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  Chapter one
[image: image-placeholder]

Green Bay, Wisconsin. Several years ago.
Pawly trotted down the hallway while the bathroom door closed behind her. She stopped short after rounding the corner, finding the booth she’d been sharing with her brother and their friends empty. Along with the rest of the restaurant.  
Tommy had some nerve. First, he had insisted she chug the first decent affogato they had served her after three times trying, just so they could go. And now he had coaxed their friends into ditching her. All because she wanted to pee before they left? 
I know where you sleep, brother dear… 
“I’m locking up the front door, miss,” came their waiter’s voice from behind her. 
She turned and watched their waiter shuffle past, a bus tray in his hands. Dirty dishes clinked together as he set the tray down on their table. “I let your friends out the back. Here, let me show you.” 
A moment later Pawly stepped across the threshold into the alleyway behind the restaurant. She slid her hoodie off her shoulders and tied its arms together around her waist. 
“Good luck to you all on the ice tomorrow,” their waiter said from behind the massive steel door. “Come see us again during next year’s tournament.”
The door’s hinges creaked until the thing slammed shut with a hollow ka-thunk. Darkness enveloped Pawly save for a small strip of stars twinkling high overhead between buildings and a flickering lamp opposite the alley from her. 
Lana leaned up against a service door beneath it, twiddling at the dark curls above her ear with one finger. “Told them you wouldn’t be long, but they wouldn’t listen.” Pawly’s friend and teammate flipped her cell phone closed and nodded toward the street. “They’re over there.”
Pawly glanced over to the sidewalk where Tommy stood beside Lana’s cousin, Dominik, and clicked her tongue. “It was your idea we come here for our post-game hang out in the first place,” she said, stomping over to them. Then she drew back and slugged her brother in the shoulder as hard as she could. “What’s your damn hurry, anyway?”
“Hey, that hurt!” Tommy shook his wavy, red hair from his eyes and rubbed at his shoulder. “But worth it. Check it out.” He pointed at an orange splotch creeping across the moon’s face. 
Pawly sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I thought the eclipse was tomorrow night.”
“While you were in the bathroom, our waiter said it was actually tonight.”
A Halloween eclipse. Of course. That explained the people dressed in crazy robes they had glimpsed on their way to the Resch Center earlier, laying out stones in a circle between two storefronts. Surely some sort of Wiccan high holiday or something.
She tsked and gave the moon a dismissive wave. “Our coaches told us all to keep our minds on our games tomorrow. Not stand around with eyes on the skies. Or heads in the clouds.”
“‘Our games tomorrow.’ Not today,” Tommy replied crossing his arms over his lanky chest. “Bad enough I’ve had to suffer through a hundred tellings already of your last-second slap shot story.”
“Coach told us to review our offensive plays, you know,” Lana said and sauntered up behind them. 
Pawly slapped the taller girl on the shoulder. “That’s right, Lana. And everybody loves a comeback story like ours.”
Tommy sneered and tugged at the corner of his rectangular-framed glasses. “Says the captain of the team who barely scraped their way out of the loser’s bracket because she wanted to show off.” 
Pawly blew a raspberry at him. Who was he to criticize her college placement strategy? She’d had everyone in the stands eating out of her palm by the time she sewed up her hat trick, putting her team ahead by a goal with a mere four seconds remaining in the third period. Surely there were big school scouts out there among them.
“Think we can still catch the eclipse, Stick Magnet?” Dominik asked with a nod toward Tommy. “Might be cutting it close.” 
Lana waved her arm toward the throngs lining the street. “Your campground’s along this road, right outside of town. But many of the streets around here are closed off for the masquerade block party. Longer we wait, the easier it’ll be for your folks’ friends to get their RV out of here.”
Pawly glanced down at her watch. Not quite ten before nine. “Mom told us to meet her and Dad at nine p.m. sharp.”
Tommy laced his fingers together behind his head. “Mr. Biggs is a Navy man. He knows I might well be on NROTC sea duty halfway around the world by the time the next total comes around. He won’t let us miss this one.”
Dominik glanced up at the sky between towering walls of bricked-over windows and ran a hand through his dark, spiky hair. “Let’s hedge our bets, dude. If we split up, we can likely get your telescope set up in time. But only if we go like, you know, right now.” 
Pawly shook her head after Dominik and Tommy turned her way. 
Dorks. 
“Knock it off with the puppy eyes, both of you.” She poked Tommy in the chest with one finger. “All right, I’ll go run interference with Mom. But it’s gonna cost you.”
Tommy peered over the top of his glasses at her. “How much, exactly?”
“As I recall, it’s my week to do dishes after we get back to Norfolk,” Pawly replied, jamming her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “But not anymore, right?”
His freckles nearly disappeared as he flushed. “A whole week? SATs are coming up, you know. We gotta knuckle under and study. Can’t much help you do that every night after dinner if I’m up to my elbows in dish soap.”
“Hey, I’m behind practicing for my cho dan test, remember?” Pawly narrowed her eyes. “Besides, heaven forbid Mom get the idea you went and blew off our check-in.”
Tommy studied the concrete at his feet and flexed his fingers. “Fine. Deal.”
The edges of Pawly’s mouth drew up into a satisfied smirk. “Didn’t think you’d want to wax the dojang floor with a cotton ball after we got home.”
“Come with me, Pawly,” Lana said, flashing Tommy a sly smile. “I can show you a short cut to The Packing House.”
“Thanks, Lana. But isn’t that out of your way?”
“Not at all. Dominik’s folks and mine are together at a pizza joint right down the street from there.”
“Think you guys could ask Mr. Biggs to swing past our grandma’s house afterward?”
“I don’t see why not, Nik. Come to think of it, it’s on the way to the campground.” Tommy jabbed his thumb at Pawly. “But don’t ask me what she’ll try to extort from you in return.”
Pawly batted her eyelashes and tugged at her fat pigtails. “Oh, I would never dream of charging friends,” she replied in a syrupy voice. “I only do business with family.”
Tommy shot his sister a sideways glance and pushed his glasses back atop his nose. “So that’s what you call it, huh? Mind you don’t forget your violin case in your locker, then.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Pawly stumbled to a stop and cupped her hands to the sides of her mouth. “Lana, wait!” 
The other girl trotted in a circle and strode up beside her. “What… what is it?” she said between heavy breaths, hands resting on her knees. 
Pawly shivered and glanced down at her freckled forearms. The hairs there all stood straight up despite the unseasonably mild night air. She rubbed at her biceps, recalling a similar all-over creepy feeling from a few years back. Right before the hospital called telling her mother a car had skidded through a stop light. Straight into Tommy’s bike. 
“I…I have to go back.”
Lana straightened and put her hands on her hips. “What for?” 
Pawly chewed at her lip. 
It’s a twins thing, Lana. You wouldn’t understand. 
Pawly nodded to the mouth of the alleyway. “The Packing House is that way, right?”
“Yeah. Through the parking lot and across the street. Can’t miss it.”
“Go on ahead to the pizza place and find your folks. If Dominik doesn’t show in fifteen minutes, come looking for us. All of you.”
Lana cocked an eyebrow. “What’s going on?” She gasped. “You don’t think the boys are hurt or in trouble or something like—”
“I don’t know!” Pawly buried her face in her hands and shook her head. “I just…just have a…feeling, you know?” She dropped her hands to her sides and met Lana’s gaze. 
Don’t ask me to explain, Lana. I’m not sure I even could.
The taller girl wrung her hands and hunched forward. “Stop it, you’re…you’re creeping me out. Look, maybe if we went together, then we could…wait, what’s this?”
Pawly held out a business card in front of her, motioning her friend to take it. “The contact number here for my mom’s dojang is her cell phone. Have your folks call mine should you come for us.”
Lana squinted at the card and pursed her lips. “Who’s ‘Alex?’”
“My mom. Her name is ‘Aleška.’ It’s Polish.” Pawly turned and sprinted up the alley the way they had come before Lana could say any more.
Moments later, Dominik’s voice trailed off from around an alleyway corner.
“Behind you, Stick Mag—oof!”
Pawly rounded the corner in time to see Tommy spiral headfirst into a pile of broken pallets. Her brother’s teammate stood with his back to the brick wall across the alley from her, arms pinned by a pair of men dressed in black. 
“Shut up, I said!” roared a third black-clad man before driving a softball-sized fist into Dominik’s stomach. With a moan, his chin slumped to his chest.
All the muscles in Pawly’s face stretched taut. It hurt to even breathe. Every follicle in her skin tingled. Bright red poured in from the edges of her vision until only the eyes of Dominik’s attacker remained, leering at her from behind a ski mask. She had no idea who these guys were. But she knew for certain they were all about to hurt.
“Coward!” she screamed in a raspy voice she barely recognized as hers. 
She dashed to his flank to coax him into lunging for her. After planting her foot, she launched herself sideways. She braced her fists and drove her elbow up into a pressure point below the thug’s ribcage. His breath rushed out with a satisfying whoosh before planting his face on the pockmarked concrete. 
Pawly bounded atop a trash can and pushed off toward the two men holding Dominik. One dropped her friend’s wrist and ducked. She rolled sideways over her shoulder. Upon impact with the wall, she slammed her heels down hard on the other man’s face before he could do likewise. Then she looped one arm around Dominik’s shoulder and drilled her elbow into the crouching man’s temple.
Momentum carried the three of them tumbling across the alleyway. They crashed into a recycling bin, sending discarded plastic bottles flying everywhere. 
Pawly sprang to her feet after working herself loose from Dominik, prepared to defend them. But their remaining opponent just lay there, unmoving. She let out a long sigh and the red haze retreated, enabling her to see clearly once more.
While the tingling in her skin subsided, Pawly rolled Dominik onto his back. “Nik! Nik, can you hear me?” she shrieked as she patted at the sides of his face.
“You bitch!” came a voice from behind before Dominik could answer. 
Pawly lurched to the side, landing on her elbows and one knee. Adrenaline and muscle memory took over as she pulled her other knee to her chest and thrust her leg out behind her with all her might. 
Her attacker responded with a pained shriek when her heel slammed into the man’s groin. After the thug collapsed to the pavement, a groan from the pile of pallets drew her attention. Pawly turned to see Tommy bat splinters of wood away from his face with one arm and sit up. 
“Where’s Lana?”
“Sent her to find her folks, don’t worry. Are you okay?”
“I’ll live,” her brother replied with a nod.
Pawly stepped over to where Dominik’s attacker lay whimpering, both knees drawn to his chin. “So will this asshole, I suppose.” She reached down and yanked at the top of the man’s ski mask. “Whoever he is.”
Wood debris crashed and clattered about as Tommy sprang to his feet. “Holy shit, Pawly. That’s Neil Symers!”
She made a face and glared down at the man. “And he is…?”
“The Bobcats’ left wing.”
“The Bobcats?”
Pawly swore and knelt beside the man she had clubbed in the head with her elbow a moment before. “How about this guy?” she asked after exposing his face for Tommy to see.
“Derek Witherspoon. Their center and team captain.”
“And him?”
“Jace Rzycki. Starting goalie.”
She let out a disgusted sigh and stood. “These pricks couldn’t wait until tomorrow for your team to kick their—?” 
The haze percolated back into Pawly’s field of vision like a pot of water beginning to boil. If the whole fucking squad is after us, then Lana might be…
“Shit, guys. These two know who we are!”
Pawly turned and saw three more young men rush out from behind a dumpster, their hoods removed. Her skin pricked all over her body while she fixed her narrowed eyes on them. Blood oozed from where her nails dug into her palms as a primal scream ripped from her throat.
Then everything went red.

      [image: image-placeholder]She was running, muscles in her legs and arms working their rhythmic pattern. Though Pawly sensed her eyes were wide open from the wind rushing past her face, she couldn’t see anything except hazy red silhouettes all around her. Her chest tightened and her heart raced. An instant later her vision returned, as if someone had flicked on a light switch. She gasped, able to make out the raised lettering on each brick lining the alleyway walls as she ran past. From pavement to roofline, every single one of them. 
Ahead she saw four or five boys running, who she took to be Bobcats. Each wore a black sweatshirt with the exact same stitch pattern connecting the sleeves to the back. A growl rumbled forth from deep within her chest after they rounded a corner, but it was not of her doing. Every part of her seemed to act of its own accord, as if by instinct, with Pawly’s consciousness unable to do anything about it. She was just along for the ride.
Pawly figured she should be panicking about now, but found herself consumed by a different sensation altogether. The tingling in her skin from earlier penetrated all the way through to her bones, invigorating her, refreshing her, comforting her. As if her body was reassuring her conscious mind that it knew exactly what it was doing.
The boys skidded to a halt short of the chain link spanning the alley. They turned as one toward Pawly, faces twisted like the Edvard Munch painting featured last week in Sister Agnes’ art history class. Their cries became ever more desperate as Pawly crept closer to them. One even knelt before her, clenching his hands together as he wailed. 
She stopped before the kneeling boy and yanked him to his feet by a fistful of his shirt. Though he had to weigh much more than her, he felt no heavier than the body pillow laid across her bed at home. Ignoring his panicked gibberish, Pawly fixed her eyes upon her reflection in the boy’s mirrored shades. Her throat clenched, squeezing out something between a grunt and a squeak. 
No, wait, that can’t be… 
A monster stared back at her. Gray fur covered its eyes and forehead like a mask. Snowy white surrounded the thing’s mouth and chin. Long, thin wisps of hair stuck straight out from either side of its nose.
Anger welled up within her. Had the bastards dressed her up like their fucking team mascot while she’d been out? She jerked the boy’s face close until pain erupted across her face. With a yowl, she dropped the boy and covered her bruised nose with both hands. And noticed the black, fleshy pads covering her palms for the first time. 
Pawly drew one hand to her face. She cringed after her fingers brushed the side of what felt like a snout, jutting forth from where her nose had been a moment before. She held out her hand, palm facing her, and flexed her fingers. Long, black claws emerged one by one from each fingertip. 
Her lips drew tight alongside the sides of her muzzle. She felt the night air upon her gums and realized she was grinning. And that her body was within her control once more.
Pawly narrowed her eyes and brandished her claws beside the boy’s face. “Not so tough now, are you?” she tried to say, but all that came out was a ragged snarl. It must’ve sounded fierce all the same, since the boy launched into a new round of hysterics. After dropping him, the punk collapsed to the concrete and clutched his knees to his chest.
She drew a breath and nearly gagged. A pungent odor flooded her nostrils, coming from a puddle growing around the seat of the boy’s pants.
Something landed beside her. Pawly drew back by instinct and glimpsed the faint residual of a female form occupying that space only a split-second before. Stars appeared an instant later after something whacked the back of her head but good. She spun around to face her attacker, her body asserting control over itself once more. “M-Mom?” Pawly’s mind commanded her mouth to say, but it could only manage a pained whimper.
What is she doing here? Oh, God, don’t let me hurt her. Wait, does she even recognize me?
“Pawly! Can you hear me?” came her mother’s voice, clear and strong as she brushed her blond bangs away from her eyes.
“Yes, Mom, I can! What the hell is happening?” 
Her mother’s brow knit. Obviously, she didn’t speak Tasmanian Devil either. 
Mr. Biggs’ dark features emerged from the shadows a moment later. He called out to the punks and waved an arm toward the alleyway behind him, as if he were helping them try to…
Pawly whirled about and slashed at the boy trying to tiptoe past her. He shrieked and dropped to the pavement, clutching at the gash on his arm. Pawly joined him after a blow landed behind her right ear, twice as hard as the last one. She howled and threw both arms over her head.
The exhilarating scent of fresh blood stirred up by the boys’ flight from the alley set the gray hair covering Pawly’s arms and legs tingling. Pain forgotten, she pounced and slammed Mr. Biggs into a brick wall as he passed with all the force her body could muster. Pawly then took off down the alley after the boys, her mother hollering something after her she couldn’t quite make out. She turned her head enough to glimpse Mom following her. And closing fast.
Pawly pressed forward, the scent of blood ahead and a loud yowl from behind egging her on. Her instincts took over, unwilling to permit any interloper deny her her quarry. The red fog crept toward the center of her vision with every step, every leap. With a moan, Pawly at last surrendered herself to the electrifying sensations washing over her.







  
  Chapter two
[image: image-placeholder]

London’s Heathrow Airport. Same day.
Good fortune always made Ritzi grateful and nervous at the same time. Pragmatism, along with lived experience, taught whenever one had good fortune, bad fortune would surely follow.  
But sometimes it worked in reverse, as seemed to be the case this evening. He and his mother had left Warsaw on their return to Chicago five hours late, after LOT’s crews traced out a malfunction with the plane’s hydraulic system. Then something spooked their pilots enough to set the plane down at Heathrow. Better that than risking an “incident” six miles above the North Atlantic, to be sure. 
Minutes dragged into hours. Finally, word came mechanics had cleared their plane for flight. Their gate crew would begin re-boarding soon, so Ritzi excused himself to visit the restroom one last time. Intercontinental flights had become part and parcel of his biological research career years before; Ritzi was keen to minimize in-flight bowel movements. Along with opportunities to bang his knees against yet another lavatory door. 
A bright blue box of Jaffa Cakes caught his eye as he made his way back to the gate area. The shopkeeper was glad to delay his closing down just long enough to sell Ritzi an armful. Sharing a box with his mother over coffee would help him relax and get some sleep. Because she would certainly insist they leave Chicago right away to make the twins’ team party in Green Bay.
Ritzi trotted back to the waiting area. There he spied his mother with her head cocked toward the speaker above their heads. He pieced together enough from the tinny, garbled voice to proclaim, “Sounds like they’re only pre-boarding now. Still time if you want to call Alex and Barry and let them know we’re on our way again.”
“No,” came her curt reply.
He stared at her and blinked. “Excuse me?”
“No, I shall not call.” She stretched out her feet and turned her attention to the paperback she cradled in her lap. “Nor you. Twins’ championship games come tomorrow. Everyone has brains full of thinking already.”
Ritzi took a seat beside her and crossed his arms. “Is that why you forbade me to call them when we landed?”
“Correct,” she said, not looking up. “For we had no idea when we might depart.”
He looked up at a group of attendants transferring an elderly couple to a pair of waiting aisle chairs. “Our leaving looks pretty imminent now, Eomeonim. Shouldn’t we give them the good news?”
“Why? Events may confound once again. Better no news than bad news. Wheels down at O’Hare, then we call.”
She had a point. Once back in Chicago, the Blue Line would get them home to Jefferson Park quickly enough to where his car was waiting. Then they’d be able to say with certainty when their family could expect them. And not a moment before. Fickle airlines, anyway.
“Do you want me to call Papa, then?”
She shook her head side to side, her focus still steadfast on her book. “I did. When we first landed. Rang and went to voicemail. Left him a message.”
“It was getting late already when we left. And Szczecin is a five hour-ride from Warsaw, you know. Maybe he begged the Wojcieszaks for their couch and will drive back to his place in the morning?”
His mother looked up at him with a shrug. 
Ritzi drew his cell from his blazer’s inside pocket and flipped it open. He wandered over to the window and dialed his father’s land line. He left a message with their updated itinerary on his answering machine. Although it might be tomorrow before his father would hear it, Ritzi felt more at ease in doing so. His father was fond of getting together with his old grad school buddies, eclipsed only by his fondness for sharing siwucha with them whenever he did. And lots of it. By this time of night, Ritzi knew odds were good that his father would be either half lit or sound asleep.
He flipped his phone closed and reached to replace it in the jacket of his blazer when it rang. Ritzi flipped it back open and smiled, recognizing Barry’s number on the phone’s display. “Tak słucham, Pan Bernardyn!”
“You’d better fucking well listen,” boomed his brother-in-law in Polish, responding to Ritzi’s greeting. “Because our whole fucking world just exploded. And you’re the son-of-a-bitch left holding the match.”
His wide eyes narrowed as he cupped his hand around his phone’s mouthpiece. “What are you talking about? Are Alex and the twins all right?” he said in a harsh whisper over the din coming through the connection. “And where are you? I hear a lot of road noise or something.”
“We could ask the same of you. Thought we’d get your voicemail,” shouted Barry’s father from the background before Barry could reply. “You and Sunny should be high above the Atlantic Ocean right now.”
“She and I are at Heathrow, Dory. Our plane had to make an emergency landing for some mechanical thing.” He glanced back at his mother, still sitting beside their gate with her book in her lap. “We’re just about to re-board. Now tell me what’s going on.”
“A rival hockey team jumped Pawly and Tommy tonight,” Barry said. “They were fighting them off...and...and she turned.”
Ritzi scratched at his temple. “‘Turned?’ I’m not sure I—”
“Oh Christ, Ritzi! She went fucking feral, okay? Claws, fur, whole nine yards. Same as you and Alex.”
Ritzi’s mouth fell open, the panicked realization his niece and nephew might be no more human than he or his sister clawing away at his consciousness. With a low growl he willed the red shadows back to the periphery of his vision. 
“Hey! You there?”
He blinked and shook his head. “Oh, sorry. Yes, Barry, I’m still here.”
“That’s not the worst of it. She drew blood. Human blood.”
Ritzi staggered forward and gripped the seat back from the row of chairs in front of him. His breath came in desperate gasps as he catalogued years of testing, decades of research, every assurance he had given his sister and her husband—his best friend long before becoming his brother-in-law. Telling them their kids would never...
He smacked his lips, feeling like he’d swallowed a cotton ball. “Where are you?”
“We’re all en route to Pilot Island. Though God only knows what we’re gonna do once we get there. Or how long we’ll be.”
Ritzi glanced down at his watch. “We should be seven and a half hours into O’Hare once we push back. I’ll catch a flight to Green Bay from there then call Dory. He can cross over with the boat to fetch me as I’m cabbing it to Northport.”
He heard mumbling in the background before Barry’s voice came back on the line. “No, Dad says Northport is a fucking zoo with all the lookie-loos going to Washington Island. He’ll meet you at Gills Rock. Which is where we’re headed now.”
Ritzi gulped. “Is...is Pawly with you?”
Barry let out a long sigh. “Yes, fortunately. She’s right here in the RV. Lucky fucking break it’s Halloween, though. Alex managed to chase Pawly down and subdue her without attracting attention. Or using her darts.”
Ritzi crossed himself. Not having examined Pawly after her transformation, he couldn’t be sure whether the paralyzing agent tipping said darts would have even worked. Or whether it would have stopped his niece’s heart. “And is she...secure?”
“Alex and Sheila’re trussing her up with the cord they ripped out of the window blinds. Sheila figures if she can lash Pawly’s wrists and ankles to the bedframe, she won’t be able to claw her way through her bindings.”
“Wait, who’s Sheila?”
“Service buddy’s fiancée. A nurse at a Navy hospital in Portsmouth.”
Ritzi gasped. “She knows? No one outside the clan or the CIA can know, Barry! Does her fiancée know too? This is completely unaccepta—”
“Was kinda hard to avoid given the circumstances, you know! So sorry to monkey fuck all your precious calculations, Doctor. For as much good as they’ve done us.”
Ritzi bit his lip and glanced across the waiting area. His mother’s brow creased upon meeting his gaze. Then, she turned and nodded toward their fellow passengers lining up at the jet bridge door. “Look, Barry, I...I gotta go. Eomeonim and I will be in the air soon. I’ll call after we touch down at O’Hare.” He hung up and strode over to where his duffel’s strap lay on the seat beside his mother. 
“Someone is hurt,” she said, glimpsing his trembling hand. “Tell me who.”
He cursed under his breath. “I’ll explain after we get seated. We can’t afford any more delays,” Ritzi said, then stomped off toward the jet bridge.
She caught up to him while Ritzi stood fumbling around in every pocket of his pants and sport jacket trying to find his boarding pass. He smiled sheepishly as his mother handed him his and offered the sour-faced gate agent hers. Together they trundled down the jet bridge. At least they had Priority Boarding, securing dibs on the overhead bins. 
A moment later he and his mother were in their seats. He let her sit beside the window so he could lean away from the aisle to whisper in her ear. “Give me a moment,” Ritzi said and pulled the tray table down from the back of the seat in front of her. He smoothed out his boarding pass face-down on the tray table before producing a pen from his blazer pocket. His Chosŏngŭl was a bit shaky, but hearing her gasp suggested to Ritzi she got the gist of it.
Pawly a cat-human. Know now. Like Alex. Like me. She has changed. Family running. To island. We follow. Now.
His mother clambered over him and almost knocked over the person traversing the aisle beside his seat. “Sorry. Excuse please, please excuse,” she said as she yanked her tote bag free from the overhead bin. “I must make phone calls. So your father will know. Together, we plan.” 
“But Eomeonim, I—”
“I will fly later,” she said, elbowing her way through the crowded aisle toward the cabin door. “Check your messages when you land,” Ritzi heard after losing sight of her.
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Ritzi gripped the grab rail to steady himself and stared out across the foam-topped rollers surrounding their boat. To his right, at the helm, sat Dory. Twin Detroits screamed in harmony as the family’s launch raced toward Pilot Island. 
Centuries ago, Frenchmen like Nicolet and Radisson had named this passage Porte des Morts. “Door of the Dead,” from which present-day Door County and the Lake Michigan peninsula it sat on took their names. In the cold water below their feet lay dozens of shipwrecks, though Ritzi hardly worried about them. Their craft was a decommissioned Coast Guard motor lifeboat Dory had bought at auction years before, every bit as shipshape and seaworthy now as the day it had left the service. And Dory was an accomplished seaman, a senior Coast Guard enlisted man before going to work for the CIA. He aimed their bow straight toward the old lightkeeper’s cottage, fashioned into the family vacation home after Dory’s father retired from the Coast Guard. 
The elder man hadn’t said a word since they cleared Table Bluff. Ritzi attributed his silence more to worries about his grandchildren than the choppy water all around. On any other day, regardless of the weather, Dory would have been regaling him and anyone else aboard with his latest plan to make his pride and joy just a little faster, just a little more maneuverable, just a little more comfortable. 
“Let me guess—‘rend not the pelt while it remains on the bear,’” Dory blurted out at length, not bothering to look up. “That’s what Niko told you over the phone, right?”
Ritzi winced. That was exactly what his father had told him as he stood at his gate at O’Hare, waiting to board his flight to Green Bay. Dory’s friendship with his adoptive parents predated their taking him and Alex in decades before. The elder man well knew Papa’s oft-quoted repertoire of proverbs from the old country. Including that particular one, long having been one of Papa’s favorites. Coming out of Dory’s mouth now, however, it sounded more like an indictment.
“I know my son, Ritzi,” he went on as he rubbed at his close-cropped hair. “I’m confident Barry thinks you and Niko were doing just that, telling everyone just how certain you were the twins would never inherit their mother’s Affliction.”
Ritzi stared down at the deck plates below his feet. He had silently grappled with a similar notion the entire flight across the Atlantic. 
“Like mother, like daughter, I guess.”
Ritzi looked up at Dory and blinked. “I’m sorry, what now?”
“Is Pawly going to crave hunting humans now, too?” the elder man asked while he rubbed at the corner of one eye with the heel of his palm. “Because she tasted human blood during her first morph.”
Ritzi turned away and stared off past their port bow. “She’ll be predisposed, yes.”
The salt-and-pepper stubble covering Dory’s chin stood straight out as he sucked in his lips. “Do you think the rabbit hutch will help? Along with other treatments like the ones Niko had given Alex?”
“A reasonable hypothesis for us to work from. No evidence to suggest otherwise.”
“Stands to reason keeping Tommy away from humans if he morphs will help his Affliction be more manageable, right?” He nodded toward Ritzi. “Just like yours.”
Surely not a matter of if Tommy morphs, Dory. A matter of when. 
“It might be less pronounced, yes,” Ritzi replied. “Before Papa and Eomeonim took in Alex and me, Grandfather used to tell us kids how those sorts among our ancestors managed to sate their urges working as thieves or spies. For them, it was all about the thrill and not the kill. Others...well, they became enforcers and assassins under their biological mandate.” He shivered, recalling the most stoic of his elders choking up as they spluttered on about some of the latter, those who had sought to deny their Affliction its due. Recounting of the dying’s tortured screams as their bodies rotted away from the inside out until finally, mercifully, oblivion granted each their sweet release. 
Dory cocked an eyebrow. “Overachievers among the former surely did likewise.”
“I don’t recall any of them being dissuaded by...wait, what are you getting at?”
“Wouldn’t a certain jopok be glad to have Pawly and Tommy both as—?”
“Out of the question,” Ritzi answered with a wave of his hand. “You of all people ought to know that, Dory. Wasn’t it your idea we cut ties with the Koreans just as soon as Papa had perfected Alex’s treatments? To placate your bosses at the CIA, as I recall.”
Dory shrugged. “Be that as it may, working with the kkangpae as an enforcer did sate her bloodlust. Kept her body from self-destructing in the meantime, right?” 
“Yes, but Papa knew it was only a matter of time before she was found out, or...or worse.” Because, Ritzi knew, every sortie might well have been her last.
“Niko spent years customizing Alex’s treatments to her specific body chemistry. Are we going to need that kind of time to work up something similar for Pawly?”
And Tommy, don’t forget. 
“We need not reinvent the wheel, no. But I will need a fair bit of time regardless to pilot a formulary and test it on the twins.”
Dory pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just what would you have us do with Pawly until then? Chain her hand and foot to a wall in our basement?”
“I recall your discussing your agency’s counter-insurgency task force back when we were still trying to figure out how to best help Alex,” Ritzi replied, crossing his arms. “Maybe that could keep them out of public view and allow their urges to fully manifest.”
Rather than risk mortal injury trying to quell them.
“Barry wouldn’t hear of it, at least not right away. Though the twins are nearly adults now, he still thinks of them as kids. Not soldiers.” Dory tugged at his face and sighed. “And my director would shit kittens if I dropped a choice morsel like this in his lap. Even if he warmed up to the idea, it’d still take a while to put something together.”
Ritzi stared down at the deck plates in front of his feet for some while, rubbing his chin. “I don’t like the idea of any of us working with the jopok again. Especially with all the Noh family factions jockeying for position in light of Sung Jin’s failing health. They’re getting reckless. Desperate.”
“The twins would be in Chicago at least. Not in some forsaken corner of Iraq or Afghanistan. Which Barry and Alex might find at least marginally easier to stomach.”
Ritzi met Dory’s gaze and narrowed his eyes. “I still don’t trust them. Somebody ratted Papa out to the DEA. Somebody made him out to them to be some kind of drug kingpin. Their seizing all records of pharmaceuticals he developed and administered to Alex and I just so we could stay alive got him deported.”
“Now look, we’ve never been able to establish a conclusive connection between the Nohs and—”
“I have eyes, don’t I, Dory? You and I both know they must be involved somehow. Surely in retaliation for Papa leaving them high and dry, without a chemist.”
“His father was a Polish Army doctor assigned to the North Korean oversight group right after the armistice with the South was signed, remember? And the rest of you went with him and got acquainted with the Nohs.” The elder man turned away and squinted through the gray mist, toward the spar lights marking the end of the island’s single dock. “‘The devil you know,’ I guess...”
Ritzi chewed at the inside of his cheek to keep from screaming. His family could end up indebted to the Nohs again; he couldn’t afford to be wrong. Like he had been wrong about the twins’ Affliction since before their birth. But time and options had run out for them. Dory had long been their answer man, their go-to guy, their man with a plan. Now here he was, grabbing at straws, no better than the rest of them. Surely difficult discussions and damned-if-you-do decisions awaited their entire family. Grateful to spot the island’s rocky shore at last, Ritzi sidestepped the helm and made his way forward. 
Without a word, Dory cranked the rudder to starboard and they glided up to the dock. Ritzi looped the bow line around a mooring bollard and drew it taut with practiced ease. He hopped down from his perch only after Dory killed the engines. 
“Pawly was still out cold when I left,” Dory said as he stood and zipped up his bomber jacket. “Alex should be in the house keeping watch over her.”
Ritzi’s eyebrows shot up. “All by herself?”
“Sunny told Alex on the phone that once she took her kill, she needed to put it in the freezer right away. Tommy took one look at the dead rabbit and ran off. Alex said my tough-guy son hobbled out into the woods after him, but I doubt he got far.” 
Ritzi nodded, grateful for his sister carrying out their mother’s instructions. But he worried for his nephew, knowing the lad would certainly find himself overwhelmed by all this. No one had told either of the twins anything, after all. Because he had led everyone to believe the twins would never have a need to know.
Dory finished tending their stern line and rubbed his hands together. “I’d have hauled both their asses back by the scruff of their necks, but somebody had to come get you. Now go on, I’ll catch up.” 
Ritzi hoisted his day pack atop his shoulder and hopped over the gunwale. A moment later he strode along the rocky beach toward the lighthouse, silently bemoaning how he and his sister had become Pilot Island’s apex predators years ago. And wishing for an angry bear to choose that very moment burst forth from the trees and devour him.

      [image: image-placeholder]The cottage’s storm door slammed shut behind Ritzi. He stood stock still, staring speechless at a pair of iron pipes bolted in the shape of an  X across the oaken portico between the great room and kitchen. Pawly hung there, chin to her chest, face obscured by a tangled mop of strawberry blond hair. Oversized metal hose clamps secured her wrists and ankles, visible through the fur covering her skin.
Alex stood nearby with her eyes fixed upon her daughter’s unconscious form, as though the rest of the world had ceased to exist. He maintained a respectful distance until she turned and met Ritzi’s gaze, affording him a good look at the dark trails in the gray fur covering her cheeks. Her ear tufts twitched as she rubbed at the sleeves of her jacket, lips moving but no words coming out. 
Ritzi stepped over and drew his sister into his arms. “I’m so sorry,” he said before chastising himself for the quaver in his voice. 
“Not half as sorry as I am. For trusting you in the first place.”
He sighed and shot Barry an imploring look. His brother-in-law sat upon the wooden futon covered in well-worn red vinyl beside the kitchen fireplace. The dim glow of dying coals glinted off a metal plate secured with gauze and bandages over Barry’s ruined left eye.
This marked the first time Ritzi had seen his best friend upright since Barry left for Korea on deployment. Injuries from his latest (and certainly last) clandestine operation there had left him bedridden for weeks aboard a Navy hospital ship. At first, no one had expected Barry to even survive, let alone walk again. Ritzi thrilled at having him home. 
But this was not at all the sort of reunion Ritzi had envisioned. The two of them had sparred under his mother’s tutelage throughout their childhoods. Barry’s most enthusiastic beat down felt like a playful poke in the ribs compared to the murderous glare he cast Ritzi’s way now. 
Even before Barry had worn a SEAL’s trident, everyone knew of his steadfast resolve and his hot temper. “Lucky for you I wore myself out chasing Tommy,” Barry said at length. As if to suggest he would sooner jump to his feet and thrash Ritzi as look at him.
Ritzi pursed his lips and turned his attention back to Pawly. Tatters of his niece’s prized Washington Capitals hockey sweater, autographed by her latest heartthrob, Alexander Ovechkin, hung from her wiry frame. Slender ears stuck out from either side of her head, covered in gray fur, save for tufts of black at the tips. The toes of her shoes were gone, exposing the fur around her paw pads. Certainly, her hind claws had torn them to shreds while she raged.
“The boy couldn’t have gotten far,” Ritzi said after turning to look out the window. “I’ll go sniff him out after we tend Pawly.” He stepped up to the log rack beside the futon and pulled two chunks of birch from off the top. Their paper-thin bark curled and burned in an instant after he tossed them both into the fire. He grabbed the bellows from atop the mantle and crouched down beside the grate. “Has she been stable?” he asked while he stoked the coals. 
Alex nodded. “Yes. Eomeonim called shortly after your plane took off from London. I used the Epipen thingy just like she said to.”
Ritzi stood back from the rekindled fire and stared up at the wall clock. “I’ve forgotten how many time zones I’ve flown across,” he said, cradling his forehead with one hand. “What time was it here when you injected her?”
“About midnight.”
He drew numbers in the air with his finger to counter the effects of sleep deprivation and jet lag on his calculations. “The xylazine will wear off soon. Please bring me the rabbit.”
Alex nodded and stepped over to the kitchen freezer. Ritzi pulled the poker its place beside the hearth and slid the thing into the red-hot coals beneath the grate. A moment later Alex returned, an oversized Ziploc bag in her hands. 
“We may not need to do this, you know,” Ritzi said and clasped his hands atop Alex’s shoulders. “But if Pawly responds aggressively...”
She winced and rubbed at her right thigh. Ritzi could almost feel her scar tingling beneath her pant leg. “Is there no other way?”
“I’m sure Eomeonim went through this with you about our kind already. If she or I or Papa thought there was...”
Alex turned her eyes toward the floor. 
Ritzi lamented the cruel irony, returning from his World Health Organization recognition banquet in Geneva when Barry first called. We’ve commercialized production of synthetic tissues for war victims in Africa. But we’re no closer in coming to terms with our Affliction than when we first began. 
“If it would make you feel better, sis, I can—”
“No.” Alex held the bag out at arm’s length to Ritzi. “If anyone’s going to do it, it’s going to be me.” 
Barry gave his wife a hesitating nod. 
“Very well, then,” Ritzi replied and positioned himself directly in front of Pawly, facing her. “Whenever you’re ready.” 
Alex pulled the poker from the fire and examined it, careful not to set her whiskers alight. She sucked in her breath while her ears drew back along the sides of her head. After stepping up to Ritzi’s left, she dropped into a fighting stance with the poker’s cherry red tip held out before her just below waist height. “Do it.” 
Ritzi pulled forth the rabbit carcass and jammed it up under Pawly’s nose. She let out a low growl right before her eyes flashed open. Equal parts feral rage and primal desire filled them to overflowing. Her disheveled blond pigtails played across her face as her head tossed this way and that. She gnashed her teeth and yanked at her bindings, instinct commanding her to break free. Commanding her to kill.
He dropped the rabbit and lunged to one side. “Now!”
With a loud cry, Alex stepped in and plunged the poker deep into Pawly’s right thigh. The stench of seared flesh filled the air all around them.
Along with the girl’s screams.






  
  Chapter three
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The following day.
Pawly rubbed the sand from her eyes and blinked toward the high ceiling. Keeping her head on the pillow, she turned to her left and right. She recognized the upstairs dormitory of her family’s cabin once her eyes came into focus, illuminated by the bright sunlight streaming through the windows beside her bed. 
Which she knew faced west.
She groaned long and loud while pangs rumbled through her stomach. Tommy was due on the ice by one-thirty that afternoon and her by three. The cabin was a little more than two hours away from Green Bay if the water wasn’t too choppy. It had to be well past noon by now. 
Her stomach turned sour. She had practiced hard and played harder to help her team make it to the championship round. And now she was likely going to miss her final game, if she hadn’t already. What the hell were her parents thinking? Coach Leeson would surely kick her out of the league for skipping out on her and her team mates. Though just as well. Like any of them would even so much as speak to her again.
She rubbed at her forehead. Feeling something slick and slimy on her hands, Pawly spread her fingers and stared up at the gray hairs plastered to her skin. Like when she had tried to hose out Muffin’s hutch during her shed early last summer. 
Then she remembered. Remembered everything.
Pawly sat up and threw off her sheets, sending clumps of gray and black fur flying in all directions. Several landed on the floor and skittered away like dust bunnies during spring cleaning. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and tried to stand. A stabbing pain in her right thigh took her breath away an instant before she crumpled to the floor.
“Oh, you’re awake.” 
Legs flailing and pain forgotten, Pawly scooted across the floor away from the thing stepping toward the foot of her bed. White hair hung from its jowls, bringing to mind a portrait of President Chester A. Arthur from her American History textbook. Silver-gray fur covered the rest of its body where Pawly would have expected to see skin. 
And it was a woman, dressed in the clothes Pawly remembered her mother wearing the night before. 
Pawly clamped a hand over her mouth and drew in a long, sharp breath through her nose. “B-but I thought it was...” she mumbled with a wave of her trembling hand a moment later. “I thought those crazy stories were all, you know...make-believe.”
“That’s what your Uncle Ritzi and I wanted you and your brother to think, dear,” came a gravelly voice Pawly couldn’t help but recognize as her mother’s. “And everyone else, for that matter. We could hide in plain sight that much easier with you two telling tales all over town how we morphed into cats,” she went on, whiskers twitching. 
Fucking whiskers twitching. 
“Most parents
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