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      1897 | TALBOT, CALIFORNIA

      They came, howling, out of the west.

      Or perhaps the east, the south, or some point in between—the cacophony of the night made their source impossible to pinpoint to Esther McKauver’s ear, for the winds howled along with them, surrounding the McKauver cabin from nearly every direction, a thousand lupine voices layered one atop the other, snarling and wailing and slavering for the family inside.

      No, they could be coming from anywhere, save the north—the mountain stood at their backs, and Esther knew they couldn’t come tunneling out of solid rock.

      Even though no ordinary wolves were these.

      She’d long heard loose talk about a pack more vicious, more cunning, more fearless of man than any wolf had a right to be, roaming the wilds around the tiny frontier town of Talbot. Hybrids, she’d thought—some sheepdog had decided to fuck rather than fight, and put a litter in a feral wolf bitch lost from her pack. That didn’t quite square with some of the crazier stories, but she’d never been one for that kind of talk. Even when her neighbors pulled up stakes one by one and disappeared into what little West was left at this late date, what worldly possessions they owned strapped to the rickety wagons that had brought them here in the first place.

      And even when her other neighbors disappeared in the night, their own wagons left to rot and ruin.

      Now Esther and her brood were damn near the only ones left. The McKauvers had a good claim, a few dozen fertile acres backed up to a mountainside, and Wilbur had sworn up and down they’d find gold sooner or later. But then he’d fallen off his horse and left her with the house and the land and a boy and a girl on either tit.

      Now she’d give damn near anything for the mundane problems attendant to widowhood.

      The children still slept, but she fretted she’d soon hear their screams over the wolf-cry. She sat by the window gripping her Winchester .50-95 Express, well kept and well oiled ever since that bucking horse gifted it (and everything else) from Wilbur to her. Esther stared out into the flurries, searching for movement. The fire dwindled at her back, and she knew she should feed it, but the howls kept her eyes glued to the window.

      Where are ya, ya sumbitches?

      “Mama?” a small voice said behind her.

      “Mama’s busy, Martha, go back to bed,” Esther replied.

      “But I can’t sleep. I had this real scary dream, and Clarence, he keeps kickin’ at me⁠—”

      “Martha,” Esther said, twisting around, “I said go back to bed.”

      All of four years old, little Martha McKauver stood there in her bedclothes, curly red hair all a-tangle, quivering so badly Esther feared she’d wet herself. She clutched the old baby doll Esther had sewn together while pregnant to her tiny chest. Tears welled in the girl’s eyes, and love and pity thawed the thick sheaf of terror frozen around Esther’s heart.

      “Sweetie,” Esther said, forcing herself to smile, “Mama’s sorry she yelled, okay? Just go on in the room and wait for me, I’ll be in.”

      “And you’ll tell me a story?” Martha asked, still shaking.

      “And I’ll tell you a story. Whatever you want.”

      “Goldilocks?” Martha asked hopefully.

      “That’s the one,” Esther said.

      Another chorus of howls cut through the night.

      “What was that?” Martha asked.

      “Nothing,” Esther said, shooing her daughter back to the room. “Now get in bed and wait, you hear?”

      “Okay, Mama,” Martha said, and disappeared into the other room.

      Esther tossed a few logs on the fire and went back to the window. They were close now, voices louder and more insistent than ever. Opening the latch, she lifted the window with a grunt. Chill air blasted her face. She gritted her teeth against the cold and stuck her rifle out the window, sighted down the barrel, searching the yard for shadows that didn’t belong.

      Lucky for her, the moon was fat and full, and even with the flurries, only a smattering of clouds hung in the sky.

      Then she spotted them.

      Three wolves, tearing out of the woods and kicking up snow across her lawn. Two adults and a pup, looked like. Nothing of them confirmed the whispers, the rumors. She could not see such things throwing their bulk at the sturdy door of a cabin, dragging grown men screaming from their beds in the middle of the night. They were wolves, plain and simple, and one of the adults wounded at that—the largest wolf favored a hind leg.

      Esther had time enough to realize the howls that whipped and eddied around her little cabin weren’t coming from the wolves in front of her at all, and then the pursuers broke through the tree line.

      A shadow, even bigger than the one cast by her departed husband, leaped out of the darkness. Hairy as a bear, running two-legged, it closed the distance to the wolves and snatched the wounded one up with a single paw.

      Claw?

      The captive wolf’s legs kicked uselessly at the sky. The captor’s jaws bit into its neck.

      More shapes rushed out of the trees now. The howls ratcheted up louder, and meaner too, full of the promise of violence.

      Esther gaped at the shapes. They caught up to the other wolves, not twenty yards from her perch at the window. Three of them, whatever they were, surrounded the wolves, who yipped and jumped back and forth, looking for an opening, while the first shape she’d seen contented itself with their fellow. Blood spattered the snow at its feet, steaming in the cold. The wounded wolf still squirmed in its grasp, but with less urgency. What fight it possessed was nearly gone.

      Esther blinked and examined the assemblage, unsure exactly what she was looking at.

      Bears, she thought, and perhaps they were, but that little lie could hardly sustain itself for long in the unforgiving glint of the moon. They didn’t move like bears, taking a few paltry and lumbering two-legged steps before falling back to all fours. They moved like men, ran like men, but faster than any man had a right to. Larger, too, and their faces⁠—

      Their jaws.

      One of them snatched up the wolf pup by its tail. The mother wolf charged, but another one of the bear-shapes slashed a claw across her back and she hit the snow. Hard.

      Esther held her breath. Two of the shapes fought over the pup, jaws flashing wicked teeth, biting into either end of the thing.

      The pup’s squirming body ripped in half, the quarreling shapes coming apart in equal shares. Snarls, snuffles, and wet rending sounds poured in through the window, loud and close.

      Along with the scent of blood and the rank smell of the creatures themselves.

      Esther clutched her rifle desperately. Whatever these things were, they were things that shouldn’t be. Being a woman who kept a dog-eared copy of the Good Book at her bedside, she ought not to countenance the existence of such things. Nor was she so naïve to think they’d be happy with the wolves they’d caught. The moment they’d swallowed the last morsel of lupine flesh, they’d be looking her way.

      Toward her cabin. Her children.

      Only one thing to do.

      The closest creature, still gorging itself on the pup, had its back to her. She sighted down the rifle, lingering on the thing’s broad back before finally deciding to try a headshot. Too much body, too many chances she’d miss something vital, waste a bullet in the thing’s hide. She’d placed second or third in a few shooting competitions, back before Clarence or Martha were a twinkle in their father’s eye. She could do it.

      Not that she had much choice.

      She held her breath and waited for the wind to ease and then pulled the trigger.

      The creature’s head jerked forward, body following, bowling over into the snow with the last scraps of its prize still clutched tightly in its claws. The shot echoed in her ears. She worked the lever action. A new cartridge dropped into the chamber. She pivoted, fired at the next creature, fired again, again, not every bullet hitting its target but each coming damn close.

      Two of the creatures lay in the snow before the others knew something was amiss. The others dropped the remains of their meals and looked wildly about, settling on her cabin.

      Yellow eyes burned brightly, burned right into her.

      Esther reminded herself to reload, work the lever, aim again.

      “Mama?” Martha said to her back, voice slight and far away in Esther’s ringing ears.

      The creatures charged, tearing up the incline. Esther ignored her daughter, watching the creatures get closer and closer, praying she’d get them both before they⁠—

      BLAM.

      Her first shot was true, took the creature right in the forehead. It dropped, the other kept coming. She worked the action and fired again, only just missing, dimly aware she had one more shot before she’d need to reload. Martha’s hand tugged at the hem of her dress but she slapped it away.

      Comfort was a luxury she couldn’t afford to give her children whenever they wanted it. Survival, now there was a gift.

      The last creature let out a cry, loud and harsh and fit to curdle blood, but Esther’s veins flowed with nothing but pure steel.

      Barely ten feet away, slavering jaws stretched wide. She held her breath, held her shot.

      Her last shot.

      The creature dropped to all fours, powerful back legs flexing. It sprang into the air, landing on the porch right in front of the window, so heavily she feared the cabin might fall down around her ears.

      Esther shot it square in the heart, blasting it right off the porch. The creature landed on its back in the snow.

      She sucked in a breath too long in coming, a cold breath that tasted like gun smoke. Her lungs burned fiercely, her ears rang, the world felt far away. She glanced at Martha. Her daughter stood with her hands clamped over her ears, tears streaming down her face.

      Mouthing it hurts, Mama. Or something like that. Oliver Winchester had never meant for his eponymous rifle to be fired indoors. Esther was all but deaf.

      She reloaded, hands trembling. That thing had been right there on the porch. If she’d been a second late or spent a single round unwisely⁠—

      No. She couldn’t think like that. Later. Now, she had to make sure those things outside were dead. Make sure her children were safe.

      She still couldn’t hear a thing. Rising, she pushed Martha toward the bedroom, and this time her daughter went without complaint, limply shuffling across the floorboards. She’d not seen hide nor hair of Clarence, but then again, in sleep, that boy favored the dead.

      Esther peered out the window again. The creatures lay where they’d fallen, even the one she’d shot in the chest—her bullet must’ve pierced its vitals, instead of getting hung up in all that thick, layered muscle. A boon from the Good Lord, certainly.

      She shut the window, figuring she’d let enough cold and blood in for the night, then closed the shutters. Went around the cabin, barring the windows as best she could. The things looked dead, but she couldn’t know that for sure, not yet.

      And Esther had to be sure, for her children’s sake.

      Her dead husband’s bowie knife hung in its sheath on a nail by the door. She strapped it around her waist, just in case. She shrugged on her coat, pulled it tight around her, then dropped a box of cartridges into her pocket. Put a hand on the door, then thought better of it. Instead, she crossed the room quickly and poked her head into the children’s room.

      Clarence was still predictably asleep, lying on his back in the narrow bed the children shared, covers pulled up to his chin. His freckled face looked slack and peaceful. His mouth hung open, drool running down the side.

      Martha’s flowered nightgown peeked out from under the blanket. Esther followed the flash of color to a quivering bump under the ratty blanket.

      “It’s gonna be all right,” she said, though she barely heard her own voice. Firing a gun indoors hadn’t been the brightest idea she’d ever had, though she hadn’t had any choice.

      Gently, she pulled the door to and went back into the big room. Dragged the chair she’d been sitting in across the room and tucked it up under the doorknob. Figured that wouldn’t stop much, but it would slow anyone down, man or beast.

      Then she pulled back the dusty rug in the middle of the room and opened the trapdoor. Chill, stale air wafted up from the hole, thick with earth and sawdust.

      The trapdoor had been Wilbur’s idea—he had a head full of fanciful notions, attacks by bandits and such. Of course, any discerning bandit would take one look at their cabin and keep riding for greener pastures, but Wilbur had never been one to let facts throw a wet blanket on a good bout of paranoia. Hence the trapdoor.

      Esther set the gun down and lowered herself into the hole. Once her feet hit the dirt, she snatched up the gun and squatted. The crawl space under the cabin was so small that even Martha or Clarence would have to hunch. Esther dropped to her knees and elbows. Clutching the rifle, she crawled her way toward the slash of snow and moonlight marking the edge of their cabin. Silky spider webs brushed her cheeks.

      The elbow of her coat tore open on the jagged edge of an unseen rock. She gritted her teeth against the pain. Sweat broke out on her brow, running into her eyes. Her vision wavered but she kept crawling, thoughts of her children snug in their bed never far from her mind.

      Esther reached the edge of the cabin and peered out, her eyes traveling down the barrel of the gun again.

      Nothing.

      Confused, she swept the yard. A couple of small dark shapes marked the remains of the wolves. Blood aplenty still stained the snow, a few slow drifting flurries making a half-hearted promise to cover the mess by morning.

      The creatures were gone.

      Not just the one she’d shot in the chest, the ones she’d shot in the head too. Esther’s mind raced—maybe she hadn’t hit them after all? No, it wasn’t possible. She’d seen their heads snap back, knew her shots had been true.

      And yet she didn’t know what manner of creature she faced, did she? She couldn’t know how thick their skulls were, whether a single bullet would do for each. Wilbur’s father had been in the war, and if he got deep enough in his cups, he’d tell stories unsuitable for feminine ears about the violence men visited upon one another, and how a man might survive such things against all odds. Even claimed the captain of his own regiment had taken a musket ball through the eye and held on for days, continuing to give orders from his sickbed until infection finally took him.

      Life wants to live, is what Esther took from his whiskey-addled ramblings, and now she prayed her own will to live trumped whatever manner of creature had come calling at the McKauver cabin.

      Esther sucked in a breath of frigid night air and scanned the yard one more time, hoping against hope she’d merely missed their dead shapes lying still in the snow.

      Something creaked on the porch above her head, dust pirouetting down from the aged boards to tickle her nose.

      She glanced up to the porch, while her stomach sunk deep into the dirt below.

      Then she smelled them again, that rank, animal scent—the pheromones exuded to attract more of their number, the blood and humours matted in their fur. Through a crack in the boards she could see something standing over her.

      Farther down the porch, another creak. And another. And another.

      They were right above her. Esther rolled onto her back, tried to angle the gun up toward the porch with an eye to separate the monster from whatever genitals it carried. No room. The best she could get was an ankle, the rifle pointing kitty-corner back into her house.

      Right back at her children.

      No shot, no shot at all.

      WHAM!

      Something crashed above her, one of the beasts throwing its bulk against the side of the house. Or the door, or the window. More crashes followed. Esther glanced out at the yard, thought about flanking them, maybe drawing them off. Thought about getting torn to shreds before she even got a shot off. Rolled back onto her belly and crawled back toward the trapdoor. Maybe they’d get in, maybe they wouldn’t. But if they did, they’d find her waiting, between them and her children.

      Whatever the hell they were, Esther would find a way to kill the sons of bitches. No matter what.

      One of the creatures rammed itself against the front door again. The wood screamed in protest. More crashes, snarls, scrapes. The floor above her head shook.

      Over it all, she could hear her children crying.

      “I’m coming!” Esther screamed. “You hold tight now, Mama’s coming!”

      The door splintered, heavy footsteps stomped across the floor. She crawled faster, heart in her throat.

      Something shattered.

      Something snarled.

      Someone screamed.

      Finally she reached the trapdoor, hands shaking now, the sounds and smells of the beasts invading her home leaking through the opening. She could hear Martha and Clarence both, screaming from behind their bedroom door, and in a way she was thankful for their terror.

      After all, fear was a thing for the living.

      She reached the trapdoor and scrambled to her knees.

      The door slammed shut.

      “No!” Esther cried. She pushed on the door but it didn’t move. One of the creatures standing on it, probably. She slapped the door with her hand a few times in frustration, biting back tears she couldn’t afford. Above her the sounds of the creatures tearing apart her home continued, a litany of clunks and growls.

      A flash of light, sparks drifting through the floorboards. A pained howl.

      Quick as she could, Esther started crawling again, hurrying for the edge of the house. All thoughts of strategy or self-preservation were gone now, replaced by a pained urgency. She had to get up there and do something. Anything.

      Die trying, if nothing else.

      The floorboards ran hot above her head. The night tasted more of burning than beasts. Sparks showered down and clung to her hair like jewels. She shook them out, kept moving, wishing for room to use her gun.

      A pair of hairy feet hit the snow and took off running.

      Esther broke free of the crawlspace, pushed herself up to her feet, rising so fast the world spun a whirligig around her.

      Another creature leaped off the porch, monstrous head whipping around in her direction.

      She screamed and fired, falling out of the way. The shot hit the beast straight in the mouth, busted out the back of its skull, blood and bone and bits of fur erupting like a geyser. It flopped to the ground, sending up swirls of snow, and twitched.

      Her cabin was burning, flames roaring inside the smashed-open windows, through the torn-down door. Black smoke curled up into the sky.

      She didn’t have time to feel one way or the other about it.

      Another shape came running out the door, carrying a dark bundle in its hands and a mantle of flame on its back. Esther spun, dropped to a knee, worked the lever action.

      Fired.

      She got it in the shoulder, but it didn’t stop, it just spun around and used the momentum to propel itself off the porch, through the air, jumping twenty feet or more and landing in the snow. She worked the action again, aiming at its head. The beast took off running. Her finger brushed the trigger, eye on the creature’s head, breath still in her throat.

      A scrap of fluttering, flowered cloth wavered behind the beast, stark against dark matted fur.

      Martha.

      Esther swallowed and squeezed off another shot. The bullet whizzed uselessly past the thing, disappearing into the trees. A beat later, the creature followed.

      She worked the action again, running for the trees.

      Remembered her other child.

      A shape moved within the burning cabin. She threw another glance at the woods, at the departed creature. The tracks in the snow.

      Hold on, girl, Esther thought, gripping her rifle so tight she feared she might break the stock. She ran toward the cabin in a crouch.

      She jumped up on the porch. The old boards listed beneath her feet. She hurried to the door. The room was on fire, flames creeping over chairs and tables, the floor covered in shattered glass and blood. She filled her lungs with one last, cool breath, drew her scarf up over her mouth, and rushed into the burning room.

      Smoke stung her eyes. She blinked it away, tears blurring her vision. Despite the scarf, smoke seeped into her lungs. She coughed and scanned the room. The door to the children’s room hung on a single hinge like a broken arm.

      She ran through the flames, through the smoke, and kicked aside a pot. Ducked into the children’s room.

      Empty.

      The last of them hadn’t bothered with the door—they had simply leaped through the window, shattering the glass and ripping the frame out. Along with much of the wall. Cold winter air rushed in through the yawning hole in the side of the cabin, flurries dotting the floorboards.

      “Shit.”

      Something crashed in the front room—one of the beams had come down, spearing the floor. Her home was coming apart. There was nothing she could do, no neighbors left to help her put the flames out.

      And without her children, it wasn’t any kind of home anyway.

      Flames consumed the front room, and for a single wild second, she thanked the beast who’d torn a hole in the side of her cabin. Then she lowered herself down the side of the house, boots crunching softly on the snowy ground. Tracks, big like snowshoed feet, led off into the woods.

      In the exact opposite direction from the creature who’d taken her daughter.

      A sob escaped Esther’s lips. Her knees went weak. She wavered and nearly fell before catching herself. The beasts had given her an impossible choice, one as monstrous as their own visages. Her mind reeled, trying to figure out a way she could go after both children.

      But there was nothing for it.

      She couldn’t really choose, couldn’t do such a thing to either of her children, even though they’d never know.

      But one trail was fresher than the other.
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      SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA | NOW

      In the dream, the ropes bite into her wrists, the gasoline-soaked drapes crackle, the stench of burning fabric abrades her nostrils, pushing relentlessly into her lungs, and she’s writhing on the bed, gulping for air, just one clean breath, she’d trade it all, anything, for one single breath⁠—

      A knock, knuckles rapping on wood. “Delia.”

      Her eyes shot open, the stink of burning fabric still lingering in the air. Her head felt muzzy. She rubbed her eyes, clearing sleep. She was in her room in the house on Kessler Circle. Not her childhood one. The one that burned.

      Delia rolled over, scratching at her itching calves. The space next to her was empty, but if she ran her hand over the mattress, she’d feel a slight depression, left by Naughton. His absence didn’t worry her; he wasn’t much for sleeping.

      Late-afternoon light filtered in through the blinds—not on fire, mercifully. She looked at the man in the doorway. Hirsch.

      “What time is it?”

      “Thirty minutes to sundown.” Hirsch rubbed his bearded jaw, looking as tired as she felt. He was in his late seventies, with a full head of silver hair and a tanned, leathery physique. He wore a ratty brown bathrobe, his usual look, like Steve Jobs and his turtlenecks. Hirsch hardly ever left the house.

      In human form, at least.

      Delia reached for the glass of water on the nightstand and drank deeply. “Where is everyone?”

      Hirsch motioned vaguely in the direction of the rest of the house. “Around. I’m going to go have a cigarette.” He pulled a pack of Tareytons from his bathrobe, tipped one to his lips, then walked out.

      Delia shook her head, the subtext of their conversation obvious. Get them ready. Like she was the den mother or something. It pissed her off, but at the same time there wasn’t anything she could do about it. The house was Hirsch’s, bought shortly after some long-dead workers hung the drywall. He was their benefactor, allowing Delia—the first among them—to stay, then Naughton, Linnae, Joey, and Emily, the youngest, eighteen if she was a day. They usually called her Baby Girl. She hated the nickname, or pretended to, because the sheer fucking relief they felt at finding each other made it difficult to truly hate anything—even the Kardashians, whose exploits Baby Girl kept up with on Hirsch’s twenty-seven-inch Magnavox, a relic like everything else in his house.

      Hirsch never threw anything away. The whole three-bedroom ranch house was filled top-to-bottom with the detritus of the man’s life. He wasn’t a hoarder exactly, but he was loath to toss anything that might have some future use, however nebulous or unlikely. No stacks of yellowing newspaper or caches of fading catalogs cluttered his halls; rather, dressmaker’s mannequins, plastic tubs filled with greasy machine parts, and farrier’s tools, though he owned no horse. Layers of dust and hair over everything but the furniture. A germaphobe would have been terrified, but at first sight, there was something about the lived-in quality of the place that appealed to Delia, and the man himself had a fatherly demeanor she found rather endearing.

      Plus, there was his smell.

      The minute she’d shown up on his doorstep, guided there by a Craigslist ad and a sinking suspicion that her own living arrangements were becoming untenable, she’d gotten a strange but not unwelcome feeling. When he opened the door, she knew. Even with Bengay slathered on his aged body, the shaving cream smear lingering on his neck, the dull Tareyton haze clinging to his cardigan, the scent was unmistakable.

      He was exactly what she was.

      Though they were strangers by society’s standards, in seconds she was in tears, burying her face in his neck, inhaling that glorious scent while he patted her head and quietly said, “There, there,” just like her fucking father should have on the night of the fire, if he’d been alive.

      She went back to the old apartment to gather her meager belongings, and from that moment on she was home. It’d been a year for her, months for the others, or month for Baby Girl. Every new addition slightly upset the balance and required a rethinking of the household dynamics, including who slept where. She and Naughton shared a room, Linnae and Baby Girl another. Joey, a man-bunned twentysomething who usually caused trouble whenever they went out—more than once, Naughton had to drag him away from a couple of Marines or beach bums he’d pissed off at one of the bars in Pacific Beach, just down the street from their house—had the granny flat out back, although Delia suspected he’d rather be sharing a room with one of the younger girls.

      Delia got up and opened her dresser drawer. The collar was on top. One of Hirsch’s innovations, the device that made everything possible. It was the sort of electronic collar you’d put on your dog, to keep him from sneaking out of the yard.

      That first night—not the first night she stayed in the Kessler Circle house, but the first night she’d been there during the Change—Hirsch had explained how it worked, and Delia couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of such a simple solution before.

      “Think of it as a necklace,” Hirsch said, holding up the collar. They were in the kitchen, a picked-over plate of cheese and crackers on the island next to him.

      Delia’s hand went to the charm at her throat. “A necklace that shocks me.”

      “You, your night-self, who’s to say?” Hirsch gestured out the window at the backyard. “There’s an invisible barrier all around the property. I’ve extended it down into the canyon, so we can run and hunt. Do all the things we’re meant to do. If you cross the barrier, the collar will remind you that you’ve strayed.”

      Delia knew little of what her night-self was actually like, since the memories of her time spent in that form were hazy, insubstantial, like half-remembered dreams. But given some of the things it had gotten up to over the years, including snapping the handcuffs she used to secure herself to an eyebolt in her old room and causing thousands of dollars in damage when she tried locking herself in the trunk of her car, she was skeptical a flimsy little shock collar would stop her. But she needed something. During the last Change cycle, she’d broken into a neighbor’s house—they weren’t home, thankfully—and trashed the place, her wolf-mind unable to figure out how to get to the thirty dollars’ worth of tri-tip stashed in their fridge. Another neighbor’s Ring camera caught her, just a flash really, but the footage went up on Nextdoor and now everyone was on the lookout for a vandal in a cheap Halloween costume.

      Her rock bottom, as it were.

      “This really works?”

      Hirsch smiled, his eyes softening. “Oh, it works. I’ve made a few adjustments, of course.” He’d started his career as an engineer with Raytheon before moving into sales, less as a career move than an explanation for his protracted disappearances. “I wouldn’t put this on a household pet. But I think—and here I’m just guessing, based on the video footage I logged during the initial trials—it’s less about the pain, and more about how unnatural it feels. Our night-selves are finely attuned to the natural world around us and eschew the synthetic. Why, without the benefit of these little interventions, we’d be more likely to hide in a tree than go rampaging through a Target. The shocks tap into our deepest survival instincts, telling us to go no further.”

      “And we listen?”

      Hirsch nodded. “We do. Beautifully. Mrs. Siodmak has lived next door for eight years and never once have I eaten her.”

      Delia laughed. “Okay, fine. But what’s to stop us from clawing the collar off?”

      “This.” Hirsch ran a thumb over the collar’s fabric, stopping just short of the clasp. Silver.

      Even in her own body, the warm afternoon sun glinting off the Formica countertops, she shivered.

      “There’s only one thing,” Hirsch said, tapping a plastic case attached to the collar. “Always check the batteries.”

      Which is what Delia did now, pulling apart the casing. She did more than check them; she put fresh ones in the first night of every Change cycle. Aside from silver and—according to Hirsch—a stake through the heart, which is how they used to bury suspected werewolves in Europe, most of the myths about their condition were horseshit. Unlike in the movies, the full moon didn’t factor into it—four times a year, nearly but not quite pegged to solstices and equinoxes. Hirsch called that the First Lie. There were many: Wolfsbane was only a poison when they walked as people, as wolves it mattered not a whit. Their condition was the result of uncommon and recessive genes, not bites or curses, appeals to conjured figures, or supping from a paw print under a full moon. They were slaves to the night, not the moon.

      Hirsch often posited that they didn’t have to be, that maybe in time they could learn how to change—or not—at will. Naughton was somewhat enamored with the idea, and they’d had many late-night conversations about it. Learning how to control the Change? That would be more helpful than any invisible fence ever could be.

      But what if you forced the Change and couldn’t change back? Like Delia’s mother used to say, in better times, Careful, your face’ll get stuck like that.

      After putting fresh batteries in the collar, Delia stepped into the hallway and poked her head in the girls’ room. Empty. She went out into the cluttered living room, where Baby Girl was lying on the couch, feet up on a lacy throw pillow, texting furiously.

      “Hey, we’re getting ready. You check your batteries?”

      “Mmhmm.” She went back to texting, the corners of her mouth turned up in a smile.

      “New guy?”

      Baby Girl shook her long blonde hair out of her face to look at Delia. “His name’s Chas. We’re getting lunch again tomorrow.”

      “Again? When am I going to meet this guy?”

      “Um, when I figure out how to explain who everybody is.”

      Delia put a hand on her shoulder. “Just tell him the truth.”

      Baby Girl’s blue eyes went wide. “That we’re were-you-knows?”

      “That we’re family. Now, say good night to Chas. We’ll be out in the yard.”

      Family? Where the hell did that sitcom speech come from?

      Something clunked in the kitchen. Delia stepped into the next room. Naughton was sprawled out on the floor, reaching up under the sink, a toolbox next to him.

      “Almost—there!” he said to himself, dropping a wrench back in the toolbox, then sat up. Sweat plastered his wavy brown hair to his forehead. He saw Delia and his eyes lit up. He scrambled to his feet, wiping his hands on the hem of his shirt. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself.” They kissed, shorter than she would’ve liked, especially with the way his shirt was clinging to his muscled chest. “The garbage disposal again?”

      “Put in a new one. Had to spring for it myself. You know how he is.”

      He being Hirsch. The old man’s benevolence extended to a fully stocked refrigerator and letting them all stay under his roof for free, but he was notoriously tight.

      “You paid for it? You want me to give you half?”

      “Nah. Had a good month.”

      Naughton was the only one of them with steady employment, captaining a charter boat. Delia had abandoned her long-standing and nonlucrative career as a lunchtime waitress when she moved into Hirsch’s, in return for keeping his ever-burgeoning mess from swallowing them whole. Joey mostly subsisted on temp jobs and half-hearted dreams of opening a bar, while Linnae was some sort of social media consultant who occasionally turned out clickbait for a mean-spirited gossip site. Baby Girl had been a drifter when she’d come to them after a chance encounter with Naughton at a bus stop and was still getting her feet underneath her.

      Naughton flipped the wall switch briefly, and the garbage disposal shrieked with new life.

      “Amazing,” Delia said.

      “I’m going to put this stuff away. See you outside?”

      “Sure.” Delia didn’t bother to tell him to check his collar. “If you’re going out to the garage, can you get Linnae?”

      Naughton nodded, picked up his toolbox, and headed out of the room.

      Delia watched him go, glad she wouldn’t have to deal with the other girl. Nothing was ever simple with that one. She was pleasant enough with Naughton and Hirsch, flirtatiously tormented Joey like a cat with a dying bird, and seemed to tolerate Baby Girl’s encroachment on her room with something resembling stoicism. But with Delia, she was actively resentful, challenging her on things as inconsequential as what they’d have for dinner or whose turn it was to take out the trash. Delia hated the friction between them, wished she could find a way to get to know her better, but the girl spent most of her time in a nook in the garage she’d converted into a mini-office. Months before, Delia asked if she wanted to go get fish tacos at South Beach, and Linnae just rolled her eyes and walked away.

      “One more,” she said to herself, and went outside.

      The yard was slightly less cluttered than the house, though that was largely due to Delia’s efforts at sprucing up the place. A small patio with scavenged furniture lay just outside the back door, ratty grass stretched to the back fence that separated the house from the canyon, and Joey’s granny flat—or man cave, as he liked to call it—basically a glorified shed with a half-bath. She crossed the yard, nearly tripping over a hose someone—anyone but Naughton—had forgotten to put away, and spent a moment returning it to its place before knocking on the sliding door.

      Trying to ignore the muffled moaning coming from inside.

      “Just a minute!”

      Delia stood cross-armed by the door, reminding herself all of this was way better than waiting for her old neighbors to form an old-school pitchfork-and-torch-style mob, and tried not to think about what the moaning sounds signified.

      The door slid open. “Yo,” Joey said, putting a hand on the doorframe. He was wearing a bathrobe stolen from a Courtyard by Marriott.

      Delia sniffed the air. “Why are you wearing cologne?”

      And so much of it.

      Joey shrugged. “Trying to stay fresh.” He reached up and played with a few strands of sandy-blonde hair escaping from his man bun. He wasn’t a bad-looking kid, with the lithe frame of a yoga instructor and a dimpled chin, but a series of tragic grooming decisions, which started with the man bun, ended with his choice of fragrance, and briefly dallied on the attempted soul patch under his lip, was not doing him any favors.

      “Okay, well⁠—”

      “Yes, I checked the batteries,” Joey said in the tone of voice he’d probably used with his mom, and slipped the collar around his neck, grimacing slightly when he touched the silver clasp.

      At least he made it easy on her.

      “Good job,” Delia said, then felt kind of stupid. Should she be giving out gold stars?

      The back door opened and Hirsch came out, followed by Naughton and Linnae, all wearing collars. Naughton paused outside the door, then stuck his head back in. “Emily! Phone down.”

      “Coming!” Baby Girl cried from inside the house.

      Linnae sidled up to Delia, smirking.

      “What?”

      “I like your earrings.”

      “Shit!” For all her fretting over the others, Delia had forgotten to take her earrings out. To the west, the sun was getting low. She pulled the hoops from her ears, looking around for a place to put them.

      “Here,” Naughton said, holding out a hand. He slipped them into the pocket of his jeans.

      The back door opened and Baby Girl came rushing out, hastily throwing the collar around her neck.

      Wordlessly, they gathered in a circle on the patio. Delia leaned in close to Naughton. Electricity filled her body.

      The Change was coming.

      Hirsch looked at each of them in turn, nodding when he confirmed their collars were properly affixed, then took off his bathrobe, folding it carefully and draping it over a patio chair. The others did the same, removing what pieces of clothing they were wearing—a low-effort task for Linnae—except for Baby Girl, who went behind the BBQ, and would not come out until the Change was upon them. Delia tried not to look at anyone but Naughton. This part kind of embarrassed her, although clearly not to the degree it did Baby Girl, but it was necessary.

      Why ruin a perfectly good outfit?

      The sun sank lower, obscured by the neighbor’s palm trees now. Delia shifted from foot to foot, hardly able to contain herself, the energy flowing through her.

      Hirsch clapped his hands together and threw his head back. “Tonight, we hunt!” he yelled, and a loose smattering of whoops and woos went up from the others, because this, this was the really good part, the part most of them had been missing all their lives, when they just got to be, with others who shared their nature, running as wild as circumstances allowed, and not a care in the world.

      If she’d known it was their last time together, Delia might’ve said something.
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      “Jesus Christ!”

      Delia’s eyes snapped open, a phantom hand squeezing her heart tightly. She bolted upright, completely alert, in her room, Naughton next to her—they’d trained themselves to wake up in their own bed with buckets of urine. Gross, but convenient.

      The shout came again, louder.

      Delia sprang to her feet, caught Naughton’s broad, nude back disappearing out the bedroom door, and threw a gown about her body. Then she ran after him, the collar a snug and insistent presence around her throat.

      She hurriedly followed her boyfriend and the sounds of her benefactor’s cries, dodging Hirsch’s junk—down the hall, through the living room, out the back door where Hirsch, clad in a ratty brown bathrobe and scorching his fingers with the stub of a Tareyton, was absolutely and animatedly losing his shit.

      “Who did this?” Hirsch asked, his usually pallid skin flushed red. “Which one of you—ah!” The tip of his cigarette burned him. He tossed it away. “Well?” He pointed at something in the grass.

      Delia followed his finger, wondering what in the world could have⁠—

      “Oh, shit,” Naughton said.

      Oh, shit was right.

      A leg.

      Just one. When it comes to legs, one usually isn’t enough. Unless it’s severed, at about the thigh or so, dried blood blackening around rent flesh and splintered bone, feasting flies buzzing about.

      Then one leg is way too fucking many.

      Especially when it’s wearing a polished boot and blue pants.

      Pant.

      “Anyone want to tell me what happened?” Hirsch asked, though the question was largely rhetorical. Nights Out were like dreams. Some you remembered, most you didn’t, and even those could feel fuzzy and hard to describe. What would someone else’s memory look like, plucked from their skull and dropped directly into yours instead of through the casual, imprecise insertion of human speech?

      The only thing Delia dependably retained from a Night Out was the feeling—something akin to satiation, a large meal or a hard fuck, but utterly distinct.

      “What’s going on?” Joey asked, appearing at her shoulder. Then, “Where the fuck did⁠—”

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Go get the others. And you,” he tipped his chin at Naughton, “get a tarp. Can’t have Mrs. Siodmak seeing this.”

      Naughton nodded and loped off to the shed.

      Delia averted her eyes from the leg and clutched her stomach. The previous night’s hunt lay heavy in her belly—a gutful of meat from a night spent gorging, unceremoniously dumped back into the meandering byways of the human digestive system, usually made an urgent reappearance shortly after dawn. But her personal needs could wait. At least until they made sure Mrs. Siodmak wouldn’t come home from an early-morning shift at the hospital to find severed limbs in her neighbor’s yard. They didn’t have to worry about the elderly couple on the other side—they’d retired and moved away. Arizona, maybe.

      She scanned the yard, looking for more legs. Arms. Torsos. Heads, even. Didn’t see anything, smell anything, but a smear of blood in the grass, trailing off to the back gate.

      Naughton came back with a tarp and spread it over the leg. Hirsch lit another cigarette. The back door creaked open and Joey came out with Linnae, in shorts and a My Bloody Valentine T-shirt, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

      “Where’s Baby Girl?” Hirsch asked.

      “Bathroom,” Joey said with a shrug. Baby Girl wouldn’t even talk to her own housemates without brushing her teeth after a Night Out. She was a daylight vegan who couldn’t stand flesh stuck between her canines and incisors. Delia could commiserate—she’d resisted what she was for years, in her own way.

      “Get her out here, now. By the scruff of her neck if you have to.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      Joey went back inside. They all stood around some more.

      “Did Joey tell you what—” Delia started to ask Linnae, who cut her off with a brief nod.

      Question after question buzzed through Delia’s head. Where did that leg come from? Who did that leg come from? Where’s the rest of them?

      Did I do that?

      Delia gaped at the tarp, the vague outline informing her that one of them had absolutely, unmistakably, without question⁠—

      Killed a fucking cop.

      What else could it be, wrapped in the remains of that uniform? Best-case scenario, it was some male stripper dressed up as a police officer who’d left behind a houseful of disappointed bridesmaids down the street.

      Naughton uncoiled the garden hose and washed blood off the grass.

      The back door opened again.

      “So what’s the big huge deal?” Baby Girl asked, stepping through the doorway. Joey followed on her heels.

      “This,” Hirsch said, bending down and lifting up the tarp for her benefit.

      Baby Girl blanched and stepped back, bumping into Joey’s chest. “Ew! Why the—why would you show me that? Gross.”

      Hirsch let the tarp fall. Slowly, he stood back up, joints popping like gunshots. “You’re right. It’s disgusting. Vile, even. Vile, that one of you would do something so reckless. That one of you”—he stabbed at each of them with his cigarette—“would endanger everything we have. Now, I ask again, who did this?”

      “Wait, how do you know it was one of us?” Joey asked.

      They all groaned. Naughton dropped the hose, walked over to Joey, and slapped him upside the head.

      “Ow,” Joey said, grabbing the side of his head. “It was just a question.”

      “A stupid one,” Linnae croaked. The first time she’d used her voice since their Night Out, clearly.

      “It could have been any of us,” Delia said. “How would we know? And what was a cop doing in the canyon, anyway?”

      Hirsch eyed Delia hard, nostrils twitching. His gaze drifted to Naughton, still watering the bloody grass. Joey, poor dumb Joey. Linnae bit her lip and returned Hirsch’s stare.

      And finally Baby Girl.

      “Naughton, Joey. Check the ravine for the rest of him. That’s our first priority.”

      “Uh, can we have a bio break first?” Joey asked.

      “Hold it. The rest of you, come with me.”

      Delia locked eyes with Naughton, mouthed be careful. He nodded once and headed for the back fence, Joey falling into step behind him—half a head shorter, half as broad of shoulder. A lesser shadow. The rusting gate that opened onto the canyon creaked slightly in the wind.

      Delia turned and headed into the house with the others. They gathered around the kitchen table, Hirsch pushing stacks of bills and magazines out of the way, but none of them actually sat down.

      Hirsch leaned heavily over the table, staring into the red-and-white checkered tablecloth like it might offer answers to their predicament.

      Delia could sympathize. Nothing seemed real. Her mind wouldn’t work. She kept thinking Joey was going to burst back in with the leg and show them it was an obvious prop he’d planted in the yard. Just a joke, can’t you all take a joke?

      “How was he there?” Hirsch muttered to himself, lightly shaking his head.

      “What?” Baby Girl asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Delia went over to the cabinet, got down a few glasses. Poured them each a glass of water from the Brita, spiking a few grape-flavored MiO drops into Baby Girl’s, knowing she wouldn’t drink it otherwise. Summoning up her inner waitress, passing thankful for those years spent servicing unannounced lunchtime ten-tops that all wanted an iced tea, she carried the glasses back over to the table, where nobody but Baby Girl noticed or said thank you.

      “Someone get on their phone,” Hirsch said. “All three of you. See what you can find out.”

      “It’s still plugged in.” Delia headed back to her room, thankful to be doing anything at all. She grabbed her phone off the nightstand and opened her web browser—still on Pinterest, where she’d been tagging different crafty organizational solutions in the vain hope that Hirsch could be talked into letting her build some new shelves for all his shit.

      “Have you seen my phone?” Baby Girl called from the other room.

      “God, you’re useless,” Linnae shot back.

      Delia bit her lip and stared at the screen. She didn’t know what she should be looking up. What keywords. Missing cop?

      Dear god, that leg⁠—

      And besides, what if they could trace her internet searches? Maybe they had a whole room filled with computer hackers, just waiting for someone to type in the wrong combination of words⁠—

      “Nothing on KUSI, yet,” Linnae yelled through the wall. “Some shooting down in the South Bay, a crash on the 15 North near Escondido. That’s about it.”

      Delia snorted, half-amused and half-disgusted with herself. So obvious. She typed in San Diego news and hit search. She scrolled through the results. Just like Linnae had said—nothing of interest.

      Delia stepped back into the hallway, phone still in her hand, almost bumping into Baby Girl.

      “I forgot to charge my phone,” Baby Girl said, holding up a blank screen.

      Back in the kitchen, Linnae was leaning over Hirsch’s shoulder, showing him the results of her news searches. The back door opened and Naughton and Joey came in, covered in dirt and sweat. For a brief moment, Delia let herself be deliciously distracted by the set of his jaw, his taut V-shaped torso, the ropy cords of muscle along his neck.

      Then she felt sick, and guilty.

      “Nothing,” Naughton said, jerking a thumb at the canyon.

      Hirsch perked up. “Nothing? Are you sure?”

      Joey shrugged. “We looked all over⁠—”

      “I’m sure,” Naughton said. “Not a trace.”

      Hirsch sighed heavily. “Which means, I suppose, that the rest of him is inside one of you.”

      Delia’s stomach lurched. She tasted bile in the back of her throat.

      “Oh my fucking god,” Baby Girl said, running for the sink. Her heaving sounds made it all the harder for Delia to keep her own dinner down.

      “Small favors,” Hirsch said, standing up straight. “We’ve got some pressing matters to attend to, then. Emily!”

      Baby Girl’s entire body shuddered, then she looked over her shoulder, ghastly pale, sweat matting her hair to her forehead. She put a hand over her mouth and swallowed.

      “Fucking vegans,” Linnae muttered, so quietly only Delia heard.

      “Cut it out,” Delia whispered to her. “Now’s not the time.”

      “Delia,” Hirsch said. “Pay attention.”

      She looked up to meet his gaze. “Sor⁠—”

      Naughton snarled. Hirsch instinctively backed away, putting the kitchen table between them. For a moment the look on Naughton’s face scared Delia nearly as much as the leg on the lawn had—scared her, and excited her. Part of her wanted him to spring across the kitchen and throw the old man through the window. Not out of hate for one, but love for the other.

      But then Naughton’s features relaxed. He looked more like the man she’d fallen for and spent nearly every moment of every day with. He leaned against the counter, trying to maintain a casual posture. “Uh, I—sorry about that. I didn’t mean it.”

      Except, Delia knew, a part of him did. The wolf never left them, not entirely. At sunrise it ran, hid beneath the surface.

      Never all that far.

      Hirsch sidestepped a hair closer, then addressed the group. “As I was saying. We’ve got several problems to deal with, but two are the most pressing. The first is his partner.”

      “Partner?” Joey asked.

      Hirsch smiled ruefully. “Even with all the budget cuts, I doubt that poor unfortunate was patrolling alone. Sadly, I suspect his partner met the same fate.”

      “Otherwise, the canyon would be crawling with them,” Naughton said.

      “Exactly. So, unless a lone officer wandered into our canyon by mistake, there were two of them. Both gone, we can assume. Which brings us to our next prob⁠—”

      Naughton cleared his throat. “End of watch is 0700.”

      Delia looked down at her phone. 8:30. They’d slept in a bit, after all. But then⁠—

      “They were due back quite some time ago,” Hirsch said.

      Linnae clicked her nails on the counter. “So wouldn’t someone have noticed? The chief, or⁠—”

      “Sergeant, lieutenant, maybe,” Naughton said. “But she’s right. They don’t report in⁠—”

      Hirsch cut him off. “Either way, there’ll be a car. We need to find it. Linnae, scour the neighborhood. Find that car.”

      “I should go,” Naughton said.

      “There’s blood on your shin.”

      Naughton looked down at his bare leg, then nodded.

      “And no one’s going to mistake our dear Linnae for a cop killer. Take your scooter.”

      Linnae walked into the bedroom and came back with a sparkling pink helmet. Incongruous, with her dark hair and darker demeanor. There was something about the girl that Delia couldn’t quite take seriously. Like she knew life was one big put-on, especially when life gave you fangs and claws every couple of months. Linnae strapped the helmet around her chin, cinching her neck fat tight, and went into the garage. A moment later, the garage door clanked up and her moped sputtered to life.

      “What now?” Delia said.

      Hirsch exhaled a long breath, like a drag from one of his Tareytons. “Get yourselves cleaned up. When Linnae returns, we’ll need to move quickly.”

      “Move quickly?”

      Hirsch shot her a look—tired, weary, loaded with all the weight of his seventysome years. “You don’t really think we can stay here, do you?”
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      By the time Delia had taken a shower with Naughton—neither of them in the mood to do anything more than that—and thrown some fresh clothes on, Linnae had returned. The garage door rattled back up, and the moped slid inside and sputtered to a stop.

      “That was fast,” Naughton muttered.

      “That’s good, right?”

      He shook his head and went into the living room. Delia followed him, where the others waited, all freshened up except for Hirsch. Their benefactor still wore the same bathrobe, but like his face, it looked rattier in the midmorning light.

      Linnae stood in the doorway, the sparkling pink helmet still strapped to her head. She sniffed and looked at Delia, Naughton, Hirsch, and Joey.

      Finally, Baby Girl, who curled her legs underneath her and fidgeted.

      “Well?” Hirsch said, lighting a fresh Tareyton.

      Delia absolutely hated it when Hirsch smoked in the house. Baby Girl too. The others didn’t seem to have opinions one way or the other, and regardless, it was Hirsch’s house. Always Hirsch’s house.

      Unsnapping her helmet, Linnae shook her hair loose and let the sparkling gear hang at her side. “Good news, I guess. If you can call it that.”

      Joey smirked. “The police chief’s a werewolf too, and we’re off the hook?”

      “Joey,” Hirsch said. “Don’t bury the lede, dear, out with it. What did you find?”

      “Wasn’t a cop.” Linnae’s face twitched like she was stifling a smile. “Animal control.”

      “Animal control?” Delia echoed.

      Linnae nodded. “About two blocks away, there’s a truck in the alley. Door was half-open when I drove up. I peeked inside, and—hey, what if we just take the leg back?”

      “Take it back?” Delia said.

      “Yeah, why not? That’s where the rest of him is.”

      “His remains? Where?” Hirsch asked.

      “All behind the old Jack in the Box. I shut the door. Don’t worry, I didn’t touch anything.” Linnae bucked at the air with a hip.

      Hirsch sighed, put his head in his hands. “God damn it.” He shook his head slowly.

      “What?” Delia asked. “Linnae found the truck, that’s good⁠—”

      “No!” Hirsch whipped his head up, fixing her with a fierce stare. “Don’t you know what that means?”

      “What what means?” asked Joey.

      Delia turned it over in her head. The truck was at the old, vacant Jack in the Box. The rest of him (oh god, him, poor man) was at the Jack in the Box. The Jack in the Box was a good four or five blocks away, far beyond the range of⁠—

      “Our collars,” Delia said softly.

      Hirsch nodded, slightly, like his neck was hurting him. “Someone,” he said slowly, dragging the word out, “wasn’t wearing theirs last night. Because someone ended up at the goddamn Jack in the Box!” Hirsch smacked the arm of the sofa.

      “Wasn’t me,” Joey said quickly.

      “I always wear mine,” added Naughton.

      Baby Girl added her voice to the chorus of denial.

      Delia didn’t say anything. She’d woken up wearing hers. And, of course, she never dreamed of going without it—the collar was a blessing compared to the things they’d all had to do to manage their Change before Hirsch and the house and all of it.

      Hirsch huffed softly and walked over to the piano on the far side of the room. He set aside a stack of mail and lifted the cover, plunking a single, solitary ivory, the resulting discordant note echoing throughout the living room.

      “Baby Girl,” Hirsch said.

      Baby Girl looked at Delia, her face a mask of confusion. “Me?” she said out of the side of her mouth. “Like, me what?”

      Hirsch turned, the belt of his bathrobe hanging loose, coming undone. “Why?”

      Baby Girl blinked a few times, looked at Delia again for help. “I don’t get it.”

      “You reek of man-blood!” Hirsch hollered, slamming his fist on the piano. “Like you’ve bathed in it, rolled in it. It’s coming out your damned pores!”

      Baby Girl recoiled. She grabbed a throw pillow and squeezed it tight, pushed herself into a corner of the couch. She looked about wildly, a trapped animal. “I didn’t do anything, I don’t know⁠—”

      “Why,” Hirsch said, his voice low and calm now, “did you take your collar off?”

      Baby Girl shook her head quickly. “I didn’t, I⁠—”

      “Fucking liar,” Linnae said, brandishing her pink helmet.

      “Hey,” Delia said, stepping between them. “Let’s just calm down, all of us.”

      “You calm down,” Linnae said. “This dumb bitch just fucked things up for everyone.”

      “You don’t know that⁠—”

      “I didn’t do anything!” Baby Girl shouted.

      Everything stopped. Silence hung in the air. Silence, and the promise of blood. Every single person’s posture, from her own to Linnae’s to aged Hirsch’s, spoke of coiled violence. A powder keg in want of a match.

      “You always defend her,” Linnae snarled at Delia. “Even though⁠—”

      “Linnae,” Delia said simply. “Shut up.”

      Naughton loomed behind her, adding his shadow to hers. Linnae’s face contorted, an expression of pure ugliness, but she looked away and receded into a dark corner of the living room, arms crossed.

      Delia turned her attention to Baby Girl—petulant and cross-armed on the sofa. “You really didn’t forget? Or take it off? Maybe when you were changing behind the grill?”

      “You all saw me put it on. And I wouldn’t take it off. I’m not stupid.” Baby Girl didn’t meet her gaze, but Delia took her at her word.

      “She’s lying,” Linnae hissed.

      “Fuck you,” Baby Girl mumbled.

      “What’d you⁠—”

      Delia inserted herself between them again. She turned to Linnae. “You need to stop, okay? This isn’t helping.”

      “I don’t give a shit.”

      “And I don’t give a shit that you don’t give a shit. Why would she do something like that? Huh? Now sit down.”

      Linnae sneered at her but didn’t say anything, didn’t do anything. Slowly sank into an easy chair opposite Baby Girl, tucking her legs beneath her.

      Hirsch cleared his throat. “I’ve done us all a grave disservice, I think, in my rage. You deserve better.” Every head in the room turned toward him. “We should have a look at Baby Girl’s collar. Delia, dear? Do you mind?”

      Delia nodded once, gave Linnae a look lest she be emboldened to have a go at Baby Girl again in her absence, and headed back down the hallway. Baby Girl shared a room with Linnae since space in Hirsch’s house was at a premium. The small room had two single beds, a line of red string dividing the middle like contentious stepsiblings in a children’s book, and seemed to be some sort of unintentional commentary on the duality of humanity. Ying and yang, expressed in home furnishings. Each side of the room spoke full-throatedly of each girl’s personality—one half Live, Laugh, Love, the other half remaindered set dressing from a Marilyn Manson video, all skull-studded candelabras and gauzy black linen (Linnae, being older, got the side of the room closest to the window and therefore got to choose the blinds). Both collars lay on the dresser they shared, atop the rows of divided drawers. In something of a joke, they’d added tags to their collars—not that the night ever took them so thoroughly that they awoke without a sense of their day-selves. But if you’re going to wear a collar, why not have fun with it? Linnae’s was studded with chrome spikes, the jangling tag reading simply Fuck You, whereas Baby Girl’s was light green and bamboo-patterned, declaring her love for Family in flowery script.

      She lifted Baby Girl’s off the dresser and headed back out to the living room. Nobody had moved a muscle in her absence, although the energy remained the same. Any second, they might slaughter each other.

      Hirsch shifted on the piano bench and held out a gnarled hand.

      Delia gently laid Baby Girl’s collar in his grasp.

      Hirsch sniffed and held the collar out, letting it dangle a good distance from his farsighted eyes. The Family tag jangled. He ran a finger along the material, pausing just shy of the silver clasp that kept them from clawing the collars off and running roughshod over the face of the world. Even safely sealed inside his man-flesh, an aversion to silver remained, one that Delia shared. A couple of days after the Change, she wouldn’t notice and could safely don the silver bangles and matching earrings left to her by her grandmother if the mood struck. But during a Change cycle, you couldn’t pay her enough to touch skin to silver.

      Hirsch’s fingers circled around to the battery compartment in the back. He opened it up, and two AA batteries fell into his palm. “Give me something,” he said. “A flashlight.”

      Naughton pulled a Mini Maglite from his jeans and gave it to Hirsch. The older man emptied the flashlight’s battery compartment and set them on the piano bench next to him, then inserted the batteries from Baby Girl’s collar. He screwed the compartment shut, aimed at the wood-paneled wall, and flipped the flashlight on.

      Nothing happened.

      “Oh shit,” Joey said, apparently the swiftest of them all for once. “The batteries must have gone dead.”

      “I checked them though,” Baby Girl said. “Just like we’re supposed to, I checked⁠—”

      “No matter,” Hirsch said heavily. “The mystery is solved, what mystery it was. And I suppose it doesn’t matter, not really. Not for what comes next.”

      “What,” Delia said, interrupting herself with a swallow, “comes next?”

      “Change.”

      She frowned at that—change? Obvious, and inevitable, but if she could prolong it for just a moment more, stave it off by failing to acknowledge it in full, then maybe, just maybe it wouldn’t really come. Perhaps the universe would lay the fuck off, realize the joke was about as funny as one of Joey’s pull my finger routines.

      “I killed somebody?” Baby Girl said softly, slowly, the realization finally hitting her.

      “No, you just ripped their leg off, then they died of cancer,” Linnae replied.

      “Linnae!”

      Baby Girl hung her head, sobs wracking her body. “I don’t know, I just⁠—”

      Delia put an arm around her and drew her small shaking body close. It could’ve been any of them, really.

      “Yes, you killed someone, dear,” Hirsch said. “Exactly what we’ve worked so hard to avoid.”

      “God—”

      “What’s done is done,” Hirsch said, rising—he paused halfway, grimaced, then straightened himself. “When we live within the heart of civilization, this is the inevitable result. Out there? It’s all meat. All of it. Even with the collars, it’s a risk. Always a chance some transient will set up camp in the canyon and pay dearly for it. I’ve long feared something like this might happen. And planned for it.”

      “You have?” Delia said. The thought that Hirsch had been keeping secrets from her, and Naughton as well, troubled her.

      “When each of us was on our own, we found ways to cope with our own natures, did we not? Ways to survive, to avoid bringing attention to ourselves.”

      One by one, they nodded. Even tear-stricken Baby Girl. Those early nights around the firepit in the backyard after finding each other, one of the first topics of conversation was how they’d survived on their own for so long. After a few dangerous Changes, once they realized what was happening, each experimented with and settled on their own methods. Before everything started going south, Delia popped sleeping pills in dangerous amounts and handcuffed her ankles to an eyebolt screwed into the wall—vague memories of trying to chew through her own legs haunted her, not to mention the uncomfortable tableau of being restrained in a room, which brought back memories she’d drank hard to forget. Naughton sailed his boat out past the twelve-mile limit and took his chances in the ocean, while Joey and Linnae both headed off into the desert and as far as either knew, never ran into each other. Baby Girl, the youngest, the smallest, still growing into her night-self, only needed Xanax and a locked door.

      Unlike the rest of them, she’d never had the chance to truly run free. Delia suspected that had something to do with Baby Girl’s refusal to accept her own nature—the Change had been nothing but a burden to her, and while the nights in the canyon were a wonder in and of themselves, running until you slammed up against an invisible fence was hardly the same as running wild.

      “Those methods we all used to manage ourselves,” Hirsch continued, “were successful, but still dangerous.” He looked directly at Delia. “And perhaps we were all being overcautious. On our own, we are fundamentally scavengers, content to tear through the trash. Upend dumpsters, seize whatever small and unthreatening prey crosses our path. But joined together, we are hunters. Predators. The possibilities shift. I knew this might happen when I brought us all together, and did what I could to minimize the risk. Though I could not eliminate it. I regret nothing, I should add. Not a thing.” Hirsch cleared his throat. “Evolution only ends when a species goes extinct, and stagnation usually ushers in the end. We’ve lived as pugs for too long. It’s time for us to evolve.”

      “What are you saying?” Delia asked.

      “I’m saying I want to show you something. Follow me to the garage.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With the exception of Linnae’s mini-office and moped, none of them had much use for the garage. Joey’s thumbs were neither green nor greasy, and if Naughton wanted to tinker with something he’d go down to the marina and work on his boat. The garage was the place one could feel Hirsch’s presence the most strongly if he were not about, because it was utterly crammed with his shit, floor to ceiling, to a point where the rest of the house seemed neat and orderly in comparison.

      Hirsch shoved a few plastic tubs of Christmas decorations out of the way and went over to the wall. He let down a hanging tarp, revealing a map of California. A red thumbtack was stuck in the center, somewhere south of Yosemite.

      “What’s this?” Delia asked. The others crowded around next to her.

      “Talbot, California,” Hirsch said. “An old railroad town, abandoned these last hundred years.”

      “And you’re showing us this because . . . ?” Joey asked.

      “Let him talk,” Naughton growled.

      “I’m showing this to you because,” Hirsch said with a flourish, “it is my legacy. My gift to you. I purchased it last year.”

      “Purchased? Like you own it?” Baby Girl asked.

      “Exactly right.”

      “I think I saw something like that on BuzzFeed,” Linnae said. “Somebody was selling a ghost town up near Mount Whitney.”

      “You can just buy a town?” Baby Girl asked.

      Delia tried not to roll her eyes. Any time Baby Girl encountered a concept that didn’t square with her rather narrow and sheltered worldview, it took her several, very repetitive questions to get it.

      “My dear, you can buy anything.”

      “How much does something like that cost?” Joey asked.

      “Joey—” Delia began.

      “No, it’s all right,” Hirsch said. “Cheaper than you’d think. A few hundred acres and a couple of ramshackle buildings were well within my budget. People spend more than that on timeshares.”

      “What is this place, exactly?” Delia said.

      “It’s our vacation home. When I bought it, I planned to refurbish the place. Perhaps park some trailers on the land. When the Change came, we’d have a place to go to just be. To run wild, without a care in the world.”

      Something fluttered in Delia’s chest. The idea of running free, truly free, not limiting herself to a canyon with invisible walls all about, a collar around the neck to shock her if she traveled too far afield, seemed glorious. Chasing Naughton under the moon, Naughton chasing her. Catching each other. It all seemed poetic and beautiful and the kind of thing over which Thoreau might have waxed philosophic, had he been bless-cursed with lycanthropic tendencies.

      “This is what I had in mind, for us. But I’m afraid our daytime creature comforts will have to wait. You’ll all leave for Talbot immediately. I’ll follow, when I can.”

      “We’re leaving?” Joey said.

      “You’re not coming with us?” Baby Girl asked.

      Hirsch shook his head. “Not yet. Unfortunately, I’ve got some cleaning up to do here.”

      “Why don’t we just wait for you?” Delia asked.

      “If we all leave at once, it might seem suspicious—should the eyes of the law turn in this direction. We must act as though we’re innocent.”

      “Most of us are,” Linnae said.

      Delia ignored her. “Hirsch, what if you get caught? That’s not⁠—”

      “No. I’m old, my dear. I’ve lived quite a full life. If I can’t make our problem disappear, then I’m the only one of us who should pay for it.”

      Of course Baby Girl didn’t protest, though she should have—this was her mistake, after all. Delia wanted to say something more, but he was right. And whatever happened, Hirsch had some culpability for bringing them all together in the first place, for not creating protocols so stringent that a couple of dead batteries could upend their lives.

      “I’ll stay,” Naughton said. “Give you a hand.”

      “Out of the question⁠—”

      “We have to move the truck. Dump it somewhere. It’s a two-man job.”

      Hirsch regarded him for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. But I’ll drive the truck. You follow me in your Jeep. Any sign of police, you leave. Are we agreed?”

      Naughton nodded.

      Delia didn’t like the idea of being separated from him, not with another Night Out hours away, but she knew he was right. Any chance of salvaging this required two people, and Naughton was the best choice. He couldn’t wrangle the younger ones with a word like she could, and if more violence was in the offing, his day-self was better suited for such a task.

      “I guess we should pack,” Joey said.

      “Lightly, and quickly. You’ve got a seven-hour drive ahead. And I don’t think I need to remind you.” Hirsch looked at each of them in turn. “The night’s coming.”
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      The road trip was brutal and left Delia with the inescapable feeling that this whole thing was a mistake.

      Twenty minutes up I-15, Joey had to pee. Then Linnae got hungry. Baby Girl got carsick. Delia at least timed her own needs with the rest of her pack, but by the time they got to Bakersfield, she was about ready to tear the rest of them limb from limb thanks to the constant stops and starts. When the Change was upon them, appetites and urges grew stronger, even during the day. So, when Joey caught a whiff of an In-N-Out eight miles upwind, their mouths were all watering by the time they reached the exit. Or a stray scent, accumulated canine urine at a rest stop, compelled them all to go investigate further, though only Joey was built for answering such a message in human form.

      Time was not her friend. Sunset was at exactly 5:56 p.m., back in San Diego, and would not be far off in Talbot. But unfamiliar as she was with the vagaries of the landscape, the prospect was as much a source of anxiety for her as Baby Girl’s continued insistence that they all listen to Lady Gaga and Linnae’s equally emphatic demands that Joy Division be played instead. Or Joey, who kept fucking kicking her seat.

      They stopped near the Old Tejon Picnic Ground to stretch their legs. Delia left the others at the car and went off by herself, taking in the slouching San Emigdio mountain range and the blue sky beyond. It felt good, both moving around and removing herself from the incessant chatter that was part and parcel of being around the younger ones. She stopped at a picnic table, sat down, rubbing her temples, and wondered how the hell her life had changed so irrevocably, so quickly. They had it good at Hirsch’s house on Kessler Circle, so good. And now they were bound for parts unknown to . . . to what? Camp?

      The prospect of running free excited her. The rest, not so much. She didn’t mind the outdoors, though she hardly loved them the way Naughton did. Going for a hike was more her speed, but once the Change was over, what then? It wasn’t just a matter of missing out on creature comforts, like hot showers, grocery stores, and the nightlife San Diego offered. She swallowed heavily, thinking about the real reason she didn’t care for camping.

      Camping too often brought campfires. She wasn’t pyrophobic or anything, she just didn’t care to sit next to⁠—

      “Heads!” Joey yelled.

      Delia ducked just in time to avoid catching an errant Frisbee to the skull.

      Joey came trotting after it, all smiles. “Sorry. Damn thing got away from me.”

      Delia glanced back at the car. Baby Girl was leaning against the trunk, phone in hand, probably texting with Chad, or Chas, or whatever his name was. Linnae was nowhere to be seen.

      “Who are you playing with?”

      Joey picked up the Frisbee. “Trying to see if I can toss it up and catch it before it hits the ground.” He pantomimed throwing the disc to her. “You want to play?”

      “No.” Delia pulled out her cell. “I’m going to check in with the others real quick, then we’ll get going.”

      Joey shrugged. “Okay. Tell Naughton I said what’s up.” He chucked the Frisbee straight up in the air and ran around in a circle trying to catch it.

      Delia left him to it and headed a short distance away before she called Naughton.

      He picked up on the first ring. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” She flushed, slightly—his voice still gave her butterflies. “How’s, uh, how’s everything going?”

      Naughton sighed on the other end. “Fine. We’ve got a plan, at least.”

      “That’s . . . good.” She paced back and forth, anxiety gnawing at her. “What’s, uh—” She cut herself off, unsure how much she should say over the phone. Nobody would be listening. This wasn’t a movie and they weren’t under FBI surveillance or anything, but she didn’t really want to put any of this into words anyway. She didn’t need to keep reminding herself how real this all was.

      “I’ve got to go. We’re taking the boat out now, then tomorrow we’re taking the car. Probably take all day, so we’ll see you the day after that.”

      She nodded to herself, trying not to think about what Naughton was doing, what toll it might exact on him. “I can’t wait. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” Naughton clicked off.

      Across the parking lot, Joey ran headlong into the car, bounced off, and landed on his ass in the gravel, while the Frisbee sailed into some brush. “Ow!”

      Lovely.
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      By Visalia, she very much wanted a nap, but she wasn’t about to let any of the others drive. Maybe Linnae, although she might steer them off a cliff just to have a chuckle at the look on Delia’s face while they plummeted to their deaths.

      “Dude, let’s get some Chick-fil-A,” Joey said when they were finally, mercifully outside of Fresno.

      With only an hour to go.

      “Forget it,” Delia said. “We don’t have time.”

      “It’ll only take a minute.”

      “You just had In-N-Out.”

      “Hours ago! I’ve got to piss anyway. Let’s just go in there. I’ll grab some fries, and we’ll get going.”

      “Joey—”

      “I’ve got to pee too,” Baby Girl said.

      “I want food,” Linnae said.

      Delia briefly considered swerving into the path of an oncoming semi, but the thick concrete divider stayed her hand. She glanced at the dash clock, at the blue sign advertising culinary options for the next couple of exits. Back at the dash clock.

      Thing is, they really only had to get mostly to Talbot. She’d looked at the map a couple of times, and the ghost town truly was in the middle of nowhere, thirty or more miles from the closest settlement. If the night came down while they were on the road, as long as they were in the homestretch, well, she’d just pull over to the berm and hope they could find the car in the morning. Maybe mark around the tires a bit to help them find their way back.

      “Delia?” Joey said.

      “Fine.”

      She took the next exit, looking for telltale neon signs. Drove past a few gas stations before she found the restaurant. The drive-thru beckoned, but since everybody had to use the bathroom, that wasn’t an option. Instead, she parked and eyed the clock again.

      “Well, hurry up,” she shouted over her shoulder.

      Three doors opened, three wolves got out. Delia pulled out her phone, scrolled through Instagram. The banality comforted her. Here were girls whose biggest problems were how many followers they had, whose own nights out left them with smeared makeup and broken heels, not meat stuck between their teeth and the vague sense they’d done something horrible. Some people might have looked down on them—many did, in fact. Easy fucking jokes. Delia just envied their normality, wished she could live a life like that.

      Now here she was, ferrying a bunch of pups north of everything they’d known, hoping to get there before⁠—

      “Hey,” Linnae said, getting back in the car. The aroma of the greasy bag she carried made Delia’s mouth water. “Got you a spicy chicken.”

      Delia almost said I’m not hungry, but that was bullshit. They were always hungry, all of them. “Thanks.”

      She took the sandwich from Linnae and performed surgery. A mayonnaise-smeared slice of iceberg lettuce sailed out the window.

      “Where’s the other two?”

      “Joey’s ordering. Baby Girl’s still in the bathroom. Fixing her fucking makeup.”

      Delia rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable. Within an hour, it’ll be gone.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “We don’t have time for this shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      Nobody went in to get them. They sat in silence, chewing in unison.

      “Delia?”

      Something about the way she said it gave Delia pause. No edge to it, just real. Not like Linnae at all. “Yeah?”

      “I did some research on Talbot. While we were driving up here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just thought we should get to know where we’re going.”

      “Sounds reasonable.” Delia would have done the same if she hadn’t been driving. She hadn’t even had time to think much about their current situation. Hirsch had ushered them out of the house in a hurry. She’d barely had time to grab a couple of things and kiss Naughton goodbye. Then she’d spent the next six hours trying to keep them all alive and accommodate every last one of their needs. “Find any interesting history?”

      “There’s some weird stuff.”

      “Weird how?”

      Linnae bit her lip, making her piercing disappear. “People going missing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “None of it’s official, it’s all message boards, Creepypasta-type shit. Urban legends, I guess. But there’s a lot of⁠—”

      “No, fuck you!” Joey yelled from the parking lot.

      Delia glanced out the windshield. Joey was standing at the back of a lifted truck, beating his underdeveloped chest at the white-and-black mastiff hybrid chained in the truck bed. Who, for its part, was snarling, nails scrabbling against the side rail, trying to lunge at Joey.

      “Great.” Delia tossed her chicken sandwich on the dash and pushed her door open. “Hey! Get back in the car!”

      Joey flipped off the barking dog. “This guy’s an asshole.”

      “Guy? It’s a dog.”

      “So? He thinks he can just talk shit⁠—”

      “Hey!” a short man in paint-spattered clothes yelled from the restaurant door. “Stop fucking with my dog. He’s a service animal, you see the vest?”

      The dog lunged again, the chain tense against its weight.

      Joey whirled on the man, spittle flying from his jaws. “Why don’t you tell your dog to shut the fuck up?”

      “What’d you say to me?”

      Delia dashed across the parking lot, grabbing Joey by the elbow. “We don’t have time for this.”

      Joey shrugged her off. “I’m going to put my foot so far up this guy’s ass he’ll be flossing with my shoelaces.”

      Linnae cackled from the car.

      “A little help?” Delia called to her, although she didn’t expect the other girl to do anything. That would be too much like helping.

      The short man stalked toward Joey, a greasy paper bag swinging in one hand. “You got a problem, pal?”

      Delia got in between them. “No problem, he’s just, uh, off his meds.”

      The short man glared at them both. “Get your boy under control.”

      “Boy? Man, you better watch your⁠—”

      Baby Girl suddenly appeared in the restaurant door, snapping gum and pointing a thumb back at the counter. “Um, you guys? I think they’re calling the police.”

      Delia dragged Joey by the ear back to the car, leaving the irate dog owner standing and scowling by his pickup.

      “Delia, I⁠—”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Delia hissed, shoving Joey into the back and getting into the driver’s seat.

      The dash clock affirmed her words.

      Night was nearly upon them.
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      The dead man’s name was Dante Sayles. In life, he stood five feet eleven, weighed 185 pounds, had red hair and blue eyes, and required glasses to operate a motor vehicle. He lived on the 4500 block of Date Avenue in La Mesa. His driver’s license number was H3131981, and he was not an organ donor, which made Naughton feel slightly less bad about pitching the man’s butchered remains into the California Current, thirty nautical miles off the coast of Mexico, so there wasn’t any chance of them getting hung up in the Coronado Islands.

      Although, in a way, Dante Sayles’s organs were indeed being donated against his express wishes. But instead of hopeful children needing a kidney, hungry fish would be the only beneficiaries.

      Naughton was the only witness. He watched the remains sink into the ocean—he’d punctured the man’s lungs with a knife and weighted him down with rocks because his knowledge of the currents was deep but not infallible—and stood up on the deck of his thirty-six-foot Grady-White Canyon 376. To the west, the sun was dropping low, not quite touching the horizon yet. Images of what he’d had to do filled his mind. He tried his best to stifle them and failed. A fierce headache throbbed behind his right eye. He took off his Oakleys, rubbing his face, and then realized he probably should’ve taken the gloves off first.

      “Damn,” he muttered, peeling off the latex gloves and then dunking them in a bucket of bleach. Later he’d throw them out, so as not to add more plastic to the Great Pacific Garbage Patch—at least one credo he’d not broken today. He then squirted hand sanitizer on his palm and rubbed it on his face. Tomorrow, he’d wipe the whole boat down, give it a solid top-to-bottom. Which wouldn’t even look suspicious, because any charter captain worth his salt knew cleanliness was next to godliness, and maybe even a little past it.

      “Is it done?”

      Hirsch stood next to the center console, holding on for dear life. Sweat plastered his hair to his forehead, and he looked pallid. He was wearing a Salt Life T-shirt that was a size too small, causing his stomach to bulge. He’d been belowdecks, curled up on the settee and vomiting into a bucket that usually held fish guts, practically from the moment they pulled out of Shelter Island.

      Naughton hadn’t said anything about the fish guts.

      “Yes,” Naughton replied, nodding at the ocean’s surface.

      “I’m sorry,” Hirsch said. “I wanted to be there for it. I don’t mean to put it all on you.”

      “You didn’t have to come. If you’d told me you got seasick so easily⁠—”

      “Well, how was I to know? I don’t make it a practice, gallivanting around on boat decks like I’m Errol goddamn Flynn.”

      The name sounded familiar, but Naughton didn’t get the reference. He wasn’t much for movies or TV. They didn’t hold his interest, but then again he’d mostly grown up without them.

      “Are you pressing on the webbing of your hand like I showed you?”

      Hirsch held up his right hand, thumb pressed in the exact spot. “Yes, yes. I can’t tell if it’s working, or if I’ve simply run out of things to throw up. Your bucket’s full, by the way.”

      “Try to relax. Night’s coming.” Naughton motioned for Hirsch to take a seat behind the console, then checked his watch. Another twenty minutes to sunset. He went over to the cooler, grabbed two Dos Equis, and cracked them open.

      “Fresh out of limes,” he said, handing one to Hirsch.

      “It’s all right.”

      Naughton sat next to him, and together they watched the sun dipping lower in the sky. He was glad for it. This had been one of the strangest days of an unorthodox existence. After Delia and the pups left, he’d spent a few minutes conferring with Hirsch, strategizing the best way to get rid of the evidence, both body and vehicle. The problem was not insignificant. With a cop car, they might’ve removed the light rack and painted the body, made it look like some asshole pretending to be a cop’s car. But the animal control truck looked like nothing else. The consensus was to scrub it, hide it under a tarp, and ditch the body first, reducing their exposure from murder one with enhancements to grand theft auto.

      Luckily, with Naughton’s boat, Dante Sayles was the easier part.

      Never had he thought he’d be getting rid of a body. And truth be told, he wouldn’t have had to if he’d stuck to the plan that helped him deal with his nature for going on twenty years now.

      Then again, he wouldn’t have met Delia.

      He missed her badly, even more so with the electricity crackling through his body that presaged the coming Change. But he knew it was the right decision, her getting the kids—liabilities, really—out of town. Not permanently, he still held out hope they could resume their usual lives when things died down. Once he and Hirsch were finished with their work, nothing would tie Dante Sayles to the pack. Nor would anyone even know if he was dead. The idea ate at Naughton. The man must have a family, but he’d choose his own family over Sayles’s any day of the week.

      “You really used to sail away on your boat for every Change, huh?”

      Naughton nodded. “The charters take me out here all the time anyway. It’s just one more trip.”

      “Ah, yes, the charters.” Hirsch shifted in his seat. “Not bad work for one of us, eh?”

      “You can set your own schedule. It’s convenient.” He clinked his bottle off Hirsch’s and drank.

      Hirsch did as well, surveying the endless ocean around them. “I’ve been meaning to ask. How exactly are we going to manage, out here? I’m afraid I’ll wake up miles from the boat.”

      “It’s not like the canyons or the woods. Nothing to chase. But I do have a fail-safe.” Naughton set his beer on the console and opened a storage locker. He pulled out a life vest and tossed it to Hirsch.

      “Put that on.”

      Hirsch eyed the vest, then a smile broke out on his face. “Silver clasps!”

      “There’s an emergency light too. Never needed it. Sometimes I’ll wake up on my back, looking up at the sky. But never far from the boat.”

      Hirsch shrugged the vest on, grimacing slightly when he set the clasps. “It’s tight.”

      Naughton stepped behind him and worked the straps. “Needs to be tighter.”

      “Ah!” Hirsch leaned back against the console, fiddling with the vest. “Well, I might not be able to breathe, but I do feel a bit better about this whole adventure. It’s a brilliant idea. Same principle as the collars.”

      Naughton shrugged. “I didn’t come up with it, though.”

      “Who did?”

      Naughton took his beer over to the bow. The sun dropped lower, the deck rocked beneath him. “My dad,” he said over his shoulder.

      Hirsch got up to join him. “Your father? Was he⁠—”

      “Like me? In a lot of ways, yes. The way you’re asking? No.”

      “Then how did he know to, hmm, assist you?”

      Naughton leaned against the railing. The sun was almost down, illuminating the horizon in oranges, pinks, and purples. A beautiful day, despite all the ugliness. He was feeling it now, the coming Change. Seemed a strange time to tell Hirsch about his upbringing, a topic they’d never discussed in any detail because they rarely had time to themselves and Naughton wasn’t a talkative person. Delia knew about his past, in detail. The others did not.

      “The short version,” he said, pointing at the setting sun with his beer bottle. “You know I was born in Key West.”

      The boat rocked slightly, Hirsch gripped the railing. Sucked in a slow breath before replying, “Your mother was a waitress, I believe?”

      Naughton nodded. “Dad was a charter boat captain. Apples, trees, all that, I guess. Met my mother at a bar called Sally O’Brien’s. He was from up north, Miami. They hit it off, barely traded names, and one shot was all it took. Nine months later?” He tapped his beer bottle against his chest. “I don’t think my mother ever looked for him. She met another man, he owned a chain of T-shirt stores—you know the kind, cheap touristy shit. The Margaritas Made Me Do It. They raised me, but she didn’t lie to him or me. The T-shirt guy, Eddie, he was good to me. Took me fishing, snorkeling, all that. But then Mom got sick. Cancer.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hirsch said, patting Naughton’s shoulder.

      Naughton glanced at the contact, felt the urge to slide down the railing, but held his ground. “Anyway. When it became clear Mom didn’t have much time left, she finally got around to calling my dad. Captain Terry. Terence Wallace. He sailed down from Miami to be with us. Got along great with Eddie, but then the captain got along with everyone. He was huge, with skin like leather, a snake tattoo down his arm, but this twinkle in his eye. And the thing was, he was so excited to have a son. At night, we’d sit up on the deck of his boat, just talking. He told me all about the places he’d been, all over the world. I told him whatever ten-year-olds think about and he couldn’t get enough of it. After the funeral he asked if I wanted to come live with him, and Eddie didn’t have a problem with it, so I did.”

      “Just like that.”

      “From there, I pretty much grew up at sea. He taught me things. Sailing, navigation, how to gut a fish.”

      “Charming.”

      “For me, it was—uh.” The sun was dropping into the ocean now, and the feeling was taking hold—the only thing he could call it, the feeling. He spun from the rail, staggered back to the console, and put his beer down. Behind him, Hirsch was moaning, fidgeting with his life vest.

      “So what—ah—what happened to your, uh, Captain Terry?” Hirsch managed.

      Naughton opened his mouth to reply, but his throat swelled, his teeth spilled out on the deck, his bones shifted and cracked. The colors of the setting sun shifted, and then he could smell the sea, really smell it, every salt molecule on the breeze a delicacy. His thoughts fuzzed, like static on a television screen, words scrambling into images, and he saw his father, dead these past five years. And with the last vestige of his humanity, he pushed the thought away and let Delia’s face fill his mind.

      Until it was gone.
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      You know these kids.

      If you didn’t go to school with them, your older brother did, before they dropped out and got jobs at the Texaco. Or maybe you were the corner store owner who had to tell them you weren’t running a fucking dirty magazine library, the teacher shushing them, the arcade attendant chasing them with a broom for shoving a gob of Wrigley’s in the slot of the Galaga machine yet again, the jogger they yelled nice tits at on a fucking Saturday morning, the right proper reverend with vague memories of two dipshits in Sunday school ripping pages out of the Good Book to roll up joints, or maybe even Grandma Dee, who still pictures them as little tow-headed cherubs, way before the long hair and the leather jackets and Tooth and Nail on cassette, baby.

      Even though she knows the distinction between what she remembers and what’s in front of her ain’t due to her prescription.

      Point is, you know who I’m talking about. Two dudes in a Trans Am, on the prowl for some poontang, some green, maybe some white. Drunk on Miller Lite on a Saturday night, crushing cans on their skulls, tossing them out the window because fuck it. Cigarette butts, too, like who’s afraid of Smokey Bear? Hell, who’s afraid of anything with the radio up this loud?

      Thing is, what are they doing here, screaming like banshees toward a ghost town?

      Down in Fresno, sure. Snake and Splooge wouldn’t be out of place in a laundromat parking lot or under a bridge, tagging lies about girls they’ll definitely never make it with over cracked concrete. But out on a dirt road, in the middle of nowhere, a stoner’s throw from the Sierra National Forest?

      The fuck, man?
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        * * *

      

      Snake, the bigger one, pulled their car to a stop a few yards from a cluster of ramshackle buildings—all rough, clapboard structures, intended to be temporary when somebody threw them up a very, very long time ago, their sullen refusal to collapse more a testament to hardheadedness than craftsmanship. Some of the buildings still had four walls and a roof, others were working with a lot less. All bore the scars of frontier life—critter nests, scorch marks, slumping beams that were probably more termite than wood at this late stage in the game. The settlement used to be a stop on the Southern Pacific Railroad, but Snake and his buddy Splooge didn’t know that. Didn’t know much, really. But especially not that.

      Nor did they know any of the things that had happened nearby, a very long time ago.

      “What a fucking dump,” Snake announced, getting out of the car. He left the headlights on, illuminating the broke-down village. He whipped his mullet about, looking for a place to piss. Finally decided the spot he was standing was as good as any. Dropped his zip and let it fly.

      Splooge got out of the car and belched. “You’re gonna piss right there?”

      “Nobody’s around,” Snake said. “Isn’t that the whole point?”

      “Ya got me there. Fuck it.” Splooge freed his own lizard and gave it a drain.

      “You pissing on my car?”

      Splooge looked down, caught his stream splashing off the Trans Am’s tire. “No.”

      “Better not.”

      Both bros wrapped up their respective business with a vigorous shake. Splooge leaned back into the car and grabbed a flashlight—yellow plastic, shitty, blue light special at the place you go when Kmart’s a cunt hair beyond your budget. He turned it on. Nothing happened. He smacked it and a weak stream of light, pale yellow like his piss, shot across the hood of the Trans Am and splashed Snake in the eyes.

      “Watch where the fuck you point that thing.”

      “Sorry.”

      “C’mon,” Snake said. “Gina gets off in two hours. I wanna be back by then.”

      “Okay.”

      Snake and Splooge walked over to the sad cluster of buildings. Rotting boards did little to silence the sweet sounds of Dokken, still blaring from their stereo. Splooge played his beam over the dilapidated structures and tried not to choke to death on mold. “It’s perfect.”

      “You kidding me?” Snake replied. “This place sucks. No girl’s gonna fuck in that.” He pointed a greasy finger at what might have been a general store once upon a time. The front door was gone, the windows busted out. Weeds and mushrooms sprouted from the floorboards.

      Splooge sighed. He’d explained the plan to Snake about eight times already. “The buildings are just for ambience.” He put a nasally twang on that last word, giving away his family’s Midwestern roots.

      “Ambi-what?”

      First time he’d met Snake, Splooge figured the guy was playing up the whole glue-sniffing, head-banging, stoned-ass hesher persona. Second time he’d met him, Splooge knew it wasn’t an act. Snake was the kind of guy who wasn’t all that bright to begin with, was actively working to make himself dumber on a daily basis, and reacted violently to anything he didn’t understand. Like big words and the tax code, which is why he’d recently spent nine months in jail on an aggravated assault charge and H&R Block had to scramble to find another CPA to shepherd their south Fresno branch through tax season.

      “Never mind,” Splooge said. “I just mean these fucking shacks aren’t important. We can put the generator there”—he pointed out a barren patch of ground behind the general store—“run some cables over to where we’ll put up the stage. Back by the car. We can set up tents and stuff. Couple kegs. All that.”

      Snake looked around the abandoned village, slowly nodding. “I get it now.”

      “Righteous,” Splooge said. “Out here, no cops are going to fuck with us. It sure as hell won’t be like that Grime Company show at the warehouse.” A yellowish bruise still lingered across his lower back from the kidney shot he’d taken from some pig’s nightstick.

      “I’m getting another beer,” Snake said, walking back to the car.

      Splooge stuck around to poke through the abandoned town a little more, see if he could find anything interesting, seeing as how they’d driven all the way up here. He’d gotten the idea from his dad, of all people. Papa Splooge was a big-time history buff. Loved all that old-timey shit. Splooge thought it was boring, but one day he’d been looking through his dad’s books for pages he might convert to rolling papers and found this one volume, Ghost Towns of Central California. Slim, more like a pamphlet, really, but that’s where he found out about Talbot. Out in the middle of nowhere. Travel time aside, the perfect place to promote a metal show and not have to worry about anything. Get some bands, get some girls, and party all night. Make a regular thing of it, maybe bank enough money to cut south for LA and the real action. Get a spot on the Sunset Strip and rock out with his cock out. Splooge had a tin ear, couldn’t sing a note or strum the guitar or even keep rhythm on the bongo drum out in the garage, a relic from his dad’s hippie days, but he could talk to people. Even guys like Snake. Figured he was cut out to be a promoter, and maybe he’d never strut across the stage in tight leather pants, getting pelted with panties, but at least he could linger on the edges of it all, soaking up the scene and the tunes and the ’tang.

      Splooge poked his head in another doorway. Smelled earth and rot. This one had a dirt floor, an actual dirt floor. Unlike the abandoned buildings he and Snake frequented back in Fresno, there weren’t any beer cans or condom wrappers or graffiti, no broken glass or mildew-streaked centerfolds. No sign anybody with a boner and a pulse had ever been there. Weird, but he chalked it up to being out in the middle of nowhere.

      Never thinking he might not be the first party animal to try coming up Talbot way to tie one on.

      BRAAAAMMMMM!

      Splooge jumped. The Trans Am’s horn echoed in his ears. He left the shacks behind and walked back to the car, the high beams blasting him hard. He clicked his own flashlight off, shielding his eyes.

      “Dude, turn that shit off!” he yelled, but either Snake didn’t hear him over the radio or didn’t give a shit.

      Splooge stepped out of the path of the headlights and walked around to the passenger side. He wanted to say something about not being a dick, but Snake was the kind of guy who’d just double down at best. At worst, Splooge might catch a broken jaw like Bob from Accounting who’d just been trying to explain what a standard deduction was.

      “Okay, let’s—” Splooge started to say.

      Till he saw Snake.

      Snake’s head was tipped back, eyes wide and blank, jaw hanging open, a round and ragged hole punched through his throat, drooling blood down his bare chest.

      There’s fight, there’s flight, then there’s what Splooge did.

      Splooge just stared, trying to make sense of it all. Some kind of twisted prank, or⁠—

      Maybe Splooge leaned on the Trans Am the wrong way, because Snake’s body toppled over, landing on the passenger side, looking up at Splooge with lifeless eyes.

      That’s when the scream Splooge had been working on finally made its debut, so raw and shrill that, had he been able to generate such a sound on command, he would have at least gotten himself a second look as a backing vocalist for the Crüe. He turned to run but stopped cold when something reared up from the shadows.

      Something big, something broad.

      Something hairy.

      Bigfoot?

      Splooge’s scream cut out. He dropped to his belly and crawled under the Trans Am, kidney bruise complaining that it wasn’t quite ready for this shit yet. Tiny rocks scraped his palms.

      Splooge made himself as small as he could, curling up under the transmission, staying away from the edges. He couldn’t hear anything over the stereo. His own rapid, stinking breath hit the car’s underbelly and bounced back at him.

      Maybe—

      Something grabbed his ankle and squeezed. A claw bit through the fabric of his jeans, plunging into his flesh.

      “No—”

      Something wrenched him out from under the Trans Am, ripping a hole in his T-shirt and scraping belly fat on the rough ground.

      Splooge shut his eyes but still felt the thing looming over him. Eyeing him. Appraising him.

      Play dead, Splooge thought.

      He didn’t have to play for very long.
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      MILES OUTSIDE TALBOT, CALIFORNIA

      The year and change she’d been living at Hirsch’s trained some useful habits into Delia. The old dog had his tricks, and under his tutelage, Delia picked up a few herself. Best trick she’d learned was training herself, and Naughton too, to wake up on her own bedroom floor, using a bucket of her own urine as a homing beacon. Nights were for roaming the canyon, for running and howling and gorging herself on raw meat, but when the first rays of the morning sun spackled the eastern sky and the wolf in her got ready to flee, well, even that peculiar beast delighted in having a place to go. Training herself hadn’t been so hard, and Naughton followed wherever she went.

      Usually.

      Delia woke up beneath an unfamiliar sky, with no homing bucket in her immediate vicinity, and felt all the more lost for it. Lost for the first time since she’d met her pack.

      Clouds had rolled in overnight, leaving the sky stormy and grey. Wet grass tickled her ears. She sat up, slicking dew off her lobes, brushing it from her hair with her fingers, and looked around.

      She was in a field, bordered by woods on one side, the meadows sloping off toward distant mountains on the other. A rusty wire fence a few dozen yards away hinted that the land might have belonged to someone, once upon a time, but the fence had fallen into disrepair, the field bereft of crops.

      Delia stood, stretching, cracking her joints. The previous night’s hunt lay heavy in her guts. She made her way over to the forest’s edge, naked, and did her business, grimacing at the dry scrape of leaves on her behind.

      Everything she’d feared had happened. They’d been caught out on the road at nightfall, maybe twenty or more miles from Talbot—hard to tell just how far, since Google Maps gave no precise location for the town. Racing the sun was a fool’s errand and yet she’d tried, Joey and Baby Girl egging her on, Linnae shut up in herself—logic and reason were woman-things, man-things, and hard to reconcile with baser urges when the Change was upon them. By the time the sun was truly threatening to leave them, they’d been down a number of dusty, unpaved roads, leaving civilization farther and farther behind. Every mile counted, in Delia’s mind, since that was another mile a wolf would have to run to get into mischief—the same kind of mischief that brought them all the way out there in the first place. The unfamiliar landscape and inscrutable sky confused the issue, leaving her guessing at just how long they might have until sundown.

      Finally, feeling the wolf rising within her, wild and implacable, Delia pulled over to the side of the road. They all stumbled out of their respective doors like drunk college kids at a late-night diner, ripping their clothes off. Delia didn’t have time to mark the area, barely had the presence of mind to lock the car and hide the keys under a bush, just in case, before the night took her.

      As usual, her memories of the night before were fuzzy. The wolf-mind and the woman-mind were two distinct, incompatible things, and when the night rewrote her physiology and the day rewrote it yet again, much was lost. Impressions, feelings, smells—all those things she could call up, if she concentrated long enough, but they didn’t do her much good when she tried to reconstruct where she’d been and what she’d done. She had a vague sense they’d moved not as a pack but as lone hunters, their newfound freedom (her first night without an electric jolt from the collar marking the bounds of her world in a very long time) and unfamiliar surroundings flipping some primal switch within. Which meant Linnae, Joey, and Baby Girl were most likely waking up alone, spread out over who knew how many country miles.

      She just prayed none of them had gotten into the kind of trouble that had sent them north in the first place.

      Delia sniffed the air, turning in a wide circle. The mountains looked familiar, maybe she’d seen them from the road, but they weren’t much use in orienting herself. The vaguest hint of her night-self’s urine lingered in the air, however, and just enough of the wolf stayed with her during the days of the Change that she had nose enough to follow the scent. Doing so was odd, like a musician fumbling through a song they’d heard once and couldn’t quite recall, but it was her only option.

      She hoped the others had sense enough to do the same. Linnae would, and probably Joey, but Baby Girl would be lost without the creature comforts that had cocooned her since birth. Could she find her way back to the car, back to her pack?

      Find your own way first.

      The faint odor trail led Delia into the woods, which made sense, the woods being far fuller of things enticing to wolves than fields or the primitive roads crisscrossing them. She crept along barefoot, sticks and stones tearing at the bottoms of her feet. She thought about Baby Girl staggering along, lips curled in disgust at the dirt and grubs and crawling things, utterly lost without sandals that cost more than anything in Delia’s paltry wardrobe. She smiled at the thought—she could hardly afford to be vindictive, especially over what amounted to an absent-minded mistake. Yet thinking about the girl being so inconvenienced, being confronted by the reality of the natural world she tried so hard to keep at bay with the gilded trappings of modern life, moved a part of Delia’s psyche that she wasn’t particularly proud of.

      She indulged it nonetheless.

      Serves you right, Baby Girl. Serves you right.

      Her throat was awfully dry, but there was nothing for it. Even if she found a trickle of a creek, she didn’t dare pit her human digestive tract against the bacteria and Central Valley runoff. The wolf in her wouldn’t have been fazed, but she still had to walk as a woman during the day, and they’d be spending the foreseeable future in the actual middle of nowhere. She couldn’t risk an infection, a sickness, not when there was bottled water waiting for her at the car, and iodine tablets for when that ran out.

      Thinking about the tablets, the hatchet, the camp stove, and all the outdoorsy accoutrements Hirsch had produced from the depths of his garage reminded her how ill-suited they were for all of this.

      Pugs. Fucking pugs.

      After maybe an hour, her surroundings became familiar. She spied a tuft of fur caught on a branch, and though she couldn’t say for certain, she thought it might have come from her night-self, or perhaps from one of the others. Something told Delia she was heading in the right direction, though whether that was some vestigial instinct or blind, erroneous hope, she could not say.

      Finally, she spilled out of the woods onto a road, or a ribbon of packed dirt folks sometimes used for one. She glanced in either direction, both terminating at their own respective bends. She didn’t have a clue which way the car might be, if this was even the same road they’d come in on, fingers greasy with waffle fries and the car abuzz with the kind of amalgamated energy that always prefaced a Night Out. She squinted up at the sun, figuring approximate directions. Determined the road ran southwest to northeast, as much as the meandering thoroughfare ran in any meaningful direction. Northeast was Talbot, she felt sure, and so that’s the way she went, wary now of her nakedness in a way she hadn’t been in the forest, but able to make much quicker time now that she was out from among the branches and brambles.

      She rounded a bend, and another, and another, sweat blistering on her nude skin despite the cloud cover and the relative chill of the day—wolves ran a few degrees hotter than women did, another aspect that never quite left her during a Change cycle.

      Then she saw it.

      The car lay up ahead, right where she’d left it. Water. Clothes. A snack, even. Though she’d eaten more than her fill the night before, that sustenance had slipped through the straight-shot digestive system of her night-self, nourishing exaggerated lupine muscles that evaporated in the light of day rather than lingering in miles of twisting human intestines.

      Delia hurried to the car. She didn’t see any of the others, but once she had clothes and water, she’d worry about that. The most important thing was that she’d found her way back.

      When she reached the car, Joey and Linnae stepped from the woods. Joey’s hands were clamped over the relevant bits of his body, while Linnae wore her nakedness like a badge of honor.

      “You made it,” Linnae said.

      “We didn’t know where you hid the keys,” Joey added.

      Delia shook her head and retrieved the keys from under a bush.

      “We made it back,” Joey said, pulling his pants on. “Didn’t know how we’d pull it off.”

      “Not all of us,” Delia said.

      Baby Girl was still out there. Somewhere.
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      Delia passed out granola bars, bottled water, and repeated admonitions to drink the water. They sat in the car, doors open to lend a breeze since the day had grown muggy—even while the clouds stubbornly refused to part—and ate what passed for lunch. Delia wanted something more substantial, but there wasn’t any sense in setting up their camping equipment until they got to where they were going.

      Joey chomped down his granola bar. “How much longer are we going to wait?”

      Delia gazed out the windshield, past the dappling of broken insect bodies to the winding road in front of them. They’d spent the last few hours combing the woods for signs of Baby Girl, calling her name. So far, the youngest of their number had yet to materialize. Delia kicked herself again for stopping so many times on the way up. Not just for that last waffle fry run, either—she should have told Joey to piss in a bottle and told Linnae and Baby Girl to learn. They should have gotten to Talbot well before sundown and set up the invisible fences, keeping their night-selves contained until the place started to feel like home. At worst, they could have sprinkled some strategic pee here and there, giving themselves a homing beacon.

      All told, it was a miracle the three of them had found their way back to the car.

      Stupid.

      “We’re not going to find her,” Linnae said.

      Delia met her eyes in the rearview. “What are you talking about? Those old stories you found on some conspiracy theory⁠—”

      “I’m not talking about that. She’s a pampered bitch.”

      “Linnae!”

      “She’s right,” Joey chimed in.

      “Go more than a day without your Xbox, then you can talk,” Delia said.

      “Let’s face it, she’s lost in the woods,” Linnae said. “She’s not like the rest of us, she’d rather drop dead than use the tools at her disposal. Accept who she really is.”

      “Linnae—”

      “That’s how all of us found our way back here, right? Can you really see B. G. doing that? Once the sun comes up she’s just another hippie bitch in yoga pants, sipping probiotic smoothies and shit. I’ve literally heard her say I can’t even before. Like, actually literally.”

      “Hey! Cut it out. She’s family.”

      “Whatever.” Linnae crossed her arms, folding back into herself and out of the conversation.

      Delia crinkled up the rest of her granola bar in its wrapper, shoved it in the cupholder for later. She wished Naughton were here, and not just because a Night Out without him left her feeling empty and unfulfilled, even if the memories of whatever they did together belonged to her night-self alone. Naughton knew wild places in a way the rest of them didn’t. Knew how to light a fire, read a compass, and splint a broken bone. Maybe he couldn’t track Baby Girl like some Indian guide out of a movie, but he’d at least have a few ideas.

      “So, are we going, or . . . ?” Linnae asked.

      Joey picked at his nails, apparently abstaining from the discussion.

      Delia searched the trees on both sides of the road, hoping Baby Girl’s lithe form would suddenly emerge from the undergrowth, bitching about how she couldn’t find a Starbucks anywhere. Checked the time on the dash—five hours had gone by since sunrise, one of those spent making her own way back, the other four spent searching for Baby Girl. No reason to think she’d ever find her way back to them at this rate. Delia pictured her scared, alone, turning in an endless circle, paralyzed by the apparent sameness of the woods around her. Or maybe hurt—while the physiological shift brought on by the dawn healed their most serious wounds, usually leaving just a few bumps and bruises, Baby Girl could have easily fallen and broken something. Or stepped on a snake. Or⁠—

      Delia shook her head. Thinking like that didn’t help.

      “Should we call someone?” Joey asked. “Like a forest ranger?”

      Delia didn’t answer. There was a chance, too, that Baby Girl had come across a forest ranger and done the same thing she’d taught herself to do the night before. Severed legs danced a jig in her mind, spurting blood in time to a rhythm she couldn’t quite place.

      “We can’t call anyone, even if we wanted to,” Linnae said, holding up her phone. “Considering why we’re here in the first place, that’s probably good.”

      Linnae was right. Talbot was their safe harbor and Delia doubted Hirsch had a Plan C. Even if they could contact the Forest Service and get a search going, that probably wouldn’t begin until nightfall at the earliest.

      And then, if she still lived, Baby Girl’s would-be rescuers would become midnight snacks.

      “You’re right,” Delia said, “we can’t call the forest rangers. But maybe we can call her.”

      Joey and Linnae looked at each other. “What are you talking about?”

      Delia was already getting out of the car and walking around to the trunk. “We should have done this already,” she muttered, kicking herself—it surely wouldn’t have taken Naughton so long to dredge up the same idea. Now they’d lost whole hours, hours that might have killed any chance of finding Baby Girl—she could have woken up twenty or more miles in any direction, picked the wrong way, and walked on, putting more distance between herself and everyone else.

      Then again, Delia and the others had found themselves relatively close to the car, in terms of the ground their night-selves could cover. Maybe there was still a chance.

      Delia wrenched open the trunk and rooted through the gear Hirsch off-loaded on them until she found it.

      An air horn.

      Hoping against hope that their lost little pup would latch onto such an unnatural sound and follow it, Delia held the horn high and blew it, wincing at the loud honk resounding over wood and road alike.

      “I heard that, at least,” Joey said, sticking his head out the car window.

      Delia hit the horn again, then tapped out an approximation of shave-and-a-haircut, just in case Baby Girl was inclined to think the first honk was a particularly masculine goose advertising its sexual availability. Then she leaned back against the trunk, searching the trees again. She figured she’d wait a few moments and try once more. Sound off every five or so minutes in the hope that Baby Girl could follow the sound back to them. She’d give it an hour, and if nothing happened, at least she tried. Maybe she wouldn’t make it to Talbot with a perfectly clear conscience, but something approaching one.

      Whose fault was all this, anyway? Baby Girl for being so careless, clearly, but maybe Hirsch for putting the burden on her instead of devising some system of checks and balances. Or maybe it was hers. Did she herself have some culpability? Maybe Delia herself was that intended system of checks and balances, and she’d failed utterly. Even though she didn’t come out and say it, she felt responsible for all of them. The three she’d brought north couldn’t all care for themselves, at least. If she’d only⁠—

      Movement caught her eye.

      Delia whipped around, hoping to see Baby Girl stumbling out of the woods, dour and nonplussed from having to endure so many hours of exposure to the natural world.

      Instead, she saw an old pickup trundling down the road.
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      Naughton “woke”—the experience had little in common with waking up for him since he was essentially shifting not from unconsciousness to consciousness but between two very different forms of the latter, but still, he called it that—lying on the deck, looking up at the pinkish sky. Shivering, his body was slick with salt water, and he was obviously naked. Out here, with no trees or hills or buildings to divert its force, the wind cut fierce.

      He groaned and rolled over onto his hands and knees, rising unsteadily to unfamiliar legs. Far to the east, inland, the sun was just lifting itself above the mountains. He’d lived in California for the better part of a decade, since sailing the very boat he was standing on solo from Miami through the Panama Canal and up the Baja peninsula, but still had moments when the reversed sunrise and sunset made him feel like the whole world had been turned on its head.

      “Hirsch?” he called, scanning the deck, the ocean.

      A splash came from starboard, then—“Yes, here!” Followed by a laugh.

      Naughton went over to the railing. The older man was on his back in the ocean, buoyed by the life vest, merrily floating with a childlike grin on his face. He kicked off the side of the boat, sending himself into a spin.

      “Ha!” Hirsch cried. “What a way to wake up!” He flipped over onto his stomach, kicking and doggy-paddling toward the boat.

      “Ladder’s around back,” Naughton said.

      Once Hirsch climbed aboard, they dried off and donned flannel and fleece against the cold. Naughton brewed coffee and snacked on a protein bar. One downside of having a Night Out at sea—he was starving. His mouth tasted faintly of fish, so he hadn’t completely gone without, but he assumed his night-self had trouble catching prey in an environment it hadn’t evolved to predate. If only claws could work a fishing pole.

      They sat in the galley and sipped coffee, neither talking. Naughton should’ve been in a hurry to get back, but the thought of what they had to do worried him. The body was one thing. The task itself made him sick, but once his knife pierced the man’s lungs, pragmatism took over. Hardly different than the deer he’d butchered, the world-class tarpon he’d gutted, or so he told himself. There was nothing he could do for Dante Sayles, but there was much he could do for his family, and that made the task of disposing of Sayles’s body that much easier. And from a sheerly practical standpoint, transporting a body was significantly easier than disappearing an entire truck.

      Hirsch didn’t seem eager to get going either, although Naughton didn’t know whether that was due to the task ahead of them or the inevitable seasickness awaiting him on the trip back.

      “What if we just leave it?” Hirsch said. “There’s nothing to connect it to us.”

      Naughton eyed him over his coffee mug—a gift from Delia with pictures of them emblazoned on the sides. “Are you sure about that?”

      “We wore gloves. Linnae said she didn’t touch anything.”

      “And Emily?” Baby Girl was a nickname the others used. It felt strange on Naughton’s tongue, so he didn’t use it.

      “She didn’t touch anything, as you’ll recall. Not as herself.”

      “You willing to bet on that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Naughton twisted a patch of arm hair. “You’re sure when we change, our DNA’s so different they can’t trace it? Our fingerprints?”

      “It stands to reason⁠—”

      “I’m not willing to bet Emily’s life on guesswork. All our lives. We scrub the truck, then we dump it. Far, far from the house. Just like we talked about.”

      Hirsch was silent a long moment, then nodded. “You’re right. We can’t know.” He blew out a long breath, rubbing his thighs and staring off into the distance. “But even if they did get a DNA sample they could use, they’ll never find her.”

      “What, so she’ll never leave Talbot?”

      Hirsch fixed Naughton with a steely gaze. “None of you will.”

      Naughton blanched. “This is a vacation home, a⁠—”

      “No.” Hirsch stood, quicker than a man his age should be able to. “This is forever. I purchased Talbot through a shell company. Completely untraceable. She’ll be safe there, but the others? They can’t ever come back.”

      “Why?”

      “Think,” Hirsch said, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about Delia, but the younger ones? What if Joey drunkenly shoots his mouth off? Or Baby Girl starts feeling guilty? Or Linnae—dear god, I shudder to think what she might be capable of. That girl is chaos incarnate.”

      Naughton put a hand on the console. “I have a business. And the others? They’ll be fine during the Change, but after? They’re kids. Do you think Emily, Joey, and Linnae will be happy living in the boondocks?”

      A fierce look washed over Hirsch’s face. “But they’ll be alive.”

      Naughton shook his head, fired up the triple Yamaha 425 XTO outboards. “I don’t accept this.”

      “You don’t have to, this is my decision⁠—”

      Naughton worked the throttle, spinning the bow around until it pointed to shore, to the rising sun.

      Hirsch stumbled, caught himself. “Watch it!”

      “Pinch the webbing on your hand,” Naughton said. “We’re still an hour from port.”
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      The pickup pulled alongside them and stopped. The old man inside reached across the bench seat and cranked down the passenger window. At first glance, he reminded Delia of Hirsch—the same nicotine-browned teeth, well-worn skin, and eyes that danced with life despite his advanced years. The truck bed was filled with junk, a traveling microcosm of her benefactor’s house, and maybe old men just attracted clutter like gas giants attracted moons. But the slight scent wafting out the window marked the truck’s occupant as purely man, nothing like her Hirsch.

      Delia recoiled, like she’d bit into a chocolate and tasted mayonnaise instead.

      “Car trouble,” the man said flatly, not questioning—a pronouncement. He looked like the type of man used to making statements more than asking questions. The kind of man who never had to ask when dinner would be ready.

      Delia shook her head. “We’re fine.”

      The man gave their car a once-over, eyes roaming bumper to bumper. “I figured it’d be car trouble. I see a couple girls sitting on the side of the road, I think they’ve blown a tire.”

      “Hey,” Joey said from inside the car.

      “We’re fine,” Delia repeated.

      “Mmphm,” the man grunted. He plucked a tin of Skoal from the dash and plopped a healthy cut between his teeth and his lip. “You lost, then?”

      Finally, a question.

      “Actually, we’re fine,” Delia said yet again. “But thank you for asking.”

      “What brings you out here? Nothing around for miles.”

      Delia thought it’d be fair to ask him the same question. Maybe he was a farmer, or had been⁠—

      The field where she’d woken up, with the ruined fence, belonged to someone once. The arthritic hands gripping the pickup’s steering wheel couldn’t tend a field or mend what was broken, though. She had a vision of the old man sitting in a falling-down house by himself, watching what life he’d built dissolve around him, his own body breaking down in time.

      “What brings you out here?” Joey asked, climbing out of the car. He crossed his arms and smirked.

      “I live here,” the man replied without anger, apparently declining to join Joey in some intergenerational pissing contest. “Just up the road here. As far as it’s wise.”

      “What do you mean?” Delia asked.

      “You still haven’t answered my question,” the man said. His expression softened a bit. “Now don’t get me wrong. I don’t think you’re trouble. If you were thieves or drug addicts, you’d do a lot better in the city. Don’t make sense you’d come all the way out here hoping to run into somebody with anything worth stealing. Ain’t no one going to trade tractor parts for crack co-caine. But it does beg the question, what would draw three young ladies all the way out here on such a fine fall afternoon? Picking apples?”

      “I’m not a lady,” Joey said.

      “You think I don’t know a lady’s haircut when I see one?”

      “Hey—”

      “Relax, I’m just pulling your leg. Only time I get to talk to anyone’s if I drive out to Harold’s store, and Harold, he’s not much for conversation. It’s a nice haircut, truly is.”

      Joey reached up and patted his man bun, frowning.

      Delia wished the guy would get going. She wanted to blow the air horn and give Baby Girl another signal on the off chance she was wandering somewhere within earshot. But then the guy would ask what she was doing, and maybe he’d want to help—use a CB radio or something to call in the authorities.

      The man’s face turned serious. “Look, you don’t want to tell me what you’re doing out here, that’s your business. But a bit of advice for you: Go home.”

      “What?”

      The man shrugged. “Don’t mean to sound like you’re unwelcome in these parts. Fact is, I’d have you up to the house if it wasn’t in such a poor state for company. But my farm, like I said, that’s about as far as it’s wise to go.”

      “Why’s that?” Linnae asked, leaning out the window. Delia didn’t care for the glint in her eye. The old man seemed nice enough but was probably a doomsday-prepping conspiracy theorist nutjob living off the grid, wearing tinfoil hats and burying gold Krugerrands in his backyard. The way he was talking seemed like he might be about to cosign all the odd stories Linnae had read online. Disappearances.

      “There’s nothing out here, for one, and that should be enough,” the man said. He grabbed a soda cup out of the holder and spat into it. “Case it’s not—” He looked from Delia to Linnae to Joey. “You’re headed up to Talbot, aren’t you?”

      So much for keeping it a secret. Delia nodded.

      “Thought so,” the man said. “Every so often we get hikers up here. One time I met a nature photographer. But we also get the crazies. All that nonsense on the computers brings ’em, wannabe detectives, ghost hunters. Dummies, the lot of them. You don’t want to go poking around Talbot.”

      “We’re not poking around,” Joey said. “We own it.”

      “Own it?”

      “Friend of ours bought it,” Delia said. “We’re staying there.”

      The old man shook his head. “Greedy motherfuckers. Not you, the ones who sold it. Belonged to some holding company these past hundred years, and they should have done us all a favor and kept holding it till Jesus come back. What, you think you’re going to come up here and make it into some sort of hippie commune?”

      “I’m more of a libertarian,” Linnae said.

      “She looks more the hippie type,” the man said, gesturing with his chin at something behind them.

      Delia turned to see Baby Girl, naked and streaked with dirt, hair tangled with leaves, stumbling out of the woods, the long thin scar running across her collarbone and circling back around her neck shimmering with sweat.

      “Linnae,” Delia said softly.

      Linnae opened her mouth like she was going to say something, but shook her head and grabbed a towel for Baby Girl.

      “She’s with you, I take it?” the old man said.

      “That’s right, she’s⁠—”

      “A little bipolar,” Joey said. “Just went off her meds, started taking some naturopathic shit she got at Whole Foods. I don’t think it’s working.”

      “You don’t say,” the man said. “Well, take care of her, take care of yourselves, and if you’re smart, go home. Whatever you paid, whatever dream you’re chasing, it’s not worth your lives.”

      Delia shot a look over her shoulder. Linnae had the towel wrapped around Baby Girl, carefully parceling out sips of water.

      “What’s the deal?” Joey said. “Was this like a nuclear testing facility or something?”

      The man scoffed. “You see any three-headed raccoons around here, son? No, the problem with Talbot ain’t nothing the goddamn government’s done, it’s what the wild has. Something roams that town, something angry. Has for a very long time. You find yourself in its path, well, there’s nothing for it. You hear me?”

      “What is it?” Delia asked.

      “Nothing you want to meet, that’s for sure,” the man said. “Well, I should be getting on. Name’s Halbermann, by the way. My dear departed momma named me Lars. Guess we’re neighbors. For the moment.” He shifted the pickup into gear, gave them a little wave, and hit the gas.

      Delia watched the pickup until it disappeared around the bend.

      “What the hell was that all about?” Joey asked.

      Delia glanced over at Linnae. “What you were talking about, in the car. The disappearances? You think there’s something to that?”

      “Something to what?” Baby Girl asked, her voice ragged.

      “Not a lot on Reddit, other than missing-persons flyers,” Linnae said. “One guy claimed to have seen something, but he’s probably full of shit.”

      “What’d he see?” Joey asked.

      “Something big, and hairy, with claws.” The corners of her mouth inched up in a smile. “Sound like anybody we know?”

      Wolves, Delia thought. Could some other pack have claimed the remnants of the town for themselves? She and Hirsch and the others, they couldn’t be the first of their kind to come together, to try to make a life somewhere they could be themselves.

      The others fell quiet, each musing silently on their situation.

      Delia sniffed the air, caught nothing but earth and pine, but that was far from dispositive. Other wolves, maybe. Or something else.

      She wished again that Naughton were there, for that silent steel he provided, resolve she could draw on whenever she needed it. And Hirsch too. His province was strategy, hers was tactics—wrangling the three pups before her to some predetermined destination. Now, that destination seemed uncertain. The encounter with the old man left her rattled. And her own lycanthropic life experience had beaten down the preteen skepticism she’d felt once upon a time. Things like her and Naughton and the rest existed, spoken of in the same dark digital corners by the same unreliable voices that yammered on about ghosts and goblins and witchcraft, lizard people and anal probes and chemtrails. Maybe once she could have chalked her hazy memories of Nights Out up to delusion, a madness that animated her body and left her naked and lost, but after meeting the others, such a notion could only be true if their minds had all broken in precisely the same way at precisely the same time.

      No. She was walking proof there were things in the world beyond reason, beyond understanding.

      Maybe all the stories, including Halbermann’s, were bullshit. Or maybe it was another pack, or a lone wolf.

      Or . . . what else might there be?

      “Maybe we should just go home,” Baby Girl finally said.

      “We can’t,” Linnae replied. “Thanks to⁠—”

      “Linnae,” Delia cut her off. “You’re not helping.”

      Joey puffed up his chest. “That old guy’s probably gone crazy living alone out here, believes the same crap those dumbasses post online. Nothing’s out there, and even if there is, what the hell do we have to be afraid of? Could be people like us.” He smirked. “Maybe we’ll even make some new friends.”

      “Maybe they’re hot,” Linnae added.

      Delia sighed. This new complication worried her, but what choice did they have? They couldn’t go back to San Diego. Naughton and Hirsch were meeting them here after they handled Baby Girl’s business.

      Or so she hoped.

      Of course, she had visions—Hirsch driving a hair too fast, a taillight flickering out, a cop waving him over to the side of the road at a seat belt checkpoint. A million little things going wrong and inviting the wrong kind of attention. For a moment, she pictured them surrounded by police, officers huddled behind open cruiser doors with shotguns trained on both of the men she loved (Joey too, but he would be a boy in her eyes until he turned grey and died).

      Thoughts like those didn’t help anything.

      “Let’s go,” Delia said. “We’re losing daylight.”

      They all piled back in the car. Delia turned the key. The engine rumbled to life.

      She took a deep breath and pulled onto the road.

      Talbot wasn’t far now.
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      A few miles north of Tejon, just past the I-5/99 split, flashing lights blazed in the rearview mirror. The wailing siren cut through his Spotify playlist—now, M.O.P.’s “Ante Up”—and raised the hackles on his neck.

      His heart dropped into his stomach—he wasn’t going that fast, was he? It was hard to tell out here. Everything was so flat, and there was nothing around but farms and signs for fast-food joints.

      Chasten Lemche—or Chas, what he preferred—flipped his blinker on and started pulling over to the side of the road.

      The cop whipped into the left lane and blew past him.

      Chas watched him go, still riding the brakes, afraid this was some sort of trick. A Central Valley special, just for him. But no, the cop kept going, weaving between big rigs and disappearing from view.

      He let out a sigh of relief. He wasn’t drunk or hauling stolen merchandise or anything like that, but the car—a newish BMW 3 Series—wasn’t his. It wasn’t like he didn’t have permission from his roommate Jason, but Jason’s dad’s name was on the paperwork. Chas was only twenty and had no idea how any of this worked. Only that his experience with cops was limited to them gruffly shutting down college parties, and he wasn’t eager for more.

      Chas glanced at the speedometer. He was only doing a hair over sixty-five but eased off a bit. Not like he was in a hurry.

      After all, he wasn’t supposed to come for a few more days anyway.

      Chas drove, hands at ten and two like his father taught him, thinking about the weird text he’d gotten from Emily. Going out of town last minute, call you soon! Followed by about a dozen heart emojis. It was probably nothing, but something about her tone, or maybe the emoji-overuse, made Chas suspicious. He wasn’t a jealous guy, didn’t think Em was off shacking up with some other dude. But he had seen a shitload of Liam Neeson movies and worried she might be in trouble. Kidnapped, maybe. Granted, she had sent him a pin with her location and an invitation to come up on Thursday, but it was in the middle of nowhere, and then she’d stopped answering texts. Calls wouldn’t go through either. She had no reason to be out east of Fresno; there was nothing out there.

      In the absence of actual information, his mind tripped through other movies, Se7en, The Bone Collector, shit like that. The idea that some psycho snatched her, chained her up in a shed in the mountains, and then told her boyfriend exactly where to find the body nagged at him. He wouldn’t put it past some fucking serial killer to start a cat-and-mouse game with him.

      Never let anyone say Chasten Lemche did not have a vivid imagination.

      So he figured he’d borrow Jason’s car—it only cost him the bottle of Grey Goose he’d been saving. Jason had some frat event all weekend and was barely coherent, let alone drivable. Chas thought he’d go check it out. Make sure everything was kosher. If so, he’d head back home, or hang out if she wanted him to.

      Chas had been dating Emily for a little over a month. They’d met at Lestat’s, a crowded coffee shop in Normal Heights, when he’d asked to share her table. She shyly agreed. He opened his poli-sci textbook and started highlighting, never even thinking about hitting on her. She was clearly out of his league. But then she’d asked what he was studying, one thing led to another, and he left the coffee shop with her phone number.

      Turned out they had a lot in common. Both hailed from Idaho, the products of fundamentalist religious families who had largely put aside their respective upbringings and consequently weren’t close with their families. And they both liked vanilla lattes with coconut milk, 2000s hip-hop, beach volleyball (watching, in Emily’s case), and—well, what else was there, really?

      Adding actual honey to Honey Nut Cheerios. They both did that.

      Chas had only learned a little about Emily’s past. Sometimes she seemed like she’d just emerged from a doomsday bunker, like that girl on Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt—a reference that ironically went right over Emily’s head. On the plus side, everything was new to her, and Chas got to be her tour guide to the world.

      He loved her more than anything.

      The drive dragged on. He listened to all of Nas’s Illmatic twice, then moved on to some vintage Wu-Tang. Stopped in Tulare for a quick burger and a refill on gas. Then he realized he might need supplies, so he went back in the Pilot and bought a few bottles of water, a first aid kit, a flashlight, spare batteries, road flares, and some duct tape, because who knew what he was getting into.

      Out in the car, he dumped his schoolbooks out of his backpack and loaded it up with his antikidnapping supplies. Or his checking-up-on-Emily supplies. He checked his watch. Still a few hours till sundown. He wasn’t sure whether it was better to go before or after dark, but figured he’d split the difference.

      “Don’t worry, Em,” he said, slipping on his shades. “I’m coming. And”—his voice dropped into a faux-Irish brogue—“I’ve got ‘a very particular set of skills.’”

      He patted the bag on the seat next to him, checked his hair in the mirror—every strand still perfectly, intentionally askew—and pulled out of the Pilot.

      And into his own unsolved mystery.
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      Lars Halbermann pulled up in front of his house, a ramshackle ranch affair that had more in common with the burned-out dwellings up the road in Talbot than anything in the latest issue of Homes & Gardens. He shut off the engine and leaned his head against the steering wheel. He was dimly aware of the sack of groceries on the passenger seat, which needed to be put away quickly—especially the pint of mint chocolate chip, which was quickly turning from ice cream to milkshake to in-fucking-edible—but he couldn’t find the wherewithal to move. The makings of a vicious headache bloomed in his forehead, like he’d been looking at the newspaper too long without his reading glasses.

      Mostly, he felt tired.

      Seventy-two years is a long time by anyone’s estimation. Lars figured he’d lived a harder seventy-two than most, but not everybody. Watching the remains of the Halbermann clan dry up and blow away on the wind along with their homestead wore on him, but that was life—no one his age knew more living people than dead ones. He’d been blessed in some ways, cursed in others.

      His greatest curse was being forced to bear witness to the dead town of Talbot, and what it did to anyone foolish enough to set foot inside the unmarked city limits.

      He sighed heavily and got out, went around to the other side for his groceries. The bottom of the bag was wet and sticky. There was that mint chocolate chip, then, just as he’d thought. And for all the good its sacrifice had done. When he’d seen those kids on the side of the road, he knew immediately what they were about, and though he felt compelled to warn them off, he also knew they wouldn’t listen.

      He’d seen this movie too many times before.

      Halbermann walked to the house, stepping carefully on the front porch that was more of an idea of such than the real McCoy at this late date, and pushed the front door open. He should’ve been used to the quiet by this point, having lived alone these last few decades since his sister’s death, but it still troubled him. Kind of like he should’ve been used to seeing heedless young people skip-to-my-Lou up the road to their deaths.

      Lars Halbermann figured the only good part of getting old was getting used to things, but even that was denied him.

      He went into the kitchen and put the groceries away. The ice cream wasn’t too melted, thankfully, and would firm up just fine by the time he’d had his dinner. He hummed to himself while he worked, old tunes he’d heard on his father’s AM radio as a child—The Shangri-Las, The Penguins, Sam the Sham. He rarely listened to music these days, preferring the talk stations instead, but the rhythms of his childhood were never far from his mind, playing on a constant loop just below the surface. Sometimes he’d find himself changing the lyrics, singing about this strange and solitary life he led, probing at why he chose to stay here, a distant and decrepit outpost on the outskirts of oblivion, instead of packing up what little he cared about and moving to the city. Or anywhere, really.

      If he pressed himself—and that only happened when he was drinking, a rarer and rarer occasion these days—it wasn’t just that his people had staked out this little patch of dirt over a hundred years ago, determined to make something of it against all odds, their stubbornness still running in his veins. Wasn’t just that this was all he’d ever known, and he’d not been raised to aspire, to view life as a series of forking paths that might take him anywhere he could imagine. In fact, when he was young there were no words to describe his nature, at least no polite ones, and a part of him knew that happiness and companionship would forever be denied him. So why try?

      But despite that, he never felt compelled to find someplace he might be accepted for who he was, or at a minimum speak its name out loud, and seek out other men like him. Too old, for one, and too committed to the life of a bachelor. At least those were the superficial reasons. Deep down he felt like he’d been given a charge, and abandoning it was unthinkable. Someone had to stand sentinel against the beast that stalked Talbot.

      Even if he constantly failed at his task.

      Halbermann poured himself a glass of water and went into the living room, which was also the dining room, and settled into the easy chair. He didn’t turn on the TV, but let his eyes wander over the framed pictures on the bookshelves against the wall. Generations of Halbermanns, which also told the story of commercial photography, from daguerreotypes to Polaroids. Some of them had known Talbot in its prime, surely, before the doom came and took the whole damn town with it. He wondered what that was like, saddling up a horse to ride up to the little general store. Waving to the people. Hearing—no, feeling—the train coming through the middle of town.

      He got up and picked up Carolyn’s picture. His sister, gone since that one president got himself impeached for certain indiscretions in the Oval Office. This one was her senior photo, Carolyn blonde and smiling, the photographer’s light glinting off her teeth. Such straight teeth.

      He put the picture back in its place, wishing she were here, just so he’d have someone else to share his burden, if only for a while. No one else but Carolyn could understand.

      For as far as he knew, they were the only two souls in all the world who’d laid eyes on the beast who stalked the wastes of Talbot and lived to tell the tale.

      One now, he reminded himself, and tried to think of pleasant things instead.

      Except he didn’t know any.
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      Who put the bang in the bang-a-rang-a-rang? Who put the bop in the bop-de-dop-de-dop? Who put the ape in the date-a-rape-a-rape? This slick-shoed daddio, that’s who.

      Goes by Bruno, which is the most masculine name he could think of, almost like a civilized version of Grok or Bonk or some fucking caveman name. Real name’s Melvin, but you don’t say that to his face. Not unless you’re looking for a snakebite from that well-sharp razor he keeps tucked away in his leather jacket. Then again, maybe you’d get lucky and he’d pull the comb he keeps right next to it instead. Bruno, he’s not nearly sharp as his razor. Maybe it’s all the Brylcreem soaking through his follicles and right into the lonely network of neurons he calls a brain, maybe it’s all that rock and roll devil music. Maybe he just got dealt an unlucky hand and everyone who chances to meet him gets to share in that very unfunny cosmic prank, who knows?

      Point is, Bruno is the sum total of his leather jacket, a Buddy Holly tune, and his 1957 Bel Air convertible, or so he’d like you to think. His cock-of-the-walk strut is a put-on, just like his name. The dumb part’s real, all right, but the rest of it’s a charade. What’s a dumb guy supposed to do with a name like Melvin? Name like that ought to captain the chess team, but Bruno can’t even name the pieces—the one time he tried to play, he kept calling the knight his horsey, for crying out loud. He’s not good at sports either, so he finally settled on this cut-rate James Dean Rebel Without a Clue nonsense. Let’s not be too hard on Bruno, since he was born without a great many gifts, and we shouldn’t begrudge a man his reach, even if it’s hopeless. Bruno’s just taking part in a long-standing American tradition, faking it till ya make it, and right now he’s somehow about to make it with Cindy Lepner, Madera County’s Harvest Queen (her crown’s a ’57 vintage, just like Bruno’s wheels). She’s currently bumping along with him down an old country road in that aforementioned Bel Air. Even a guy like Bruno’s not too dense to suspect she’s in it for the car or his soda-jerking, but there’s a chance she hasn’t figured out he’s not actually a musician or a rebel or much of anything. Point is, she’s in the car, dear lord she’s in it, and he’s looking for a place to get to know her a little better. The usual lovers’ lanes were clogged with daddios and mommios and a whole grip of Madera County Sheriff’s deputios out to ruin everyone’s good time, and so Bruno’s gone and got creative. Or what passes as such. They’re so far out from anything approaching civilization he could just pull on over to the side of the road, but Bruno’s looking for somewhere with a little pizazz, a vista befitting the sounds of “Rock-A-Bye Rock” on the radio.

      So he keeps driving, past the Halbermann ranch, the last known outpost in these parts. Cindy keeps filing her nails and snapping gum. The night closes in around them.

      Other things too.
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      Carolyn Halbermann woke in the night.

      Not an unusual occurrence. Her father was two rooms over, dying of the same cancer he slipped into her genes at the moment of conception and, thankfully, wouldn’t get her for another forty blessed years. He often cried out in the night, waking her and her younger brother, Lars, but Lars was still too young to do much but get in the way. All her dying father’s needs fell to her.

      This wasn’t her father, though.

      This was something out on the porch. A creaking board, maybe, a noise like that. She thought it might be coyotes again. The beasts had been emboldened lately, snooping around the farm at will, perhaps sensing her father’s impending demise.

      She rose, thinking of the shotgun they kept by the door when she heard the knocking, a desperate pounding that reverberated throughout the house.

      That was unusual, to say the least. The Halbermann homestead was miles away from anyone who might knock on the door. Their only neighbor was a town dead and gone for over a half century, a place where even as foolish children, she and her brother never dared to walk in youthful defiance of their parents’ admonitions.

      She’d thought she heard a car, earlier.

      The knocking became more frantic, accompanied by shouts—sounded like a woman’s. Two rooms over, her father said something, but he was often feverish, garbled thoughts spilling out of his perpetually cracked lips at random.

      Carolyn hurried to the door, boards creaking beneath her feet. She picked up the shotgun next to the hat rack.

      “Who’s there?” she cried.

      The pounding stopped, then a sound like wet breath sucked in, like her father when blood bubbled up into his throat from some failing organ deep inside his body. “Please,” a voice said.

      Carolyn peeked outside. Couldn’t see much. She cursed herself for not turning on the porch light in the first place and flipped the switch.

      “Please,” the voice said again, “you’ve got to let me in.”

      Even with the yellow porch light turned on, the narrow peephole in the door didn’t offer much of a view—the woman (she thought it was a woman, at least) was far too close. Cautiously, she stepped over to the window and pulled back the drapes.

      It was no woman, but a man, bloodied, clothing torn. His greasy hair shone in the moonlight. He moved spastically, glancing back over his shoulder, and when he did, Carolyn’s stomach tightened—one of the man’s ears was torn off, blood drizzling down his neck from the ragged wound.

      Carolyn followed the man’s gaze out into the yard. A dark shape lay facedown on the grass, what might have been a dress fanned out behind it. Past that, at the edge of their property, something moved in the shadows, just beyond the fence.

      Carolyn’s stomach lurched.

      “Let me in, you’ve gotta let me in,” the man pleaded.

      The fence was nothing. Just an agreement, really, fragile as glass—or an eleven-year-old girl’s neck.

      Carolyn knew from the rough state of the man, and the shadow beyond the fence, where he must have come from. Where the dark shape on the lawn, a woman she guessed, companion to the man at her door, must have come from. And what it all meant.

      “Go away,” Carolyn said, not coldly—pleading, really.

      “What?”

      “Go away. Please.”

      “You don’t understand, it⁠—”

      “I do,” Carolyn said, and pumped the shotgun.

      The noise cut through the man’s panic. “For Pete’s sake, sweetheart, will you just⁠—”

      “We can’t help you.”

      Beyond the fence, something moved. Carolyn had never seen it before, never wanted to, and she didn’t want to see it now. She stepped away from the window, letting the drapes fall back into place, keeping the shotgun trained on the door.

      Her father coughed loudly in his room.

      “Oh god,” the man said. He pounded on the door, louder. “Please, for the love of god, it’s coming, it⁠—”

      A shadow moved across the drapes.

      Carolyn swallowed hard. “Go away!”

      “Lynnie? What’s going on?”

      Carolyn shot a look over her shoulder—little Lars stood there in pajamas, hair tousled from the pillow, a patchwork bear held close to his baby-bird chest.

      “Shh,” Carolyn whispered. “Just go back to bed.”

      “But—”

      The man pounded on the window, both fists hammering the glass, his pleas devolving into a high, keening, wordless noise that made Carolyn sick to her stomach.

      But even surer of her resolve.

      The man’s cries stopped. His shadow disappeared from the window.

      Carolyn could barely breathe. Had it gotten him? God forgive her but she hoped so—once its quarry was in hand, the thing that roamed Talbot would go back to where it belonged. Leave the Halbermanns alone like it always did.

      Or so her father told her.

      A shadow grew large across the pane, something crashed through the window. Carolyn fell backward, out of the way of the flying shards and the porch chair toppling end over end toward her, and landed hard on her ass next to Lars.

      The man climbed in the window, slicing his palms on broken glass in the frame. He cried out, paused there for a moment, silhouetted against the moonlight.

      “I told you to go away,” Carolyn said, more to herself than the man.

      Right before she pulled the trigger.
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      Delia hadn’t brought much in the way of expectations with her to Talbot. Being a city pup—what did she know of ghost towns? The phrase conjured up tumbleweed-strewn streets and clapboard saloons with batwing doors, an eerie Ennio Morricone score ooh-we-oohing in the background. Which was silly, this wasn’t a Clint Eastwood movie. This was their life now.

      When they rounded that final bend and saw what had to be Talbot, Delia’s lack of expectation did her a favor. She hadn’t hoped for anything, and thus couldn’t be disappointed.

      Not so with Baby Girl. “Where are we?”

      “Home,” Linnae said.

      “This can’t be it,” Baby Girl said.

      Delia pulled the car to a stop. “I’m pretty sure it is.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding. We can’t stay here. Hirsch said it was a town. This is just . . . a nothing.”

      Delia took in the town, or what was left of it, through the dirty windshield. Never a metropolis, this—just a handful of buildings arranged around an abandoned rail line, or rather the ragged impression of such. A fire had swept through at some point, years before, from the look of the regrown vegetation, reducing Talbot to a handful of charred boards. One building still stood, half-heartedly, three collapsing sheets of wormy wood alluding to what it once had been. Besides that, and the rusted section of rail peeking through the weeds when the wind ruffled them, there wasn’t much reason to think Talbot had ever been a town, ever been anything but a scrap heap out in the woods, a place for people from somewhere better to dump their refuse.

      Then there was the car.

      Delia didn’t know cars the way Joey did. The kid papered the walls of the granny flat with glossy photos of Corvettes and weird, mutant-looking vehicles she couldn’t even name, but she was pretty sure that burned-out, weed-choked hunk of charred metal next to Talbot’s sole remaining building began life as a Trans Am.

      “This place is sick,” Linnae said brightly, stepping out of the car.

      Delia got out too, followed by Joey and Baby Girl. The latter turned around to gloss her lips in the window’s reflection. Linnae wandered over to the single remaining structure, appraising it. She tapped it with a finger, and to Delia’s surprise, the building barely wobbled instead of collapsing into a pile of sawdust and rusty nails as one might expect.

      “Where are we supposed to sleep?” Baby Girl said.

      “We’re not here to sleep,” Joey said. “We’re here to run wild.” He threw back his head and howled at the sky. “Wooo!”

      “I meant during the day,” Baby Girl said. “Aren’t you tired?”

      Delia stifled a yawn. “That’s what the tents are for.” She was pretty tired. The problem with Nights Out (or problems, rather, because her night-self brought many) was the lack of sleep. During the Change they often slept all day, though Delia tried to spend at least a few waking hours as herself before the night came down. Kept her anchored in her own skin. She’d long harbored a fear, as soon as she’d put a name to what she was, that she’d go out one night and disappear. Her insatiable night-self would finally consume her fleeting girl-self, running off over the hills and never once looking back. Of course, she’d lived long enough to know that these thoughts were foolish. She never failed to wake at dawn as the woman she was, never lost a day.

      But still. The potential was there. Nothing of what they were was rational, so why should her fears wilt in the cold light of reason?

      “I like it,” Linnae said, spinning around and throwing her hands up to the sky. “It’s got a certain je ne sais quoi. Kind of a Mad Max vibe.”

      “We should’ve run away to a hotel,” Baby Girl said. “Somewhere with big fluffy pillows, so I can make a nest and order room service and just laze around in front of the TV. Naked.”

      “You can get naked here,” Joey said. “Nobody’s stopping you.”

      “Good idea,” Linnae said, pulling her tank top over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She looked about, shrugged, and tossed her tank top at the car, where it landed on the antenna and hung there like a limp foxtail.

      Delia rolled her eyes. Living in such close quarters and waking unclothed after a Night Out, they’d all seen each other naked, but Hirsch had some very firm opinions on the proper way to behave, to maintain one’s humanity during the day. To act civilized. Nudity was nothing to be ashamed of, but the general rule was that during the time they spent as people, they behaved as such. Hirsch hadn’t bought Talbot so that Linnae could turn it into a nudist camp.

      Delia thought back to the old man they’d encountered on the road. Maybe he was right. Maybe they were really turning the place into a hippie commune and she just hadn’t gotten the memo.

      “Someone want to help me with the tents?” she said, going around to the trunk. She eyed the sky. Early afternoon, now. There were too many things they needed to do before they ran out of daylight.

      Nobody moved to help her. Baby Girl pulled out her phone, was trying to Instagram or something. Joey blatantly ogled Linnae’s tits, who didn’t seem to notice, busy as she was with wriggling out of her jeans.

      “Hey!” Delia said, lifting a tent bag out of the trunk. “A little help here?”

      “Yeah, okay,” Joey said, disappointed to be torn away right when the jeans were coming off.

      “In a minute,” Linnae said. She tossed her jeans on the hood of the car and stretched. Delia couldn’t help but notice she hadn’t been wearing underwear.

      Baby Girl held her phone high, peering at the screen. “Ew. I’ve got, like, zero bars.”

      “No shit,” Linnae replied. “Remember when we lost service on the road last night? When you were texting with Chad?”

      “Chas.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Maybe Hirsch can build an antenna thingy,” Baby Girl said. “If we’re going to be staying here.”

      “How much money do you think he has?” Linnae shot back. “He’s not a⁠—”

      “Goddamn it!” Delia cried.

      They all turned to look at her, even Baby Girl tearing her gaze away from the impotent phone screen. Linnae looked mildly amused.

      “Can we please just make camp?”
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      For Delia, it started as an itch. In the hour before the sun dropped below the horizon, she’d scratch at the backs of her calves, her thighs, the tingle working its way upward until it felt more like a tickle. Usually she’d spend the last few minutes before sunset pacing, resisting the urge to jog in place, so full of energy she couldn’t contain herself.

      She’d asked Naughton before if he ever itched, and he’d said no—for him it felt more like when you’re on an airplane, when you’ve been listening to the safety talk and backing away from the gate and taxiing and then, finally, they fire up the engines and whip around and you’re rolling down the runway, gathering speed, anxieties dropping away because now you’re committed, even if you’re afraid to fly it’s out of your hands, nothing to do but hope and pray.

      There’s the freedom to choose, and then there’s freedom from choice.

      She’d been taken aback when Naughton told her this. Not because his Change felt so different from hers, but because of how verbose he became when explaining himself. Naughton was nothing if not staid. He hardly said so many words over the course of a single day, let alone all at once. One of the reasons she gravitated toward him, perhaps. The others tended to talk a lot, with the exception of Linnae, and that wasn’t an option. Delia thought her beautiful, but in the same way she found the mountains or the ocean beautiful. She didn’t want to hold Linnae, kiss her, or nuzzle her face into her chest the way she did Naughton’s. She’d rarely felt that way about anyone before.

      Now, with the itch rising up her ankles, she missed him more than ever. Missed his scent, his presence, knowing that wherever she might run, he’d be on her heels, or she on his, a constant no matter what she walked as—woman-self or night-self. Knowing he was off somewhere, about to run the night without her, made her feel dreadfully alone.

      She’d worried about him and Hirsch all afternoon, fretted out loud in front of the pups despite herself. Couldn’t help airing out her fears, with no way to contact them, no way to know if they’d dumped the truck and the body (that poor man) and gotten away with it all, maybe put in an appearance with Mrs. Siodmak so she’d have two friendly neighbors top of mind and not a pair of suspicious recluses capable of who knew what sort of misdeeds. Necessary, articulating all the horrid thoughts buzzing around her brain, but far from a wise move. Joey rewarded her candor with shitty jokes, Linnae with morbid ones, and Delia had about bitten the other girl’s head off.

      Instead, she bit her tongue and stormed off, taking a lap through the woods. Linnae’s words had actually helped, in a way, taking that tight ball of worry in her stomach and transmuting it into a rage that permeated her entire body. Anger was always preferable to helpless sadness. But she couldn’t be angry for long; there was so much to do.

      She unloaded the tents from the car and dumped them on the ground. She unzipped one bag, pulling out a folded canvas and an assortment of poles. Stepped back, eyeing the constituent parts dubiously—she’d never set up a tent before and the bag lacked instructions. Even though she was sure it couldn’t be all that complicated, at that moment she felt as though she’d been tasked with building a rocket ship. For the life of her, she couldn’t see how it all went together.

      Pugs, she thought bitterly, come in all shapes and sizes.

      “Need some help?” a voice said quietly behind her.

      Delia turned. Baby Girl stood there, looking at her feet.

      “I do,” Delia said, with some degree of surprise. She had trouble picturing Baby Girl helping with anything beyond picking the best Instagram filters, but given the situation, it seemed like a good opportunity to pull her back into the fold, make her feel less isolated from the rest of them. “Uh, ever set up one of these before?”

      Baby Girl stepped forward and pulled the canvas from the bag. She looked around, found a patch of ground that wasn’t filled with rocks or rusty metal, and unfurled the tent. Delia sat back and watched her, snapping poles through eyeholes and hammering stakes into the ground. The whole process took less than five minutes.

      “Girl Scouts?” Delia asked.

      Baby Girl shook her head. “Something like that.” She unzipped the other tents and went to work. Four in all, so none of them had to share, which might have been a disappointment to Joey. Delia just watched, feeling slightly guilty that she wasn’t helping, but Baby Girl was a machine.

      At one point, Delia felt eyes upon her and turned to the tree line. Linnae stood there, watching Baby Girl work, her eyebrows raised.

      “She’s good, right?” Delia called.

      Linnae shook her head and disappeared into the trees.

      Once the tents were set up, Delia brought Baby Girl a bottle of water from the cooler. “Great work. I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks,” Baby Girl said, still not meeting Delia’s gaze. “Naughton would’ve probably had them up in half the time.”

      “I don’t know about that. You were a machine.”

      The other girl shrugged, then looked up at Delia. “You miss him a lot.”

      “I do.” Delia flailed for a new subject. She didn’t want to get into this. “And you must miss, uh, Chas, right?”

      “Mmhmm. Maybe he can come visit once we get settled.”

      Delia didn’t have the heart to tell her no, so she just patted the girl’s shoulder. “Maybe. Thanks again for your help. Now, we need to get the fences set up.”

      “Fences? Wasn’t the whole point of this to be able to, you know, run around?”

      “Soon. But until this place feels like home, I don’t want you—anyone getting lost. We’ll just do it for a few nights until Naughton and Hirsch get here. You want to help me set up?”

      Baby Girl nodded.

      Together, they took turns planting the stakes that formed the invisible border of their night-world, from the broken-down ruins of Talbot into the woods, as far as Delia dared go for fear of losing the signal. The hard-packed dirt resisted them at every turn, and by the end, Delia wanted nothing more than to slip into one of the newly erected tents and take a nap.

      But there was still the matter of their food.

      Hirsch’s collars kept them out of the kitchen as surely as they kept the pack confined to the canyon (one fateful, forgetful night notwithstanding), so back home they never had to worry about tearing through the refrigerator, choking a week’s worth of groceries down lupine jaws faster than a trip to the store. And out here, there were other things that might savor the delicacies they’d brought with them, the lunch meat and jars of mayonnaise and granola.

      “We should hang it,” Joey said.

      Delia blinked at him. “Hang it?”

      “Yeah, we hang the cooler from a tree. That way, we won’t get into it, all the wildlife won’t get into it. People do it all the time when they camp.”

      Delia looked dubiously at the branches of the trees lining the clearing that had once, allegedly, been a town. Tried to picture them tossing a rope over one of the sturdier limbs. How far off the ground should they hang the cooler? Fifteen feet? More?

      Joey pulled a length of rope from the car and went over to the tree line. He uncoiled the rope, spun the end around a few times like a child playing rodeo, and tossed it upward. The rope slapped against one of the lower branches and fell right back down to encircle his shoulders like a boa.

      “Shit.” Joey shrugged the rope off, tried to toss it again.

      Delia turned to study the cooler, wondering how they might loop the rope through the handles and bind the lid so it didn’t fall apart the moment they hoisted it in the air. If they even got to that point. She shot a look over her shoulder—Joey was trying to climb the tree, scrabbling at the bark with the rope across his chest, bandolier-style.

      “Hey, do you have a mirror?” Baby Girl asked, frowning at her compact. “Like, a bigger one?”

      Delia sighed. “Fresh out.”

      Once again, things would have been easier with Naughton around. Naughton knew all kinds of knots, had tried to teach her, but she had a mental block about it or something. No matter how patiently he explained it to her, knots just didn’t make much sense, she couldn’t follow or remember which way the rope went. No, if he’d been around, all this prep work would have been done already, and they’d be lying in the tent, pleasantly entwined⁠—

      Whump! “Oww!”

      Delia looked up to see Joey lying on his ass in the dirt, gazing up at the tree he’d tried to climb. He picked himself up, dusted off his jeans. “This is like the slippery-bark kind. Fucking bullshit.”

      Delia walked over and held out a hand. “Here, let me try.”

      Joey shook his head. “I’ve got it, I just need to⁠—”

      “Hey!” Delia whipped her head around.

      Linnae stood next to the open trunk, cooler held at chest level. She smirked and cocked an eyebrow before lowering the cooler into the trunk and slamming the lid shut. “Guess we don’t need the ropes?”

      “You really think a trunk’s going to stop one of us? That’s my car, by the way.”

      “Hmph.” Linnae walked over to one of the posts that marked the end of the invisible fence, uprooted it, and jammed it back into the earth. Did the same with another one.

      Now the car lay beyond the limits of their night-world.

      Linnae brushed sweat from her brow and smiled at Delia.

      “Good job,” Delia managed. God, why didn’t I think of—tired. That’s it, tired.

      More thoughts came, unkinder ones, but she pushed them away. They were a team. In the end it didn’t matter who did what.

      They hardly had any light left by the time they’d finished prepping camp as best they could. Delia was so exhausted, struggling to put words together, that all she wanted to do was retreat to her tent and crash out for an hour or two. But before she did, she pulled Linnae aside.

      “What do you think?” Delia asked. Joey and Baby Girl had both retired to their respective tents already.

      “About?”

      Delia gestured expansively. “This. The stuff on the internet. And that guy.”

      Linnae shrugged. “Seems fine. He was weird. Living alone’ll do that to you.”

      “And what you read?”

      “Don’t believe everything you read online.” She tapped her nose ring. “If there was another pack out here, we would’ve smelled them by now.”

      Delia scanned the tree line. “Guess you’re right. Try to get some sleep.”

      “Fuck sleep, I’m going to scratch a pentagram in the dirt outside Baby Girl’s tent and make her think the Blair Witch is gonna get her.”

      “If you do that, I’ll literally kill you.”

      Linnae flipped her off, which might’ve had more of an effect if she hadn’t been stark naked, and walked off toward the tree line.

      Delia retreated to her tent, marveling at how she’d had something resembling an actual conversation with Linnae, and fell on top of her sleeping bag. She set an alarm on her phone, just to give herself a few minutes of awareness before the Change overtook her, and then slipped into a deep sleep.

      Once she awoke, her tent rustled, a scarcely defined shadow playing across the roof.

      “Hello?” she called, the words emerging as a croak, her throat thick with sleep. “Linnae? Joey?” The rustling stopped and the shadow dissipated. She fell back asleep, waking only when the alarm blared in her ear.

      Already, she could feel the itching in her legs.

      Delia got up, doffed her clothes, and unzipped her tent. She stepped outside. The sun was almost down, not that she needed to look at the sky to know that. No one else was about.

      “Hey!” she called. “It’s almost time.”

      One by one, the other tents unzipped. Linnae, Baby Girl, and Joey all stumbled out. All looking recently roused. She was glad they’d slept some and taken care of themselves.

      “Here we go again,” Baby Girl muttered. Joey bounced on the soles of his feet, punching the air like a boxer. Linnae drifted away from them, toward the trees.

      Delia felt the night coming on. She turned her gaze to the treetops in the west, watching the last rays of sunlight flee from the sky. Dimly aware of the others awaiting the Change in their own way, she missed her mate more fiercely than she’d missed anything in her life.

      Then the darkness came creeping, taking her woman-self with it, and taking the others too. That was how they spent their first night in Talbot proper.

      Wild. And free.

      And seen.
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        * * *

      

      Hate.

      Perhaps that’s what drove the Watcher, although the word implied a certain intentionality hardly befitting such a hulking, reactive, violent form. Something obviously fueled it, for why else did it persist, in all defiance of the laws of man and nature? A power stronger than mere biology, able to cleave decaying molecules one to the next, to bind the memories of muscle and fascia and bone, freezing them together into a frame that so stubbornly refused to leave the world. Perhaps hate was in fact what drove it, or perhaps hate was what it was, supreme loathing taken form. Or something else entirely, who’s to say?

      What must be said is this.

      The four wolves woke the beast from its slumber, though it did not know them as such. It slept fitfully, stirred easily, and always for a purpose. Always because of an intrusion. It did not wake often, but when it did, there was but one thing to do, and then the sleep would come once more.

      It watched them, vision blurred like looking at rocks at the bottom of a riverbed. The others, they’d always come at night, at the height of its power, and it was nothing to dispense with them and return to slumber. These came during the day, when all the things in the world seemed faint, far away, and it was slow to rouse under the sun’s rays, though rouse it inevitably would. Something about the four seemed familiar, although it knew not what. But their presence pricked its curiosity in a way that all the others, down through the years, never had.

      Such curiosity stayed the Watcher’s hand, if only briefly.

      So it watched them, and waited for the night, never guessing they might be doing the same.

      When dusk came, the numbing rays of the sun abated, and true life returned to its form. The hackles at its neck raised and wildness swelled in its breast. It stepped into the circle where they’d made their camp.

      Four cuts. And then back to sleep.

      But then, as one, they fell to the ground, writhing, bodies jerking and twisting, strange shapes pushing their way through skin. Hair came away in clumps, and new, coarser hair grew in its place. They spat bloody teeth on the ground, which bubbled and dissolved, and scored the earth with long and wicked claws they’d not had moments before.

      It backed into the woods and watched the bodies of the four strangers reconfigure themselves.

      Watched, and remembered.

      And hated.
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      Naughton clipped the collar around his neck and sank to the floor of the bedroom he’d shared with Delia, glancing intermittently at the reddening sun through the window. Their mattress was now in the garage, along with dressers and spare clothes and all their other assorted shit. Some of it was packed into boxes they’d try to jam into the back of the Jeep, but a lot of it was bound for an estate sale. Not that they had that much to begin with—neither Delia nor he had much in the way of knickknacks or keepsakes.

      Unlike the man across from him.

      Hirsch leaned against the wall, rubbing his face. He looked like he’d aged a decade, a far cry from the boyish jubilation he’d exhibited that morning on the boat. He lit another cigarette, setting off a coughing fit, clutching his chest with his free hand until it got under control.

      “You sure this is a good idea?” Naughton asked.

      Hirsch took a long drag, his eyes staring up at the ceiling. “What else are we supposed to do?”

      Naughton didn’t have an answer for that. If he did, they wouldn’t be sitting on the floor in a cleared-out room, the wireless fence posts pulled from the canyon hemming the two men into a 12x15 space.

      When they got back from ditching the animal control truck, they’d run through all their options and realized they didn’t have many. Too soon until sunset, and with rush-hour traffic they stood a good chance of getting snarled in a bumper-to-bumper shitshow on the 5 North. Their best bet seemed to be hunkering down at the house and moving the fences so they could keep a low profile.

      They took turns reminding each other that nobody actually knew what they were. At least not yet.

      Hirsch stubbed out his cigarette in a Coke can and fiddled with his pack but didn’t light another one. “Things just keep getting weirder, don’t they?”

      Naughton didn’t have anything to say to that.

      “At least we got the cameras.”

      “Yeah.”

      One body cam, one dash cam. Beaten to shit with a hammer and dumped in the animal control truck, itself consigned to a ravine near Mount Laguna and covered with brush. Maybe the footage was recoverable, maybe it wasn’t. If anything, they’d bought themselves a few more days.

      Then there were the fingerprints.

      They’d wiped down the truck, but the cruiser itself? No time, not when a passerby could come trundling down Sunrise Highway at any moment. They’d been lucky to get away at all.

      “Did I ever tell you why I never had children?” Hirsch said.

      Naughton shook his head. It seemed a strange topic since the Change would be upon them in mere minutes, and all he wanted to do was clear his mind as best he could.

      Although nature would do that for him shortly.

      “You get to my age, regrets are as much a part of life as creaking joints. And ever-present. When you’re young, you can dismiss them, you’ve got so many more tomorrows to get it right. But time marches on and all those somedays dwindle and well . . . I’m rambling, aren’t I?”

      “A bit,” Naughton said, though not unkindly.

      “Another thing about growing old. A good thing, this time—you grow more comfortable with who you are. Figure out who you are. Seems like that takes longer, nowadays. When I was young, I fought against my nature, like all of you have. I was determined, I wouldn’t let my—condition, I called it, when I put a name to it at all—hold me back from the life I thought I wanted. I could get it under control, I could manage it. Things I told myself. Not lies, exactly. Wishful thinking. I got a job. Worked hard. I was an engineer. I built things. I’d like to think I was good at it. Dedicated, at least.

      “And then I met Joyce. I won’t bore you with the details, but we had a whirlwind courtship and married only a few weeks after our first date.” Hirsch grinned. “I know, I know. How antiquated. But that was how we did things, in my day. We met someone and made a life together, made it work. Or tried to, at least. I can’t fault Joyce. She did her best to honor our vows. Even when I had to push out our honeymoon because a Change was coming. She was . . . understanding.”

      Naughton shifted against the wall. “Understanding? You told her?”

      “I had no choice.” Hirsch laughed mirthlessly. “By then I’d abandoned engineering for sales. Thought the travel might provide decent cover. But she grew suspicious. I didn’t want her to think I was cheating on her. So, yes, I told her.”

      “How’d that go over?”

      Hirsch lit another cigarette. “About as well as you’d expect. At first, she thought I was pulling her leg. Then she suggested I see a doctor, even though I was clear-eyed and sober as a judge.” Hirsch gestured with his cigarette at the backyard. “In the shed, there’s an old pair of manacles. How I used to deal with it. One night I locked myself up and told her not to get too close.”

      Naughton glanced at the window, though he barely needed to—the Change was close, he could feel it. “Did she?”

      “Get too close? I suppose she already had. But no, thankfully. Joyce was a sharp woman. In the morning she was waiting for me, coffee already on the stove. She told me she loved me and we’d get through it together, just like we promised.” Hirsch’s eyes twinkled. “We were already talking about having children. We began trying, with gusto. I thought perhaps maybe she was . . . excited by that other side of me. The danger, the, I suppose you could say animal magnetism. For a time, things were good. Better than good, they were perfect. Here, here was the life I wanted, and I was having it all, wasn’t I? I should’ve known.” Hirsch took a final drag and put out his cigarette.

      “What happened?” Naughton heard the question, and realized he was the one who asked it. He was dissociating. Seconds away, minutes at most. He welcomed it. The sooner this was over, the sooner they could get on the road.

      To Delia.

      “One day I was putting away laundry—yes, I used to put things away, if you can believe it—and found her diaphragm. I confronted her, of course. I thought we were starting a family. She—” Hirsch grimaced, a hand going to his chest.

      “Are you⁠—”

      “Fine,” Hirsch said, waving him off. “Hurts now, after the first day or two. I wonder if the wolf part hurts too?” He laughed quietly. “Joyce moved out after that. Her sister’s, and then on to another marriage, I suppose. Sometimes I wonder if she ever had kids. Ever found a mate more suited to her. I never tried, aside from the odd coupling here and there. But you know what’s funny?”

      “What?”

      “I am a father. If only Joyce could see me now.”

      Naughton barely heard him, the words were hard to follow. It was here. The Change was upon him.

      Hirsch stood slowly, undoing his belt and letting his robe fall to the ground. “We’re going to be trapped together in a 12x15 room. Let’s try not to kill each other tonight.

      “Son.”
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      The pin was useless.

      Or not totally useless, but once his cell service dropped out along a meandering stretch of unpaved road lined by trees, Chas only had a vague idea of where Emily might be in relation to him and an equally vague idea of where the fuck he was. That worried him and made him think this was all part of some grand design. Which meant they could all be in danger. He’d told Jason where he was going—since it was Jason’s dad’s car, it would’ve been rude and possibly courting GTA charges otherwise. But Jason had been dull-eyed and red-lipped from seven Solo cups’ worth of jungle juice, according to the Magic Marker hash marks on his bare shoulder, and now Chas was thinking it would’ve been wiser to tell someone sober. He thought about driving back to where he’d last had service, sending a text to Jason or maybe one of his more responsible friends.

      Wait, Emily is my only responsible friend.

      Chas kept driving, looking for—well, he wasn’t sure what. Maybe a helpful neon sign blaring Serial Killer Lair. Or a creepy-looking trailer. Or⁠—

      He passed an old broken-down ranch house. Chas slowed, just slightly, so if the guy had him on surveillance, it wouldn’t look like he was casing the place. The house certainly looked suspect, just a dirt lot wrapped in a rusting fence. Shingles were falling off the roof and an old truck was parked outside. He was more into thrillers than horror, but the whole thing reminded him of the only Texas Chainsaw film he’d seen, the one with Matthew McConaughey.

      Maybe he wasn’t dealing with a lone psycho after all. Maybe Emily had been kidnapped by an entire redneck cannibal murder family.

      Chas rounded the next bend, laughing to himself. That seemed outlandish even to him. And the rational part of himself, the one that assiduously studied geopolitics in the hopes of being a CIA analyst one day (like Ben Affleck in The Sum of All Fears), seriously doubted she was in trouble. The Liam Neeson schtick was all a game. Mostly. Chances were she was fine, but he wanted to make sure, and knowing Emily she’d probably find it sweet.

      He drove for another mile or so, didn’t see anything. Night was falling fast, so there wasn’t much to see anyway. The old ranch house seemed to be the only game in town.

      Chas slowed, flipped a U-ie. Drove back toward the house, pulling off just before the driveway. There seemed to be a little break in the trees, so he kept going, sticks cracking under the tires. The steering wheel juddered in his hands. The BMW was anything but an off-road vehicle, but it seemed up for being eased behind a stand of trees. It wasn’t like it was raining. He didn’t have to worry about getting stuck in the mud.

      He grabbed his backpack and got out, slinging it over one shoulder. A far-off noise made him frown—was that a howl?—but he ignored it. There were probably more ranch houses up the road, and ranches had dogs. Likely just some sheepdog who’d seen his own shadow.

      Another howl, followed by a third. Something was working them up. Chas figured he’d check out the ranch house, and if he didn’t get a lead on Emily, he’d head up the road and see what was what.

      Maybe she’s got an uncle up here, Chas told himself. Owns a farm.

      Except Emily didn’t talk to her family. At all.

      There he was again, thinking she might be in trouble.

      Channeling his best Liam Neeson—he couldn’t remember any of the characters’ names, so it was always Liam Neeson—Chas slipped into the woods, stepping lightly. Having grown up in Idaho, he was used to the outdoors. Felt at home with the buzz of insects and the fresh scent of pine filling his nostrils. He didn’t even need the flashlight; his night vision was almost preternaturally keen. Family lore said they had some Nez Perce in them, which to his relatives inferred seemingly magical powers when it came to woodcraft, though Chas found that a bit silly after taking freshman biology.

      Up ahead, light shone through the trees. The farmhouse wasn’t far, twenty or so meters by his estimate. He paused, listening, but couldn’t hear any noises from up ahead.

      The wind at his back brought something like a yowl, the earlier consternation turning into a dog-on-dog spat—some difference of opinion about how to best guard the flock. Or maybe their earlier alarum was warranted. Maybe a wolf had crept into the henhouse, and they were fighting her tooth and nail.

      No part of him, even the most fantastical that pictured himself as a world-weary assassin about to rescue his sort-of girlfriend from the nefarious clutches of a human-trafficking ring or some low-rent Buffalo Bill, imagined it might be Emily’s voice he was hearing, crying out in pain from what was being done to her.

      Nor could even the most fantastical part of Chasten Lemche imagine what she looked like at that moment.

      Chas reached a fence and stopped. A few lights were on in the house, but he could detect no movement. He laid his hands on the fence, preparing to jump, and stopped, cognizant of the line he was about to cross. Having grown up in a rural area, he knew the big-city fictions of hard-bitten ranchers shooting strangers on sight were utter bullshit. In fact, living so far from the cities and all their inherent social ills, ranchers tended to be even less paranoid. The working ones, that was. Obviously, there was nothing to stop some doomsday cultists or militiamen from buying up cheap, rural real estate and creating the dystopia of their dreams, and those people and places existed, sure. But the average rancher would, upon encountering a stranger on their property, assume they were lost and possibly due to a car with a flat tire and no spare.

      So Chas wasn’t worried about the house’s owner shooting him unless all his pop culture–fueled fantasies were true and Emily had been snatched by a Criminal Minds guest star. Rather, the fence represented a Rubicon he wasn’t sure he should cross in his so-called investigation and his relationship. Borrowing a car from his drunken friend, driving up, and even buying thirty bucks’ worth of “supplies” at a Pilot all fell under the header of “fun and games.” And wasn’t that what this was really about? A cheap diversion from the usual keggers? An insane story to tell his buddies? And—yes—a gesture of love for the girl he’d fallen so fucking hard for? Sweet Emily, a girl who sometimes acted like a baby deer on an ice patch, also seemed like an old soul. She hadn’t told him much, but he got the feeling she’d seen things no one should have, let alone a girl a whole year younger than him, which at that nascent point in their lives was fraught with significance.

      God, did he love her.

      Chas vaulted the fence, feet landing in the yard with a soft chumpf. He froze, watching the windows for movement. There was none. He did a quick scan of the house and yard but didn’t note any obvious cameras. He doubted any of the spy tech in Liam Neeson movies would be deployed here, or even existed at all, for that matter. Motion detectors would, so he picked up a few stones and tossed them in various directions, soft so they wouldn’t make much of a sound. No floodlights came on, no alarms blared. He crept across the yard in a crouch, eyes darting this way and that. He saw no one. Heard no one.

      Chas made it to the side of the house, pressed himself against the aged, whitewashed boards. The soft murmur of a television leaked through the windows. He moved slowly up to the window, which was largely obscured by a dirty lace curtain, and peered into the room.

      An old man sat in a recliner, watching a rabbit-eared TV. Periodically, he reached for a pint of ice cream on the side table, spooning the sweet stuff into his mouth. He looked tired and placid and not at all like a serial killer.

      Besides, through the trellis, Chas could see under the house. It didn’t have a basement. Emily wasn’t down there, faced with a hard choice between rubbing lotion all over her body or getting blasted with a firehose. This was just an old man, probably lonely, watching a television program and eating ice cream.

      Everything about the man projected harmlessness, down to the way he put a spoon between his lips. If he had a young girl tied up in the other room, he surely wouldn’t be eating like that. Like a normal person, albeit one weighed down by all his years. Not like an insect, but a rodent, some sort of ravening and implacable other, for whom food was not enjoyment but sustenance, fuel for a machine engineered to bring naught but pain.

      Chas had never felt so much like an asshole in his life.

      He slunk back to the borrowed BMW. The tension that once animated his limbs had gone slack, like nothing mattered, because did it? Chasten Lemche was suddenly, painfully aware of the fact that he’d talked himself into a childish game, and couldn’t even believe how far gone he was. Borrowing Jason’s car? Driving nine hours north? With no plan, nothing but a hinky feeling about the texts Emily had sent. What if she had been in the house? And nothing was wrong, because of course nothing was wrong. Life wasn’t a movie, and he wasn’t any of two dozen interchangeable Liam Neeson characters. He was just a dipshit junior at San Diego State majoring in poli-sci who so badly needed his life to matter now, not tomorrow, not in five years, but right this very moment.

      And it didn’t. That was the bitter truth he had to face. He wasn’t an action hero, and even if he was, who cared? The real world isn’t built for action heroes. One man can’t dodge the bullets of thirty. We live in a world where evil isn’t epic but banal. Evil looks like balding old men with prostate problems, not handsome and mysterious international assassins who can deliver bons mots in eight different languages.

      Dejected, Chas stumbled back to his borrowed car. Maybe he’d drive to Fresno and find a Motel 6, put it on his overloaded credit card. Or cheap out even more and get two cans of Red Bull for five bucks and fly back to San Diego on the uncrowded night roads. Sure, he still had an invitation to meet Emily up here in a couple of days, but what would that even be like?

      He neared the car and caught his reflection in the window, looking like every bit the lunatic he felt.

      “You big dummy⁠—”

      Leaves crunched off to his left.

      Chas turned quickly, fumbling for the flashlight. An earthy, musky scent filled his nostrils. Like something dead, but not freshly dead. Long buried, just now come to light.

      “Hello?” he called, clicking on the flashlight.

      It illuminated several trees, and nothing else.

      He didn’t hear anything further. No movement. Nothing.

      Starting at shadows, Chas thought bitterly. Story of your life.

      Behind him, unseen, a claw swiped down, tearing into his tender neck flesh, piercing layers of muscle. He staggered and reached for the wound, but the clawed fist was grinding back and forth, shearing off muscle and ligament, blood spurting freely from the wound, soaking his shirt and the straps of the backpack. The force twisted him around, so he was facing the car, looking straight-on at his dumbass reflection again.

      Except this time, he could see the claws piercing his neck, and the shocked look on his face. Something big was behind him.

      Big and hairy.

      Too many severed nerves—he went limp. Then another claw grabbed his perfectly uncoiffed hair, pulling his head back, and he watched the torn flesh yield all the way. Once he’d read something about guillotine victims in the French Revolution and how long their perception persisted after their heads were severed from their bodies, and, watching an unimaginable scene play out in the car window, he learned things he never could at San Diego State University and never hoped to.

      But were undeniably true nonetheless.
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      Delia started awake next to the rusted-out Trans Am, lurching to her feet before she even knew where she was, heart thrumming fiercely. She tasted metal. She looked about wildly, hands curled into fists, gooseflesh stippling her arms.

      Something was wrong.

      But nothing she could see.

      Delia took a deep breath, trying to calm her rapidly beating heart. Her mind raced, working to identify the source of her panic. She’d woken up back at camp, not lost in some strange field. If anything, she should have felt more relaxed, more at home, being in at least semifamiliar surroundings. She took another slow, deep breath. Her now-human nose was just barely able to catch the quadruplet scents of the urine she and Baby Girl and Linnae and Joey had sprinkled all around the campsite.

      The scent made her feel slightly better, though something undercut it, a familiar smell her woman-senses couldn’t quite place. She grasped at the fleeting memory.

      Had something bad happened? Again? What sort of bad could come to four wolves out in the middle of nowhere? War with another pack? If so, why hadn’t they found any traces of them?

      Nothing concrete came to mind, just that lingering feeling of uneasiness. She shook leaves from her hair and pushed the thought aside.

      Delia walked on unsteady legs over to the trunk of her car and pulled a bottle of water from the depths of the melted slush in the cooler. The frigid water sent a shiver up her arm. She cracked the bottle open and drank, which made her feel marginally better. Maybe she was just dehydrated, and though she’d never experienced it herself, Joey sometimes had panic attacks when he’d sucked down too many shots the night before.

      A rustle from the weeds drew her attention. Baby Girl stood up slowly, brushing grass and dirt off her arms. “Ugh.”

      “Morning,” Delia said, her anxiety beginning to dissipate. At least she wouldn’t have to go hunting Baby Girl for the second morning in a row.

      Somebody coughed behind Linnae’s tent, and then a minute later, Linnae came over, brushing hair out of her face with her fingers. “Can we get some coffee going?”

      “If you make it,” Delia said. “Stove’s over there.”

      “I’m hungry,” Baby Girl said.

      “Me too,” came a voice from the tree line. Joey swaggered back into the campsite, yawning.

      All of them, here and whole. So what the hell had she been so freaked out about? A memory tickled her, something that happened right before the night came down, but as soon as she focused on it, it was gone.

      “I’m going to do the thing,” Baby Girl said, gesturing at the woods. “So gross.” She stopped to pull a bag from her tent and then walked off into the woods.

      “Jesus Christ,” Linnae muttered. “‘I’m going to do the thing.’ What is she, five?” She put a hand to her mouth and yelled, “Everybody poops, you dumb twat!”

      “Whatever, bitch,” Baby Girl called back from the trees.

      “Hey,” Delia said, grabbing Linnae’s arm. “Stop it.”

      Linnae yanked her arm away. “Time we stopped treating her like a child. She’s the one that got us into this. Unless you’ve forgotten.”

      “You acted like you were having the time of your life yesterday.”

      “I made the best of it,” Linnae said. “There’s a difference.”

      “What’s for breakfast?” Joey said, pulling on a pair of jeans. He zipped up but made no move to put on a shirt.

      Is he flexing?

      Linnae scoffed. “I’m making coffee. If you want breakfast, make it yourself. Or better yet, why don’t we have Little Miss Prim-and-Proper do it when she’s done farting out rainbows? All-time cook seems like a fair punishment for what she did.”

      “Linnae.” Delia took her elbow again, turning her away from Joey. “Stop being so hard on her, what’s done is done. Now’s the time for us to come together. We’ve got to make this work for one more night, at least.”

      Linnae glowered but didn’t try to pull away. “And then what?”

      “Then Hirsch and Naughton will be here, and we’ll figure something out. Hirsch has a whole plan. We’ll get some trailers, rig up generators, dig a well⁠—”

      “Mama always told me if I worked hard and believed in myself, I could be trailer trash someday.”

      Joey grunted behind them. Delia shot a look over Linnae’s shoulder—he was on the ground, doing push-ups, rapid-fire.

      “Can you just pretend to be agreeable until Hirsch gets here?”

      Linnae blew a long breath out. “Fine.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Now, about that coffee.”

      “And breakfast!” Joey yelled, not pausing his fitness routine.

      “Wait,” Delia said softly.

      Linnae arched an eyebrow. “What?”

      “When you woke, did you—I don’t know, feel off?”

      “Always do.” Linnae jangled pots and pans in the big plastic tub filled with cookware.

      “Unusually off.”

      Linnae stood, her face partially hidden by the coffee pot. “Now that you mention it . . .”

      “Can you remember anything? From last night, any impressions?”

      “Just a feeling.”

      “What?”

      “Fear.” Linnae turned away, shoulders hunched. She fired up the camp stove.

      Delia winced slightly at the open flame of the camp stove, but pushed the thought away, focusing on Linnae’s words instead. It felt right, like hearing someone hum a few bars of a song you’d been trying to remember. “Fear?”

      “Read this in a Stephen King book once,” Linnae said over her shoulder, still busying herself with the task of making coffee. “Something like, dogs have two dreams, a good one and a bad one. The good one? That’s when they’re chasing something. And the bad one? That’s when⁠—”

      “They’re being chased,” Delia finished.

      “Guess you read The Stand, too.”

      “So what the hell would be chasing us?”

      “Oh shit!” Joey yelled.

      Delia whipped her head around. Joey was standing, sweat slicking his bare, underdeveloped chest. He gaped at the woods. She followed his gaze.

      Her breath seized in her throat.

      Baby Girl stumbled out of the woods, a panicked look in her eyes.

      And blood all over.
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        * * *

      

      The Watcher couldn’t kill them.

      Not yet, at least.

      The others who’d come to Talbot over the years, who’d awakened it with their horseless buggies and boorish words and stinking pheromones, the night air ferrying scents and sounds to its warren, had fallen easily. Clawed throats, torn stomachs, guts spilling out onto the forest floor with ease. The Watcher killed them quickly, returned to slumber, dispatching them like they’d once snapped the necks of chickens.

      The Watcher never hated the chickens. That was the only difference, but snapping a human neck hardly interfered with its sleep any more than an avian one did.

      These four, when they’d changed, the memories (or memories of memories, ghosts of memories) came flooding back. Fresh snowfall. A night on fire. Howls in the wind. Claws and teeth. The foolish woman and her—what was the word? Yes, rifle—running through the forest, chasing an impossible dream, catching a nightmare instead.

      But that was so long ago, and the only thing that mattered were these creatures. The Watcher hurt them, repeatedly, over and over again, its usual efficiency departing and replaced with a cruel zeal. Killing humans was a necessity.

      Hurting these things was fun.

      But hurting was all the Watcher could do. They bled and did not die, which was fine because that meant the game could continue. Over and over and over again, an infinite loop of snapping jaws and slashing claws and pain. Sweet, sweet pain.

      Then the dawn came, and the wolves’ panicked baying turned to mindless chatter as their hair fell out and blew away on the morning breeze, and they walked as humans once more. Now was the time. Sleep tugged at the Watcher, urging it to end all of this, then and there, while they made their coffee, did their push-ups, and interrogated their discomforts.

      Four cuts, and back to sleep, just like the other humans who’d wandered into Talbot throughout the years.

      No.

      Far too easy.
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      “Emily!” Delia cried, rushing across the campsite.

      Baby Girl glanced at her, through her, and kept stumbling forward. A pale hand went to her throat, fingers bloody—the other hand clasped her forehead.

      “Give me a shirt or something,” Delia screamed, snapping her fingers at the others.

      “What the fuck, man,” Joey said, over and over again. “What the fuck, what the fuck.”

      Delia caught Baby Girl in her arms, the younger woman falling into her, bleeding and sobbing—all weight, writhing and shaking. Head spinning with confusion, Delia’s hands wrapped around Baby Girl and squeezed her tight.

      Like a hug could fix whatever was the matter.

      “Here,” Joey said, reaching over Delia’s shoulder with a balled-up T-shirt in his fist.

      Delia bolstered Baby Girl with one arm and took the T-shirt from Joey. She searched her crimson-streaked skin for the source of the bleeding.

      “My head,” Baby Girl muttered.

      There it was—a slash across her hairline. Not deep, at a glance, but head wounds bled horribly. Delia cradled her, letting them both sink to the ground, and pressed the T-shirt hard against the cut.

      “Get some towels or something,” Delia said to Linnae. “We’ve got to clean her up, see if she’s cut anywhere else.”

      Linnae whirled around and headed for the car.

      Joey sank to his haunches, looking like he wanted to do something. “Here.”

      “I’ve got it⁠—”

      “Got the towels,” Linnae said, dropping them in a pile on the sleeping bag.

      Joey took one, wiped at the blood smeared down Baby Girl’s arm.

      “What happened?” Delia asked her.

      Baby Girl blinked a couple of times and pursed her lips. “I⁠—”

      “Tripped and fell,” Linnae finished.

      “I mean, I—I didn’t trip. I saw something, out . . .” She trailed off, grabbing Delia’s arm tightly.

      Delia pulled the wadded T-shirt away. Blood still bubbled from the cut. She groaned to herself and reapplied pressure.

      “If you didn’t trip, what then?” Linnae said. “You get attacked by an angry badger?”

      “Linnae.”

      “Or a horny one?”

      “Linnae!” Delia shouted.

      Linnae smirked at her.

      “Yeah,” Joey said. “Now’s not the time for jokes.”

      “That’s all you do. Joke,” Linnae shot back.

      “So—”

      Delia’s head throbbed, probably worse than Baby Girl’s. “Both of you.” The pups turned to look at her and she bared her teeth. “Shut. The fuck. Up.”

      “Okay,” Linnae said, backing away slowly, the hint of a smile still on her face.

      Delia’s muscles tensed. She wanted to rip those lips right off Linnae’s face. Seize the girl’s tongue in her jaws and bite down, whipping her head back and forth until the organ severed and blood flooded her own mouth⁠—

      “Delia?” Baby Girl said.

      Delia blew out a breath, looked down at Baby Girl. “Yes?”

      “I didn’t really fall.”

      Delia checked the wound again. Black blood oozed, slower now—finally letting up, thankfully. “So what happened?”

      “I was going out to, to—you know. I looked up and thought I saw someone watching me.”

      “Watching you?”

      Baby Girl nodded. “Just this shape, behind some trees. Something big. I got scared and started running. Right into a branch. A big one.” She gingerly touched her forehead.

      “You—saw something?”

      “Probably just a shadow,” Linnae said. “Maybe even her own.”

      “Oh my god, will you shut up?” Baby Girl hissed at Linnae. She turned back to Delia. “I didn’t fall though. Just stumbled a little bit.”

      Joey appeared at Delia’s side again. “Got some iodine wipes.” He opened the first aid kit and laid it out on the ground, then tore open a packet and pushed it at her. “Here.”

      Delia stared at the wipes for a moment, then took them. She cleaned Baby Girl’s wounds as best she could, bandaging them up, all the while wishing Naughton were there and trying to ignore the younger girl’s mewling yelps. Then, she sent Baby Girl to her tent and told her to rest. A couple of weak and expected protestations were issued, but ultimately, there wasn’t much else to do but sleep, and they all had to rest up for the evening. Just two more nights.

      Loath as she was to admit it, Delia figured Linnae was probably right. Whatever Baby Girl had seen, it must’ve been a shadow, a deer, something. They’d seen no signs of other wolves in Talbot, or people for that matter.

      Could be something else, a small voice whispered, but she dismissed it. No sense freaking herself out, and everyone else to boot.

      Between the three wolves still on their feet, they made breakfast—powdered eggs and biscuits. Nothing to write home about, but it did the trick. Delia took a plate to Baby Girl—biscuits only—and sat just inside the tent while she ate.

      “These are dry,” Baby Girl said, making a face.

      “Goes better with eggs,” Linnae yelled from outside the tent.

      Baby Girl looked like she wanted to say something back, but just rolled her eyes instead.

      “How’s the head?” Delia asked.

      “It’s okay.”

      “Let me know if you feel dizzy or anything.”

      “Okay.” Baby Girl tossed another bite of biscuit in her mouth, swallowing with some difficulty. “These biscuits are like punishment.”

      “We’re done with all that, okay?” Delia said. “It’s not your fault. Whatever happened, this is our life now.”

      “I guess.”

      Delia leaned in and clasped Baby Girl’s forearm. “Our life. Always.”

      Baby Girl looked down at the crumbs on her plate, then nodded. “Thanks.”

      They sat in silence for a moment, Delia letting her continued presence add real, tangible weight to the reassuring words she’d poured into Baby Girl’s ear. In the rush to survive, to get gone from San Diego, to rapidly put some sort of new life together out of Hirsch’s secret plans, Delia hadn’t spared nearly enough thought for how Baby Girl was feeling and chided herself for that. Thanks to her age and interests, Baby Girl could come across as a bit (Delia hated to say it) simple. Linnae, in one of her blacker moods, had once called her “an empty-headed trifle of a human being.” Harsh, definitely, but in her secret heart hadn’t Delia agreed, just a little bit? After all, wolves and women weren’t so different. Their human-minds insisted on community and order, but their inner caninity held sway over how they all interacted with each other. Linnae might challenge Delia almost openly, but at nearly half her age, Baby Girl’s mere existence challenged Delia’s status. Thinking of her as a child might have been naïve, but it kept Delia from seeing her as a rival and treating her as such. But now that child was dealing with decidedly unchildish things—the ruination of their home, and the death of another person.

      And she’d borne it all in silence since Delia had been too preoccupied with all the chaos to reach out.

      “I’ll take that,” Delia said, gently taking the plate out of Baby Girl’s hands. “Get some sleep, I’ll come wake you a little bit before.”

      “Okay.” Baby Girl smiled at her, eyes watery.

      Delia leaned in and gave her an awkward, one-handed hug. “Like I said, it’ll be okay.” She made for the tent’s exit, but then an idea struck her. “Can I see your phone?”

      Baby Girl frowned, but reached down inside her sleeping bag. “It doesn’t work.”

      “I know that. I just want to see something.”

      Baby Girl came up with the phone and pressed it into Delia’s hand. “Don’t look at the pictures.”

      Delia laughed. “Wouldn’t dare. What were you using to message Chad? Text?”

      “Chas. No, we use WhatsApp.” A look of understanding came over Baby Girl’s face. “Wait a second, you can’t⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you two were talking about, really. I just want to see when the last text was. How do I do that?”

      Baby Girl went pale, looking down at her feet. “You better let me do it.”

      “Something you don’t want me to see on there?”

      “I, uh⁠—”

      “Relax.” Delia handed her phone back. “I don’t care if you were sexting, I’m not your mom. Just remember, whatever you put out there in the cloud, it’s forever.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Baby Girl peered at the phone, tapping the screen a few times. “Last message was at 6:47 p.m. Then it stopped working.”

      Delia nodded. About a half hour before sundown.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      Delia stuck a foot out of the tent, bracing her free hand on the ground to stand up. “Just wanted to see how far I’d have to go.”

      “For what?”

      “To call Naughton.” Delia headed for the car. Across camp, Linnae was reclining in a foldout chair with an old book—Silas Marner, looked like. The other girl looked up and raised an eyebrow, then went back to reading.

      The tent flaps rustled, and then Baby Girl jogged up behind her. “I want to come.”

      “You should probably just get some rest.”

      “I want to call Chas.”

      Delia stopped, turning to the other girl. There was no real reason to say no, and yet she did. The drive was an opportunity to be alone with her thoughts, away from the constant needs of the younger three. I’m hungry, I’m bored, I hit my head.

      And wasn’t there a part of her that, despite what she’d just said to Baby Girl, wanted to punish her for getting them all stuck in this situation in the first place?

      “Just leave it alone, okay?” Delia said.

      “But—”

      “You going somewhere?” a shirtless Joey said, popping out of his tent. “I’ll come with, we should get some beer.”

      “We have beer.”

      “Not enough,” Linnae called.

      Delia wanted to scream. “No one’s going anywhere. I’m just making a quick call, then I’ll be right back.”

      “What’re we supposed to do?” Joey asked. “This place sucks.”

      Delia looked around the campsite, her gaze settling on the clapboard remains of Talbot. “Maybe you can clear that stuff away.”

      “With what? And put it where?”

      “It’s just one phone call,” Baby Girl broke in. “Chas’ll get worried if he doesn’t hear from me.”

      “Jesus,” Delia muttered. She turned to Emily. “Chas will be fine. And you”—she pointed at Joey—“go play with your Frisbee or something. Or, better yet, all of you should get some sleep. God knows I want to.”

      “Delia—”

      “No, not another word.”

      “You tell ’em, D!” Linnae shouted.

      Delia gave her the finger and stalked off toward the car, face reddening. Once again, she wondered how the hell she’d gotten stuck with this shit. Naughton and Hirsch pulled the easy detail. At least dead bodies didn’t whine about boyfriends and boredom.

      Or chime in with catty remarks from their folding-chair balcony like some gothed-up version of Statler and Waldorf.

      Baby Girl said something, but the rushing blood in Delia’s ears blocked it out. She got in the car, slammed the door, and turned on the stereo. Nothing but static. Still, part of her wanted to turn the volume all the way up and fill the interior of the car with white noise.

      Delia shifted into drive and peeled out, tires kicking up gravel. She glanced at the rearview. Joey and Baby Girl were climbing back into their separate tents.

      She hit the CD player, forgetting what she even had in there but hoping for something angry.

      After a moment, Taylor Swift came on.

      Close enough.
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      Emily watched Delia’s car disappear around the bend from inside her tent, a sinking feeling growing in her chest.

      Shit.

      That was a relatively new addition to her vocabulary. She’d grown up in a strict religious household under the thumb of a mother who had no compunctions about sticking a bar of soap down her oldest daughter’s craw. She sank to the tent floor and sat cross-legged, pulling out her phone. It was almost dead. And no service, obviously. She navigated to her texts and scrolled back through her conversation with Chas until she got to her latest mistake.

      
        
          
            
              
        You should come visit. Like Thursday?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        👍 👍 👍 👍 👍

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        OMG yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      And then the pin.

      Emily knew it was stupid at the time, like just as stupid as forgetting to check the batteries that she totally checked. But she couldn’t help herself. That was the problem. Chas was cute, sweet, and completely amazing, but beyond that he represented something she never thought she’d have.

      Freedom.

      Except now, instead of her mother, it was Hirsch with his rules, and Delia with hers, and Linnae being awful all the time. Felt like she’d traded one cage for another, except the bars were harder to see in this new one.

      Still. She knew she shouldn’t have invited him without asking the others. Even though by Thursday, the stupid Change would be over, and there’d just be a bunch of people camping in the woods who really needed showers. And shouldn’t she have thought that far ahead? She didn’t want to see Chas without making herself decent, obviously. So she was going to text him and tell him not to come. Which sucked, but it was the right thing to do. And despite what Hirsch said, maybe by Thursday, they could go back to San Diego, and she could meet Chas at Lestat’s and sip vanilla lattes with coconut milk, and she could tell him whatever story she’d made up about this stupid road trip.

      Except Delia wouldn’t let her come, which made Emily think despite everything Delia said about being a family, she was still angry, and Emily was going to be punished forever, a bar of soap permanently stuck between her lips.

      Or worse.

      Maybe she should’ve told Delia why she needed to call Chas so bad, but then everybody would just get mad at her all over again. A never-ending cycle: Emily breathes, everybody gets pissed.

      Plus, her head hurt. She used a few precious seconds of cell phone charge to check her wound with her camera app—a patina of dark blood seeped through the bandage, and it was sticky to the touch.

      Ugh.

      The headache wasn’t fun, but knowing that she’d made a fool of herself hurt even worse. They all treated her like a child, and now she had a confirmatory boo-boo smack-dab in the middle of her forehead.

      The least they could’ve done was listen to her. She had seen someone in the woods. Too far away and tree-shrouded to tell who they were, but it wasn’t a deer or a shadow or some trick of the light.

      It was big, though.

      Emily shivered. Then she told herself it was probably a hunter. Wearing a parka.

      She looked down at her phone again. Maybe she could go back out there, find some footprints, take a few photos with her last 5 percent, and show them she wasn’t making it up.

      She smiled to herself. That was the last thing they’d expect, their little Baby Girl going back out there and proving them all wrong.

      Emily unzipped her tent and looked back and forth for the others but didn’t see them.

      Then crept into the woods.
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        * * *

      

      Joey lay in his tent, staring up at the dumb nylon ceiling. He knew he should try to get some sleep, but he was way too wired. Partially from all the coffee he’d had with breakfast.

      Mostly from the situation.

      Or his situation, really. During the days of the Change, all his senses felt like they were turned up to eleven. Being back in his human skin was almost painful because all he wanted to do was run around and fuck and fight. The latter, he could do plenty of back home on his Xbox. But now he was stranded in some shithole antitown in the middle of central fucking California.

      To make matters worse, he was stranded with three women, which should’ve been a porno waiting to happen but sure as fuck wasn’t turning out that way.

      Own those bitches, an unwelcome voice in his head whispered. Or shouted, because “Manly” Stanley Bevis, the former pro rugger and internet-famous YouTube pickup artist, only had one volume—obnoxiously loud.

      One of the less-pleasant parts of the Change—all the old Bevis videos he watched with his stepbrother Andrew, trying to be cool, or some approximation of such, yammered away in his mind like an earworm, an endless loop of bullshit. He’d go weeks without thinking of Bevis, and then all of a sudden, bam, some fortysomething douchebag with manicured eyebrows was living rent-free in his head.

      “Ugh,” Joey muttered. He unzipped the tent and looked around the campsite. Emily—Baby Girl, the others called her, but he sensed she didn’t like it, so called her B. G.—must’ve been asleep, her tent shut and silent. When Naughton first found her and brought her back to the house on Kessler Circle, Joey figured they’d get together, being just a few years apart. But sometimes she acted so much younger than she was, like prepubescent, and Joey quickly found whatever nascent attraction he felt was subsumed by a much more filial relationship.

      Then there was Linnae. Joey was more into pinups than goth chicks, and she scared the shit out of him. He wouldn’t even think about her when he was jacking off, fearing that whatever mental image he conjured up would bite his dick off. Nothing sexy about that.

      Delia, he had a minor crush on—MILF city, mate! Bevis screamed in his head—but Naughton had that sewn up since the guy was basically a mash-up of Bear Grylls and Brad Pitt. Joey felt a minor pang of jealousy just thinking about it. Not that he wanted Delia, per se, more like he wanted someone to want him the way she wanted Naughton. And B. G. wanted Chas. And Linnae wanted a blood-filled chalice made from the skulls of her enemies.

      Not that he was celibate, living a few miles from the bars in Pacific Beach had its upsides, and he’d had a few semiserious relationships. Okay, hookup situations, if you wanted to put a fine point on it, and the seriousness was all on Joey’s part. He found himself craving what Naughton and Delia had, to be in love with someone who was like him, and he felt jealous that he couldn’t get it.

      Joey jogged laps around the camp. He thought about going for a walk in the woods but didn’t see the point. What the hell did he want with a bunch of trees and squirrels or whatever? He pulled out his phone, knowing there wouldn’t be service but thinking he could at least go through pics and delete old ones, but it was dead. Useless.

      Just like you, Bevis mocked. You let a teenage girl set up your tent for you. You’re barely a man. Pussy isn’t going to fall into your lap, you’ve got to go grab it.

      Much as Joey hated Bevis’s whole schtick, he had to admit the earworm had a point. He’d been trying and failing his whole life to find his thing. Oh, he’d found ways to entertain himself, but you couldn’t really excel at Pornhub. When he’d first started changing, it excited him. He had images of going out for the basketball team, like Michael J. Fox in that old movie his dad liked, Teen Wolf. Too bad he’d be more likely to eat the starting center than take his team to the state championship. And he barely remembered anything. Lycanthropy was a burden; it wasn’t fucking cool.

      Do something, Joey thought, in his own voice this time, looking around the campsite. What do we need?

      “Balls,” Linnae said behind him.

      Joey whirled. “Huh?”

      She pointed at his fly.

      He hurriedly zipped it. “So? You’re fucking naked.”

      Linnae held up a finger. “Naked on purpose is empowering. Naked on accident is hilarious.”

      Mouthy bitch, this one. Bevis was back.

      “Whatever,” Joey said. “What’re you doing?”

      “Besides making fun of you?”

      “Ha.”

      Linnae jerked a thumb behind her at the woods. “Just prowling around. In case Baby Girl really did see some axe murderer creeping through the woods.”

      “Why, so you can blow him?”

      “I should be so lucky.” Linnae’s eyes narrowed at him. “But what do I need an axe murderer for when I’ve got you?”

      Joey’s heart thumped, his mouth went dry. Had he heard her correctly? “Huh?”

      Huh. Pickup line of the century, you pathetic little cuck.

      Despite his hundreds of videos about picking up women, “Manly” Stanley Bevis was one shitty fucking wingman.

      “I’m just saying.” Linnae stepped closer, eyes fixed on his. “We’re out here, in the wild.” Her lips twisted into a pout. “And I’m already naked. And you . . .” She reached for his crotch, stopping centimeters away from his zipper and pretending to squeeze.

      Yes. He was.

      The air felt electric.

      “Linnae, I⁠—”

      “Ha!” Linnae cried, clapping her hands together and backing away. “Holy shit, you should see the look on your face.”

      Joey’s tongue turned to clay. His dick felt like it had been dunked in a bucket of ice water.

      You stupid fucking loser.

      “You know what? Go fuck yourself.” Joey flipped Linnae the bird and stalked off toward the remains of Talbot, face reddening. Her high, sharp laughter felt like stones smacking against his back.

      The hell was he thinking? He’d never even seen Linnae with anyone. Who knew if she was into guys, or girls, or what? And why would she be into him?

      He wasn’t watching where he was going. His foot caught something on the ground and sent him sprawling. Sharp stones cut into his hands, slicing his palms. He yelped and rolled over onto his ass, shaking his hands out. Tiny rocks fell back into the dirt. Blood glistened from several small cuts.

      Nice job, pussy!

      Except this time it wasn’t Bevis’s voice.

      It was his stepbrother, Andrew.

      Joey leaned back, about to howl at the sky, but stopped. He’d embarrassed himself enough with Linnae. He didn’t need her to hear him screaming. He could practically hear the taunts now.

      Joey didn’t need another voice in his head telling him he was a piece of shit.

      He wiped his palms on his jeans, then looked to see what he’d tripped over. Some kind of pipe, old and rusted. He lashed out with a foot. The corroded metal broke into pieces.

      Joey got to his feet, wondering what the pipe was for. It didn’t seem connected to anything. Just an old, worthless hunk of metal in the middle of nowhere.

      But maybe it didn’t used to be.

      There were many things they’d need if they really were to make a life out here. Real shelter. Electricity. And water. Running water.

      Maybe he could contribute something. And if the three women could actually shower and bathe, well, they just might invite him to join them.

      Even Delia.
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      What the hell is wrong with me? Linnae thought.

      Though she was pretty sure she knew the answer.

      Linnae’s saving grace, such as it was, was that she knew herself to be a monster. That was her thing. Her schtick. She exuded bad vibes through her pores, like pheromones. On fucking purpose. And if you were dumb enough to keep getting closer to her?

      Then you were just the sort of dipshit who deserved whatever was coming.

      She stopped by her tent, shrugged on some leggings and a hoodie—the flirtation with nudism was only to fuck with the others, and she was actually getting kind of cold despite the sun—and stalked off through the woods, working out her frustration with every stomp of her hiking boots on the forest floor.

      Joey was kind of a dumbass, and sort of deserved whatever he got, but he kind of didn’t at the same time. If he’d come on to her, sure, all bets were off, but she’d toyed with him, emotionally vulnerable as he was, for no other reason than she could. Like, it wasn’t funny to swipe a blind guy’s cane and watch him fumble around, now was it? Maybe Joey wasn’t physically disabled, but what was a disability, anyway? He was too trusting and naïve, preventing him from achieving anything close to satisfaction in the world. It wasn’t right for her to mess with him like that.

      Right?

      Not for the first time, Linnae wished she could wave a magic wand and completely rework her own nature. She knew the difference between right and wrong, or her versions of such, and had fairly strong, complex justifications for what constituted which. When she looked back on something like her most recent interaction with Joey, she wasn’t looking to rationalize the way she acted, but to understand.

      Why am I the way I am?

      A therapist might’ve helped her answer such questions, but how could one if Linnae couldn’t give them the full picture? So, I can’t help myself from tormenting people like some teenage Redditor, and also, every few months, I transform into a literal werewolf, which is actually something of an improvement, morally, because as far as I know, I’m not a huge bitch to my prey before I kill and eat them.

      No, she’d be committed faster than you could say Britney Spears.

      Linnae was a very self-aware person, very introspective—a consequence of actively trying to push people away all the time—and over time she’d come up with part of an answer. Her ex, a much older man, had used her in all kinds of fucked-up ways, and if she was a weaker person she could’ve left it at that. Blah, blah, trauma, men, am I right? But she couldn’t accept the simple answer. There was something deeper there because she’d had a mean streak before she ever met Kyle, and she didn’t get it from her parents either. They were nice and supportive. Maybe she was born with something missing, some essential piece that might’ve made her fully human.

      At least part of the time.

      Twenty or thirty yards from camp, she found the place she’d discovered earlier—a run-down cemetery. She hadn’t told any of the others yet. It was close enough that they’d find it in time, but for now, she liked having something of her own. The only welcome change from Hirsch’s place since she’d been forced to share a room with Baby Girl upon the latter’s arrival. That pissed her off, and then she was pissed at herself about being pissed off, and the pissing off continued in a spiral until she wasn’t even sure what she was mad at anymore.

      Linnae stopped just outside the rusted gate—lying on the ground, weeds tangling through its metal frame—and took a deep breath, blowing it out over the tumbledown gravestones, as if she could commit all her animosity to this dead place. Let the crumbling bones in the soil beneath her feet have her sharp words, her cutting remarks, her feline desire to toy with a dying mouse, poking the guts spilling out of its belly with her paw just because she could.

      Of course, she knew the second she was around the others she’d be right back to herself, but for a moment, she could pretend to be normal, or what passed for it in the company she kept.

      She entered the graveyard, stepping softly around the tombstones. Earlier, she’d only had a chance to give it a cursory inspection. The cemetery was small, more like the familial plots on the grounds of a gothic estate in an old horror film. That tracked because Talbot had evidently never been much of anything, even in its heyday. Its residents would’ve come from somewhere else, and given how fast the town bloomed and then dried up into its present husk-like state, few of them would have had occasion to die there.

      But some did, and she stopped to read the headstones that were still upright. All were of the same simple stele design, probably made by the same hand. Most were so weathered she could barely make out the names and dates, but some she could. Something bad must’ve happened in 1897, maybe a cholera outbreak, because a dozen of the remaining graves all bore that date. A lot of children, too, one who hadn’t even been named, which lent credence to the disease theory. Was that when the town ended? She didn’t see any markers after that year.

      Near the back of the cemetery, where she imagined a fence once stood, were a few more crumbling markers—the oldest, likely. She bent down to read the names: Sarah Bishop, 1892; Domhnall O’Grady, 1889; Wilbur McKauver, 1896.

      A scent came to her on the breeze—dry and dusty, with the slightest hint of decay. Linnae straightened, casting a wary glance around, sniffing the air. What was that? She scanned the trees and saw nothing. The same anxious feeling she’d awoken with came rushing back to her. Her heart lurched into gear like a flank-smacked horse.

      Like something bad happened. Was happening.

      The cemetery suddenly felt less like a welcoming redoubt from the rest of the group and more like, well, a cemetery.

      “Fuck this,” Linnae muttered, and hurried back to camp.

      Casting wary glances over her shoulder the whole way.
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      Delia’s eyelids drooped. The rhythmic bouncing of the car on the old dirt road, combined with the typical exhaustion she felt during the days of the Change, was seriously making her sleepy. She glanced at the clock—almost 2:00 p.m. now. Her errand had taken a good chunk of the day.

      But god, if it wasn’t worth it.

      She drove past the place where they’d left the car two nights before, where they’d met the old man—Halbermann, he’d said his name was. She kept driving for another half hour, her phone in her hand, praying the no service symbol would turn into bars, enough to make a call. One single, solitary call, that’s all she wanted. Just to hear Naughton’s voice, to know he was okay, that he wasn’t in jail, hurt, or worse.

      It felt like forever, but she got one bar, then two, then three. She pulled over to the side of the road, hoping they wouldn’t up and disappear on her, but they didn’t. She called Naughton’s cell, heart thumping in her chest.

      Straight to voicemail.

      She tried Hirsch’s landline. No answer on that either. A million terrible visions assaulted her. Things she knew she couldn’t imagine, and yet they came unbidden to her anyway. Strange lines of inquiry opened up—what would happen if they arrested Naughton or Hirsch for murder? The next few hours would be straightforward enough, but then what? Maybe a jail cell could hold a grown and determined wolf just fine, maybe it couldn’t—iron bars were a far cry from electroshock. But even if the walls held, they wouldn’t have the cell to themselves. There’d be other men in there, men who’d⁠—

      Bzzzz.

      Her phone vibrated, cleanly and mercifully cutting off that particular train of thought. She glanced down at the phone screen, hoping to see Naughton’s name on the caller ID, the picture she’d associated with the entry (a surreptitious shot of him mending Hirsch’s fence, streaked in sweat and dirt) popping up.

      But no—she didn’t recognize the number.

      Probably a telemarketer.

      Disappointed, Delia answered the call and put the phone to her ear. “This is Delia.”

      “Babe.”

      Delia’s heart leaped into her throat. “Oh my god. How is everything?”

      “Yeah. Good.”

      “Good? Did you⁠—”

      “Got it handled.” Naughton said something she couldn’t hear—she guessed to Hirsch. “We dumped the truck out near Mount Laguna. Took, uh, the rest out on the boat. Far out. We’re golden.”

      Something fluttered in the edges of Delia’s vision. She turned and saw a woodpecker alighting on a branch not fifteen feet from the car. It looked at her curiously for a moment, then began pecking away at the tree.

      “I said a few words,” Naughton said.

      “What?”

      “After, uh. After. When it was done.”

      Delia blinked. “A few words?”

      “Didn’t seem right, that’s all. Kind of sad. To not say anything. Seemed like something ought to be said.”

      “That was nice.” And in that moment she loved him more than ever. That was just like Naughton. Not particularly religious, but of all of them, even more so than Hirsch, Naughton was attuned to the rhythms of life and death and nature. And considerate without being solicitous, his ethos defined on one level simply as a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do, but the depth of philosophy contained in that gotta do belied the cardboard-cutout John Wayne temperament. Saying some sort of nondenominational, spare yet heartfelt grace over the mutilated body of a man he’d never met—one doubtlessly more passionate and moving than most eulogies for all its brevity and intensity—fell squarely into Naughton’s gotta dos.

      Along with mending what’s broken, protecting those weaker than himself, not taking shit off fools, and dying to save the people he loved, if it came right down to it.

      They sat in silence, Delia listening to the sound of their breathing—each inhalation and exhalation in sync. “So, are you coming?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Delia groaned silently but said nothing. One more day, that was it.

      “It hit the news last night, so now we’re just playing it cool. Hirsch is going over to Mrs. Siodmak’s with a casserole to tell her all about some niece he doesn’t have that we’re about to go see.”

      “Where’d he get a casserole?”

      Naughton laughed. “Made it, if you can believe it. Had me rearrange his garage till he found some goddamn recipe book of his mother’s. I told him I could just look something up on my phone, but he wouldn’t hear of it.”

      “Wow, that’s something.” Delia laughed with him, the domestic banality of it all standing in stark contrast to what they were and what their lives had become. “You’re really coming tomorrow?”

      “Nothing’s going to stop me.”

      “Good.” Delia almost said goodbye, but something pricked at her. “Whose number is this?”

      “Burner. Trashed my old one, just in case. You should, too.”

      Delia smiled. “Might as well. Not much use for it, up here.”

      “Guess not. Before you do, can you⁠—”

      “Of course. Do it when we get off the phone. I love you so much.”

      “Love you,” Naughton replied. “Until tomorrow.”

      “Until tomorrow.” Delia hung up, flush with relief. Then she took a picture of herself and texted it to Naughton’s burner. Only a tad risqué, a snapshot far too tame for even the Maxim magazines her college boyfriend used to decorate his coffee table. Just a little something to tide Naughton over until they were together again.

      She turned the car back on. Her phone beeped again. She looked down and saw a message from Naughton—sweet, simple, and to the point.

      You’re everything.

      She replied with the same and drove back to camp, riding the high of chatting with the love of her life and the knowledge that she’d soon see him. But that high, delirious as it was, had to contend with her lack of sleep, with worry, with the road itself.

      Just past the ranch house, where she assumed the old man lived—Halbermann, that was his name—a flash of metal caught her eye. She tapped the brakes and eased over to the side of the road, craning her head around for a better look.

      The ass end of a blue BMW was sticking out from behind some trees. The hackles on the back of her neck rose.

      Weird.

      Not just that someone else was out here, but that they’d taken care to pull off the little-used road and made a shoddy attempt at concealing their car. Or at least, that’s what it looked like. Maybe it was just some hunters—they had hunters out here, didn’t they? Or bird-watchers—but if it was her, she would’ve just pulled onto the shoulder and parked there. Something was off.

      Delia sat silently, scanning the rearview mirror for any signs of life. The car looked unoccupied, although maybe somebody was taking a nap in the back. Again, the question of why was at the forefront of her mind.

      She unbuckled her seat belt, opened her door quietly, and slipped out. She then pushed a key between her middle and index fingers, curling her fist tightly.

      Probably nothing. She had no reason to think they’d been followed, or that anyone on the planet would care enough about them to do the following. Cops, sure, if Baby Girl’s midnight indiscretion ever came to light, but Naughton seemed to think everything was kosher, and she trusted him. If something was wrong, he would’ve let her know.

      Stepping carefully, Delia eased around her car and into the woods, giving her a clearer view of the BMW. Just like she’d thought, there wasn’t anyone behind the wheel or sitting up in the passenger seat. She crept closer, catching her own appearance in the rear window—wild, bedraggled. And beyond that⁠—

      Empty.

      She stood upright, turning in a tight circle, but no one approached. Listening carefully, she heard nothing but the wind ruffling branches. Whoever owned the car didn’t seem to be about.

      Delia was about to head back to her own vehicle when curiosity got the better of her. She tried the driver’s-side door. It was open. The interior was clean, giving no clue as to who the owner might be or their current whereabouts.

      She moved around to the other side. Here, dark splotches fouled the ground, and more streaks splashed against the side of the car. The scent made her nostrils twitch.

      Blood.

      Gripping the key tighter, she looked around again in a slow 360-degree swivel. No signs of life. She opened the passenger door and checked the glove box. Owner’s manual, some fast-food receipts. Registration said the car belonged to one Henry Moss, of Vallejo. She didn’t know exactly where that was, maybe somewhere in the Bay Area.

      Delia carefully stacked the papers in the glove box and shut it, leaving the car just as she found it. The blood troubled her, though her woman-senses were not fine-tuned enough to say whether it was human or not. She ran through scenarios in her mind—the driver hit a deer or a coyote, injured it, pulled off to help the animal or put it out of its misery. That would explain the blood but not the position of the vehicle or the lack of front-end damage.

      Or the missing driver.

      Then there was the old man, Halbermann. He seemed harmless, but so did Baby Girl. Maybe he was some Sierra Sawney Bean, waylaying travelers for profit or mere entertainment.

      She flashed back to their brief conversation on the road. That seemed less likely and did little to explain why the BMW driver would’ve been out here in the first place.

      Finally, she had to consider one last possibility: the collars had failed again. One or more of the pack had left camp, found a lone traveler, and torn him to pieces.

      A mystery, surely, but Delia doubted she’d be the one to solve it. Back at camp, she’d check the batteries in the collars again, but other than that there wasn’t much to do. She wasn’t going to drive back to call 911, or go knock on Halbermann’s door and ask him to do the same. They didn’t need the attention.

      And maybe there was an innocent explanation.

      Ha! A voice that sounded very much like Linnae’s cried out in her head.
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        * * *

      

      Emily pulled her fleece tighter around herself. The afternoon was getting cold, or what passed for it, and underneath the cover of the trees it felt a good ten degrees cooler than back at camp.

      But maybe that wasn’t the foliage. Her heart was beating double-time and she kept thinking this was just the latest in a long series of stupid things she’d done.

      And yet, she kept on.

      The woods were quiet, but for the rush of wind rustling the branches and raising the hackles on her neck. She picked her way between the trees, idly running a hand over the weathered orange-brown bark of a magnificent incense cedar. The tactile sensation calmed her. Reminded her of better times, when she and her father would take off for the weekend, making a temporary home for themselves among the trees he chopped down for a living. The woods were always her refuge, and even when her mother was being, well, her mother, the promise of returning kept her going.

      These woods didn’t feel right. Not tranquil or welcoming. Unnatural, almost, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on why.

      The head wound wasn’t helping.

      Emily found the place where she’d done the thing earlier, a sunken furrow near the roots of another cedar, bunched-up toilet paper winking at her beneath the half-assed attempt she’d made at kicking dirt over her mess. Her dad would’ve been nonplussed—pack it in, pack it out—but to her credit, she’d been too startled to do much but pull up her leggings and catch a branch to the forehead in her ill-fated attempt to run away.

      She scanned the forest, trying to pinpoint where exactly she’d seen the person—no, figure seemed more apt—watching her. And it was watching her, wasn’t it? Some sense within her, maybe hominid, maybe canid, told her it was so.

      A hunter. Except what were they hunting, and why didn’t they at least say hello or something? That’s what you did when you met a stranger in the woods, like hey, we’re both humans, and that’s sort of a novelty out here, beautiful day, isn’t it?

      She didn’t see any sign of them now. But wasn’t that why she was out here, to find signs of them? She moved slowly, heading farther away from camp, keeping an eye out for footprints. Taking slow, measured steps among the tangled roots and brush. Ordinarily, her steps would have sent smaller creatures running for cover, but she heard no telltale skittering through the undergrowth.

      Maybe their night-selves had scared all the wildlife away.

      Maybe.

      Something caught Emily’s eye at shoulder level. She stopped, taking a closer look at the tree to her right.

      Claw marks.

      Big ones, too. Larger than those the pack left scored into trees in the canyon, like her own claw and half again. She ran her fingers along the marks. Sap stuck to her fingers.

      Fresh.

      A chill fell over her. She wiped sap off on her leggings, looking around for whatever might have made the marks. Listening intently. Could they have been wrong about the presence of another pack? Delia and the others said they didn’t smell anything, which meant little to Emily because her sense of smell was pretty normal when she changed back. What did they really know about this place, anyway?

      She pulled out her phone and took a picture. The battery was under 10 percent. Hopefully it would last long enough to show Delia.

      Something on a nearby branch caught her eye—a dark clump of hair. She walked over to take a closer look. The clump was small, coarse, and dark brown. Different than the hair they sometimes left behind, snagged on brambles in the canyon. She wondered if it was from the same creature who’d scored the tree trunk. They had bears out here, didn’t they?

      Maybe that’s what was watching her. A bear. And if it was, she should really⁠—

      Something moved behind her. A shadow fell across her.

      A big one.

      The stink of decay wafted over her, so strong she nearly gagged.

      Instead, she bolted for camp.

      Heavy footsteps crashed from behind, pursuing her. She ran faster and faster, pumping her arms as hard as she could, keeping her head low to avoid getting coldcocked by a branch for the second time. She juked right, cutting through the trees, hoping her maneuverability would save her.

      Why’re you running, you’re not supposed to run, you’re⁠—

      Emily broke through the tree line and kept running across camp. She was halfway to the road when she realized she hadn’t heard anything behind her in a few moments. She turned, scanning the trees for signs of her pursuer.

      Gone.

      She took a series of deep breaths, trying to get her breathing under control. Her head throbbed. She reached up and touched the wound gingerly.

      “You okay?”

      Emily spun around. Linnae was standing behind her.

      “No, I’m—I think I got attacked by a bear.”

      Linnae stared at her for a long moment, then burst out laughing. “Now I’ve heard everything.”

      “Linnae—”

      “I know it’s boring as hell out here, but seriously, try reading a book or something.” She walked over to her own tent, plopped down in her folding chair, and opened her copy of Silas Marner.

      Emily wanted to march over there, snatch the book out of her hands, and maybe smack her across the face with it. Instead, she went into her tent, wrapped herself up in her sleeping bag, and fought the urge to cry until she couldn’t hold back any longer. The tears came hard and fast, and she pressed her face into her pillow so Linnae wouldn’t hear her.

      She had enough to live down as it was.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Delia neared camp she was about ready to fall into bed. The camp looked quiet, the others surely still napping. Delia parked and left the keys in the car because why not? She opened her door and paused, hackles going up—something was off.

      She heard the sound a second later.

      Chuff, chuff. Chuff, chuff.

      Delia strained, listening. The sound seemed to be coming from beyond the sole remaining building. Slight, repetitive. She sniffed the air, picking up traces of urine and freshly turned earth.

      Frowning, Delia made her way toward the building. Maybe she should have found a weapon, but even with the strange stories told by Halbermann and the peculiar feelings that had plagued her since waking, she certainly didn’t think they were in any real danger.

      Were they?

      Metal bit into her hand. Delia looked down and realized she’d taken the key ring after all, a single key poking out between her knuckles, ready to bite into the flesh of anyone (or anything) that sought to trouble her.

      “Huh!” Joey cried—an exhalation born of exertion, not fear or pain.

      All the tension leaked out of her immediately. Delia slid the keys into her pocket and rounded the ramshackle, barely standing building.

      Joey stood a few feet away, still bare-chested, body glistening with sweat and covered in dirt. He’d finally put on a shirt, but wrapped around his head, and he held a small folding shovel. At his feet, a small hole was taking shape in the hard-packed earth.

      “What are you doing?”

      Joey turned, leaned the shovel casually against a shoulder, and smiled at her. “Digging a well. Figured, you know, the bottled water’s going to last us, but we’ll need one at some point. And no time like the present, huh?”

      Delia leaned over, inspecting the hole. Rome was certainly not built in a day, but the pathetic divot in the ground hardly looked like it could ever serve as anything more than a tripping hazard. Maybe a foot deep, at most, half as wide as a manhole cover.

      “Good thinking,” she said, and hoped she sounded more convincing than she felt. “But, how did you know where to dig?”

      Joey shrugged and gently swung the shovel, clanging off something metal on the ground. “Found an old pipe. Think it used to be a water pump.”

      Delia followed the tip of the shovel to a rusty hunk of metal in the grass. It looked more like a piece of the tailpipe from the Trans Am than a water pump, but if Joey wanted to wear himself out digging a useless hole, that was fine by her. One less pup to wrangle.

      “Might have been,” Delia said. “I’m going to get a nap in. Don’t work too hard.” She turned to go.

      “Hard’s my middle name,” Joey said to her back.

      Delia froze, brows knitted. Had he really said that? Maybe she was just tired. Maybe he’d said working hard is my middle name, or something equally inoffensive.

      Or maybe she’d heard him just fine.

      She rounded the falling-down building and realized she’d pulled the keys from her pocket again.

      “Delia,” a quiet voice said.

      Delia turned. Baby Girl was leaning out of the half-unzipped opening of her tent. She looked like she’d been crying.

      A lot.

      “Emily? Are you okay?”

      Baby Girl motioned for her to come closer.

      Delia shot a longing glance at her own tent and sank to her haunches. “What’s up?”

      “I—” Baby Girl shot a furtive look back and forth, then lowered her voice even more. “I found something. Claw marks.”

      Delia stifled a laugh. “I’ll give you three guesses where those came from.”

      “No, not ours. Just look.” She passed Delia her phone.

      Delia looked down at the picture. Definitely, claw marks scored into a tree. Baby Girl was right, they didn’t look exactly like the ones their pack left in the canyon after a Night Out, but⁠—

      “I found them where I . . . I went to the bathroom.”

      Delia looked at her sharply. “That’s past the fences.”

      Baby Girl nodded quickly. “See? So it couldn’t have come from us. And after I found it, something chased me.”

      “Something chased you?” Delia eyed the bandage on Baby Girl’s forehead dubiously. “Did you get a look at it?”

      “No. I just ran.”

      Delia handed the phone back to her. “It was probably a bear or something.”

      Probably a bear? Between waking up in a panic and Halbermann’s stories and Linnae’s Creepypastas about missing people and oh yeah, that abandoned Beamer?

      Baby Girl looked away. “I guess so.”

      Delia rose, grimacing at the stiffness in her legs. “Just stay out of the woods for now. If you need to go again, come get me. Or Linnae.”

      “I really think there’s something wrong, though⁠—”

      “I know, okay? But look, in a couple hours, the sun’ll be down, and if there is something out there—a bear?—if it survives the night, I can’t imagine it coming back around. Not with us prowling the place.”

      Baby Girl was quiet for a long moment, then nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      “Just rest up, we’ve got a big night ahead of us.”

      Delia turned for her tent.

      “Delia, wait.”

      “What?”

      Baby Girl chewed her lip, then shook her head. “Never mind. I’m going to try to take that nap.”

      Delia shook her head, crawled into her tent, and fell into a deep sleep.

      Deep, and brief.
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        * * *

      

      Naughton glanced one last time at the picture Delia had sent him, the hopeful smile crinkling with slight crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. He loved them the same way he loved the occasional grey hair she’d pluck and fret over. To him, such signs of aging seemed like a promise of a far-off future together—the future they’d talked about, on those late people-nights, the crown of Delia’s head buried in the crook of his arm, complete with a house of their own, somewhere near the sea, and maybe a couple of kids (if they could even have them—Delia had confided to him her cycle shifted dramatically after her first Change, becoming some sort of half-baked agreement between human menstruation and a wolf’s estrus cycle, and what that meant from a reproductive standpoint he could not begin to guess).

      However uncertain such a future now felt.

      “I don’t like lying to her,” Naughton said, shoving the burner phone in the Jeep’s console. Through the windshield, the rest stop hummed with activity. A father and son came out of the men’s restroom, the little boy’s short legs struggling to keep up with his father’s much longer stride. The man seemed to notice, turned, and swept the boy up through the air, planting him on his shoulders. The boy must have been heavier than he looked, or the man a bit out of shape, for he hunched under his son’s weight and toddled off unsteadily toward wherever he’d parked their car.

      Hirsch clicked his tongue. “Why worry her?”

      “I know.”

      “You broke a police officer’s arm, my boy.” Hirsch laid a hand on Naughton’s wrist. “I appreciate it, you and I wouldn’t be here otherwise. But there’s nothing Delia can do about it, and I’m sure she’s got her hands full with the others. You and I both know she’s the only real adult among them.”

      “I just—I’ve never lied to her.”

      “Hmm,” Hirsch said, looking down at his lap and smiling tightly. “Wish I could say the same about my Joyce. You’re lucky, having someone you can share yourself with so fully. For the entire seventeen years of our marriage, she thought I was a traveling salesman. Encyclopedias. Near the end, she caught me in a lie about where I’d been. Thought I was cheating on her. Funny. Now.”

      Naughton nodded.

      Hirsch reached for his smokes but didn’t open them, a finger lingering on the mouth of the pack. “Just a few more hours, really. Insects live longer than that lie of yours, my boy. And then you can tell her everything that’s happened, and she’ll understand.” He put his cigarettes down without taking one and looked out the window. “What a gift.”

      Naughton knew the older man had a point, even if nothing about the situation quite fit his conception of what was right. How close they’d come—a cop had flagged down Hirsch in the animal control truck to remove some semiflattened critter from the side of a road near Mount Laguna. Naughton, following, watched the scene like a car crash in motion, waiting for the moment the cop would realize an old man, not in any sort of county uniform, was driving the truck rather than one of his peers. He wished he could say the wolf took over, but everything that happened next was pure hominid cunning. Just when the cop looked like he was about to order Hirsch out of the truck, Naughton swerved, clipping the cop in the shoulder with his side-view mirror, sending him spinning off into the dirt.

      He slammed on the brakes, jumped out of the Jeep, and kicked the cop hard in the head before he could get up. The cop’s arm was bent at a funny angle, clearly broken. The cop was out cold. Naughton set the bone and took the guy’s Sam Browne, radio, and car keys. Left him unconscious there by the side of the road, along with the identity Naughton had worn for the past thirty-five years.

      There wasn’t any coming back from something like that.

      “We should get going.” Naughton spread the map out on the dash, mind rapidly hash-marking the road to Talbot, quickly calculating how far they had to go. “We can’t make it by nightfall. We’ll have to stop somewhere around here.” He planted a finger on the map north of Clovis.

      “That’s fine,” Hirsch said. “I’ve always wanted to see the Sierras.”
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      Listen here, see.

      That finely dressed gentleman with the beanshooter and domino mask who just walked into the joint goes by the name of Stuart “The Hankie” Hull, and if youse know what’s good for ya, you’ll make with the loot and not give the man any lip.

      Reason they call him the Hankie is that back in ’28, before everything went belly-up, he robbed a bank in Alameda, and they had this dame teller who wouldn’t stop crying, really turning on the waterworks, a regular Greta Garbo or something. Wasn’t gonna stop the Hankie from shoving his gun in her face and telling her to open up the drawer chop-chop if she knew what was good for her, and wasn’t gonna stop him from plugging her if she kept dragging her feet, but old Stuart fancied himself a jennelmen bandit from his polished wing tips to the waxed ends of his mustache, and he surely couldn’t stand by and let a broad ruin her makeup like that. Under all the fear and the tears she was halfway to being a looker—maybe not all the way, but she had gams for days and the Hankie was a dedicated cake-eater. He wasn’t gonna turn down a slice of the sweet stuff just because he didn’t like the frosting. So a man named Stuart reached in his pocket and handed the sobbing teller a handkerchief, and that broad dabbed her tears away, and the Hankie took it back.

      Showed up at that lady teller’s house two days later with a dozen roses, a box of chocolates, and a bottle of Bordukes, and the two of them had a nice little laugh about the pencil-necked geek who owned the bank.

      That was that. Stuart Hull became the Hankie, and to this day they’re still singing bad country songs about one of the most notorious bank robbers the Central Valley’s ever seen.

      This ain’t a bank, but that’s the Hankie’s gat you’re eyeballing, sure as shootin’ (and let’s hope none of that’s in the offing). See, those damned Eff Bee Eye gumshoes, they’s cracking down on the bank robberies now that Eff Dee Are created the Eff Dee Eye See, and when a guy like the Hankie walks in with a Cuban cigar and a tommy gun and says gimme the loot, well, that’s not some pencil-necked geek’s loot he’s talking about no more. No, it’s Uncle Sam’s loot, and he’s gonna take exception to anybody making off with it, no matter how colorful the nickname.

      For a time, the Hankie thought he might just retire, but all those ducats he’d squirreled away didn’t amount to much more than a couple of months’ worth of dice games and steak dinners. So then he got to thinking about something else Eff Dee Are just did. Said let my people go, let my liquor flow. Now there were bars again, not just back-alley joints run by the kind of guys even the Hankie wouldn’t want to slap noodles with, but actual public houses, full-up with the public.

      So that’s why he’s here, on a Friday afternoon, sticking a gun in your face and demanding the paycheck you broke your back all week to get. World a difference, robbing a roomful of working men instead of a single fat cat. Not exactly a jennelmanly thing to do.

      And see, the thing Stuart “The Hankie” Hull didn’t think about?

      Kind of guys who ran the speakeasies, well, they run joints like this one too.
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        * * *

      

      They caught up to him at a motel in Chowchilla. Hull didn’t know their names, didn’t get a chance to ask, and wouldn’t have been able to hear them over all the fucking gunshots, anyway. One rare night, when he wasn’t with a dame, he was half-drunk on Scotch and staring up at the popcorn ceiling with his hands laced behind his head when the first Molotov came crashing through the front window. The drapes went up like that, and then the big guns started going off. He had to cut out the bathroom window while they diced his room to ribbons with what sounded like some real heavy artillery, leaving his beloved ’29 Hudson 7 Roadster in the parking lot.

      Hull crept around the side of the motel and caught a peek, Colt M1911A1 in hand. Two guys with tommy guns advanced on his room, while a third guy, short and fat with a glowing cigar, leaned up against his Hudson 7 with not a care in the world for the paint job. The Colt held seven rounds, real reliable and accurate to 328 feet. Hull figured fatso was maybe seventy-five feet away, the two-man chopper squad a bit farther.

      He could roll the dice, have a go at ending it right there. Except he didn’t trust his aim, half-drunk as he was, and if one of the tommy goons got lucky with even one of the fifty rounds in their drums, well, that’s all she wrote, Jack.

      Besides, guys like the cigar man, they always had cousins. Lots of ’em. Don’t want to kill a guy with too many cousins.

      Maybe they’d take the car and leave it at that.

      Instead of popping off a couple of shots, Hull cut into the woods. Went about fifty yards before a sharp rock rudely reminded him he’d left his wing tips back in the motel room. He looked down and realized he was in his boxers and shirtsleeves. He looked a fool.

      Then again, he was wearing a gun, so Hull got to say who was the fool and who was the sage.

      Eventually, he made it to the road and caught a ride from somebody who didn’t look like they’d be looking for him. He traded a couple of simoleons for some new duds, then thought again and traded a few more for some supplies and the guy’s truck. It was an old, beat-up thing, but nobody would rubberneck it thinking Stuart “The Hankie” Hull was behind the wheel. It was definitely not his style.

      Hull had a simple plan. Head off into the sticks, find a place to lie low, and then reemerge into the world once the heat died down, maybe with a new name. Maybe ditch the Central Valley forever. Vegas was supposed to be on the come up, but the guys who were looking for him were the kind of guys who had cousins everywhere, Vegas included.

      But he hadn’t killed anybody, and eventually, some other stickup artist or grifter or loan shark would step on their toes, and he’d slide to the back of their minds and hopefully stay there.

      If nothing else, he could buy some time, eventually send ’em a fruit basket.

      Hull didn’t know the sticks the way he knew the cities, the towns, the banks. So he just bumped around the dirt roads until he thought he was far enough away from anyone who’d give a damn. Pulled up behind a copse of trees, lowered his fedora over his eyes, and got some much-needed shut-eye.

      Thing is?

      He’d driven right into the arms of someone who most definitely gave a damn. When his truck flipped over and a bounce off the roof woke him up, he had maybe a second or two of clarity, a second or two to wonder what he’d done, before something that looked like a bear but smelled a whole lot worse dragged him out of the cab. Hull stared up into a face that no living eyes should ever have to see.

      He squeezed off two shots with the Colt on reflex, but whether they hit anything or not, he’d never know, because a claw raked his face, ripping away the waxed mustache and his good looks. The thing dropped him to the ground, knocking the breath out of him.

      Hull had time enough to suck in some air and wonder where his gun went before a massive foot came crashing down on his chest, crushing his collarbone, his lungs, and pushing that hard-gained breath right back out of his lips.

      Here’s looking at you, kid.
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      The sound was in the dream and the shadow was real. Or the shadow was real and the sound was in the dream, or both belonged to the sleeping world or the waking one or sprung into being in both simultaneously as unrelated echoes. Either way, Delia woke in a panic, every nerve on edge, heart beating out of her chest, even though for once her dreams hadn’t been about bonds cinched tight around her wrists while the curtains over her bedroom windows caught flame. She sat straight up, looking around for what troubled her.

      A shadow loomed over her tent.

      Delia wiped palm sweat on her sleeping bag. She opened her mouth to say something, then stopped—some atavistic impulse insisted she stay silent and not give away her position. The wolf in her, surely, and she knew better than to ignore it. She knew to listen to that voice when it roused from its daytime slumber to whisper something true about the place her woman-self walked. So she sat there, mouth clamped shut, puzzling at the shadow on her tent wall and wondering what could be making it.

      Until the zipper started coming apart.

      “What!” Delia yelled—the only word that came to her. Not stop, not who’s there. Just what.

      The bottom zipper paused, six inches from its counterpart.

      “Oh, uh, hey,” Joey said. “Delia?”

      Delia’s heartbeat slowed, marginally. But not entirely.

      “What?” Delia said again, this time the word actually representative of a whole host of questions and not just an errant exclamation. What do you want? What possessed you to open my tent? “Do you need something?”

      Joey’s shadow moved, like he was shifting from one leg to the other. “Not exactly. I just, uh, wanted to talk to you. About something.”

      Delia unzipped her sleeping bag, glad she was wearing shorts. “Okay. Have you ever heard of knocking?”

      “It’s a tent. There’s nothing to knock on.”

      Except your goddamn head, Delia thought. She crawled over to the entrance, pulled her boots on, and unzipped the flap entirely.

      Joey stood outside, still shirtless, but he’d cleaned up. Washed off the sweat and dirt, putting on a fresh pair of jeans with a crease down the thigh. Even combed out his hair, letting it fall neat and straight nearly to his shoulders. “Hey,” he said, hooking a thumb into his belt loop.

      And flexing his pecs.

      Delia exited the tent and stood up, still-sleepy muscles groaning in protest. “What’s so urgent?” She looked down at her watch. Still another two hours till sundown, and she’d barely slept at all.

      “Just thought, uh, you could use some company.”

      Delia looked back up at Joey—half-smiling, eyebrow arched, a look he probably practiced in the mirror and found wolfishly handsome. To her, he just looked ridiculous.

      “Joey—”

      Joey took a step forward and crossed his arms. “C’mon, it’s that time of the year. Naughton’s not here.”

      “What? No. You’ve got to be out of your mind.” Joey was practically a child, far closer to Baby Girl’s age than her own. Nearly thirteen years separated them. Technically, very, very technically, he could almost be her son.

      Joey put a hand on her wrist. “I’m basically the alpha, I⁠—”

      Delia yanked her arm away and shoved Joey. He staggered back a couple of steps, blinking in surprise.

      “Delia—”

      “First,” Delia said, jabbing a finger into his chest, “don’t fucking touch me. Ever. Second, you’re not basically the alpha, that’s a massive pop culture simplification of wolf hierarchies. Hirsch has like four rants about that. Third—” Joey started to say something, but stopped himself. “We’re not animals. Not just animals. Haven’t you listened to a word Hirsch has said?”

      Joey shrugged. “I mean, yeah, but⁠—”

      “Then think about it. And if you ever try to sneak into my tent, my bed, ever again, you won’t have to worry about Naughton finding out. I’ll tear your throat out myself.”

      Joey huffed to himself, looked down at the ground. Kicked at a stone and missed.

      “Night’s coming,” Delia said. “You should get some sleep. In your own bed.”

      “Whatever.” Joey turned and stalked off into the woods, slapping a tree trunk with an open palm. Delia watched him go, shoulders hunched, muttering curses to himself all the while.

      What the hell was that?

      Of course, she shouldn’t have been surprised. The masculine performance he’d engaged in, the push-up routines, trying to dig a well for god’s sake, all of that was a clear indication that he’d be looking to elevate his position, without Naughton and Hirsch around. Human boys were bad enough, although Delia wasn’t entirely unsympathetic to their urges, given that she had such urges herself and had never lacked for ways to satiate them. But during the days of the Change, everything turned up a couple of degrees—no excuse, of course, but in Delia’s mind, understanding a behavior and excusing it were two entirely separate things.

      Still, that he’d come at her like that, so boldly, made her nervous. Maybe he’d tried the same move with Linnae or Baby Girl first, but for some reason, Delia didn’t think so. No, he’d come right at her—the “alpha” female—because in the wild she’d be the only domino that would need to fall. Or so he probably thought. Pop culture ideas about alphas and betas in wolf packs were not inaccurate, entirely, but lacking nuance, and based on research done on wolves in captivity. In the wild, wolves formed family units, with a dominant breeding male, a dominant breeding female, and their children. One might consider the dominant male the “alpha,” certainly, but the idea that a younger male might challenge the dominant one for supremacy was essentially Oedipal. According to the latest research—which Delia tried to keep abreast of, being one of the few ways she had to understand her own nature—it was rare, if not unknown. But such research pertained to wolves, and Delia and her pack were something else altogether, an inscrutable admixture. What a strange brew, the anthropoid mind merged with the lupine, always in the process of becoming a bit more of one or a bit more of the other.

      Reminded her again—they weren’t wolves, they weren’t apes, they weren’t people. They were all those things at once, and more, and less. Utterly dependent upon the day, the night, and their internal clocks. An entire existence centered around liminality.

      What world could they make together, all the way out here? What future could they hope for?

      Delia crawled back into her tent and zipped it back up, even though she knew she wouldn’t be sleeping another wink before sundown. Despite what he’d done, she still loved the boy, not a son but a son-like thing. She wanted to see him find his place in the world, to do well, to be happy. But maybe that wasn’t possible if things kept on as they were. The pack, the thing she reveled in, was also an obvious and rigid hierarchy, and Delia and Naughton enjoyed some simple and visceral privileges the others did not. Maybe this was an opportunity—not to get more in touch with their wild inner selves, but to give up the game altogether. At some point, every pup goes off to form their own wolf pack. Loath as she was to admit it, maybe what Hirsch had built was just one more limiting construct, a way for human and wolf alike to bask in the illusion of contentment while never once experiencing the real thing. Maybe Joey, Linnae, and Baby Girl, too, would actually be better off, without⁠—

      Ah, but an active mind and an active body can only coexist for so long. Despite the maternal and matriarchal instincts that drove her to stand watch against Joey’s return, for her other pups even more so than for herself, the darkness came and took her fast.

      One moment she was anxiously picking apart the last two years and fretting about everything she’d ever really loved. The next?

      Gone.

      Blissfully unaware that she was about to lose much more than mere consciousness.
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      You stupid asshole.

      Joey stalked through the woods, raging, occasionally kicking a clod of dirt or punching a tree. Replaying the scene with Delia over and over in his head.

      What the hell was wrong with him?

      None of it made sense to him. The unsubtle way he’d barged into Delia’s tent, the words tumbling from his mouth seemingly of their own accord. Even his recent behavior—why the hell was he trying to dig a well, anyway? And such a pathetic one at that. The few paltry shovelfuls he’d excavated from the earth winded him. He certainly wasn’t built for ditchdigging.

      Sometimes he wondered if he were built for anything.

      Cuckoldry, maybe, “Manly” Stanley Bevis whispered in his head.

      Everybody else seemed to have a place in their “family”: Hirsch the village elder, Naughton the cool older brother, Delia the hot mom, Linnae the black sheep, and Baby Girl—Emily, he actually called her, it was a silly nickname and he could tell she hated it—the, well, baby. Joey was like a sixth wheel, which sounded useful if you were talking about a tractor trailer, maybe, but in practice?

      Nobody listened to him. He was just kind of there. And this whole ghost town business was just making that inconvenient fact stand out even more.

      You fuckin’ virgin.

      Joey stopped, reared back his head, and screamed at the sky, his voice echoing in the empty woods. No response.

      Typical.

      He walked on, leaves crunching under his boots. A low-hanging branch scratched his arm, so he broke it off the tree and snapped it over his knee. He tossed both halves behind him without looking and walked on, huffing to himself.

      Even though the conscious part of him hadn’t wanted Delia—or hadn’t wanted her at the cost of his balls, which Naughton would surely nail to the nearest tree the second he got wind of it—a deeper, primal impulse called out for satiation. That was the worst part of the Change, for him. His sexual urges kicked into fucking overdrive, and—like usual, sadly—there wasn’t any outlet for him besides his own hand.

      And even she don’t want you, mate, Bevis snarled. Rosy Palmer and her four sisters’d sooner toss themselves into a wood chipper.

      “Fuck,” Joey said, talking to himself the only sure cure for the irrepressible earworm. “What does that even mean?” A sudden urge gripped him. He hauled off and punched the nearest tree.

      Too hard.

      “Agh,” Joey cried, tears blooming in his eyes. He flexed his head. The knuckles were bloodied, but he could still move them, so they weren’t broken. He sucked on his knuckles like a child, biting back the tears and wishing desperately things were different.

      Joey looked around cautiously. Still alone. Last thing he wanted was for the others to see him like this, acting like a baby.

      Beta baby. Cuck baby. Little⁠—

      A branch snapped, and he froze. Slipped his wounded hand in his pocket and peered around the tree, hoping it wasn’t one of the girls spying on him.

      Or hoping it was—maybe Delia’s reconsidered, he thought, and felt ashamed.

      Nobody was there. He had a vague sense somebody was watching him, and a weird, musty scent clung to the air. Dry, like something long buried, undercut with the stench of decay.

      “Hello? Uh, Linnae? Emily?”

      Nobody answered, and when he heard nothing more, he leaned his head against the tree he’d just punched, figuring it must’ve been a deer or something.

      It was not.
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      The man-thing was angry.

      The Watcher eyed him through the trees, his muscles clenched, every movement pinched. Talking to himself, too, although the words made no sense to the stitched-together thing its two separate halves had become, forged together by cold and hate. Why would they? If a being had such capacity for violence that they could have anything they wanted at little cost and no risk to life or limb, what use would such a thing have for language? No, language is a thing for the mortal, for those who have some understanding of peril. We talk when violence carries the possibility of a cost we dare not bear.

      If it didn’t, the whole world would be bathed in blood—to such an extent the mechanized atrocities of the twentieth century would seem a pacifist utopia in comparison.

      No, the man-thing’s words carried no meaning for the Watcher, but his scent, his movements, the totality of him, served as well as a lengthy soliloquy might. The Watcher sensed his rage, his want, his frustration, all of it rooted in the knowledge that he was not and could never be the best possible example of his kind.

      The man-thing leaned against a tree. A sob wracked his body. He threw back his head and yelled at the sky, an ejaculation akin to a howl but with the rhythmic cadence of human speech.

      Stupid, stupid, was what it sounded like.

      The Watcher had killed him thrice already. Not as a man-thing, but the wolf-thing he became at sundown. For some unfathomable reason, the wolf-things never left a very small area. It made catching them easy, and even though they bit and scratched, all the Watcher had to do was step beyond a certain barrier, and then they’d stop. And then the Watcher could change tactics, catch another wolf, and take them apart piece by piece. They put themselves back together after that, no matter how much flesh was taken, and the memory of a similarly queer reconstitution blossomed in the dead and dusty corners of the Watcher’s mind. Too familiar. How could things die and then not die?

      The memory stretched and expanded. The Watcher killed things such as these, though not in their wolf-forms. The nature of the day-self and night-self dichotomy made a mad sort of sense, something not entirely understood, but one only needs to understand how to light and keep a flame in order to cook a meal.

      The Watcher crept through the forest, its stealth more choice than need, and the man-thing never noticed, so preoccupied was he with self-pity. Not until the Watcher stood over him, claws poised to strike. The man-thing’s nostrils twitched at the Watcher’s smell, the foul scent a certain intrusion upon whatever erotic fantasies had been playing out in his mind. Some odd realization seemed evident in his brows in the microsecond before his eyes shot open and saw the thing that had come for him.

      He cried out, a sound of pure animalistic distress lacking any deeper semantic meaning. But the Watcher shot a filthy paw forward, cut off that cry, crushing teeth and palate and shredding his tongue to bits with the force of the blow. He gaped at his attacker, bloody bubbles forming on his ruined lips, too shocked and wounded to marshal what physical tools he had left to his defense.

      Still, the Watcher hobbled him, so he could not go far. Couldn’t do anything but crawl across the forest floor, leaving crimson streaks in his wake, moaning in anguish, while the Watcher inflicted wound after wound into that weak and tender flesh at will.

      The day grew long in the teeth, the scent of night born on an easterly wind, and together they rode the razor’s edge of time until the Watcher feared his inner nature might rescue him from any further pain, and then?

      The game ended.
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      For the second day in a row, Delia awoke afraid.

      She lay in the grass, the collar constricting her breathing, and the first thought that popped into her rousing woman-brain was one simple word.

      Off.

      Her fingers were already groping at the silver clasp, teeth gritting at the irritation blooming in her fingertips from that cursed metal, but it wouldn’t go, wouldn’t free her. For a moment it was surely growing tighter, the leather shrinking, squeezing, cutting off her air and her circulation and coolly, ruthlessly bifurcating her head and body.

      Click.

      The collar came off and she threw it as hard as she could. It bounced off a tree trunk and fell to the ground.

      What the hell?

      Delia rubbed at her throat, the snug memory of her collar lingering uncomfortably against her skin. Somebody coughed a dozen feet away. She stood up, shakily, and made her way to her tent, trying to get her bearings. Over by the town’s sole run-down building, Linnae seemed to be doing the same. Anxiety fluttered freely in Delia’s chest, stray thoughts nagging at her. She felt sick. Even without her mate, she should have woken up tired but exhilarated. Not like this. Like she’d fucked up, irrevocably, losing things and breaking things.

      Guilty.

      That’s how she felt.

      And no idea why.

      Delia crawled into her tent and wrapped herself in her sleeping bag. Tears threatened, but she stifled them. She didn’t want the others to see whatever was wrong with her. It would only freak them out.

      Or embolden them.

      Delia grabbed her canteen, swigged water, splashed some on her palm, rubbing it over her cheekbones and forehead. That helped. She focused on her breathing, slowing it down to the point where she wasn’t quite hyperventilating.

      She didn’t have to go. At all.

      That was odd. They’d set up the fences in a smaller and tighter configuration than the deep and wide canyon behind Hirsch’s house, so maybe there’d not been much game to hunt. Maybe they’d picked it over the night before, and not so much as a field mouse was left. Maybe they’d fought over what little scraps remained. This could explain her anxiety. Fighting with her own pack couldn’t be a pleasant experience.

      Especially if she’d lost.

      Or worse, what if when the night came down, Joey really could play the alpha he’d no hope of being in his man-form? Her anxiety flared anew, set off by the ominous thought. Could something have happened? Maybe he’d made a play for her wolf-self, fought her and won, then forced himself upon her.

      Or maybe he hadn’t needed to force anything.

      No. She couldn’t think like that. And something about the whole idea seemed wrong. Not wrong like she felt about goddamn everything since they’d come to Talbot, but false.

      A shadow fell over her tent. Delia tightened her grip on her canteen, in case Joey was back to make another pass at her.

      “Delia?”

      Linnae.

      “Hold on,” Delia said. She shrugged on some clothes, whatever lay about, not caring if her top went with her pants or what the hell her hair looked like. Exited the tent to find Linnae waiting for her. Dressed, too—jeans and a flannel. A far cry from the lacy black dresses she usually preferred or the nudity she’d favored since they’d arrived in this place. Baby Girl stood ten feet away, brushing her teeth over the folding table they’d set up by the firepit.

      Linnae looked quickly from side to side. “Can we talk?”

      Delia nodded.

      “This way,” Linnae said softly, turning and walking off toward the sad remains of Talbot.

      Delia fell into step beside her. They rounded the building. Linnae stopped next to the “well” Joey had been digging—he’d not made much progress after Delia had seen him at work.

      “You feel it too, don’t you?” Linnae said quietly.

      Delia bit her lip. Part of her wanted to talk, work out the way she was feeling. But another part of her felt she should stay silent. Whether that was because she didn’t yet understand why she felt the way she did, or because of some secret fear that even now Linnae might be scheming, searching for things to use against her, she wasn’t sure.

      “Yes,” Delia finally said. “Something’s not right. I saw a car on the road yesterday, pulled off into the trees. Blood on the ground. No driver anywhere. It seemed odd.”

      Linnae nodded quickly. “See, that’s exactly the kind of thing I’m talking about. Worried I was the only one. Not sure I feel better, though. Knowing it’s not just in my head.”

      “I know. Second morning I’ve woken up anxious, but it’s not just that. Something feels wrong. Off.”

      “Baby Girl told me something chased her yesterday. And I’ve got this feeling, no, more than a feeling.” Linnae kicked a stray stone back into Joey’s hole. “He wasn’t with us last night.”

      “What?”

      “Joey.” Linnae met her gaze. “It was just us girls. I remember that much. And—” She trailed off.

      Delia didn’t need her to fill in the rest. The flashes she got, the bits and pieces she’d carried with her into the dawn, weren’t good.

      Blood. Pain. Things she’d caused in her wolf-skin but rarely felt.

      But something didn’t make sense. “What do you mean, Joey wasn’t with us?”

      “I mean,” Linnae said, “he wasn’t there. I’m sure of it.” She tapped her nose with the side of her finger. “Scent stays with me.”

      Delia leaned against the ramshackle building. In a surprising show of solidarity, the wall didn’t fall down. She thought back to the night before, the dusk hours, trying to recall anything she could. Joey coming into her tent, she remembered that much. Falling back asleep afterward, to her own surprise. And then⁠—

      Then what?

      The alarm. A couple of minutes before nightfall. She’d been tired, exhausted really. Thanks to her trip to talk to Naughton, and Joey’s interruption, she hadn’t had nearly enough sleep. She stripped off her clothes and put her collar on. Came out of the tent to find Linnae sitting on the hood of her car like she owned it, watching the sunset, and Baby Girl with her mat unfurled, doing yoga. And Joey, Joey was where exactly?

      Not with them.

      “He must have taken his collar off,” Delia said. “Gone off to spend the night alone, after—” She didn’t finish.

      “After what?”

      “Nothing.” No way in hell was Delia going to tell Linnae about what had happened. Joey’s actions were bad enough in and of themselves, but if such a thing became public knowledge, Delia couldn’t see any good coming out of it.

      Linnae scratched at her scalp, missing the bits of dirt and twigs still stuck in her hair. “Why would he go off by himself, though?”

      Delia shook her head. “Maybe he just wanted some alone time. He’ll turn up.” She turned back to camp. Uneasiness still plagued her, but everything added up. Joey had embarrassed himself, gone off alone to avoid her. She’d been in a mood all morning because something wasn’t right—the pack was fraying at the edges, and of course she’d feel it differently than Baby Girl or Linnae might.

      The pack was a group to them, an organ to her. Albeit a barely functional one.

      A branch snapped in the forest.

      Delia turned, expecting to see Joey, red-faced, dirty, and naked, crawling out of the woods and asking about breakfast.

      But no one was there.
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        * * *

      

      The Watcher understood the words of the woman-things less than the senseless babble of the now-dead man-thing. His emotions were base, animalistic, and easily understood. These, though, were different—their tones, postures, and scents much more complex. Their conversation seemed like a puzzle to be solved.

      Not that it mattered. After a second night spent chasing wolves, stringing them up and cutting their tendons, carving out organs, and slicing off ears and noses, the amusement grew tired. Satisfying, certainly, but the collars they wore kept them pinioned in the same small area. Hurting them was no challenge, and bloodletting without the eventual release of death felt hollow and repetitive.

      As much as the Watcher could feel anything at all.

      No, the wolves had piqued its interest at first, but they could not sustain it. Past time, anyway, that these interlopers were dealt with, like all the others foolish enough to set foot in Talbot over the last hundred years.

      No words or decisions existed within the Watcher’s strange, hybrid skull—something far simpler, primordial. A pulse, maybe, repeated over and over again, and if it had any analog at all in the English language, it surely would sound much like this:

      Hurt them.

      End them.

      Sleep.

      Still. There were three of them, and though in human form they’d easily fall, if the Watcher set upon them at once, they’d need to be quickly dispatched. The sort of suffering required for their kind might not be inflicted. So the Watcher waited in the woods for their daily routines to naturally separate them. No matter—seconds ticked by far differently for a being whose frame of reference spanned well over a century.

      And with what the Watcher had already done, they weren’t going anywhere.
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      By the time she’d fixed breakfast, made coffee, scoured the cookware, and settled in a camp chair to doze a bit in the late-morning sun, Delia thought Joey would have shown his face. No matter how chastened he might have been, surely the prospect of a real breakfast would have brought him back to the fold. Especially if the eating had been as poor for his night-self as it was for hers. All of them, really. Baby Girl had even set aside her usual dietary restrictions and wolfed down two heaping plates of powdered eggs. Out of character, but then again pinning themselves in at the camp was starting to seem like a poor decision, or at least an unsustainable one. They were about to enter their final night of the Change, and Delia thought they might forgo the collars this time. Especially since Naughton would soon be there, and they could roam free together.

      “Should we go look for him?” Linnae asked, dropping into the camp chair opposite Delia.

      “Joey?”

      Linnae nodded. “Figured he would have shown up by now. Maybe he ran too far and got lost. Kind of like Baby Girl the other night.”

      “Maybe.” Delia had considered the possibility. Joey was still a boy, after all. He could have gotten lost, easy as Baby Girl.

      Main difference was, Baby Girl’s absence had been a problem for them. Joey’s seemed more like a blessing in disguise. And honestly, he was probably just sitting on a rock somewhere, petulantly chucking rocks or gouging expletives into the side of a tree.

      Baby Girl emerged from her tent, wearing a sundress. “Still no Joey?”

      “No,” Delia and Linnae said in unison.

      “Huh,” Baby Girl said. “Well, I’m going to go do the thing.”

      “You want me to come with?” Delia asked.

      Baby Girl shook her head. “It’s fine, I’m not going far. But, can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Sure.” They walked around the tents near the falling-down remnants of Talbot.

      “I know you’re freaked out about yesterday,” Delia said. “If you’d feel better with me coming along, I don’t mind.”

      Even though she kind of did.

      Baby Girl looked off at the woods. “No, I got to thinking about it yesterday and maybe I got in my own head a bit? Like I didn’t actually see anything, maybe it was just a deer or something. And then I did some yoga and it helped.”

      “We’re all on edge.”

      “Right? This place is . . . you feel it too, right?”

      Delia nodded. “Linnae as well. There’s something off.”

      “Off.” Baby Girl picked at a loose strand of hair. “That’s what it feels like.”

      “This is the first time we’ve all been apart like this, though. Naughton and Hirsch should be here soon. Once we have everyone back together, I think this place’ll start feeling a bit more like home.” The word didn’t feel right on Delia’s tongue, but what else was she going to do? She had to start convincing herself of this new reality. Convincing herself it could work. It could be better than their old place on Kessler Circle, even.

      “I hope so.”

      Delia patted her shoulder. “One day at a time, right?” She winced. Since when had she turned into a walking Hallmark card?

      “Yeah, okay.” Baby Girl chewed her lower lip.

      “I’m going to get some shut-eye. Be careful out there, okay?” Delia turned to leave.

      “Delia, wait.”

      Delia stopped. “What’s up?”

      Baby Girl looked at her feet. “I need to tell you something.”

      “Yes?”

      “Please don’t be mad, but I screwed up again.”

      Delia stifled a groan. What now? Was there another mangled animal control officer strewn all over the forest?

      Joey.

      A ridiculous thought, surely, but he was missing, and⁠—

      “What happened?”

      “You won’t be mad?”

      “Emily.”

      Baby Girl shrank under her gaze like a dog expecting a swat across the snout. “I told Chas.”

      “Told Chas what?”

      “To come tomorrow. I know it was a mistake. That’s why I wanted to call yesterday, so I could tell him not to, but⁠—”

      A sharp pain erupted behind Delia’s eyes. “You asked your boyfriend to come visit? Without telling us?”

      “I know it was a mistake, but⁠—”

      “Keep your voice down.” Delia shot a look behind her in case Linnae was eavesdropping. “You don’t want anyone else to know about this.”

      “I know I shouldn’t have, I just missed him.” Her lips twitched, tears welling up.

      “Hey.” Delia pulled her into the shadow of the remaining wall, just to buy herself a few extra seconds to calm down. This was the last thing she needed: more complications. And now, at least one other person knew where they were. That was the whole point of Talbot in the first place.

      But could she really fault Baby Girl? Her relationship with Naughton was a luxury the others didn’t have. And hell, didn’t she know better than most what it was like to be utterly alone, to have nothing and no one, and know that if she suddenly dropped dead, there wouldn’t be a soul alive to mourn her passing?

      “I guess I thought it’d be okay, since tonight’s the last night of the Change,” Baby Girl managed, her voice choking.

      Delia sighed. “I guess I can see that.”

      “You can?”

      “If I squint.” Delia gave the other girl a tight smile. “As far as screwups go, this one’s not so bad. But you know he can’t come here, right?”

      “I know.”

      “Go do your thing. Then we’ll drive back out till we get service and you can call him. It sucks, I know, but it’s what we need to do. You’ll see him—” Delia couldn’t complete the thought because she had no idea when or if Baby Girl would see her boyfriend again. The logistics of running from a murder weren’t yet clear to her. “You’ll see him.”

      “Okay. Thanks for not being mad at me.” Baby Girl turned to the woods.

      “Of course,” Delia lied. She watched the other girl mope toward the tree line. Glad she had headed this one off at the pass. Maybe once they got settled, and if nobody was actively looking for them, they could have guests. If anybody could even find the place⁠—

      “Wait,” Delia called after her.

      Baby Girl paused by the tree line. “What?”

      “Does Chas know where we are? Exactly?”

      “Yeah. I sent him a pin.”

      Delia frowned. The empty Beamer. Maybe lover boy didn’t want to wait another day. “What does he drive?”

      “Why?”

      “Just curious.”

      “He doesn’t. He takes the bus.” She turned and headed into the woods.

      Delia watched her go, irritated with Baby Girl’s continued terrible judgment but glad that whatever had happened with the abandoned Beamer had nothing to do with them.

      Right?
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      “Maybe Joey’s lost out there. Do you want to try the air horn again?” Linnae asked.

      Not really, Delia thought. Maybe they could just let it go. Naughton and Hirsch would arrive at some point. They could look for him. Perhaps it would be better that way, if Joey had another man to vent his frustrations to—although he couldn’t be too honest with either of them unless he wanted his teeth knocked out.

      “Delia?”

      “He’ll find his way back.” Maybe. If he were that lost, she could help him find his way back. But if he’d injured himself, clobbered his own head with a branch like Baby Girl had done the previous morning, or stepped in a gopher hole and broken his leg, the air horn might not do any good.

      You should be looking for him. He’s your⁠—

      “Yo, Delia. What’s with you?”

      “Me?”

      “Anybody else here?” Linnae looked around animatedly, gesturing at the woods. Then she seemed to pause. Her hands found their way back into her lap and rested there awkwardly. Most troubling of all, the smirk fell from her face, her brows knitting together. “I, uh, remembered something else from yesterday. Woke up from my nap for a few and⁠—”

      “What’s that?”

      “You and Joey. Arguing. Did something, you know, happen?”

      Delia didn’t answer. Didn’t have an answer, didn’t want to give one to Linnae even if she did. Without a word, she got up and headed for her tent. She needed to be alone. The whole Talbot experience had unceremoniously removed the rose-tinted glasses she’d been looking through since she’d first set foot in Hirsch’s house. What had she really signed up for, anyway? No one told her she’d end up a mother, and yet these pups kept looking to her, expecting her to wipe their noses and pat them on the bottom when they fell down. Linnae loved to challenge her authority but offered nothing in the way of a substitute. Joey and Baby Girl were competitively useless. Hirsch was just an ancient gasbag not long for this world, if you took away the benevolent distribution of his savings, benefits, and real estate holdings.

      What did she need them all for, anyway? She and Naughton could leave, form a pack of their own choosing, or just be together, alone with each other, wild and free. Let the others labor to turn this strange place into a home for themselves or die trying.

      “My ex-boyfriend was a real piece of shit,” Linnae said, apropos of nothing.

      Still, even without context, the words arrested Delia’s progress, froze her a couple of feet away from her tent’s flap, the hint of a story tantalizing her woman-self like a morsel of meat dangled over a dog’s jaws.

      “Not that I was any better,” Linnae continued. “I mean, you date someone like that, you have to assume you’re kind of a piece of shit too. I can’t pretend I’d be some model citizen if I’d never met Kyle. But the things he got me into—” She trailed off.

      Delia arched an eyebrow. The girl barely said two words to her most days, but now, stranded in the middle of fucking nowhere, wracked with anxiety, Linnae finally wanted to open up and share?

      “Go on.” Delia closed the distance between them, settling back into her seat.

      “We started dating when I was fifteen. He was older. Nineteen. He had a car, this old Camaro, which used to be red but the thing sat in the sun so long in his dad’s driveway it was about pink by the time he got it. The inside smelled like mildew and cigs. Guess his dad used to smoke. Kyle didn’t, which is about the only thing he had going for him. That and abs. Ripped to shreds. I met him at the mall, and that should have been my first clue—why the hell is this guy even talking to a fifteen-year-old? He asked me if I knew where the Foot Locker was, and we just started talking and then we got high in his car. Kind of went from there.”

      “Oh. Sounds like, just, what you do. When you’re fifteen. Older guys?”

      Linnae smiled ruefully. “Sure. Thing is, I could claim daddy issues or whatever, blame my parents for getting involved with a guy like that, but it wasn’t them, they were fine. I wasn’t lacking for attention, I was lacking for excitement. Life gets too comfortable, you get bored, you know? I hadn’t changed yet but I was about to. I wanted more than just gymnastics practice, home-cooked meals, and watching Survivor together every Thursday night.”

      “You did gymnastics?”

      “Don’t stereotype me, bitch.” Linnae shifted in her seat. “Anyway, I got the excitement I wanted, riding around with Kyle in his Camaro, smoking weed. And then he started dealing. Which, fine, whatever, but it wasn’t just weed for long. He got into coke and meth. I never believed that bullshit about weed being a gateway drug, and I still don’t, but in this case, that’s where we started, and we ended up in some fucked-up places.”

      “Didn’t your parents⁠—”

      “Ha. My parents. See the thing about them, their real problem? They were too trusting. In their eyes I stopped growing at about five, and even when I was sneaking out, coming back smelling like smoke, bloody snot leaking out of my nose? Shit, even with a torn-ass skirt, they only saw what they wanted to see. And from there things got even more fucked up.”

      “How bad did it get?” Delia asked.

      Linnae laughed. “Remember how this was right before I changed for the first time?”

      “Yeah?”

      “We were partying. Just the two of us, out in the woods. His friend Murph was supposed to be there, but never showed, and that was honestly a good thing. We were smoking a blunt, I remember that, then I started feeling weird. I thought maybe Kyle spiked the blunt with some shit, but we were doing coke on the regular at that point, so he didn’t have a reason to dose me. He claimed it was just regular old sativa. Then it got dark, and the next part I can’t remember too well, but when I woke up, I was naked and filthy, and Kyle had a fucking gat in my face. He was freaked the fuck out, as you can imagine, but eventually, he let me back up and got me a blanket out of the Camaro. Told me a wild-ass story, and I thought I’d just blacked out and he was fucking with me, or maybe the blunt really was spiked and he was just tripping and didn’t know it. Told me I turned into a wolf, or like a wolf-thing, and tried to attack him, but he straight up shot me in the head. That pissed me off. Motherfucker, you shot your own girlfriend? But I didn’t die, I kept coming back, and he kept shooting me, and when he ran out of bullets, he hid in the trunk of his car. Then it was dawn and he didn’t have to hide anymore. Really fucked-up night. I didn’t believe him, but then he showed me the slashes on his arm where I’d clawed him. Just like an animal. So now I’m freaked out, no idea what happened or what I’m going to do, and he’s all this is the greatest thing that’s ever happened, we’re gonna use this.”

      Delia frowned. “How?”

      “Oh, that’s the fun part. Remember how I mentioned Kyle was a drug dealer? Small town, small potatoes, but he had plans. Big plans. Thought he was Tony fucking Montana. So Kyle, he sees what he’s got on his hands, and he trains me.”

      Linnae rubbed her neck with her free hand, drawing Delia’s attention. She’d never looked at Linnae so closely, but now she could see a slight scar around her neck. Not so dissimilar from Baby Girl’s, really, though Delia knew the light scar Baby Girl bore was from the thin silver chain she’d had around her neck the first time she’d changed—a birthday present from her dad.

      This one was thicker.

      Delia felt a pang of jealousy—paradoxically, for years she’d wished for her own scars to mark what happened to her, if only to have tangible evidence she could consult to confirm her own memories.

      “Motherfucker went and got this silver choke chain made up special. Kind of like those collars assholes put on their pit bulls. And then he put me to work. Who needs a TEC-9 when you’ve got a werewolf? Kyle wasn’t even selling drugs anymore, just ripping off other dealers. Literally.” Linnae smiled tightly.

      “God, I can’t imagine,” Delia said. “That’s horrible.”

      Linnae shrugged. “It wasn’t great. Not that I remember much of it. Just impressions, and him the next day, so fucking excited to swing his dick around like that. He never told me exactly what happened, but I pieced it together from the papers. Started feeling like shit. My grades slipped, and my parents thought it was typical teenage girl bullshit when it was anything but.”

      “I understand,” Delia said.

      “Ha.”

      “Maybe not exactly. The guilt. All that. But we went through a lot of the same things.”

      Linnae was quiet for a long moment. “Good enough for government work. Thanks.”

      Delia nodded. “So, what changed? What got you out of it?”

      “Kyle wrapped his Camaro around a pole. Burned to death, along with more cash than I’d like to think about. After that, I didn’t know what to do. Kept going, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      Linnae turned and looked her in the eyes. Actually in the eyes. “Made me who I am,” she said slowly. “And the thing is, I like who I am. So there’s that.”

      Delia stared at the tree line. A lot about Linnae made sense now, why she kept to herself—the attitude, her morbid jokes. The fact that she trusted anyone at all after what that boy had done to her was a minor miracle. She’d been used and betrayed. And still, she sought out human connection.

      She thought about unburdening herself, telling Linnae her own story—the ropes around her wrists, the burning house. But she didn’t want to seem like she was one-upping her. Oh, your boyfriend turned you into a hitwoman? My mom tried to kill me.

      “Yeah,” Linnae said simply.

      Delia stood, suddenly exhausted—she’d been saddled with such heavy thoughts for too long, and no hope of release. The Change, the lack of real sleep, all the bullshit, it weighed on her. But it would have to keep weighing. For all the recent frustrations, she and Linnae had something in common other than their teeth and claws.

      She liked who she was too.

      “Let’s go see what Joey’s gotten himself into.”
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      Why can’t I just go home?

      Emily meandered through the woods in circles, free of any sort of destination and any purpose but feeling sorry for herself and half-hoping she’d run into whatever had chased her the day before.

      The way she felt, getting eaten didn’t sound half-bad.

      Although she’d quickly attended to what needs she had, when she got back within earshot of camp, Delia and Linnae seemed like they were in the middle of a heated conversation. Specifically, Emily heard the words “piece of shit” from Linnae, which she could only assume meant Delia told Linnae about the Chas thing. Even though she said she wouldn’t. And now everybody would hate her all over again.

      A piece of shit.

      The phrase sent a shiver down her spine and made her think of the shameful things she absolutely hated about her body. Things ingrained in her from a young age and only further crystallized when she began changing. An errant phrase, thoughtlessly tossed out from Linnae’s perpetually errant lips, but it hit Emily with all the power of the emotional trauma baked into nearly every last one of her nineteen years.

      Her supposed family only saw her surface-level superficiality, which wasn’t so much a mask as a true part of herself, but far from the only part. Her love of makeup, looking pretty, reality TV, and Instagram—such passions were mostly rooted in the reclamation of a childhood and adolescence denied to her. When she spent an afternoon at the Fashion Valley mall, trying on dresses that flattered her curves, every turn in front of a dressing room mirror was a blow struck at her upbringing.

      Emily Isabelle Downs was the eldest of three children, born to Pamela and Kris Downs in Bailey Place, Idaho. Her father was a logger, deeply religious, who got on poorly with other men due to his rigid, inflexible nature and habitual teetotaling, though he was nothing but sweet and caring with his daughter.

      Her mother was not. When she was three, she’d asked her mother why she didn’t wear lipstick like the women on TV.

      “Because I’m not a whore,” Pam Downs replied, and made Emily go out into the yard to pick the branch her mother would use to beat her thighs raw. When her father got home, she showed him her wounds. His face softened, just for a moment, then he set his jaw, unplugged the twenty-inch TV, and walked half a mile to leave it at the Goodwill in town.

      “We’re better off without that idiot box,” her father said, coming back in, brushing his hands together like he couldn’t quite get the demonic residue off.

      That was her father, in a nutshell. Forearms so thick she couldn’t wrap both hands around them, and utterly cowed by her mother. He seemed to know this and took every opportunity to get Emily away from the house. Camping, mostly, where they slept in a tent and roasted marshmallows and told stories that had nothing to do with the Bible. Those were her happiest times, sleeping on the hard ground, listening to the wind blowing through the trees, her father snoring beside her. This was real life, and she crossed her fingers and wished upon stars and pulled petals off dandelions in an effort to make it her only life.

      It was not to be.

      Given that there was now no conduit for pop culture with the family TV languishing in a thrift store, Emily’s world became that much more cloistered, limited to glimpses at glossy magazines when her mother brought her to the beauty salon—surreptitiously, of course, when Pamela’s head was leaned back in a sink for a shampoo. At school, the other children might as well have been speaking Greek, since she shared none of their prepubescent touchstones. In second grade, she scoured her history book repeatedly for mentions of a famous explorer named Dora and came up empty, assuming it must be some diminutive of El Dorado but too diffident to chime in with stories of lost cities of gold when her classmates discussed Dora’s exploits. She grew sullen, withdrawn, but excelled at her studies because the alternative was pain.

      Her parents had two more children, Leyden and Wendy, and with each new addition to the household, her mother grew colder and more distant but no less prescriptive about what her oldest daughter should be doing, watching, or wearing.

      When she was eight they took a trip to the Grand Teton Mall—all but her father, who had no interest in such things. Pamela led them through Dillard’s, Emily holding the hands of her younger siblings, Leyden and Wendy, so no one would get lost. She paused too long in front of a child-sized mannequin wearing a pretty yellow halter top, and Pamela caught her, a sneer twisting the older woman’s features.

      “You like that?”

      Emily nodded, despite herself, knowing it was the wrong thing to do but not why.

      “Well, why don’t I buy it for you?” her mother said, tone thick and sugary.

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yes,” Pamela said. “Then we’ll stop by the makeup counter, have them paint you up like a Jezebel, and put you out on the street.”

      Emily knew enough to say nothing further, for what little good it did her. The whole ride home, she kept shifting uncomfortably because her backside was that sore, and worse still, neither Wendy nor Leyden would talk to her. They just stared out their respective windows, their own posteriors scrunched as far away from Emily’s as physically possible in the little VW Golf.

      Her childhood was spent stepping lightly through her own house, being startled by odd sounds, and praying. She mostly prayed she wouldn’t do anything stupid, although sometimes she prayed for her mother to be nicer or for her father to take them all away because he never laid a hand on her or her siblings.

      Didn’t do anything to stop it, either.

      Still, their camping trips together were a refuge. At least as long as Kris could keep taking her. In the early 2010s, her father’s coworkers finally got sick of him telling the foreman when anybody fudged their time card—or so Emily gleaned from an argument between her parents—and a few men cornered Kris Downs after work to remind him what a dangerous business logging could be. Accidents happen, a tall blonde man said, who looked like he’d been birthed for nothing more than cutting lumber. A smaller mustachioed man at his side pantomimed a falling tree, followed by a phlegmy splat.

      Her father complained, and the foreman promised to make a report. But then weeks later, a falling branch caught him in the back, fracturing his neck at the C1 vertebrae, and no one was held to account for the incident but Kris himself, who could no longer breathe on his own and spoke only by tapping a pen against an alphabet card. A laborious process, but he wasn’t much for talking anyway. He spent most of his time in the living room, staring at the spot where the TV used to be. Pamela eventually bought another so he’d have something to do, but shooed Emily out of the living room if she sat with him for too long, or if the daytime programming became too salacious—an event for which Emily curiously always bore the blame, not the network executives.

      Tragedies can bring families together, but in the Downses’ case, Pamela grew even colder and crueler. Puberty only made things worse. Pamela couldn’t go a day without making some comment about Emily whoring around, even though her daughter was just trying to get through every day, let alone find enjoyment in anything.

      Then just when Emily had gotten used to having a period and the attendant cramps—especially bad in her case—it grew erratic, disappearing for months.

      Pamela noticed.

      “I knew you’d turn up pregnant before you could drive,” Pamela spat. “Well, you’re keeping it. I won’t have you killing babies under my roof.”

      “But I haven’t⁠—”

      “Sure, you haven’t. Immaculate conception’s been done, sweetheart.”

      Emily didn’t know enough about human reproduction to argue. Maybe she’d sat on the wrong toilet seat or something.

      Her mother dragged her to a doctor for an ultrasound. Emily cringed at baring her belly to the male doctor, at the jelly rubbed across her abdomen, at the prospect of seeing something growing inside her. But on the monitor?

      Nothing.

      Pamela shrieked at Emily, accusing her of having a secret abortion, until the doctor got between them and explained there was no evidence of that, either. Emily’s cycle was just irregular. It happened.

      “Now you know what it’s like,” her mother said in the car on the way home. “Maybe this’ll help you keep your legs shut a little while longer.”

      Emily lay in bed that night, listening to Wendy snoring softly on the other side of the room and turning the whole thing over in her mind. I’m sorry was all her mother needed to say, but she was constitutionally incapable of such. Her bitterness, her spite, had no end. Maybe someday Emily would marry, which would get her away from everything, but how could she even get there? She could only imagine the horrible things Pamela would say if Emily started dating.

      There was only one way out.

      She packed a few things in her school bag, such as a compass and her meager savings, and kissed the top of Wendy’s head. Moving quietly, she slipped out of her room, eyeing her mother’s closed door—Leyden slept there, too, so she wouldn’t be saying goodbye to him.

      She crept into the living room, mindful of the old boards. Moonlight shone through the blinds, reflecting off her father’s chair. He slept slumped, head down, but when she entered, he lifted his chin and looked at her. His eyes looked sad, wet with tears, and he nodded slightly, like he’d expected her to do this already. Her father tipped his chin at the alphabet card and pencil on the table next to him.

      Emily cast a glance back at her mother’s door, but it was still closed. She knew she shouldn’t risk it, but this was her father. She tucked the pencil eraser-end first between his working fingers and tucked the card on the armrest.

      Moving quicker than he had in a year or more, Kris Downs typed out five little letters.

      S-O-R-R-Y.

      A door opened behind her. Emily panicked, visions of her mother kicking the shit out of her forefront in her mind. She dropped to her knees and crawled around behind her father, pressing her underdeveloped fifteen-year-old body as tightly as she could to his wheelchair.

      Pamela stepped out of the bedroom, not even glancing at her husband, and went into the bathroom. A moment later, water ran.

      Emily let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding and tiptoed out the back door.

      Her Change cycle started not long after that, and at first it just seemed like one more burden heaped upon her by the creator, like the story of Job. The first Change took her while she was sheltering in an old shed, and when she woke, the walls were scored with claw marks, and the clothes she’d been sleeping in had been ripped apart.

      Obviously, she was terrified, but assumed it was mostly her mother’s madness infecting her. She got a prescription for Xanax and drifted around, waitressing and panhandling, coping as best she could with an itinerant lifestyle, her cloistered worldview, and the bizarre changes that overtook her every few months. Usually, she could find some quiet place to dope herself up and sleep it off. She always worried someone would come upon her, though nothing horrible ever happened.

      Unlike Job, god must’ve finally decided to smile upon her, because nothing else did.

      Eventually, she worked her way west. She’d always wanted to see California, mostly because it would piss off her mother. Naughton found her at a bus stop. Any other girl her age would’ve felt at least a little cautious, suddenly confronted with a dark, imposing man of his age, albeit such a handsome one. But the way her nose twitched at his approach, that same sense of peace she’d had on her first true, free night roaming the wilderness came back to her. He’d asked if she’d like to come with him and meet some others of their kind. She knew without asking what he was talking about. He brought her home, introduced her to her new family, and that moment, that very moment?

      Her life actually began.
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      And now everybody was turning against her, predictably.

      All because of those stupid batteries.

      She knew she checked them. Not that day, specifically, not like Delia had told them to, but she’d slipped in fresh batteries a couple of days before the Change came on. It was not an enjoyable experience, since it reminded her of what was about to happen, but she knew how important the collars were and how they protected everyone. Something about opening up the plastic casing, prying the old batteries out, and lining up the pluses and minuses on the new ones made the experience real for her, but she did it anyway.

      Ugh.

      Emily stopped and looked about for a place to sit down. The roots of an oak tree a few feet away actually looked somewhat inviting, having grown into just the perfect pocket for her slim form. Maybe she’d take a nap here. She didn’t love the woods, but it was better than being unloved back at camp.

      They were all so ungrateful. Sure, the battery thing was maybe kind of her fault, but no way they would have gotten the tents set up without her. She helped a lot. Contributed all kinds of things that nobody noticed, which never got even a shred of acknowledgment in return.

      Maybe if she found Joey? Nothing would bring Linnae around, that girl was bound and determined to be a bitch no matter what, but Delia might forgive her if she made herself useful.

      A scent came to her on the wind—rancid, the kind of smell that made her feel dirty and sick. Yet she found herself inhaling deeper despite herself, that deep-down part of her she didn’t much care for picking apart the amalgamated odors into their constituent parts and⁠—

      Blood.

      Driven by instinct, she ignored the welcoming tree, the slight sounds of the wind-ruffled leaves, and wandered on. Everything looked the same, all the trees and grass and vegetation forming one big boring sylvan blur, but the scent grew stronger and stronger. Part of her knew she shouldn’t be doing this, and if she took a moment to stop and think, she might realize she didn’t even want to. What interest could such a scent hold for her, Emily, in the exfoliated, moisturized, self-tanned skin she wore?

      She caught other smells too. Gross ones. Bad ones. Could be one of their kills from the night before, a thought that made her shudder.

      “Joey?” she called softly.

      The wind answered her—the aromatic, barbaric wind, a gale thick with blood and bile and a strange, dusty smell.

      Emily rounded a copse of trees and suddenly came face-to-face with Joey.

      She shrieked once, in surprise.

      And once more, and louder, in sheer fucking terror.
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      TALBOT, CALIFORNIA

      Mere feet from the tree line, Delia heard it.

      The scream.

      “Baby Girl!” she yelled back and plunged into the undergrowth, Linnae right behind her.

      Another scream. Delia yelled the younger one’s name again, a sick and desperate call-and-response. She ran, headlong and heedless, a primal switch flipped inside herself. Branches and brambles tore at her skin, her clothes, but she couldn’t feel them, the cry sucking her in, an aural and unbreakable tether suddenly formed between her and Baby Girl. Latent senses emerged from deep within her, pushing aside her human perception and filling her mind with terrible information. She smelled blood, and worse—shorn intestines laid bare, their secret malodors exposed. A dry, dusty scent she couldn’t place. And the tangy, sweaty bouquet of fear, laced into every gust of wind.

      Something came crashing through the undergrowth toward her.

      Was this what Linnae saw?

      Delia flexed her naked, empty palms, wishing for a knife or a flashlight or even a fucking stick. Then, a sundress-clad form spun out from behind a tree and fell into her arms before she could think about it, wrapping its limbs around her and squeezing tight.

      “Juh,” Baby Girl said, wild eyes staring up at Delia.

      Delia gaped at the girl—smeared with blood, a ragged slash marring her pretty, childish face. The cut ran from above one eye, through it, and across her face, her lips, her cheek, terminating at her jawline.

      “Jesus Christ,” Linnae said, coming to a stop next to them.

      Baby Girl shook her head slightly and buried her face into Delia’s shoulder, her sobbing turning to another wail when her injured face met the fabric of Delia’s shirt.

      “What happened?” Delia managed.

      Blood bubbled from Baby Girl’s lips “Juh, juh⁠—”

      “Maybe she shouldn’t talk—” Linnae said.

      “Joey!” Baby Girl screamed and grabbed onto Delia’s shoulders, her face pale white beneath all that crimson ruin.

      “Joey?” Delia blinked back at her. Joey? Joey. Must be, he’d attacked her, he’d⁠—

      “Huh? Where’s Joey?” Linnae said. “Is he hurt too? Christ.”

      Delia tore a scrap off her shirt and pressed it to Baby Girl’s face. The wounded girl didn’t fight her, didn’t push her away—just accepted the shroud. Her cries slowed, maybe shock setting in.

      She needed a hospital. But everything seemed so surreal Delia couldn’t do much more than stand there, holding her.

      Linnae cupped a hand to her mouth. “Hey, Joey!”

      “Shhh.” Delia peered out into the woods, searching for the boy’s familiar shape. Baby Girl shuddered in her arms, mumbling Joey over and over again to herself.

      “What? If she’s hurt like this, then he might be⁠—”

      “He did this.” Saying it aloud, Delia knew it had to be true, unthinkable as it might have been prior to that utterance. Nothing else made sense. She’d made him feel a fool, he’d gone off on his own, and when Baby Girl separated from the others, he found something to do with all that rage, all that pain.

      If you’d given him what he wanted⁠—

      “You really think Joey did this? Come on.”

      “Who else then?” Delia pulled the scrap away from Baby Girl’s face. It didn’t look any better. Skin paled beneath all that red, and though Baby Girl kept saying Joey, her eyes told Delia the younger girl was far from cogent. Asking her what happened wouldn’t tell them anything Delia didn’t already know.

      “I don’t know who else, but fucking Joey? Come on. Maybe—” Linnae motioned off at the trees.

      “What?”

      “You know. The thing I saw in the trees? What that old man was talking about? He said there was something here.”

      Despite herself, despite the situation, Delia scoffed. “Are you kidding me right now? Ghost stories or whatever? Joey cut her face, Linnae, and who knows what else. And I know you mostly don’t give a shit, but it would really help me out if you could try.”

      “Delia—”

      “Stop, okay? It doesn’t matter. She needs a doctor. Let’s get her to a hospital, then we’ll hook up with Naughton and Hirsch, and if it’s Joey or something else, we’ll deal with it together. But she comes first, okay?”

      “Fine—”

      A branch snapped, off in the woods.

      Delia yelped, despite herself—a scared pup.

      But maybe she had a right to be. Joey wasn’t any kind of campfire tale.

      Unless it’s not him⁠—

      “We’re wasting time, help me.”

      Linnae shot another look at the woods and picked up a rock. Then she grabbed Baby Girl, still weeping and broken, and together they carried her through the woods. Delia’s pulse pounded. She kept shooting glances behind her, and Linnae did the same, each worried their own particular expectation might suddenly materialize and set upon them. In this, Delia was better off—a coordinated defense by herself and Linnae stood a good chance of winning the day if Joey was even brave enough to challenge them both at once.

      They could fight a boy, surely. But they couldn’t fight whatever Halbermann had been talking about.

      Another branch broke, behind them but closer, maybe fifty yards, maybe less. Delia picked up the pace, urging the others forward. Baby Girl stumbled along with them, radiating heat, mumbling, and crying. Delia helped her the best she could. Visions came, unkind ones, of what she might do to Joey given the chance. Delia tamped such thoughts back down. Revenge couldn’t mend what had been broken, couldn’t save the life of the girl she held in her arms, should her wounds prove to be more than superficial (and the psychological damage, obviously, cut deep).

      If she strained to listen, she heard footsteps, slow and heavy, and that odd dusty scent came with it. The hackles on the back of her neck rose.

      What was happening here?

      The campsite seemed far away and yet they reached it, lurching out of the woods into the warm light of midmorning. In the bosom of the temporary home they’d made, the whole situation seemed even more strange and improbable. How could Joey have done this, when his tent was right there, feet away from her own, with the rotting remains of Talbot the only indication they weren’t just a normal group of friends getting back to nature together?

      When Delia’s foot came back down, the ground wasn’t there. A few inches of air made her stomach lurch, and then her boot met the earth, and her ankle buckled slightly. She nearly lost her grip on Baby Girl, but Linnae took up her weight on instinct, and they wavered there for a moment but did not fall.

      Delia shot a glance at the ground. Joey’s hole. Not a well, never a well.

      But maybe a grave.

      Baby Girl let out another sob, her arm encircling Delia tightening briefly before growing frighteningly limp.

      “Goddamn it,” Delia muttered through clenched teeth.

      “The car,” Linnae said simply.

      Together, Delia and Linnae suspended Baby Girl between them like a drunk sorority girl, maneuvering her toward the car. They were almost there. Sweat broke out on Delia’s neck, her legs strained. Just a few more steps and⁠—

      Something didn’t look right.

      “Oh shit,” Linnae said.

      Oh shit was right.

      The car sat a couple of inches lower to the ground than it should have. Both tires on Delia’s side were flat. Her mind raced, thinking back to her drive the day before—had she run over some jagged rocks or broken glass (all the way out here)?

      “Can we drive on those?” Linnae asked.

      “We have to try,” Delia said. “Maybe we can make it to the neighbor’s, see if we can call an ambulance. Old guy like that’s got to have a landline, right?”

      “You sure he’s not going to shoot us the minute we step foot on his property?” Linnae asked.

      Delia took a step toward the car. “He seemed okay. Besides, you got any other ideas?”

      Linnae just shook her head.

      They leaned Baby Girl against the side of the car. Delia glanced back at the woods but couldn’t see a thing.

      But she got the feeling maybe Joey was looking back.

      “You have the keys?” Linnae asked.

      “My tent. Hold her.”

      Delia rushed to her tent, trying to keep an eye on the tree line. She yanked the zipper, but it caught a mouthful of nylon and wouldn’t go. Muttering curses to herself, she backed it off and gave it another try. She looked at the woods once more, not wanting to turn her back again, but she needed the keys. She ducked into the tent, squatting quickly, and opened up the outside pocket of her backpack, fingers closing around her toothbrush, a compact, and lipstick she’d brought for some stupid reason.

      But no keys.

      Delia clenched a fist and punched her backpack, flinging it a pathetic two feet across the tent. She wanted to scream, but then she spied the pants she’d been wearing the day before, the telltale lump inside of them.

      Thank god.

      She grabbed the keys and spun around, leaving her tent gaping wide open, and ran back to the car. Baby Girl was holding the bloody scrap of shirt in her hand, saying something to Linnae, or maybe herself.

      “He’s dead,” Baby Girl said. She shook her head and looked up to meet Delia’s gaze. Delia recoiled at the sight, even though she knew what Baby Girl’s face looked like now, and might always look like, for that matter. But beyond the superficial horror, her eyes looked clearer than they had a moment before.

      “Wait, who? Joey?” Delia asked.

      Baby Girl opened her mouth to say something but a dark shadow flew past, clunked against the side of the car, and rolled to a stop somewhere behind Delia. She turned, reflexively, expecting to see an unfortunate crow lying in the dirt, broken-winged.

      Instead, Joey’s dead, open eyes stared up at her from a waxy, ichor-streaked face. The hole where his head had been torn from his body was mercifully hidden by a clump of weeds.

      Delia screamed.

      Those dead eyes seemed to widen, filling her field of vision, asking why she’d let this happen, over and over and over⁠—

      Linnae grabbed her, roughly. “Come on!”

      Delia turned away, trying to forget what she’d seen. Baby Girl was in the back seat, bloody cloth over her face again and mumbling to herself. No wonder she’d been incoherent when they’d found her. Delia had no words herself. No words for this.

      How could she?

      Delia glanced at the trees. A dark shape loomed just beyond her vision. Her blood ran cold, she froze⁠—

      Linnae snatched the keys from her hand. “Get in the fucking car, now!”

      Delia’s fingers brushed over the door handle, her suddenly sweaty palms fumbling awkwardly, but she got in and slammed the door shut. Linnae was beside her, already firing up the engine. She had to back up and circle around to miss the Trans Am, every bump sickening Delia’s stomach. Finally, Linnae angled the car at what passed for a fucking road and eased down it, every single jounce so much more pronounced, driving on rims.

      “God,” Delia said, joining her own ineffectual mumblings with Baby Girl’s.

      “That was fucked up,” Linnae said, giving the car some more gas. A vicious bump threw Delia into the roof, gravity slamming her back into her seat. She grabbed the belt and pulled it across her chest, the tongue sliding across the buckle like a groping drunk a couple of times before finally slipping home.

      Linnae glanced in the rearview. “Fuck. That’s not good.”

      “What?” Delia twisted around despite herself, but Linnae raced around a turn and Talbot was gone before she could look.

      “I don’t know, something big and—” The wheel spun in Linnae’s hands, the car whipping back and forth. Linnae cranked it hard, and they evened out, but a strange, high-pitched sound like a wailing, hurricane-force gale kicked up from outside the car.

      “What is that?” Delia asked, shouting to be heard over the noise.

      “Tires,” Linnae yelled back. Then something like coming apart, but it was too loud inside the car for Delia to hear anything more. Dust filled the windshield, muting the shapes and colors of the sideways fucking day outside her car.

      They bounced again, and Delia’s shoulder slammed into the window painfully. The whole car sounded like it was coming apart, never mind the tires. She looked for something to grab, wrapped her fingers through the roof handle, and braced herself. Something slammed into her back seat, the pained cry audible even over all the noise.

      Baby Girl.

      Linnae must have given it some more gas, the engine revving in competition with shredded tires. The car shook, every bump in the road a goddamn IED, shaking Delia’s fillings. Her vision blurred, not just because of all the dust, but⁠—

      Oh, shit.

      The car bounced, came back down, and pointed right at the trees lining the road. Linnae’s mouth moved silently. She jerked the wheel, tossing Delia into the window again, but when Delia blinked the tears out of her vision, they were back on the road, heading for another curve. She turned again in her seat, looking out the rear window in case they were being chased, but of course, there was nothing there, no one, just Baby Girl curled up into herself with her legs wedged tightly against Delia’s seat. And what did she expect to see anyway?

      Maybe Joey cut his own head off. What a joker! What a prank! What⁠—

      Delia crashed into the dash, the pain cutting short what must have been the early stages of pure fucking insanity.

      “Maybe you should slow down!” she yelled, but could barely hear herself.

      Linnae shook her head, mouthed fuck that, knuckles snow-white-on-white, yanking the wheel. The car lurched wildly toward another stand of trees, but the next bounce set their nose back at the road, and they rounded the curve.

      Right into the path of an oncoming dirty white Jeep.

      Linnae slammed on the brakes.

      Delia’s stomach lurched, Baby Girl screamed in her ear, and the car fishtailed on its rims until they ground to a halt in the middle of the road.

      The Jeep didn’t seem to notice.
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      The Watcher let them go.

      The horseless carriage was a thing from after its time, but the Watcher had seen enough of them over the years to know how they worked, and how to hurt them. The same way the Watcher hurt most things—a swipe of a claw, the firm but yielding material hardly as sturdy as a wagon wheel.

      Four slashes, one for each of the wolves. That easily, they were hobbled.

      Now they ran, but they couldn’t go far. The game had gone on too long. Several nights’ worth of torture and torment, ripping the things apart only to see them revive, had satiated the Watcher’s impulses, its burning desire for mayhem. It was time to end things. Slumber called. It was time for the Watcher to end it all, return to its warren, and wait for the next carload of fools.

      The horseless carriage fishtailed down the road, away from Talbot, careening on its rims.

      Slowly but steadily, purpose clear, the Watcher followed.
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      For a moment Delia thought the Jeep wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop. The metallic grille stretched wider in her vision, her heart thudded against her chest, and she couldn’t even find the words to tell Linnae to swerve⁠—

      The Jeep skidded to a stop a few feet away.

      Delia gasped for breath, one hand tight on the roof handle, the other clamped over her own mouth.

      “What happened?” Baby Girl croaked from the back.

      We’re alive, Delia thought, before the Jeep drew her attention again. The sun’s glare kept her from seeing inside, but that dent on the fender, the mud caked around the winch from the last trip they’d taken to the desert⁠—

      Then Hirsch exited the passenger door, frowning.

      The other door swung open and Naughton got out.

      Delia’s heart leaped, swelled, did a little dance, and for a moment, she was so overwhelmed she wasn’t sure whether to run to him or collapse back into her seat.

      “Oh thank god,” she muttered.

      Delia shoved her door open and got out.

      “What’s going on?” Hirsch asked. “Where are you going? And your tires⁠—”

      Delia gestured at the back seat. “It’s Baby Girl, she’s hurt—Naughton, can you⁠—?”

      Naughton was already leaning back into the Jeep, emerging a moment later with his first aid kit in hand. In a few loping strides, he stood on the other side of the car from Delia, only a few feet of fiberglass and steel separating them. Two nights, a full day in between, that was all it had been, and she wanted so badly to go to him and touch him and just feel his solid flesh, but Baby Girl needed him more than she did. He opened the back door and got in. A moment later, Linnae cautiously left the driver’s seat, watching the road behind them.

      Hirsch took a few shuffling steps toward them. He looked haggard and disheveled. “What happened to her?”

      Delia shook her head quickly. “We don’t know, I thought Joey attacked her, but⁠—”

      “You’re all right,” Naughton said from inside the car.

      Linnae stuck her head back in the car. “Get her out, let’s go.” She straightened and told Delia and Hirsch, “We can’t stay here.”

      Hirsch blinked at them and raised a gnarled hand to shield his eyes from the sun. “I don’t understand. You say Joey attacked her?”

      “That’s what we thought,” Delia said, “but⁠—”

      Linnae pushed her aside and got in Hirsch’s face. “Why’d you bring us here, anyway?”

      Hirsch backpedaled, running into the Jeep’s grille. “Bring you? It’s for all of us, it’s for our family⁠—”

      “Yeah? Well, something cut Joey’s fucking head off, so⁠—”

      “What are you saying? Where is he?”

      Delia got in between them and pushed Linnae back a few steps. “Stop, okay? We don’t have time for this.”

      Linnae pushed her away. “Joey’s fucking dead, Delia. Jesus, I thought I was supposed to be the one who didn’t give a shit.”

      “I don’t understand,” Hirsch said. “Someone needs to tell me exactly what⁠—”

      “Delia!” Naughton called. “Linnae, somebody, give me a hand.”

      “I’m fine,” Baby Girl said, her voice nasal and muffled. She tottered out of the car, unsteady, a fresh bandage over half her face. Naughton put a hand on her shoulder but she shrugged him off.

      Hirsch’s hand dropped to his side, all the color draining from his face. “My dear, your⁠—”

      A breeze blew past Delia’s ear. Hirsch jerked sideways, stumbled a few steps, and crashed into a tree. He fell over, his back to them, legs twitching in the dirt.

      Delia rushed to him before she could even process what was happening and dropped down to her knees next to him, hands manically patting the air just above his back, like she was afraid to touch him. Hirsch coughed wetly and rolled over.

      The hilt of a knife stuck straight out of his throat.

      Without thinking, Delia pulled it free. Blood bubbled up from the slit in his throat, just above the collarbone, obscuring the wound. A lot of blood. Hirsch grabbed her wrist with both hands.

      Behind her, someone screamed.

      Delia gaped at the wound. At Hirsch’s eyes, wild, unseeing. Someone shouted something. Nothing made sense. Reflexively, she put a hand over the wound, hot sticky blood bubbling between her fingers. She tried to apply pressure, but maybe that was too much. Could she be choking him?

      Hirsch let go of her forearm and pointed behind her, finger quivering.

      Delia whipped her head around. Something came out of the woods, something big, maybe a bear, broad and hairy but walking on two legs, not lumbering like a bear might but moving purposefully down the road.

      Toward them.

      Oh god, Delia tried to yell, but her lips wouldn’t move. She kept thinking of things she should be doing and not doing them. All she could do was keep that hand on Hirsch’s throat and hope it was doing something.

      Naughton shoved Baby Girl toward the Jeep and planted himself between the thing and the rest of the pack.

      The bear-thing took a couple of quick steps and cocked back a paw, swiping at Naughton’s face. He ducked under the blow and threw an uppercut that merely glanced off that bulky head. The bear-thing lashed out with its other paw, frighteningly fast for something that big, knocking Naughton aside. He landed in a heap in the dirt, clutching his side.

      The bear-thing turned, raising a claw high.

      “Naughton!” Delia wondered for a moment who yelled that until she realized she had. She had to help him, do something, but she couldn’t move and Hirsch kept bleeding, coughing, his body spasming under her touch.

      The claw fell. Naughton rolled away at the last second, the bear-thing scoring the barren ground, kicking up a cloud of dust. He popped back up, peppering the bear-thing with blows, lancing a kick into its midsection.

      All went unnoticed, but for a slight stagger and a sway, and Delia couldn’t be sure she’d seen it—maybe it was just the dust.

      Naughton darted back, fists still raised in a fighting stance. The bear-thing circled him, a claw slashed through the air. Naughton dodged and grabbed onto that thick, hairy wrist. The bear-thing lifted him in the air, tossing him head over heels. Naughton flew into the Jeep, bouncing off the front end. He slid to the ground, leaving a fresh dent in the filthy chrome.

      “Naughton!” Delia screamed again.

      The bear-thing whipped its head around and stared straight at her.

      Delia’s stomach dropped.

      Not a bear.

      Something else, wearing a bear-skin. The bear’s own eyes had rotted away. Beneath the snout, a face peeked out from the yawning mouth, crisscrossed with fearsome yellow teeth. A pale and withered face, like a mummy, like that old Boris Karloff movie. The nose was a nub, the eyes dark hollows, twin sparks flickering within. Something like stitching bound the mummy face to the bear’s skin, like it had been sewn together (or grown together). Wrinkled breasts hung down to a bloated belly. Blood dripped from bear claws grafted onto a woman’s hands. The thing was a bizarre amalgamation of woman and bear, an impossibility made real before her eyes.

      “Die, bitch!” Linnae shouted, popping up behind the bear-thing, swinging a tire iron. The tool nailed it in the side of the head, wrenching its gaze away from Delia.

      Which broke the spell.

      Delia turned back to Hirsch. He’d gone completely pale. Gently, he grabbed her hand and pulled it away from his wrist, mouthing the word go. Tears welled up in her eyes, but Delia choked them back.

      Hirsch’s eyes fluttered and closed.

      Delia snatched up the knife that killed him and spun around. The bear-thing advanced on Linnae, claws slashing at the air while Linnae feinted with the tire iron. Delia took a couple of steps toward them, stopped, hesitating, and started to circle around.

      The bear-thing knocked the tire iron from Linnae’s hands. The girl backed away, fell to the dirt, and kept crab-crawling away⁠—

      “Hey, over here!”

      Naughton, dirty and bloody, pulled a baseball bat from the Jeep, spun it around a few times. His movements were assured, but she could see it in his eyes, a look that she’d never seen him wear, one that seemed as out of place on him as a silly hat.

      Fear.

      Naughton cocked back the bat and charged.

      Delia ran, too, the knife at her side. Naughton reached Mama Bear first, leaping into the air and swinging the bat.

      WHAM!

      The blow rocked Mama Bear, sent her stumbling. Naughton swung again, battering the creature—face, shoulders, head. Every impact sent the thing backward, toward the woods. Delia pulled up a few paces away, keeping her distance—no sense getting in the way.

      The bear-thing fell to a knee. Naughton raised the bat again, brought it down⁠—

      A claw seized the bat, yanked the weapon out of Naughton’s grasp. The bear-thing lashed out, sending Naughton stumbling backward, four bloody slashes in his shirt. The creature gripped the bat and smashed it into Naughton’s shoulder.

      He fell. Hard.

      “No!” Delia screamed, lunging forward with the knife. She cut the air, the tip of the blade wavering in her grasp. The bear-thing dropped the bat, spun on Delia with a claw raised high⁠—

      Something crashed into Delia, knocking the wind out of her. She hit the ground, rocks scraping her arms and legs, to find Linnae sprawled next to her, a cold grin on the other girl’s face.

      “You owe me,” Linnae said.

      Their attacker loomed over them. Delia tried to scramble to her feet, Linnae too, but the thing was so big it blocked out the sun, all fur and claws and⁠—

      Honk!

      The bear-thing froze, searching for the sound. The horn blew again—Baby Girl in the Jeep, hitting the horn again and again, distracting their attacker just long enough for Naughton to hit her over the head with a rock.

      The bear-thing’s knees buckled, that strange mummy face contorted in a way that made Delia think the creature might actually be able to feel pain, giving her a twinge of hope.

      Naughton, one arm dangling uselessly, staggered back and threw the rock. It bounced off the bear-thing’s thick hide. He whipped his head side to side, searching for a weapon.

      She had to do something, anything. She had the knife, didn’t she? She could⁠—

      Honk!

      The bear-thing barreled forward, Delia and Linnae rolling out of her way. She quickly closed the distance to the Jeep, leaping up onto the hood, all that finely made steel accordioning under her weight. She lunged, the windshield cracking and crumpling in on itself, ripping Baby Girl out of the cab and tossing her to the ground.

      Delia scrambled to her feet, rushing toward them, tripping over divots in the ground, and trying to hold on to the knife.

      The bear-thing leaped off the Jeep, its bulk hanging in the air for interminable seconds before landing heavily next to Baby Girl. A claw shot down, lifted the girl up, talons puncturing her skull. Baby Girl flailed, kicked, and grabbed at that furred, amalgamated hand.

      “Leave her alone!” Naughton shouted, charging past Delia with the baseball bat raised in his one good hand in a choked-up grip.

      The bear-thing punched a claw through Baby Girl’s sternum, raised her high overhead. The word no formed on Delia’s lips just before monstrous muscles flexed, pulled, and tore, ripping Baby Girl in half. Blood sprayed, divaricated intestines waved. The bear-thing tossed both halves of Baby Girl aside like they were nothing.

      Delia blinked, unable to believe what she’d just seen.

      “Go!” Naughton screamed, and laid into their attacker with the bat.

      Linnae grabbed Delia’s shoulder, wrenched her around. “Come on!”

      “But Naughton⁠—”

      “You want to die too?”

      The bear-thing fended off Naughton’s hobbled attack, lashing out with a claw, carving off a hefty chunk of meat from his good arm.

      Delia pushed Linnae away, but the other girl looped an arm around her neck and got another around her wrist. Delia struggled, but Linnae pulled her away toward the trees.

      “Stop it, we’ve got to⁠—”

      Naughton dropped the bat again. Claws came for him, but he spun away, bloodied and filthy, quickly cutting behind her and jumping on her back.

      His fingers raked across that horrid mummy face, searching for anything that might still be dear to such a time-withered, desiccated thing.

      Delia fought against Linnae’s grasp but couldn’t break free.

      “Delia,” Linnae said. “We can’t.”

      The bear-thing flipped Naughton over her head, his heels kicked up to the sky, and he landed, hard, in the dirt at her feet.

      Delia shrugged Linnae off and ran toward the scuffle with the knife shaking in her hand⁠—

      The bear-thing reared up and stomped down on Naughton’s torso.

      The crack brought Delia up short. The way his body immediately went limp drained everything she had left.

      The creature fixed its dead eyes on Delia, that grim stare less a threat than a promise. In those empty, skeletal hollows, Delia saw her real future—not the one she’d imagined for the last two years, that fanciful promise implicit every time Naughton nuzzled her neck. And not the strange Shangri-never she’d indulged with the adopted family now lying dead in the dust at her feet. Even if she ran, escaped, and pulled herself back together again?

      She’d always be a husk.

      Naughton coughed blood, the gout spattering the bear-thing’s legs. The creature leaned down, slowly, dead eyes never breaking with Delia’s.

      And stabbed its filthy fucking claws into his chest.

      The sight wrecked Delia so thoroughly she barely even noticed when Linnae dragged her into the woods.
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      And here we are, where everything began, running the story all the way back to a frigid night, when a desperate woman, tough as nails, fierce as a mountain cat, but no match for what she’d come up against, made a choice no mother should ever have to make.

      Which child to save.

      Esther McKauver ran headlong into the night after her daughter and the strange things that had spirited her away. She followed the trail until the falling snow took it, then wandered some more, ears alert, nose twitching, praying to her god for a sign, a boon, a burst of light, and an angelic host.

      When that didn’t work, and the cold truly sunk in her bones, she petitioned his opposite for a bargain, against an entire lifetime of religious instruction, but the forest’s canopy hid each and every star from her sight, both the evening star and the morning star, and the adversary proved every bit as silent as the one she worshipped come Sunday.

      The cold hollowed her, freezing her from the inside out, the outside in. Teeth chattering, lost in the dark, hope leached away with her body heat. She gave into delirium and despair and knew her unfelt limbs would soon betray her when she came across the last blessing ever bestowed upon her head.

      Of sorts.

      In a small clearing, a big dark thing lay on its side. Her frozen heart leaped—she’d found it, the creature that had taken her daughter! For the briefest of moments, Esther McKauver allowed herself to hope.

      And thereby damned herself.

      Soon, she saw it wasn’t a wolf at all, but a bear, just a bear. One who’d met with bad ends, at that—its throat was torn out, stomach too, a massive pool of blood crimsoning the snow beneath its corpse. Clarence was not in its arms nor in its brutally opened belly.

      Esther sank to her knees, leaning on the bear’s body for support. Still warm. Her head dropped to her chest. She tried to raise it again but couldn’t. “Martha,” she muttered. Then, louder, “Clarence!”

      The woods offered no reply.

      “Clarence!” she called again, and then for good measure, “Martha!”

      Silence all around.

      Silence and cold.

      Esther shivered again. She knew she was dying. Knew her children were gone. She thought about the knife at her belt but couldn’t use it. She already had enough to ask god to forgive her for. Maybe whatever had taken the bear would come back for her and put her out of her misery. Or maybe the cold would get her first.

      But she didn’t really want to die like that.

      A slight bit of bear-warmth seeped through her coat and her frozen nightgown. She stood, shakily, knees knocking together. Made her way around to the other side and nestled into the bear’s bosom. Coarse hair and slimy guts caressed her, the beast’s blood and bile mingling with the fresh clean scent of the snowy night. She sought to get deeper and reached her hands into the thing’s belly, tugging at clumps of flesh. Pulled the knife and made the slit wider. She sawed through the intestines, tossing thick sausage-like strings over her shoulder with abandon. The activity and the proximity of the corpse warmed her, just a bit. Finally, she’d made just enough room and crawled inside, cradling the knife in her hands as she’d once cradled the children she’d lost. She shut her eyes and tried not to think about the life she’d had, the life she’d lost. Just about warmth. Getting warm, staying warm. Not suffering for a moment longer.

      It couldn’t last.

      Algor mortis had already set in before she’d found the bear’s corpse. The heat the beast carried in life slowly fled. Nestled inside, Esther didn’t notice, couldn’t notice. But slowly, gradually, the cold crept back in.

      This time it took her.
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      Most everything she’d been—woman, mother, prospector, crack shot with a Winchester—all that was gone now.

      She died in the night, froze to death in that bear-skin, but maybe her heart was colder still because when the sun rose, something began to thaw. Not Esther McKauver, she was gone forever. Something new, something not-Esther, and yet cloaked in a form her dead husband and assumed dead children might have recognized had they squinted a bit.

      Noon, or thereabouts, the not-Esther, or the Esther-thing, or maybe now we just skip ahead a little bit to the part after the killings began when new rumors swirled, when folks started calling her Mama Bear, and we pluck that name right out of their mouths and run back across the years to the morning after she lost every last thing she’d ever have but hate and claws.

      Noon, or thereabouts, Mama Bear began to stir.

      The sun had gone to work, melting the previous night’s snow to slush. A clean breeze swept along and took the last charred remains of the McKauver cabin with it when this thing they’d call Mama Bear (though none who’d see her too closely still drew breath to call her such) struggled to her feet, shook the kinks from her joints (or the memory of such), and took a couple of staggering steps away from the place both her constituent parts had died their separate, lonely deaths. The ground beneath her was soaked through with blood and urine and other bodily fluids derived from woman and bear both, a damp spot briefly standing in duplex memoriam until the sun dried it all up.

      This new thing, who’s to say what it really remembered, how it thought, and how it saw itself. Was she more like Esther, or more like the bear, or maybe even more like the lightning bolt that split the blackened tree stump she lumbered past?

      Who’s to say, indeed?

      What’s to be said is this: Mama Bear left the place she died looking fairly like a woman clad in simple bear-skin but being so much more. A knife hung on her hip, a bowie knife that once belonged to a man named Wilbur McKauver, having been passed down to his wife on the strength of a horse kick and now given to Mama Bear under circumstances far more complicated and extraordinary. Mama Bear walked out of the clearing with that knife and nothing else, and she didn’t desire food nor water nor a dry place to sleep.

      She wanted blood.

      Esther McKauver never had the sense of smell her husband possessed—Wilbur used to say he could tell where she was in the house just by her scent. Then again, they’d never lived anywhere that had more than two rooms, so maybe he was a gifted bullshitter rather than a gifted sniffer. Maybe that sense was what the bear brought with it, or maybe whatever force chose (if choice it had) to reanimate two frozen corpses had also granted Mama Bear whatever she needed to exact her revenge.

      For she smelt wolves on the wind.

      Mama Bear wended her way through the forest, perhaps passing by the same bushes and trees Esther McKauver had in her desperate chase of the beast who’d stolen her son, perhaps stepping on the same ground the bear trod before it died from whatever felled it in another story altogether. Smell led her, hate moved her, and the sun danced across the sky, and when it neared the horizon, she found what she was looking for.

      A warren, one might call it.

      The hole in the ground flared her nostrils and clenched what organs still operated within her ruined flesh. A smoke-belching iron pipe peeked out of the mound a few dozen feet beyond the entrance. She knew what lay below. The ones who’d taken Esther’s children, and though she was no more Esther than she was bear, Mama Bear still felt the urge for revenge.

      If she’d a mind capable of nuance, she might have noticed that the hole bore only the slightest scent of the creatures Esther had encountered the night before, and smelt a good deal more of man. But that nuance was lost on Mama Bear, as it likely would have been lost on Esther, had she been present.

      What she sought was here, perhaps miles away from the McKauver claim and the town of Talbot itself, a filthy redoubt chosen for its proximity to a mountain stream and its distance from civilization.

      Mama Bear dropped to all fours and crawled into the hole.

      The wolf-smell she chased was stronger here, as was the scent of earth and blood and man. She followed it, her eyes acclimating to the darkness in a way neither human eyes nor bear eyes ever could. Nothing of her observed the condition of the tunnel, irrelevant as it was to her singular task, so it falls to us to note that passage’s elaborate construction. No crudely dug animal hole this, rather the walls of the tunnel rose straight, expertly dug out with tools, braced with support beams. A hole made by men, and a fine one, at that.

      Her nostrils flared—their scent was all about. For all the care that went into digging the hole, the shaft stank of urine.

      The passageway curved ahead. She followed, slowing her pace at the scent of burning wood, the flickers of flame mottling the tunnel wall, and the loud snores resounding throughout the tight passage.

      Knife in hand, she rounded the corner and came upon them.

      Three of them slept on stuffed pallets, all men, grizzled and sunburned, curled into themselves, in a circular chamber. They’d dug a fireplace into the far wall, where the fire she’d spotted from around the corner crackled pleasantly. A Persian rug, lush but dirty, stretched across the floor. Furniture lined the walls as well, wardrobes and dressers, one drawer peeking open, flashing a glint of jewelry and women’s clothing. Another corner held a makeshift bar, a rickety table weighed down with bottles of booze and stacks of gold coins and an iron candelabra that Wilbur’s parents had gifted the newly united McKauvers on their wedding day.

      Seen through Esther McKauver’s eyes, the grift would have been immediately apparent—as wolves they ran the night, slaughtering who they pleased. As men, they doubled back on their own trails and robbed the dead of their worldly possessions. Esther might have imagined they’d likely cleaned up after themselves as well, taking wagons to make it appear that their victims had simply cleared out. Not surprising, considering the supposed silver mine had never yielded anything but rocks and lost lives—precious little made its few remaining residents cleave to Talbot.

      Miners, Esther might have thought, her keen mind putting together their appearances and the advanced engineering they’d employed in building their hideout.

      And maybe, her eyes playing over the scene, Esther might have noticed the small hole dug into the wall on the other side of the bar and, once the bandit miners were subdued, gone to see what it held.

      But Esther McKauver wasn’t there, and there was no one to think such thoughts. Not that it truly mattered, for Esther would have done the same thing that Mama Bear did. She would not have run to get the sheriff or rounded up a posse of her own to deal with the threat.

      No, she would have delivered justice as she saw it. Swift, harsh, and final.

      Mama Bear stepped into the room, looming over the snoring men—pathetic, schlubbish things when caught out of their wolf-skins. The closest man to her snorted and rolled over on his stomach. She plunged her knife through the back of his neck with ease, severing his spine and piercing his Adam’s apple, the point sticking in that luxe Persian rug. Blood gushed, his body jerked, but he could not move his hands, nor even cry out. He died as he lived—silently, beneath the earth, ruining anything fine or beautiful that came into his orbit.

      She tore her knife from his neck and pounced on the second man, who still lay on his side, peppering his chest with stab wounds, blood bubbling up through his filthy, yellowed shirt. This one screamed, a foul stench like rancid meat accompanying his cries, and battered at her thick, hairy forearms.

      His efforts served him nearly as well as they would have against the bear she’d once also been.

      Her knife rent flesh, scraped against bone, blood spurting and covering her fur. She grabbed the man’s splintered collarbone and ripped it away, tossing it behind her. The knife peeled back another layer of viscera. The second man shuddered and died beneath her, his chest a gory, ruined hollow, and if a thing like her could feel pleasure in that one brutal moment, she surely did.

      “Bitch!” the last man cried, and a flaming torch crashed into the side of her head.

      The blow sent her reeling, not from the force but from the heat. A cold-forged thing, she—the torch sapped at her strength, weakened her newly made knees. The room spun about her.

      The torchman issued an exultant cry and hit her again, sparks exploding in her vision. He flung the torch at her, the burning stave glancing off a shoulder, and tried to run around her. She lanced out a paw and swept him off his feet. He landed hard on his jaw, the rug softening his landing just enough to keep him conscious.

      The rug caught fire.

      The heat leached at her, sapped her strength—she had to kill it. She sunk her claws into the hairy, soft flesh of the torchman’s calf. He screamed and she dragged him across the burning rug toward her. Plunged her nails into his back for leverage, grasping great clawfuls of latissimus dorsi, lifting the wriggling man up, and then slamming him down atop the burning rug. Again, and again, the bellows of his lungs fanning the flames even as his bulk served to smother it. The torchman grabbed fruitlessly at the rug, ashy fistfuls of finery coming away in his hands.

      Finally, the fire waned and died, leaving nothing but a haze of smoke lingering in the warren. But the smoke she didn’t mind. The torchman coughed and spat blood, his limbs hanging limp like a doll’s arms.

      Mama Bear drew him into a warm embrace. He moaned and writhed, fought the best he could, but there was nothing for it, and a part of him had to know that. She did what she pleased to the torchman, and all in all it took a very, very long time.

      When she was done, the fire in the hearth had long gone out, and that chamber still stank of men, but in a much different way than it had prior to Mama Bear’s visit.

      Her task finished, Mama Bear slept.

      Above her, and miles to the south, the town of Talbot finally finished drying up and dying, the last residents save for the Halbermanns (and they were never of Talbot proper) blowing away on the wind. She let them go, for they’d been friend and neighbor to both of the things she’d once been. Maybe there was still something of Esther McKauver left, or something of the bear, that lack of cruelty common to most animals except for man holding sway in the absence of those who’d truly wronged her. Either way, she did not rise to trouble the ones who left or the very few who stayed.

      But when others came? New people, people the things she’d been had no memory of, however vestigial?

      Then, she woke, and did to them as she’d done to the three men in the warren. Maybe because she wanted to, or because it gave her peace.

      Or maybe because that’s all she was now.

      Whatever she was, down in the warren she didn’t sleep alone, though she never knew it.

      The three dead miners had feasted in their wolf-forms, but even ravenous creatures such as they might eat their fill. On occasion, they awoke lying in the bloody remains of the meals they’d dragged back to the warren. This greatly disturbed Amos, the youngest of the three (the one who’d died quickly, with a knife through his neck, perhaps in a display of cosmic mercy), and so the others dug a smaller hole within a hole and let Amos go above and do his business while they got rid of the evidence. By the time Mama Bear came upon them and put an end to man and wolf, they’d acquired quite a collection, enough bones to make the director of a natural history museum drool. The most recent of that collection, still covered with stringy gristle, had been added mere hours before those men met their end.

      A thing like Mama Bear, fundamentally incurious, wouldn’t have noticed them, but if one could summon up the ghost of Esther McKauver, if such things as ghosts existed and some chant or séance or burning candle might draw their attention, the bones in that hole would have been of some small, sad interest.

      Tiny bones that would have broken Esther McKauver’s phantom heart.

      Especially if she’d spotted the tiny scrap of flowered cloth still stubbornly clinging to a femur.
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      “There’s nothing you could have done,” Linnae said, for maybe the fourth or fifth time.

      Delia didn’t reply. Couldn’t reply. The losses she’d witnessed left her nearly catatonic—death in triplicate, one more if she counted Joey, and at the end of all this, she surely would, no matter how things had gone the last time she’d seen him. Now, it was all she could do to put one foot in front of the other, her and Linnae moving at a jog through the woods—fast as they dared, with the uneven ground and rocks and branches and Delia still clutching the knife she’d failed to put to any decent purpose. They’d been at it for fifteen minutes. At first, Linnae had to push her along, drag her practically, but despite her shock, some latent instinct kicked in, and Delia’s body, if not her mind, had decided to function more or less as expected.

      A stitch lanced through her side. Delia grunted, squeezed a hand to her torso, and slowed her pace. She looked down and caught a glimpse of the sticky, drying blood covering her hands and her torn shirt, and quickly looked away.

      “We can’t stop,” Linnae said.

      Delia drew in a long breath. “Just for a minute. My side.”

      “Fine, but if that fucking thing pops out from behind a bush, you’re on your own.”

      The forest lay quiet around them but for the occasional crunch of a leaf or snap of a fallen branch. No birdsong, no small creatures racing through the underbrush. Just the two of them, their ragged breathing, and Delia’s fucked-up thoughts.

      She couldn’t begin to think about Naughton and Baby Girl, and in the first bit of mercy she’d been granted of late, she actually succeeded in putting them out of her mind entirely. But she kept seeing Hirsch, speaking to her, telling her to watch out, except he was talking through the bloody wound in his neck, his pierced Adam’s apple fluttering like lips, drooling blood . . .

      Live, damn you. Live for us.

      For once, Delia didn’t feel like much of a team player.

      “Where are we going?” she asked. Away had been enough, for a time, but some people are built to run toward things rather than away from them.

      “Neighbor’s,” Linnae said. “That guy Halbermann from the road? It’s got to be somewhere this direction. We find that old guy’s house, call the cops, the fucking army, whoever.”

      Delia shot another look behind them. Nothing. “Won’t that thing just follow us there? I don’t think a door’s going to help.”

      “Remember what he told us out on the road?” Linnae said. “He lives ‘as far as it’s safe,’ or whatever. You ever see Sleepy Hollow? The Headless Horseman couldn’t cross the bridge, this bitch has got a boundary too.”

      “That’s a pretty big assumption.”

      “If nothing else, we know he’s got a truck.”

      “There’s the car I saw, too,” Delia said. “Near his house. No idea if it’s still there or if the keys are in it⁠—”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      They rounded the burned-out stump of an oak tree, shattered by lightning years before. The woods all looked the same to Delia, just a hint of sun falling through the canopy to give them an idea of which way they were walking. They didn’t even know where the old man’s house was exactly. Maybe they’d passed it already.

      At least it didn’t seem like they were being followed.

      “I can’t believe this,” Delia said. “That thing, it⁠—”

      “Don’t.”

      “What even was it? It looked like it was half-bear, half-mummy. How was it even moving?”

      Linnae shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “But it looked dead, like⁠—”

      “Delia, we’re werewolves.”

      Delia had to concede the point. The truth was, she hadn’t been able to accept the animal that lay dormant in her for much of the year, and when she’d finally put a name to it, that hadn’t helped much either. Only in meeting others like her did she know she wasn’t some bizarre singularity or simply a head case. That broadened her horizons enough to believe that the world she knew could, in fact, contain something like her.

      Clearly, there was much more she did not know, and although she wished she’d remained ignorant in this respect, there was nothing for it.

      They walked in silence for a bit, then Delia felt a little better and they ran some more, putting more distance between themselves and everything that happened back on the road. How far had they come? All the woods looked the same, and all they knew of the Halbermann residence was that his house lay close enough to Talbot for the old man to warn them away from it.

      She searched the woods for a sign they were headed the right way—an ancient, abandoned Coke bottle, or a rusting length of fence, some left-behind thing to mark the presence of man. Instead, her eyes settled on a huddle of blue oaks swaddled in grey-green lichen. Moss grows on the north side, she told herself, again and again. One thing she could depend on.

      They were heading away from Talbot, at least.

      Moss grows on the north side.

      Linnae huffed, slowing. “My turn,” she said, shooting a rueful smile Delia’s way. “Walk a minute?”

      “Yeah. We’ve got to be nearly there.” Wherever there is.

      Linnae didn’t say anything to that.

      “Seems like the trees are thinning out, maybe?” Delia suddenly felt like talking, a lot. Pushing her body, even at a light jog, occupied her completely, but slowing down like this let her thoughts creep back in, thoughts she didn’t ever want to have, especially not now, not when they were running for their lives. “We never camped much, growing up. You know I never put up a tent before the other day? We probably would have been sleeping in the car if not for Baby—” Delia trailed off, suddenly and awfully aware of what she was saying, a hand going to her own mouth as if she could push the thought back inside.

      Linnae’s shoulders hitched, and then a strange sound came out of her, one Delia had never heard her make and, even under these extraordinary circumstances, never expected she would.

      A sob.

      Delia glanced over her own shoulder, just in case they weren’t alone, but not even an out-of-place shadow trailed them through the woods. She wrapped an arm around Linnae and drew her close, even as the girl broke into full-on, convulsive tears.

      “There, there,” Delia said softly. She awkwardly patted Linnae on the back. She should have been better at this, she’d had enough practice, but for some reason with Linnae it felt odd, unnatural. And then there was their peculiar circumstances—traumatized, pursued, in mortal danger. Even stranger than the last time Linnae had been moved to share herself, sitting around camp a lifetime ago.

      Linnae pulled away, dabbing at her eyes with the hem of her shirt. “Don’t fucking look at me. Jesus, stop crying, you stupid bitch⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” Delia said. “What we just went through⁠—”

      “Not that. Okay, not just that.” Linnae let her shirt fall and looked Delia in the eye. “She died thinking it’s all her fault, and it’s not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Something moved somewhere behind them. Delia spun, gripping the knife. She peered at the trees, looking for shadows that didn’t belong. Didn’t see anything. Her stomach tightened. She sniffed the air, hoping to catch a hint that would tell her whether or not that thing was pursuing them. The wind was favorable. There wasn’t a trace of the strange, dusty scent she associated with the bear-thing’s presence.

      Not near, then. Not yet.

      “Come on,” Delia said. “Walk and talk.”

      Linnae nodded, wiped at her face again, and came along. “You won’t believe this, but I was trying to help her.”

      “Who? With what?” Nothing about this conversation tracked for Delia, not the timing, nor the content.

      “She always talked about how she hated all this, what we are. And I thought maybe it was because she’d never really had the same chances we had. To run free. Like what Hirsch always said, how we’re living like pugs, but the rest of us got to see what it’s really like, before. I wanted that for her too.”

      Baby Girl’s aversion to her own nature had always worried Delia, something she hoped Talbot would cure, in the brief fleeting instant between when she first heard of the place’s existence and when she then learned of its brutal nature.

      “What are you saying, Linnae?”

      Linnae absently pulled at her shirt collar. “The batteries. I swapped them for dead ones.”

      Images flashed unbidden through Delia’s mind—Hirsch’s rage, Baby Girl cornered in the living room, and the bloody severed leg lying on the grass.

      And Linnae giving Baby Girl a full ration of shit.

      “What did you do?” Delia screamed, lunging at Linnae. She slammed into the other girl, one hand going to her neck, shoving her hard up against a tree. Linnae clawed at her wrist, but Delia was older and stronger. She leaned in with all her weight⁠—

      And realized she held the tip of the knife to Linnae’s throat.

      Delia let go and spun away, her whole body shaking with rage.

      But not only anger—horror at what she’d almost done without so much as a thought.

      “I’m sorry,” Linnae croaked. She cleared her throat and said it again. Then, pathetically, “I tried to help her.”

      Delia waved her off. She looked up through the canopy of trees at the small patch of sky—blue, unclouded—and took a deep breath of fresh, pine-scented air. Questions, feelings, opinions, all of those were luxuries she couldn’t afford. Who did what could matter later. Until then, she had to keep her wits about her. Angry as she was with Linnae, the girl was all she had left (God!), and her priority had to be to keep them both safe.

      And didn’t she know what that was like, a little? Helping, but in the wrong way? Didn’t part of her still love her mother, despite what she had done?

      Once they were safely away, she could redress what wrongs Linnae had wrought, in whatever manner she saw fit. Until then?

      “Delia—”

      “I’m pissed off, okay? Don’t think I’m not. But in a fucked-up way, I think I understand too.”

      Linnae looked at her with an unfamiliar expression. Every hint of guile, of enmity, of sarcasm, was gone. “You do?”

      “We need to keep moving. But listen. First time I changed, I was living with my mother in Oceanside. I attacked her. I was small, still getting used to my body, so she was able to beat the shit out of me with a frying pan. Then she tied me to my bed and set the whole fucking house on fire.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “This was just after dawn. She tied a wolf to the bed, but a girl was straining against the ropes before she even lit the match. I’m not good with knots, and I guess I get that from her, because I got myself out of them and climbed out the window. The neighbors smelled smoke and called the fire department. And then I guess someone got the cops involved because they arrested her in the backyard, ranting about demons and monsters. She’s still in prison over in Chowchilla.”

      “Jesus, that’s horrible. What about your father?”

      Delia smiled ruefully. “Marine Corps. One of only ninety-six US casualties in Desert Storm.”

      “Man, I thought my shit was fucked up, that’s⁠—”

      “Shh.” Delia held up a finger, shut her eyes, and listened to the woods around her. Her hearing was keen, but she’d been too numb and devastated to think to use it. Every slight sound the forest made came to her now, her mind picking apart all the signals and information until she found it. It was so soft that no fully human ear could ever pick it out, but there it was.

      Squeak, squeeeeeeeak.

      “Come on,” Delia said, breaking into a run.

      Linnae caught up to her. “What?”

      “Weather vane.”

      A few minutes later, they found the road. The BMW was still parked where Delia had last seen it. She opened the driver’s-side door, checked the ignition, the visor.

      “No key here.”

      Linnae opened the glove box.

      “I already checked that.”

      Linnae slammed it shut. “I’ll check under the car. Maybe somebody dropped it.”

      Delia ripped the floor mats up and looked under the seat. No keys. She smacked the side of the car in frustration. “Damn!”

      “Check this out.” Linnae held up a backpack. She unzipped pockets, rifling through it. “Ooh, duct tape. Water, road flares, um—shit. No keys.” She zipped the backpack back up.

      “Might as well take it,” Delia said.

      Linnae shrugged and tossed her the pack. “Okay, you can carry it.”

      “The old man’s house is just around the bend there. We can⁠—”

      The smell stopped her cold. It was close.

      “We have to go. Now!”

      Together, they broke into a run for the Halbermann place.
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      At a sprint, the two healthy ones would be faster than her—she moved with resolve, not speed. But they would tire, and she would not, not until they were gone.

      She dealt with the other male quickly, simply. Though he put up a fight unequaled by any she’d encountered in her strange existence, he was man, and she was something superior. The only chance he had was to run, and he chose not to. Esther McKauver might have understood his motives, even as she clawed into his flesh. The bear she’d also been might have understood too, the impulse to protect others of one’s kind from a predator is so deeply rooted in the most primal parts of mammalian biology. But for a thing like Mama Bear, with no kith or kin or concept of such, a predator who dwelled at an entirely new apex, a higher stratum than grizzly or Kodiak or hunter, it’s hard to say whether she had any frame of reference to understand why the man in front of her fought so fiercely.

      Not that it mattered much.

      Dimly aware of the others taking flight, she focused instead on the task at hand. When she’d done what she did to the man, she found the females’ trail, going in a very predictable direction.

      Two more lives, then she would sleep.

      Three, actually.
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      The house awaited them, silent. The old man’s truck was parked out front, pulled up next to the house in a dirt driveway.

      “That’s it!” Linnae said. “About goddamn time.”

      Delia cast one last look at the forest behind them, still not seeing any errant shadows or looming, bear-skin-clad monsters.

      They exited the tree line. The fence came right up to the trees, or just about, but it was in ill repair, just like the fence Delia had woken up next to the day before. They stepped easily through a broken section, toward the house.

      The house looked much like the fence. A single-story rancher with a wraparound porch. It would have been nice, idyllic even, if it had been kept up. The demands of home ownership were obviously too much for the old man they’d met on the road. The front steps bowed with rot. A tarp stretched over a hole in the roof. The windows were dusty and speckled with cobwebs. Everything about the house seemed foreboding, and if Delia had come across it on her lonesome, without that murderous thing at their backs, she would have kept moving.

      Now it seemed like their only chance.

      They weren’t three steps past the fence when the front door banged open, the old man Halbermann stepping onto the porch with a speed she couldn’t quite believe he possessed.

      Holding a double-barreled shotgun.

      Delia and Linnae staggered to a stop, hands going high.

      “Leave,” the old man said simply. He wasn’t pointing the gun at them, but he kept the barrel angled up at the rotting eaves above his porch. It would be a simple thing, less taxing than stretching in his easy chair, to point it at them. Delia didn’t know much about guns, other than she didn’t want to get shot by one, and had to assume the old man was a crack shot even without two barrel-loads of buckshot to get it right.

      “Please,” Delia said. “We need help.”

      “I can see that. Nothing I can do for you. Get going before you bring her down on my damn head.”

      “We need a phone,” Linnae said. “Please, let us call⁠—”

      Halbermann shook his head. “No one to call. They won’t believe you, and there’s not a thing they can do but die. Best you can do is keep moving, hope she don’t catch up with you.”

      Linnae took a step toward the porch. “Can’t you just let us borrow⁠—”

      Halbermann brandished his shotgun. “Don’t.”

      “You wouldn’t really shoot us,” Linnae said.

      “Try me.”

      “Linnae—”

      Linnae set her jaw and took another step toward the porch.

      Surprisingly quick for an old man, Halbermann aimed the shotgun and fired. The muzzle flashed, and Delia’s hands clamped over her ears. Dirt kicked up at Linnae’s feet. The blast resounded throughout the yard.

      Halbermann pumped his shotgun. “Next one goes into you, not the ground, girlie.”

      “Please,” Delia said. “You don’t understand.”

      Halbermann smiled tightly, not a trace of mirth in the expression. “I understand perfectly. My family’s been here since before them wolves took her children. We’re the only ones she let stay. Let live. Because we got an understanding.”

      “Who are you talking about? What wolves?” Delia asked.

      “Lived here all my life, and what can I say. We coexist. Because I respect her boundaries, and she respects mine. Ain’t much of a fence anymore, but it’s a line she knows, a line she won’t cross. Not unless she’s after somebody, and in that case no fence, wall, nothing’s going to stop her. You were dead the minute you set foot in Talbot, ladies, you just didn’t know it yet. Most I can do is let you go on and get.”

      “Asshole,” Linnae hissed.

      Delia swallowed. “Okay, we’re leaving. Just—what did you say about wolves?”

      Halbermann looked at each one of them in turn. “All right, short version, then you go. Story I always heard, the one my daddy told me and his granddaddy told him. That granddaddy just happened to be a boy when all this happened so he had some firsthand knowledge of the business. Seems like Talbot started having some troubles right around the time they figured out the mine wasn’t going to spit out nothing but rock. People going missing, things like that. Whole families, gone in the night. Most everyone thought it was on account of the economy, at first. Nothing to mine, better farmland over to the valley, and that rail stop wasn’t long for this world. But then the rumors started. Nobody was leaving, they were getting took. By a pack of wolves that ran on two legs rather than four.”

      “Werewolves,” Linnae whispered.

      “Seems one night they decided to go after a woman named Esme McCandless or some such, took her children from her. Killed ’em right in front of her, and most likely killed her too. But she must’ve known some kind of dark juju, maybe something she picked up from the Miwok or the Yokuts, because she didn’t stay dead. Rose back up, went looking for revenge, and damned if she didn’t find it. Caught all them wolves in a warren over yonder.” He cocked his chin somewhere back over their heads. “But then she kept on finding her revenge, even if whoever she found didn’t have nothing to do with what happened to her children. Folks who know the story call her Mama Bear, and if you’ve seen her I guess you know the whys and wherefores.”

      “Dear god,” Delia said.

      “Now,” Halbermann said, leveling the shotgun, “I’ve been jawing too long, and though there aren’t many more years she can take off me, I’d like to die in my bed when I do. Get.” His leathery, tan skin seemed a shade lighter than it had been when he’d first come out of the house. A tremor lurked beneath his tough talk. He was either afraid, or just as likely exhausted from holding that shotgun in a shooting stance for so long, his aged muscles insufficient for the task, his paranoia, and maybe some unspoken agreement with the thing hunting them set before him.

      Delia wanted to beg, plead, or do something, but it wouldn’t do any good. Halbermann was just as implacable as the bear-thing they’d been running from.

      Maybe if they kept going, farther away from Talbot, she wouldn’t be able to follow. Maybe she was bound to the town, like Linnae said.

      “Come on,” Delia said, “let’s check that other car I found⁠—”

      “Give us your truck,” Linnae said, palm outstretched. “Or kill us.”

      “Don’t think I won’t.”

      “You’re a murderer either way⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Linnae smirked and took another step toward the house. “Then don’t.”

      “Linnae, it’s not⁠—”

      “No!” Halbermann’s eyes went wide. He staggered back, racking his shotgun. Chik-chak.

      And fired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Delia dove to the ground, rolling, scoring her forearms on the rocky terrain but somehow landing in a crouch, almost like she’d practiced it.

      Still holding the knife.

      Her ears rang from the shotgun’s report, and the air stank of gunpowder. She looked around quickly, gripping the knife tightly, mind whirling as she tried to get her bearings. She shot a look over at Linnae—the other girl lying on the ground, back to her.

      Fucking bastard.

      A dark shape lumbered out of the woods, bringing with it a battle cry that resounded like the old man’s gun.

      Delia froze, watching the thing come for her.

      Over the sound of her ringing ears, Halbermann firing again snapped her back to reality.

      Delia staggered to her feet, stumbling backward, the knife held out in front of her. Hoping the old man wouldn’t shoot her in the back. Mama Bear crossed the fence, easily, and any hope of some eldritch boundary arresting her progress faded completely.

      Mama Bear’s shoulder jerked back to the tune of a shotgun roar. Still backpedaling, Delia glanced at the porch—Halbermann was actually shooting at Mama Bear, not her. He hurriedly grabbed a handful of shells from the pocket of his frayed jacket to reload.

      “Couldn’t listen, could you?” Halbermann yelled, probably half-deaf himself by this point.

      Linnae got up, unhurt.

      “I thought he shot you,” Delia muttered, but she was too far away to hear, and what did it matter anyway?

      “Go on, get,” Halbermann shouted and fired again.

      The blast hit Mama Bear square in the chest, sending her staggering back a few steps. Another load of buckshot hit her knee, fur flew, and a foul black ichor erupted from the wound.

      Mama Bear thundered with rage.

      Delia kept backing away, circling around, letting Halbermann distract the creature with the shotgun. Then she could come in for the killing blow, but that was something her night-self might do.

      Not Delia.

      “Come on,” Linnae yelled at her, halfway up the front steps.

      Delia spun and ran for the porch.

      Mama Bear howled again and charged, her great and terrible bulk like a pending earthquake, barreling across the yard on Delia’s heels.

      Reaching the porch in a few quick strides, Delia shoved the knife through her belt and vaulted up, grasping the railing. Old wood and rusty nails gave way and she swayed sickeningly, thinking the railing was coming off in her hands.

      Then Linnae was there, grabbing her, steadying her. Delia’s stomach lurched and then stilled. Over Linnae’s shoulder, Halbermann fired again and again, buckshot peppering her pursuer.

      “Inside,” Halbermann shouted. “Inside and out the back.”

      Linnae’s mouth dropped open, then claws dug into Delia’s back.

      The whole world lurched sickeningly. Delia flew backward, tumbling ass-over-feet and landing hard in the dirt. Stars bloomed in her eyes, and everything went black for the briefest of instants.

      She realized she was lying on her side, looking at the porch.

      Seeing, yet again, one more sight she very, very much did not want to see.
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      Somehow, he wasn’t dead.

      Naughton blinked his eyes open, the afternoon sun burning so bright he snapped them shut again. Took a deep breath—painful as anything he’d ever felt, undoubtedly a few broken ribs if not worse. He tried to move his fingers. Those worked just fine. Then his toes. Somehow, they obeyed his commands. Carefully, he brought a hand to his face and rubbed dirt and dust away, smearing the wet stickiness around. He didn’t want to think where it came from just yet. Instead, he left his hand visored across his forehead and took a deep breath.

      Opened his eyes again.

      His head hurt like a fucking bastard, but he took that as a good sign—what was the point of pain unless his body expected to live?

      Naughton was like a dirty roll of duct tape tossed haphazardly in the bed of a pickup truck. Utilitarian, practical, there when you needed it. He spent little time pondering existential questions because he already had the answers. The sun and the wind, the syncopated burn in his muscles when he rigged a sail or pulled his body through the salt water, the individual resonance in each and every knuckle when his fist connected with a jaw. Most of all, the warmth of Delia’s body pressed firmly against his, the scent of her skin, the thrum of her heart finding his own rhythm—that was the point of his existence, one he’d fought tooth and nail for.

      About that.

      Naughton twisted his neck and spat blood on the ground. His hands probed his body, wincing at the ragged, bloody slashes carved into his now-bare chest, so deep his fingernails scraped broken bone. He still wore the tattered remains of a shirt.

      Clearly, she’d thought of killing him (she, his mind screamed, rising in hysterical pitch at the idea of gendering the bestial thing he’d fought, and yet she simply seemed right, apt—maybe a lingering night-sense told him so, a smell), and she’d done a hell of a job. The chest wound, the shreds of flesh and hair torn from his scalp, the hole in his cheek through which Hirsch’s dead, sightless eyes might see a flash of bone if life suddenly flooded back into them.

      But he thought he could get up, if he really put his mind to it.

      Five minutes and a vicious screaming fit later, the kind he feared might bring her back, he stood on two legs and leaned up against the Jeep. He hurriedly bandaged his wounds without cleaning them out. Infection was a far less pressing need than survival.

      Not his.

      Delia’s.

      Naughton closed his eyes and concentrated. He had no idea what that thing was that attacked them, but he knew it wasn’t human. What little he’d seen before she got the better of him was an utter refutation of humanity and natural biology. Not a bear, not a woman in costume either, that was for sure. Not with such terrible strength, and⁠—

      He shook his head, a lightning bolt of pain shooting through his skull in response. He sucked in another breath and waited for the pain to die down. Then he sniffed the air.

      Filtered through a purely human nose, he would have ascertained nothing, but the little of his night-senses which lingered didn’t fail him. Scent, spoor, whatever, faint as it was, traced a trail he could follow, one surely augmented by his own knowledge as a tracker, if he could find the strength to follow it.

      Naughton took a step toward the woods. His head swam, and he fell back heavily onto the Jeep, gasping for air.

      Whole, he could follow where they’d gone. Where she’d gone. Now, he could barely support himself. He wasn’t riding to anyone’s rescue; only sheer strength of will kept his heart beating. If he’d come across a man wounded like himself on the trail, he would’ve been shocked to see such a man draw breath, and been able to do very little for him in that rare event.

      Naughton let out a choked sob. He’d come all this way to reunite with Delia, live the kind of wild life they deserved, and now it was over before it started. He’d die on a dusty, divoted road next to the body of a man who’d been more father to him than any other. He’d fought a thing that shouldn’t be and failed. Survived for nothing. He thought about that thing, the strange bear flesh fused with desiccated womanly features, falling upon Delia, hurting her⁠—

      Despair turned to anger, welling bright and wild in his breast. His blood ran hot. The pain swarming every inch of his body began to fade. He drew a deep breath, then another, rearing back his head and pushing his breath back out into the sky.

      Never mind the fine pink mist accompanying every exhalation.

      Hirsch had theorized, once upon a time, that during the days of the Change they walked as human and wolf both, never fully one or the other, and this halfway state was evidenced by both abilities and desires. They lived as slaves to the night, but perhaps because the hunt dwelled within them so close to the surface, they might one day (some future generation, he’d said, unconvinced he could actually learn how to do such a thing in his lifetime, with so little time left and so much more pressing knowledge already learned) develop control over it. Choose to change, or choose not to, and perhaps even learn how to fully meld their disparate selves and sublimate the best qualities into an undivided whole. Did the sun hold the wolf at bay, or did the night conjure him into being? Or was Naughton’s nature constructed in such an entirely different manner that thinking about such things with the neurological equipment granted human beings was about as productive as an actual wolf trying to understand calculus?

      And if choice existed outside of the vagaries of nature, would that choice, if made, be permanent?

      As it was, wolf and man were separate but intrinsically linked to the point where the wolf dwelling beneath the surface felt the man dying.

      The urge to survive is a powerful thing.

      And perhaps, under some circumstances, far stronger than day or night.

      The only thing that gave him pause was the knowledge that his lie, the only lie he’d ever told Delia, would resound in perpetuity if he couldn’t change back. He’d told her everything was okay when it wasn’t, words he’d regretted from the moment they left his lips.

      If he died here, it wouldn’t matter. If he enticed the wolf to appear under the glare of the noonday sun, it didn’t matter either. He knew how she loved him, and any lie would surely be immaterial in his absence.

      With such thoughts in mind, Naughton drew into himself, seeking the wolf’s hiding place. And when he thought he’d found it, he ripped his bandages off and let his wounds bleed.

      Challenging his wolf to come out, come out, come⁠—
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      Everything happened too fast.

      Overwhelmed and disoriented, Delia’s vision went hazy, then snapped right back, her brain racing to catch up, a few skipped scenes in between the moment she’d tried to vault the porch railing and the next—sometime later—when she found herself in the dirt, watching everything happen around her.

      Mama Bear landed on the front steps, rotten boards collapsing beneath her weight, her feet shooting right through. Aged wood snared her ankles.

      Giving Halbermann time to reload once more.

      Claws flailed, but not fast enough. Halbermann shot her point-blank. Mama Bear’s head snapped back, sludgy black blood misting the air, the force of all that buckshot bending her massive, perverse body backward like a question mark. The dual echo of both barrels filled the air.

      Delia gaped at the upside-down face staring at her—a shredded mess of blood and splintered bone, one eye gone, the other pinprick dully winking at her, looking more like a shriveled, seedless yellow grape than an eyeball.

      Halbermann cursed, reversed his grip, raised the empty shotgun above his head, and slammed the stock into Mama Bear’s chest. The force of the blow cracked her ankles right out of the rotten porch wood, her bulk tumbling to the ground. Halbermann lifted the shotgun and cursed once more—the same force that laid out Mama Bear had broken the stock. He flung the useless gun aside.

      “Come on,” he yelled, voice quavering. “Through the house.”

      Delia got up, body and bones groaning something fierce. Eyed the slumped form of Mama Bear, vision working overtime to separate that shape from the torn-up porch.

      Halbermann opened the front door and ushered Linnae inside. He shot a look back over his shoulder at Delia. “Go around back,” he said, then shut the door.

      Mama Bear moved.

      Just a little. Just enough. Too much for any creature who’d taken a shotgun blast square to the face. Delia wanted to scream, but she swallowed her fear back down. She made her gummy legs move, a couple of stuttering steps that conjured up a ridiculous image of Bambi on ice, and then she broke into a run, rounding the house as quickly as she could. The back door opened, Halbermann leading the way, stuffing bullets into an aged revolver, Linnae on his heels with a kitchen knife.

      Halbermann looked up and nodded to Delia. “Come on over here, we’ve got to be quick.”

      Delia hurried to them.

      Halbermann pulled a set of keys out of his jacket and pressed them into Delia’s free hand (the other having not given up the knife). “Had to get the keys,” he said. Then lower, “Truck’s around front.”

      “Around—” But Delia already knew. She’d seen the truck. Not twenty feet from where Mama Bear was currently stirring when she damn well shouldn’t have been.

      “She’s mean and ornery, but she’s slow. Got a couple years on my old ass, even.” Halbermann snapped the cylinder shut and held the gun up. “I’ll go first, you all on my heels, you hear? Hotfoot it for the truck. Hoping we all make it, but if not⁠—”

      “Why are you doing this?” Linnae asked. “You were going to shoot us.”

      Halbermann looked at his feet. “I wasn’t ever going to shoot you. Would have rather you went away, or better yet never came here in the first place. But, well, when I see a few young ladies—” He trailed off, smiling sadly.

      “Thanks,” Delia said.

      Halbermann grunted and pushed past her, gripping his revolver with both hands. He motioned for them to follow.

      Delia did, holding the knife out in front of her, keys clutched tightly in her other hand. Linnae fell in at her back. They crept along the side of the house, past a window so dirty she could hardly look in on the Halbermann household unless she smashed it. Peeling paint brushed her arms like dusty dead fingers.

      Halbermann stopped just at the far side of the house. He glanced back at Delia and nodded once, the resolute look in those washed-out grey eyes making her think of Hirsch. And Naughton. Despair welled up inside of her, but she quashed it.

      Grief is for the living.

      Delia focused on the task at hand. Get to the truck. Get the hell gone. Survive. Not just for herself. With the way they lived and the few ties they had to anyone outside of their pack, if she and Linnae bought the farm at some falling-down Central Valley homestead, nobody would be left to commemorate their lives. Only Naughton’s scrawled signature on a slip of paper at the marina where he docked his boat, some property records in Hirsch’s name, and a bunch of shared memes on Joey’s Facebook. Those would be the only things left to mark their former presence in the world.

      The thought made her more sad than scared. Angry too, and she hoped that would get her through.

      “Now,” Halbermann hissed and rushed into the front yard.

      Delia ran. She whipped around the corner of the house and darted across the yard toward the old truck. Halbermann shouted something and let off a couple of shots. Movement in her peripherals caught her attention. The truck was only fifteen or twenty feet away. She hazarded a quick glance—Mama Bear on her knees, Halbermann in a wide-legged shooting stance, sighting down the barrel. He pulled the trigger and fired again, the bullet losing itself somewhere in that filthy, thick bear hide.

      “Get to the truck!” Halbermann shouted.

      Delia sprinted the last few feet to the truck and got in, smelling the aged, masculine musk Halbermann left behind, the rancid aroma wafting from a full cup of dip spit in the cupholder, dust sucking into her lungs with every inhale and tickling up one hell of a coughing fit. Her body spasmed, but she ignored it, shoved the key into the ignition, and turned.

      The engine hacked and sputtered in time with her own body’s parasympathetic war on the dust in her lungs, while every movie she’d ever seen where the screaming heroine tried to start the car but the damn thing refused to function passed before her eyes.

      Then the engine turned over and Linnae wrenched the passenger door open, scooching across the cracked vinyl seat to butt up against Delia.

      Delia glanced in the rearview. Halbermann ran toward them, pumping his arms and yelling something she couldn’t hear, with the windows rolled up and only the far door open. Mama Bear reared up behind him, damn close. He spun around at the waist and squeezed off a wild shot on the run.

      A thick, dark limb whooshed through the air and swiped his head right off his shoulders. His body kept going, momentum propelling his headless corpse a few steps forward. Blood geysered from the ragged stump of neck that now demarcated the highest point on Halbermann’s body, and then he pitched forward, collapsing in the dirt.

      Mama Bear lumbered on.

      “Shit, go!” Linnae screamed.

      Delia slammed the gas and the engine growled. The truck tensed and then exploded across the yard, the uneven terrain jostling it. She clung tightly to the wheel, jerking it to the left toward the dirt road leading off the Halbermann property.

      The gate was shut.

      The whole damn fence was falling down, but of course the gate still stood. Delia gritted her teeth, bearing down on the gas pedal. She’d ram it. Bust right through the fence and not stop till they ran out of gas. Whatever damage the truck’s front end sustained hardly mattered—the old man was far past complaining about it.

      A shadow flickered across the rearview, top-to-bottom, and then something crashed into the bed of the truck. Delia bounced out of her seat with such force that her head struck the ceiling. She landed back on her ass, saw stars, and blinked.

      Had about a half second to wonder what the hell had happened and why they were riding so low when the back window shattered.

      Delia pitched forward, broken glass showering her, but she kept ahold of the steering wheel. Something bristly rubbed past her shoulder. Linnae screamed as the gate got closer.

      Delia gagged on the foul scent of Mama Bear, displacing the lingering malodors in the cab. Twin claws flailed inside the cab, raking the dash. Delia twisted in her seat, ripped the knife free, and lashed out, slicing through fur and into toughened, weather-hardened flesh. Linnae thrashed away with the kitchen knife, the serrated blade ricocheting off those monstrous arms and nearly slicing Delia’s nose off.

      The truck smashed into the gate.

      Weather-weakened wood burst apart but the impact slammed Delia into the wheel, ejecting all the air from her lungs in one painful whoosh. She dropped the knife. Mama Bear pitched forward and then back through the shattered window, tumbling back into the truck bed. The steering wheel spun, lurching them toward a tree, but Delia yanked it back.

      “Do something!” she cried to Linnae.

      “Okay,” Linnae said, and shoved her door open.

      “Wait,” Delia managed.

      Linnae didn’t, just braced herself in the doorway, tensed up her legs, and jumped.

      A claw shot through the broken window. Delia dodged, jerking the steering wheel again, giving her the choice between a thick stand of trees or getting her arm sheared down to the bone.

      Instead, like Linnae, she pushed her door open and jumped.
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      Delia hit the ground and rolled, the truck zooming past. She turtled up, bounced painfully, tumbled a few times, and came to a stop, miraculously without cracking her head open on a rock.

      A half second later—CRASH!—louder than any gunshot.

      Delia twisted around—the truck was thirty feet away, nose crumpled into a stand of oak trees, prostrating themselves across the cab. The roof had buckled so thoroughly that she would’ve been crushed if she hadn’t bailed out. The engine smoked, and she caught antifreeze, oil, and gasoline on the wind.

      Mama Bear was no longer in the truck bed. Fire bloomed from somewhere underneath the truck.

      Delia wheeled away, woozy.

      Slammed right into Linnae.

      “Whoa, watch it,” Linnae said quietly and peered over Delia’s shoulder. “Where the fuck did she go?”

      Delia pushed her away. “You left me, you⁠—”

      “Sorry, what exactly was I supposed to do? Against that? You saw how many times that old guy shot it.”

      “Still—”

      Something moved, off in the woods, somewhere just beyond the smoking truck.

      Something big.

      “Shit,” Linnae said.

      “Come on.”

      “What about the truck?”

      “Fuck the truck,” Delia said. “Run!”

      A great groaning sound came from the woods, a busy rustling, and then a tree came careening over, slamming into the ground and kicking up dust. Delia broke into a run. A beat later, she sensed the other girl on her heels. Together they ran down the road, pumping their arms and legs fiercely. Delia’s limbs burned with the effort. She wished desperately for her night-self—those lupine limbs were so much better suited for the task at hand. Delia glanced at the sky and tried to gauge the time. The sun hung in the middle of the sky, mocking her.

      Linnae came up alongside her. “Where are we going?”

      Delia sucked in a breath. Her lungs burned. “Away.”

      “Too bad it’s the middle of the fucking afternoon. If it were night⁠—”

      She didn’t finish, didn’t need to. If it were night, they wouldn’t be running away in the first place.

      Except Delia had woken up in a panic. Linnae too. Maybe they had encountered Mama Bear in their night-skins, and maybe it hadn’t gone so well. A creature that could endure such violence and keep coming would be well-matched with their wolf-selves.

      Delia shot a glance over her shoulder—nothing but an empty road, a plume of smoke rising above the treetops to mark the crashed pickup.

      Where is she?

      Linnae lagged, so Delia slowed her pace a step. The other girl caught back up.

      “This is a shitty plan. I hate running.”

      Delia shook her head. “What else did you have in mind?”

      Linnae didn’t have anything to say to that.

      Delia knew she had a point, though. They were at least twenty or thirty miles away from anything at all. They couldn’t run that far. Already, pain radiated through her legs, through her shins, and into her knees. And despite the cool start to the day, the noontime sun was viciously sapping the moisture from their bodies.

      The sun, and fear.

      There was a good chance she’d collapse from exhaustion before they got anywhere. But what else could she do? The old man had tried to fight the creature, and that hadn’t gotten him very far. Delia didn’t have a gun, didn’t even have the knife anymore. Maybe she could tear a branch off one of the trees lining the road, but Mama Bear had shrugged off a shotgun blast to the face. Beating her with a stick wouldn’t do a damn bit of good.

      Linnae slowed and trotted to a halt. Bent over, hands on her knees, breathing hard. “Just need a sec,” she choked out.

      Delia slowed her pace. Her body screamed at her to keep running, and her cold lizard brain whispered reminders that Linnae had bailed out of the truck right when they needed her (but what else could she have done), and wouldn’t hesitate to abandon Delia if she got the chance.

      But that was Linnae.

      Delia was a different beast entirely.

      She turned back, eyeing the bend in the road far behind them, the trees lining the road, keeping watch. She told herself she’d run away if Mama Bear pounced on them out of nowhere, maybe even trip that bitch Linnae and give the monster a morsel to chew on while she got away, but it all sounded like bullshit, even inside her own head.

      “Hey, we have to keep moving.”

      Linnae looked up at her, face flushed, black hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. “I’m trying.” She sucked in a deep breath, righted herself, and started moving again. Slower, painfully slow. Delia fell in beside her, Linnae’s poor pace stoking her fight-or-flight response something fierce. Every atom of her body pulsed with anxiety. She’s going to get us killed.

      But she fought the urge to run off on her own.

      “Maybe,” Linnae said, her voice still ragged. “Maybe that ranch was as far as she could go.”

      “Could be,” Delia said. There wasn’t any sign Mama Bear was still following them, that was for sure. Not on the road behind them, and something so big, that moved in such an ungainly fashion, would have made quite the racket if she chose to follow them through the woods. She’d just knocked over a tree in her attempt to get at them.

      Still.

      The idea that their stalker might just give up, might be satiated with what she’d done to Baby Girl, Halbermann, Joey, and Hirsch (Naughton too, god), seemed ridiculously fanciful.

      Another twist in the road up ahead. How many more of those would they round before they came to civilization, to shelter? What would they do with no money and no one to call? And what might they say to anyone they encountered, some farmer or clerk suddenly confronted with two blood-and-sweat-slicked women, half-crazed and spouting nonsense?

      Oh shit.

      “You know what time it is?” Delia said.

      Linnae shook her head.

      She tried to remember the map. Twenty miles on the low end would still take them at least seven or eight hours, provided they kept minimal breaks, didn’t collapse from exhaustion, and didn’t get horribly murdered along the way. Even if they made it somewhere, anywhere, in seven hours, that would still be long after dark.

      “Fuck this,” Delia said, slowing.

      Linnae shot her a weird look but didn’t complain.

      “We’re trapped,” Delia continued, as much to herself as Linnae. “Nothing to do. Christ.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Even if we get somewhere”—Delia pointed at the sky—“we won’t be ourselves by then. And then what happens? We run wild all over some rinky-dink town? Kill everyone at a gas station?”

      “Better them than us.”

      “Hirsch taught us better than that.”

      “Hirsch is dead.”

      Her words hit Delia like a punch to the stomach. Of course Delia knew that, she’d seen it, she’d watched him die. Him and the rest of them. But not until she heard it said aloud did she realize what that actually meant.

      Everything they’d had was gone, up to and including the home Hirsch intended to replace their old one. Anger welled inside Delia’s chest, and her face grew hotter than it already was from running for her life.

      “Where the fuck does this bitch get off?” Delia said, surprising herself. That sounded like something Linnae would say.

      “Uh—” Linnae said.

      “This is our home. I don’t care what she is.” Delia stalked over to a tree, grabbed a branch, and twisted it back and forth until it broke off. She appraised the tip—not sharp enough. The bowie knife would have come in handy, but maybe there was something in the backpack Linnae found at the abandoned BMW. She dumped the backpack’s contents on the ground. The duct tape and flares gave her ideas, but nothing sharp.

      Shit. She cast about on the forest floor until she found a sharp rock buried under the pine needles.

      “What are you doing?” Linnae asked.

      Delia shucked off strips of bark. “I’m making a stake.”

      “She’s not a vampire.”

      “Of course not. Vampires aren’t real. Probably. But there’s a lot of mythology around the stake, and maybe some of it’s true.” Delia held up the stick and tested the point with her finger—wincing when it poked into the skin, drawing blood. She sucked her finger.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Hirsch. You remember, how he’d go on about the Lies? He read up on all kinds of things. Including the ways people used to kill us. You know they used to bury suspected werewolves with a stake through the heart, just like vampires? Whatever Mama Bear is, maybe she’s got something in common with us. I don’t see any silver lying around, so stakes it is.”

      Linnae bit her lip. “You really think⁠—”

      “I don’t. But I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Maybe we wait here. For night. If she comes along, we run. Even like this, we’re faster than her.”

      It wasn’t a great plan, but maybe it wasn’t much worse than their other options. They were far enough from civilization that when the night came down, they’d have nothing to worry about but waking up in a pasture again.

      Or waking up at Mama Bear’s feet. Maybe they could last until nightfall, but what about the next day? And the next?

      She shivered, broke off another branch, and pressed it into Linnae’s hands. “Sharpen that.”

      “Why, I think we should⁠—”

      “Aren’t you pissed off? Because I’m pissed off. You made a mistake, a dumb fucking mistake, and then we end up here, and that bitch kills everyone, and I really, really, really want to cry, but I’m not going to. What I’m going to do, I’m going to march back down that road and find that goddamn bear-thing, and when I do, I’m going to jam this through her heart.” Delia held up the stake like a spear. “Maybe that’ll kill her, maybe it won’t, but I’m tired of running.”

      Linnae eyed her for a moment. “Might be easier with this.” She handed Delia the lost bowie knife.

      “Where’d you get⁠—”

      “Couple feet from the truck, I guess it fell out.”

      “Thanks.”

      Linnae turned the branch over in her hands. “This is really stupid, you know.”

      “Maybe so. But it’s all we’ve got.”
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        * * *

      

      He saw the world with a clarity he’d never experienced, every color and shape refracted in perfect detail. Sights, sounds, scents—every single sense turned up to eleven—the dusty ground beneath his feet, birds alighting from trees, ants ferrying scraps of food back to their mounds. He ran, fierce and free, but what’s more, he was aware and remembered. Maybe the night, when it brought on their Change, brought a fog, a darkness, with it. Or maybe he’d melded his day- and night-selves by finding a way to truly accept what he was, to welcome it—the difference between change induced from within and change induced from without. And maybe this was the sort of change from which there was no going back.

      If that was gospel truth, his new form was nothing less than the apotheosis of his disparate selves, and why would he not want to live as such for the rest of his natural life?

      So he ran, tracking two scents on the wind, knowing exactly what he’d do with each when he caught up with them.
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      Nothing lasts forever.

      Not happiness. Security. Contentment. But not fear, pain, or suffering either. The greatest gift the universe ever gave us was time.

      Delia was acutely aware that hers was running out.

      Still, she took what time she had left, her and Linnae both walking the dirt road down which they’d fled with such urgency minutes before, gripping their makeshift spears. She’d also taken another branch and duct-taped a road flare to it, just in case. She still feared Linnae might abandon the fight at the first sign of Mama Bear. And what if she did? Delia had decided what she needed to do, and Linnae’s choices didn’t factor into that decision at all.

      If she prevailed, if she lived—in a way, that scared her more than dying. She didn’t want to die, but if she did, there was no what next to worry about. If she plunged her stake through Mama Bear’s heart and watched a century’s worth of decay catch up to her in the span of seconds, well, then there was a what next to concern herself with, and a voice inside her whispered that such an unlikely victory would be cold comfort in a remaining lifetime of grief and mourning.

      “We’re really doing this,” Linnae said, her usual sardonic tone absent.

      “Yeah,” Delia replied.

      “Okay. This is fucked up.”

      “I know.”

      Delia put one foot in front of the other, every step steeped in deliberation, such concentration a welcome distraction. She replayed in her head, over and over, what she hoped would happen, as if she could will events to unfold in such a way. A quick charge, an easy dodge of those loping but brutal limbs. A thrust, one propelled by every ounce of pain and rage she felt, the point piercing hide and flesh and lancing through whatever black, desiccated organ powered the monstrous creature.

      She thought of it so many times by the time they came to that final bend, a hint of black smoke still curling up over the treetops from the wrecked truck, she almost believed it might happen. The faint scent of blood, rot, and smoke hung in the air.

      “We’re doing this,” Linnae repeated.

      Delia just nodded, sucked in a deep breath, and charged.

      In that last moment before she rounded the bend, Delia thought perhaps Mama Bear would be gone, having staggered off into the forest or lurking in some shadowy culvert ready to pounce. But no, she stood wide-legged in the center of the road, her face draped in the shadow of the bear snout. Delia couldn’t know it, and neither could Mama Bear for that matter, but the creature stood right at the Talbot city limits. The original line, for a bit of strategic gerrymandering had sheared off the Halbermann farm (and primarily the troublesome, rabble-rousing Valdemar Halbermann, great-grandfather of Lars) in 1889. Perhaps the city limit functioned like that covered bridge in Washington Irving’s tale, or maybe the place she’d paused at was sheer happenstance. If the former, one would not be remiss in wondering what could have happened had Delia not swerved into the tree, if she’d barreled across the line with Mama Bear slashing at her shoulders through the back window.

      Instant dissolution? Such blinding pain that even a creature that hadn’t felt anything but anger and cold for a hundred years might be staggered? An invisible hand, plucking the bear-thing out of the bed and putting it back where it belonged?

      Who’s to say?

      Delia ran, Linnae at her heels. Mama Bear tilted her head slightly at their approach. Delia zeroed in on the bizarre details of her arms as she drew closer, bear claws fused to human flesh, pale wriggling fingers like worms free to grasp while the clawed paw extended out beyond.

      Delia was a natural perversity herself, and a hypocrite—revulsion flooded her mind at the sight of this bizarre, in-between thing that should not be, and if the hate in her heart weren’t motivation enough, the sight of such an unnatural creature compelled her to erase it from the world.

      Mama Bear waited only feet away from them now. Linnae trailed just behind. Delia bellowed a war cry to shake the treetops, curl the smoke from the truck engine, and send any natural creature within a dozen miles scurrying for a place to hide.

      And lunged.

      Mama Bear spun at the last second, Delia’s spear slicing through the air. White-hot pain erupted in a cruel line down her back. Delia stumbled a few steps, blood soaking the back of her shirt.

      “Die!” Linnae cried, jabbing her spear at Mama Bear.

      A monstrous limb snapped it in half.

      Linnae backpedaled, the broken spear waving uselessly in front of her.

      “Here!” Delia called, tossing the bowie knife toward Linnae. The knife landed in the dirt at her feet. Linnae snatched it up.

      Mama Bear swung a claw in a wide arc. Linnae ducked under her arm and slashed it with the bowie knife.

      Delia leaped forward, burying the point of her spear in Mama Bear’s back. She grunted and pushed hard, fighting through thick layers of ursine muscle. The effort of her task and the stench of Mama Bear were all she knew. She couldn’t spare a thought for Linnae, for her wounded back. Her own muscles screamed as she fought through the thing’s hide, every centimeter a miracle.

      A backhand sent her flipping, sprawling, landing in a heap next to the truck. Delia blinked. Her spear still stuck out of Mama Bear’s back. The creature lunged for Linnae, who skipped and dodged out of the way.

      The smoke from the engine gave her an idea.

      They hadn’t tried fire yet.

      Delia looked around till she saw the branch with the road flare taped to it, feet away. She scrambled across the dirt and snatched it up, prying the plastic cap off the flare. Holding the branch between her legs, she struck the head of the road flare with the cap. It ignited immediately.

      Mama Bear still pursued Linnae, claws perforating the air, while the girl did everything she could to stay out of its path, dipping, swerving. Linnae ducked another claw-swipe and stabbed Mama Bear in the face.

      The knife stuck.

      Mama Bear wrenched her head back, ripping the handle from Linnae’s grasp, and pulled the knife free.

      “Hey!” Delia yelled, dashing forward.

      Mama Bear didn’t respond, just took another swipe at Linnae. Delia thrust her makeshift torch forward, the burning branch sparking against that hide. The fire caught, and the stench of burning fur filled the air.

      The creature’s knees hobbled, her shoulders pitching forward.

      “Yeah, get her!” Linnae screamed.

      Mama Bear whipped around, Delia jumping back just in time to miss her claws. She brandished the torch, and for once, Mama Bear backed away, seemingly unsure.

      “Now!” Delia said. “Shove the spear in!”

      Linnae stepped forward, hands reaching for the spear⁠—

      Mama Bear whirled, swinging the knife.

      SHUNK!

      Beyond those hairy shoulders, Linnae’s body fell, the top half of her head sheared completely off, a mist of blood hanging in the air.

      Mama Bear’s brutal revolution stopped. Again, she faced Delia.

      The knife came up, still slick with Linnae’s blood.

      And more.

      Definitely more.

      Delia shrieked and raised the torch, but the wood burned too low, searing her fingers. She reflexively dropped it.

      Into a pile of leaves.

      Delia stumbled back and bunched her fists. Behind her, the fire was rapidly spreading into the woods, faster than she would’ve thought. She could smell the truck’s tires burning.

      Oh no.

      Mama Bear came at her again, lunging with both knife and claw.

      Delia backed away toward the fire spreading through the woods, knowing it would burn her too, but maybe she could goad that thing into following her, and they could bite and scratch and claw until they were both reduced to cinders.

      “Come on,” Delia said, moving back. The forest felt horribly hot on her back. “Come on!”

      Mama Bear roared, body shaking with rage, and charged⁠—

      Something grey flashed right by Delia, knocking her off-balance, and slammed into Mama Bear.

      Delia almost tripped over her own feet. Mama Bear and the blur rolled around, a ravenous knot of gnashing teeth and shredding claws. The bear-thing clubbed its attacker, who staggered back, and Delia gasped when she saw what it was.

      More than six feet tall, tightly sculpted muscle covered in fur, with sharp black talons on its hands and the head of a wolf on its shoulders. Her nostrils twitched, caught a familiar scent that her night-self would have known intimately, and even her senses-stunted woman-self knew for what it had to be.

      Naughton.

      Naughton snarled, jaws snapping at the air, circling Mama Bear. She watched, head moving with him. The spear still stuck out of her back. Naughton shot forward, feinting with a claw, then dancing back when the creature replied with a slash of her knife. His movements surprised Delia even more so than the appearance of his night-self, or the blessed fact that he simply still drew breath.

      He was moving with deliberation. Strategically. Not like a slavering beast intent only on filling its gut with meat—like a man, like a soldier, fighting a battle he knew he might lose, but still holding on to hope that he could win.

      His bestial eyes met hers, ever briefly, and she knew deep inside herself, in all the places that mattered, that he was fighting for her.

      She couldn’t let him fight alone.

      Blood ran down her back, soaking through her torn shirt. The wound pained her fiercely, but she sensed it wasn’t deep. Besides, now she wasn’t just fighting to avenge her pack, so she could walk the world alone, carrying their memories in her heart. Now that she knew her mate still lived, she might have a future that was more than just an interminable widow’s walk to the grave.

      Naughton shot forward again, claws slashing across Mama Bear’s face, and sprung back before she could respond. A grunt of frustration arose from the bear-thing. Delia focused on the spear, still jutting out of Mama Bear’s back. The butt swayed back and forth as the creature shifted its weight, tantalizing her.

      With enough force, she could push it the rest of the way through the creature’s hide. Pierce its heart, and then see what might happen.

      Behind her the fire still raged, acrid smoke choking the air. An area of forest half the size of Hirsch’s old house already burned, threatening to grow larger still.

      A plan formed—risky, wild, but steeped in the certainty that it just might goddamn work.

      Even if it killed them all.

      “Naughton,” she called, on faith he could hear her over the pumping of his own blood and then understand the words that reached his ears. “The fire!”

      The wolf caught her eye, his yellow orb meeting her blue across a dozen dusty, scorched, and blood-soaked feet⁠—

      And nodded.

      Naughton bobbed, weaved, ducked under a loping right, and slashed upward, tearing muscle and fur, knocking Mama Bear’s head back. He followed with a kick to her midsection, powerful hindquarters throwing her off-balance.

      Mama Bear staggered, each step taking her closer to the burning woods.

      Delia circled, ready to attack. Once Naughton forced the bear-thing into the fire, she’d come at her from the other side. Let the flames weaken that strange flesh, then drive the killing blow home.

      Naughton ducked another wild swing of the knife, another desperate swipe of the claw, battering away with his powerful limbs.

      Slash, punch, kick—the flurry of blows drove Mama Bear toward the fire. She wavered under the ferocity of the blows and the heat of the burning forest.

      Delia ducked into the woods, on the other side of the burning vegetation, watching the fight through flame and haze, ready for her moment. Mere feet, inches, and she could end it.

      Naughton howled and pressed his attack, a fist cracking into that desiccated face and sending a bear tooth flying. He jumped back to avoid an errant claw, then responded with claws of his own, ripping through her hide.

      But he was too slow in dancing away. She lashed out with the knife, severing his right arm at the elbow joint. Naughton fell back, blood spurting from the cleanly severed stump. Now Delia knew he really had become some amalgamation of his man-self and night-self because he clamped down tightly and cried out in pain, not a lupine whine but a human cry of anguish, the sort of complex and guttural expectoration steeped in both immediate pain and intricate knowledge of what said pain might signify.

      Mama Bear took a step toward Naughton, bloodied knife at the ready, prepared to slice more of that dear, dear flesh from its frame.

      “No!” Delia screamed.

      Mama Bear brought the knife down.

      Naughton batted it aside with his good arm, barreling into Mama Bear and shoving her backward with all his might. The collision sent both wolf and bear-thing tumbling into the flames.

      Fur caught fire, and burned as it should.

      The stake waggled back and forth, begging to be shoved home.

      Delia ran.

      She dashed through the burning wood, barely feeling the flames, and threw herself at the spear in Mama Bear’s back with all her weight. The heat sapped her strength, singed her face and her hair, but her fingers curled around the hilt. The stake hesitated for an interminable moment and then it was moving, sliding, pushing through that thick hide with a wet tearing sound that sickened her and gladdened her and made her cry out.

      The spear must have lanced something dear, because Mama Bear’s body tensed, the knife dropped from her hand, and her knees buckled, her fetid bulk collapsing like a building blown up from the inside, knees hitting the earth and then the rest of her careening forward, tossing up sparks.

      Delia spun and staggered away, skin reddened but not burned, smacking at the burning ends of her hair. Tears ran from her eyes. She could hardly breathe. She curled over at the waist, hacking up mucus and smoke and dust. After a moment, she got ahold of herself, wiped her mouth, her reddening eyes, and stood.

      Wolf-Naughton lurched out of the flaming copse, fur blackened and stinking, clutching the stump of his arm. Blood leaked through his grasp, fouling fur, and his stance projected not strength but an urgent threat that he might soon collapse.

      Behind him, Mama Bear lay still, facedown, the makeshift spear sticking out of her back like a conqueror’s flag. Flames consumed her.

      Delia went to Naughton, a sob building in her throat, but she wouldn’t indulge it, couldn’t indulge it. She reached out, hand caressing the fur of his good arm. What was left of it.

      Naughton’s snout shot up, and he growled, a flash of malice in his eyes before they softened with recognition, the growl fading to a whimper. Delia put an arm around his waist (he towered a head above her in his present state) and guided him over to a log, pressing him down. He sat like a man and looked at her like the wounded beast he was.

      She tore strips from her shirt, bound his wound, worried over the burns, then pressed her face into his furred chest, eyes welling with tears.

      The fire began to die out—a miracle, or just the natural result of a landscape used to wildfire, who’s to say?

      Naughton rested a paw on her back, and for a moment, despite everything that had gone wrong, so very terribly wrong, all was right.
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      After a time, the day grew long, the sun sinking in the sky, and Delia knew they had work to do. Maybe there wasn’t a living soul around for thirty or more miles, but there could be, and though, in the end, what had happened wasn’t any fault of hers, it was left to her to clean up the mess.

      Maybe she could have left it all for another day, a better day, but the truth was she didn’t dare risk waking up from the last night of the Change to find her family gone, every last morsel of flesh gulped down a wolf’s gullet.

      When she finished throwing up, they began.

      It took the rest of the afternoon, but working together, Delia directing and Naughton following her every command (even one-armed, he was far stronger than her, and after an hour or two, his bandage bulged in several places, a sign that in time he’d be whole once again), they gathered the bodies of the ones they’d loved—Hirsch, Joey, Baby Girl, and Linnae. Halbermann, even, who’d rapidly carved out a place in her heart, those valiant, tender seconds of acquaintance making far more of an impact on her than most people ever had.

      Of the monstrosity, there was nothing left, just a few charred trees and the blackened, skeletal frame of a pickup.

      Once the pyre was made, it was left to Delia to say a few words, a few halting, choked words that left her memory the moment she uttered them. Said, and gone. Naughton was in no state to tell her what she might have said.

      She asked him why he didn’t change back, and though the look in his eyes told her he understood the question, his vocal cords lacked the ability to express whatever thoughts lay in his mind, and at that moment, she knew that he couldn’t. Fusing his night-self and man-self without the benefit of darkness was an act steeped in permanence. He’d stared down death, not just his own but hers, and chosen the only path he could. One still involving death—he simply killed two beings to birth what he’d become.

      Something new, and neither.

      Now they sat side by side, waiting for nightfall. For no reason she could elaborate on, she couldn’t let them burn off into the afternoon. Such an act would be a betrayal. She sniffed the air, smelling pine trees and wolf and something else.

      The scent of the night.

      The Change was coming, she could feel it. The itching. Scarcely able to contain herself, Delia took a few stuttering steps over to the pyre, pulled out the matches from her pocket, and lit one. She held it high for a moment, inspecting the flame or perhaps imbuing it with two years’ worth of strange and conflicted emotions, things she could never name and didn’t need to. Goodbyes, well-wishes, and other things useless to those gone from this world.

      She let the match tumble from her grasp, a falling star arcing through the dying day.

      It landed.

      Ignited.

      And burned.
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      TALBOT, CALIFORNIA | LATER

      For damn near all of its existence, the town of Talbot was a place where stories ended.

      About time for a change, no?

      Of course, a stake through the heart and a liberal dose of gasoline-fed flame can’t slay the internet rumors nor burn them to the ground, but maybe it’s not such a bad thing that children still whisper to each other about a killer named Mama Bear and how she gone getcha if you slide a toe over the Talbot city limits. Makes you wonder about other tall tales and such—maybe there was a Jersey Devil once, or a Bigfoot, or a Loch Ness Monster, and nobody bothered to tell the tellers of such tales that their subjects were dead. Ideas resound far and wide and outlive even creatures with no business drawing breath as long as they have.

      The thing is, Talbot’s still somewhere you don’t want to go, but for different reasons entirely.

      It’s a nice place now, during the day. Some lady fixed it all up, hauled in some trailers, and started a bit of a commune or a cult, depending on who you ask. She’s either Mother Teresa or Jim Jones or a bit of neither and a dash of both (though Jane Goodall might get you a wolf’s hair closer). Got some followers or friends or family, maybe a baker’s dozen of them now. Folks from all over come together to unite for a purpose unclear to outside eyes, but then again, why should it be? They grow their own food, keep to themselves, and sometimes pop into the general store twenty miles away, the same one Lars Halbermann leaned on for his biweekly supply runs. They’re friendly, but don’t have all that much to say, and the owner thinks maybe they just don’t have that much going on upstairs, but the gospel truth is, he wouldn’t understand in a million years.

      Oh, and none of them call it Talbot anymore either. Official records say different, but now there’s a big hand-painted sign outside the town limits, bearing a name that’s about as new as the sign announcing it:

      Hirschfield.

      Somewhere on the dark web, there’s a kid clicking her way into an obscure chat room for the very first time, a specific series of Google searches related to the very strange things she’s been going through eventually—but inevitably—leading her there. She’ll have questions, lots of them, and they’ll finally be asked and answered. And maybe, just maybe, she’ll get on a plane or a bus or a train and wend her way across continents or oceans, and after all that, tottering down a dirt road on sore feet, she’ll collapse into the arms of people she’s never met but who are surely more kin to her than anyone she’s ever known, and the word home will finally have some meaning.

      Sure, Hirschfield (née Talbot) is a nice place during the day now, and you could even go up there if you had a reason to. But have a care.

      When the last light’s fled and the night comes down, it’s no place to be.

      So live.

      Let live.

      And leave the things that howl in the night be.
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