub at an academic event happened because of Ford’s family.
“Dr. Coleman?”
I closed my eyes. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t sacrifice Ford’s people for my relatives’ pride. No matter how much Ford’s betrayal hurt me.
“Sorry, David. Woolgathering.”
“So, you said you had a big story for me?”
“Yeah. Um… I was bird-watching at Buffalo Bill State Park. And….” I stared at Ford’s drawn face. “I saw a parrot.”
Ford jerked, as though he’d struck himself with his own lightning.
“A parrot?” David deadpanned.
Ford looked… flabbergasted. I didn’t think I’d ever used the word before, not even to myself, but with his eyes bulging and mouth agape, it fit. Then he snickered.
Shit. I’d gotten myself into this mess. I had to get myself out of it. Even if it made me the butt of all the jokes. Even if it brought ridicule upon me. Even if my colleagues would think I had lost my mind. Just following in my family’s footsteps. “Exactly. A parrot. Psittaciformes.” I spelled it out for him. “An indigo macaw, specifically. Anodorhynchus leari,” I added helpfully, spelling the scientific name too, just in case. “And, as you know, parrots, especially anodorhynchus leari, are not native to this part of Wyoming. Or, you know, to the United States. They’re from Brazil.”
After a really long pause, David asked, “Is this some kind of joke?”
“Um… no?”
“I’m sorry, Dr. Coleman. I know I shouldn’t have written the article that way, but when I found that information, it was way more interesting than the new bio teacher.”
“Ornithology professor.”
“Exactly. I could only spin the bird-nerd things so far. But the search for a mythical bird was so much more sensational. And there’s enough weird stuff going on around here that it resonated with the readers.”
“No doubt.” I needed to nip this in the bud. “But to be clear, I am not searching for a mythological creature. I have no reason to believe that thunderbirds are anything other than very rare, isolated raptors.”
David chuckled good-naturedly. “Sure. But the other is more exciting. Good joke, though. You’ve had me frantic for a story. Parrots.”
“Yeah, well, maybe gear your articles more toward the Times and less the Enquirer.” I had to admit, I’d much rather he think I was playing some kind of bizarre practical joke than that I expected him to do an article about the out-of-place indigo macaw.
“Right. Well, since there’s no real story here, I’d better let you go. Parrots.” With that, David disconnected the call.
I set my phone down and stared at my laptop. The words mocked me. I couldn’t believe how close I’d come to revealing everything. And it wasn’t like anyone would have believed me. Hell, I wouldn’t have believed me if I’d read an article claiming shifters not only existed, but attended college in northern Wyoming.
I highlighted the entire document. With a quick glance over my shoulder at Ford, I hit Delete. In one keystroke, more than two thousand words—I’d been quite prolific in the early morning hours—disappeared.
Pressure built in the air, and my ears popped before it receded again. It hit me. “Son of a bitch. It was you. All the weird shifts in air pressure and the flickering lights.”
His cheeks pinked, and he scratched his ear. It was adorable.
“Yeah, well, along with the whole lightning and thunder thing, I can control energy fields and air pressure. Except, around you I have to fight for that control. And sometimes I lose. Whenever you’ve noticed a change, it was a time when I slipped.”
I blinked at him. “Damn.”
He rubbed his hand over his flushed face. “Yeah. It’s a little embarrassing, actually.”
“And flattering.”
“I’m glad you think so.” He rocked in place for a second, then glanced around as though looking for an excuse to change the subject. His eyes fell on my laptop. “You didn’t need to do that, you know. I’d have taken the consequences.”
“I did have to do it. I was hurt and angry and wasn’t thinking straight. I’d have regretted it if something I said or did brought undue attention to you or your friends. Or your family. And what would happen to people like Bethany if Cody College was no longer a safe place for them to learn? My pride isn’t worth that.”
Ford wrapped his hands around my waist and drew my body against his. “Welcome to Shifter U.”
“Shifter U?”
He placed a kiss on my cheek, followed by one on my forehead. “Yeah, that’s what the occasionally furry—”
“Or feathered,” I added.
“Or feathered.” He trailed his lips to my neck, and I was compelled to tilt my head back to encourage more of that touch. “It’s what we call Cody College. Shifter U.”
“That’s awesome. Do you have T-shirts? I think you need T-shirts.”
“No T-shirts.” He pressed his forehead into the crook of my neck, pulling me even tighter into him. “Thank you.”
I dragged my fingers through his hair, tugging gently when I hit the ends. “I’m a little bit in love with you,” I whispered. “I couldn’t do anything that would put you in danger.”
“I’m glad. I’m a little in love with you too.”
I rested my forehead against his chest. “We’ve only known each other for, like, two weeks. It’s kind of fast.”
“A lot has happened during that two weeks.”
“Is it too much to hope that life will get a little less exciting going forward?”
Ford chuckled, and the vibrations of it tickled my chest. “I think that’s fair.”
Another thought crossed my mind. “If your mind-wipe thing is just disorientation and short-term memory loss, does that mean there’s a chance that the Eternal Serpent people are going to target me and my family again?”
Ford shrugged. “Possibly, but we’ll be ready for them. I’ve got you now. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.”
“My hero.” I smirked into the warmth of his neck. Then I snickered.
“What?”
“Tierney’s going to be pissed.”
Ford pushed back from me far enough so I could see his scowl. “Really? We’re having this beautiful reconciliation moment, and you have to bring up Tierney?”
“Well, you can’t be my TA anymore, so we’ll have to work that out. Get you assigned to a new advisor. And he needs to know that I know about shifters. He, and the other shifters, need to know that the Reynolds building is still a safe sanctuary. And—”
Ford shut me up with a kiss. “Turn your mind off for a bit. We can deal with all that tomorrow. For now, let’s get back to the making up. I was enjoying that part.”
“Oh, okay, then.” Since his kisses had the ability to strike me dumb, we did just that.



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“I HAVE a question.”
Two hours and much making up later, my brain came back online.
“Of course you do.”
We’d made love—I knew it probably sounded sappy to say it, but it had definitely been making love, not sex—and Ford had managed to make the whole duplex shake. I’d found this place with my tongue that made him lose control of his thunder. And, holy shit, it was the sexiest thing I’d ever experienced. Making Ford lose control was going to be my new life’s mission now that I’d finally discovered my thunderbird. But that didn’t mean I didn’t have questions.
“So what are you, exactly?” I snuggled close to him, pulling the bedsheet up around us. I hadn’t noticed the cold while we were otherwise occupied, but now that the heat of the moment had passed, a little extra cover came in handy. And since my comforter was still piled on my couch in the other room, I had to make do with a sheet.
He chuckled, the movement jostling my head, which I had rested on his shoulder. “That’s a hell of a question, Simon.”
I twined a lock of his hair around my finger and tugged, a tiny punishment for his sass. I hadn’t even known he had any kind of sassiness in him. “Come on. I think the least you can do is provide some explanations as payment for the last century and a quarter of your family making Colemans the laughingstocks of the scientific community.”
“Fine.” He brushed a kiss across my forehead. “So you want to know what I am.”
“Yeah. I mean, I know you’re a thunderbird shape-shifter, but is it like Bethany, who is an eagle and a human? Are there actual non-shape-shifting thunderbirds out there? Like the raptors I’ve been chasing for years? But then where do the thunder and lightning and energy fields come from? Do those traits mean you’re closer to the mythological, capital-T Thunderbirds? The manifestations of the sky and storm?”
He huffed out a laugh, which bounced my head again. “Breathe. I get it.” He ran his hand along my side, the play of fingers over my ribs almost enough to distract me from my interrogation.
I rubbed my forehead against his shoulder, pausing briefly to nip at the soft skin at his throat. A groan escaped him, and he arched his neck as though seeking more contact. I obliged before ordering him back on track.
“It’s a little complicated,” he warned.
“I’m smart. I can keep up.”
“As far as I know, there are no mundane, naturally occurring, non-shape-shifting thunderbirds. The only thunderbirds who exist are like me. In fact, they’re all relatives.”
“So when you said you weren’t like other shifters—”
“It’s exactly what I meant. My family is descended from the Thunderbird.”
“What? How does that work?” I propped myself onto my elbow so I could see his face. “I mean, there are so many stories from different tribes. You’re connected to all of them?”
“Sort of. But not really.”
I tugged his hair in warning. “That was clear as mud.”
“The thing is, there was just one.”
“One what?”
“One Thunderbird.”
I huffed out a breath. “You’re going to have to help me out here. I may be smart, but I suspect you’re making this more complicated than it has to be.”
“The Thunderbird of legend was a single entity. He was part of all Nations but belonged to none of them. All the stories from the different tribes were about the same being. They changed over time, depending on who was telling the story and when, which is why there are so many Thunderbird legends. Ultimately there was a single, quintessential Thunderbird.”
“And you’re descended from it? Him?” What was the proper pronoun for a spiritual entity with legendary godlike powers?
“Yeah. He was, like, the archetype. Or maybe prototype is a better word. We come from him, in his image, with some of his powers. But we’re not a perfect copy. Kind of like how a model car is almost, but not quite, the same as the real deal. It looks the same, has some of the same movements, but is much smaller in scale, without the power.”
I took a moment for that to sink in. “I get it. I think.” I grinned at him. “That’s so cool. My boyfriend being descended from a myth.”
He shot me a look made up of one part surprise and two parts pleasure. “Boyfriend?”
I cleared my throat. “Um, yeah. I mean, if you want—”
He rolled onto his back, pulling me along until I lay draped over his chest like a quilt. “I want.” He pulled my head down, catching my mouth in a blistering kiss that had my body tightening in response. Too sated from two hours of making up to be more than a little tempted, I folded my hands on his chest, using them as a chin rest.
And since Ford seemed to be in sharing frame of mind, I decided to take full advantage. “So, is the Thunderbird connection the reason you said you were ‘mostly Sioux’? If he was of all Nations, but not specific to any one, does that mean you are too?”
He nodded. “Yeah. My family is pretty isolated, and we moved around a lot. We didn’t spend much time with any one tribe. We didn’t spend much time with anyone not family, for that matter.”
“But you tell people you’re Sioux?”
“I stayed in South Dakota during most of my high school years. I spent a lot of time among the Oglala Sioux.”
I didn’t know much about the Sioux Nation. “You’ll have to tell me about your time with them at some point.”
“Sure.”
We lay there in comfortable silence for a while. I don’t know what he was doing, but I was mostly basking in the moment. Good sex and answered questions. There wasn’t much better. Except: “So the model-car metaphor. Would that particular model car be a Ford Thunderbird?”
Ford nudged me off him, groaning. He grabbed a pillow, using it to cover his face.
“I can’t believe it just hit me. That is the greatest thing ever.” My grin was so wide, it was probably visible from space. “It’s awesome.”
“I hate my parents.” The words were muffled by the pillow, but there was no missing the plaintive whine.
I tugged the pillow away. “Seriously. I can’t believe your parents would do that. Is it a family name?”
“No. My dad was just oblivious. He liked the name and never made the connection.”
I snuggled closer to him, wrapping my arm across his chest. “Well, I like it,” I declared, dropping a kiss on his shoulder.
He slid his own arm along my ribs again and pulled me even tighter into his side. “Of course you do.”



Epilogue
 
 
“WHERE are we going?”
I pushed my grandfather’s wheelchair into the back garden of the assisted-living complex. Since it was spring break, I’d been able to make it back to Illinois for the first time since I’d moved to Wyoming. The April sun shone warmly on the paved path, but I’d bundled Grandpa into a fairly heavy jacket. I’d noticed that even in his rooms, which were kept at a pretty warm temperature, he’d worn a thick sweatshirt. It might have been because he was chilled, or it might have been for my benefit. It was the Cody College hoodie I’d sent him for his birthday in March.
He was a bare husk of the man I remembered from my youth. Once he’d been vibrant and strong, carrying a little extra weight around the belly. Now he was all bones and tissue-thin skin. But the smile he gave me when I walked into the room was exactly the same. It was the one that conveyed love, affection, and pride.
“We’re going on an adventure.”
“You springing me from this joint?”
“You wish. I’ve got something to show you. You can’t ask any questions, though. There’s something you need to see.”
The paving stones gave way to soggy grass. “Loretta’s gonna be pissed if we track mud through the halls.”
“I think you’re sweet on Ms. Loretta,” I teased. I put my back into keeping the wheelchair moving forward.
This little show-and-tell experiment had seemed like a good idea last week, but I hadn’t counted on the April showers, and their impact on the lawn. I guessed I should have been glad the assisted-living facility backed against a state park.
I’d scoped the place out earlier and knew that the small clearing we’d reached would provide the best view for the show, while at the same time conceal us from the watchful eyes of the facility’s employees.
I situated Grandpa in the right direction and levered the wheelchair’s brakes into place. “Remember, no questions.” I squatted next to him and pointed toward the skyline. “Look.”
Thunder boomed in the distance.
Showoff.
With a whoosh of sound, a huge black bird crested the tree line. The feathers were so dark, the glow of the sun was absorbed into rather than reflected off them. It had the narrow sternum and powerful wings of a condor, the head and neck of a golden eagle, and strange, paddle-like feathers flowing behind the tail feathers. A complete hodgepodge of features that didn’t match any known species of bird.
Grandpa gasped as the bird approached. He lifted a shaky hand as though he could touch the distant creature. “It’s real.”
The bird banked left, flying closer. It swooped low, low enough my grandfather could see the blazing platinum-and-ice eyes. Then it angled upward again. With every powerful thrust of those magnificent wings, thunder rumbled in the distance. I don’t think Grandpa heard. But he never took his rapt gaze off my boyfriend.
We sat there almost an hour, watching Ford dance in the tumultuous spring air currents. I pretended not to see the tracks of tears run down my grandfather’s cheeks. Or the whispered “it’s real” that came every two minutes, as regular as Old Faithful. The joy on Grandpa’s face filled me with such gratitude, it was all I could do not to let my own tears fall. That Ford would do this for my grandfather—for me—caused love to blossom in my chest, deeper and stronger than before. Even though we’d taken what precautions we could, showing up in daylight was a risk. He already had his cousins Nicky and Derrick scouring the internet for any sighting rumors.
I’d met Ford’s father last month. He was one scary dude, and I got a preview of what Ford would be like in thirty years. Mr. Whitney had glowered at me, threatened me with dire consequences if I ever revealed in any way—from merest rumor to publication in a scientific journal—the existence of his people. Then he slapped me on the back, shook my hand, and welcomed me to the family.
Like I said, one scary dude.
Clouds moved in front of the sun, and the temperature dropped noticeably. I gestured to Ford that we were done. Wheeling left, he made one more pass in my grandfather’s line of sight, then soared away. Grandpa sighed in disappointment when the dark form that was Ford dipped below the shield of distant trees.
I released the brakes on the chair. “We’ve got to get you back. Loretta will be looking for you. Besides, I want you to meet my boyfriend. He’ll be here any minute.”
“How did you—” Grandpa began.
I squeezed his shoulder gently. “I told you. No questions.”
He looked back at me. “It really was a thunderbird, wasn’t it?”
“It was.” I pushed the wheelchair toward the paved path. “After all this time, we finally found our thunderbird.” My thunderbird.
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The Night Owl and the Insomniac
 
By j. leigh bailey
A Shifter U Tale
 
Long nights lead to intrigue… and infatuation.
Chronically ill with a mysterious condition, Yusuf “Joey” Franke escapes his family’s and doctors’ smothering by moving halfway across the country to enroll in Cody College. Not long after arriving on campus, some of his symptoms disappear, only to be replaced by debilitating insomnia. Joey spends his nights wandering the halls of his dormitory and hanging out with Owen, the gregarious and affable night shift front desk monitor.
When he suddenly shifts from a sick college kid to a massive Asiatic lion, Joey discovers another side to Cody College—it’s a haven for shifters… like himself and Owen, a part-time great horned owl. And being a shifter is hereditary, which means his parents have some explaining to do.
When Joey and Owen investigate, they discover more than they bargained for—a family deception, a dangerous enemy with international connections, and a love that might be too new to survive the backlash.



Chapter 1
A ghost roamed the corridors of Matthison Hall every night.
Okay, maybe I wasn’t ghost, but I sure as hell wasn’t living. Not in any real sense. I was a shell of a human, lacking vitality. Lacking personality. Lacking… everything. I’d honestly thought escaping the sterile, nearly clinical existence of my parents’ house—not to mention their well-intentioned but completely overwhelming smothering—would change me. Not make me healthy; not that. I’d long given up any hope for medical science to advance enough to diagnose my encyclopedic collection of symptoms, let alone cure me.
I’d hoped going to college, living on my own, doing something normal for once in my miserable life would somehow actually make me normal. Here at Cody College I wouldn’t be surrounded, monitored, coddled. I wouldn’t be pricked, prodded, and tested on a daily—sometimes hourly—basis. There would be no more experimental treatments, no more carefully designed diet plans. I was twenty-one, for crying out loud. It was time to live my life on my terms, even if those terms went against medical and parental advice.
By God, if I wanted to eat donuts and pizza at three in the morning, then that was exactly what I’d do.
That particular stride toward independence ended up being a disappointment. Turned out pizza gave me heartburn and donuts made me queasy.
Such was my life.
Instead of celebrating my junk food rebellion, 3:00 a.m. found me drifting through the halls for the tenth night in a row.
Freaking insomnia.
It was bad enough I couldn’t easily fall asleep, but the jittery restlessness that came with it made it impossible to even sit still. So instead of going stir-crazy, trapped in the painted cinder block walls of my dorm room, I prowled the residence hall with little faith I’d eventually tire and pass out.
The worst part was, other than the insomnia, I felt better than I had in years. Maybe it was the fresh mountain air, but the debilitating headaches I’d suffered from for as long as I could remember had become less frequent. My body temperature always ran a little high, but there’d been no dangerous fever spikes in the last two weeks. If it wasn’t for the twitchy restlessness and the onset of insomnia, I’d have thought I’d finally found an effective therapy.
I pushed into the main lobby, starting to count. It was exactly ninety-seven steps from the entrance of the south wing to the entrance of the north wing. I didn’t pay much attention to my surroundings, as I’d made this same trek through the building every night for almost two weeks. Either my physical exhaustion had caused my vision to blur, or a new and less-than-exciting symptom had joined the Medical Mystery Tour that was my life. Or it might have been complacency or obliviousness. Whatever it was, one moment I skirted the bank of student mailboxes on my left, the next I lay sprawling on my back, staring up at the boring beige ceiling tiles.
The squeak of rubber on marble told me I wasn’t alone. “Holy shit. Dude, are you okay?”
I closed my eyes. I wasn’t hurt. In fact, my landing had been relatively smooth, rather like a runner sliding into home on a Slip ’N Slide covered in Jell-O. Speaking of Slip ’N Slide, water seeped through my flannel pajama bottoms. Ick.
“What happened? Didn’t you see the sign?” The voice, a surprisingly deep voice, wrapped around me like campfire smoke at midnight. The body accompanying the voice dropped next to me. “Careful,” the guy said, pressing a hand into my chest as I tried to sit up again. “We should make sure you’re okay before you move.”
I held my breath at the warmth building at the point of contact between his skin and mine. The thin cotton of my shirt wasn’t much of a barrier between us.
It had been so long, years really, since anyone had touched me without the protective layer of vinyl medical gloves. I wanted to press into the touch, to prolong it.
But I couldn’t stay here, lounging in… who knew what.
 “I’m so sorry. I was watering the plants and got a little carried away with this one. I made a bit of a mess, as you can see, and I had to get the mop. The Wet Floor sign was behind the desk, but I had to go to the supply closet to get the mop.” His words all rushed together, to the point I wasn’t convinced he breathed enough to get them out. Lack of breath clearly didn’t stop him, though. “I was only gone for a minute, and I didn’t think anyone would be running around at this time of night. At least not on a Tuesday. If it had been a Friday or Saturday, I’d have been more careful.”
“I’m fine,” I said to cut off the barrage of words. After taking a mental inventory, I admitted I really was okay. I brushed aside the hand still pressed to my chest and pushed myself into a sitting position. Part of me really didn’t want to break the connection. It felt like the touch, simple as it was, started to fill in the hollow places in my body.
The damn insomnia was making me loopy.
Then I looked up and nearly fell back again.
I’d seen him before. More often than not he manned the front desk of the dormitory during the overnight shift. But none of my midnight wanderings had gotten me close enough to catch those amazing eyes. They were large and round and somehow filled his face in a way reminiscent of an anime character. And they glowed. Well, not glowed, but the irises were the brightest amber—almost yellow—color I’d ever seen on a person. They were, in a word, incredible.
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Dreamspun Beyond #15
Rome and Jules by Tara Lain
Two werewolf households, both alike in dignity….
Rome Siracusa, youngest son of the alpha of the nouveau-riche Siracusa pack, wants to be a faithful son and pack member, but he’s got two big secrets. One, he’s blessed with enhanced hearing, vision, strength, and the ability to shift at will. Second, he’s gay, a fact he can’t admit to his deadly homophobic father.
Rome crashes a party at the mansion of his pack’s greatest enemy, the ancient, pure-blooded Havillands. Jules, the gay son of the drunkard alpha, is being married off to a rich entrepreneur. Smitten and moved by the beautiful male’s plight, Rome tries to find a way to save Jules—while digging himself deeper into pack politics and navigating his own arranged marriage. Secrets climb out of the caves as the werewolf gods speak through the mouths of their children, and the two great families clash, suffocating the hopes of star-crossed lovers.
 
Dreamspun Beyond #16
Mage of Inconvenience by Parker Foye
Can they find the magic in a practical union?
West is on the run from his werewolf pack, but if he cannot renew his magical defenses, he won’t get far. What he needs is a mage….
Julian is part of a wealthy and ancient family, and one day, his legacy will include his mother’s vast library of spell books—and the knowledge he needs to correct his past mistakes. But his inheritance comes with a stipulation: he has to be married before he can collect. What he needs is a husband….
West and Julian can help each other, and at first they don’t want anything further. But as they dodge meddling cousins, jealous rivals, and an insidious drug, it becomes clear that their lives are entwined in ways they never imagined—and they’re in greater danger than they thought possible.
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