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The dark amplified the sounds of snuffling and growling outside the door. She heard fabric rip—a shirt maybe? The sounds grew quieter for a moment, other than the wet lapping of liquid that pulled at her. What were they doing? How bad was it?

She bit down hard to stifle her whimpers. She could cry, daddy said that was okay. Just don't make a sound. No noises at all. If she did they would hear her. They would find her. They would...

Nayelle turned and peered up through the tiny hole in the floor. The shadows danced across the ceiling and wall that she could see. It made her gasp in fear. Were they moving? Were they coming for her? Daddy said the steer would be enough, it always was. But he'd been wrong. This time they wanted more. They wanted something different. Something on two legs instead of four.

The noises began to grow again. Mom and dad were up there, but after the screaming and the gunshot earlier she hadn't heard them. Just the snarling and growling. And feeding. They were dead. They had to be. Killed by the beasts in the hills. And she would be too if she made a noise.

A louder growl made the other noises stop. Footsteps above her made the wooden planks above her creak. Dirt fell between the cracks, threatening to make her sob. It was getting closer. The falling dust was replaced with a new sound: dripping. She peered through the dark crawlspace trying to figure out what it was.

The creaking boards grew silent. She looked up, fighting the desire to start panting. That would make noise. She had to breathe slow and steady. Through her nose too, that's what daddy said. Otherwise they might smell her breath.

The flicking light through the knothole was gone. It was dark, the light from the fireplace blocked by something. Or someone. No, not someone, it was definitely something. She heard him sniffing. Less than an inch of wood separated them. Her and the beast above her.

Her mommy never told her there weren't any monsters in the world. They knew better. They promised they'd keep her safe from them though, but they couldn't do that anymore. No one could.

A hissing nose hit her ears before a strange musky scent filled her nose. Her forehead wrinkled, eclipsing her fear for a moment. Her unspoken question was answered when a hot liquid poured through the knot hole and landed on her cheek. She cried out in shock and fell away from the stream of steaming urine.

* * * *
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"Nayelle! Snap out of it!"

I blinked my eyes open and winced at the light. My heart slammed inside my chest so hard I thought it might crack my ribs. The memories did that every time. Every nightmare. Every daymare. Every time I needed to escape and threw myself into them again. I needed them. They told me where I came from. What the world was really like. What really mattered.

"I gotta say, I'm impressed. Skinny thing like you I figured you'd be squirming and begging me to stop," the tattooed artist said while he cleaned his station.

I looked down at the bandage on my chest. "It's done?"

"It's fucking awesome!" Drew said. He was one of my friends. He wanted to be more, and that was my fault. I'd screwed him a few times. Drunk, high, or tripping usually. It always seemed like a good idea, but afterwards things were awkward.

"Yeah, very hot. I thought you were going to hide your scar?" Dana asked. She was my other friend. Unlike Drew, we didn't have sex. Even the best drugs we could score didn't make me think of her like that.

"Did it hurt?" Drew asked.

I shook my head. "Nothing hurts me," I reminded him.

Drew wasn't buying it. "Come on, that took two hours!"

The tattoo artist chuckled. "Tough chick. Feels like a buzzing or a vibrating at first, but soon you get wore down. Most people want it to stop after half an hour. Maybe an hour for someone with a lot of tattoos they've already got."

"See, that's bullshit Nayelle. You don't always have to be so tough," Drew said.

I rolled my eyes. He was a softy. Always wanting me to get emotional and shit. Like I said, things get awkward with him. "Did I keep your balls in my purse again?" I teased him. "Oh wait, I don't have a purse. Do you?"

His frown turned into a pout. Great, I'd hurt his feelings.

"Geeze Nayelle, lighten up, we're your friends," Dana said.

Friends. Yeah, they were. More like the only people that would put up with me. I grunted and started to get up but the tattoo artist held out his hand to stop me. "That's going to be sore, young lady. You keep it clean and use this antibiotic cream on it. Change the bandages and keep it out of the sun for a couple weeks. No tanning either, for at least six months."

"Yeah, I tan," I grumbled.

He glanced at my white skin and shrugged. "Get your shirt on before you leave my booth."

"If it starts to really hurt get to the urgent care. My stuff is clean, but if you have a reaction you'll need medicine," he added.

I shook my head. "It won't hurt."

He leaned in close and said, "You can act tough with your friends, but I know better."

I met his gaze without blinking. "I've been hurt. I know pain. You've got nothing here that compares."

He backed up and shrugged. "Whatever, kid. Enjoy your new ink."

I climbed up off the table and turned to his mirror. His back was to me while he took care of the supplies he'd used. Dana and Drew watched me, but I ignored them. I reached up and scraped at the edge of the bandage. My black fingernails were long enough to catch it and pull it back. I peeled it until I could see the glistening tattoo. Tiny dots of blood obscured the artwork, but I had to hand it to the artist, he'd done a hell of a job. A snarling wolf was biting me, his teeth tearing into the scar over my heart that had been left there ten years ago.

"I don't get it," Dana said. "You hate wolves."

"Nay?" Drew asked when I didn't respond.

I moved my arm, stretching my boob out and making it look even smaller than it already was. The wolf moved with it, his mouth appeared to bite into my skin even more. Fresh blood dotted my skin, making it look even more like I was being bitten. I shivered and turned away. It wasn't from the cold.

"This way I won't forget," I grumbled while taping the bandage down. I turned and took my shirt from Drew and pulled it over my head. The tattoo stretched and stung while I slipped the shirt over my head but I ignored it. The scar didn't hurt from the tattoo, it hurt from something else.

"Forget what?" Drew asked.

"Yeah, why won't you ever tell us anything about your scar? Or your family or past or anything."

I shook my head. I couldn't tell them, they wouldn't believe me. They'd think I was crazy. And maybe I was, except I had the scar. And the nightmares. I remembered. Sure, the shrinks tried to convince me I'd imagined everything. It was just a fire, they said. My parents died from an accident. A spark or a log in the fireplace that caught the house on fire.

"Come on, let's go," I said.

"Nay, come on," Drew begged.

I grabbed my coat off the hanger and snarled at him. "Christ, you act more like a woman than I do some days. Grow a dick, Andrew."

"Don't call me Andrew," he pouted.

I rolled my eyes and reached for a cigarette in my coat. "I'm out. You guys coming or do you want to have a pity party?"

"Jesus, Nay, we're trying to help."

"I don't need help," I spat. I paused, forcing myself to take a breath and calm down. "Thanks for trying, really, but I'm cool."

"You can't smoke in here," the tattoo artist said. "I'm going on break and I can't leave you guys in here alone. Try not to do anything stupid, okay?"

"Hey, thanks for the ink. This is tits," I said while glancing down at my new tattoo.

"Yeah, thanks. Now get out of here," he said. "And put a bra on, if you were my kid I'd whoop your ass for dressing like that."

My cheeks burned as I walked out of his booth. A hundred retorts came to mind, but just like always, they came too late. I didn't even think to flip him off before I was standing outside in the cold. 

I pulled my jacket tighter and heard the reassuring jingle of the chains hanging from it. With the weight of my too-large jacket pressing down on me I felt better. Safer. Hidden. I could blend in and nobody would notice me, or if they did they'd look away, embarrassed by what they saw.

I wasn't ugly, I was different. But in South Hills, North Dakota, different and ugly were pretty much the same thing. My lip and eyebrow both had rings in them. My nose had a stud. My ears? Please! Anybody could pierce their ears.

I lit my cigarette and started walking. Drew and Dana fell in behind me, like they always did. "Where do you want to go?" Dana asked.

"We're a bunch of losers," I muttered. "Eighteen and none of us has a car yet. Pathetic."

"Yeah, well, my dad told me if I can graduate with at least a three point he'll get me one," Drew offered.

"Great, how does that help us now? I want to go to the mall."

"The mall? Why? People are dicks there," Dana said. Her eyes widened and she shook her head. "Oh no, you're not going to—"

I smirked. "You heard him, he said I needed to wear a bra. So that means shopping."

"I think you look fine like that," Drew offered.

I rolled my eyes. "Perv."

He grinned.

You should wear one, maybe you haven't noticed but your boobs got bigger than Drew's the last couple of years. Not that you'd let anyone make you dress more appropriate. And besides, you spent all your money on that tattoo," Dana said. "So you're going to have me distract everyone while you steal stuff. Again. If we get caught..."

"Jesus, Dana, get over it! We're not going to get caught and you're parents aren't going to ground you and tell you not to hang out with me. Shit, you're eighteen, they can't ground you!"

"I live under their roof, it's their rules," she quoted.

"So move out!"

"Where? Your foster parents aren't taking any extras in. And maybe you hate the world and everyone in it, but I happen to like my family. Most of the time, at least."

I sucked on my cigarette and pulled a big blast of burning smoke into my chest. An image of my lungs getting blacker and sicker flitted through my mind. I held the smoke for several seconds, trying to make the image become reality. "Whatever."

"Oh great," Drew groaned.

"Nayelle Clark! Don't be like that! And don't do anything stupid."

"Oh hell no," I growled. I flicked my cigarette away and turned on her. She was going to talk to me like that? Time for me to find some new losers to hang out with. I opened my mouth to rip her apart when I saw someone move in the alley beside the tattoo shop. I stopped and stared. Was it someone, or something?

"What's wrong?" Drew asked.

Dana turned, trying to see what
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