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  CHAPTER 10


  MIRIAM IS TIRED of waiting. For two weeks she has remained in the cabin, pacing the hardwood floors, waiting for the power to flicker out, the water to gurgle to a stop in the faucet. Her neck aches from sleeping in the bathtub. Her teeth ache from grinding. Her eyes ache from peering constantly out the slots sawed into the plywood sheets hammered to the windows.


  Sometimes she thinks she hears laughter in the forest. Sometimes the motion detectors go off and bring a ghostly pallor to the night. One morning she woke to a thunk against the front door and thought dreamily to herself, it’s the paper, only to later discover a rabbit bleeding out on the welcome mat. Otherwise, two weeks of nothing.


  She has never gone this long without transforming. She doesn’t trust that part of herself these days, like an alcoholic eyeing a whiskey bottle, knowing the promise of one sip will lead to a gurgling swallow and the night will end with broken dishes, bruised flesh, sirens. She will either tear apart the cabin or claw her way outside.


  She tries to keep herself occupied. She jumps rope until her legs ache. She does push-ups and crunches on the oval rug in the middle of the living room. She plays chess, spinning the board with every turn, pretending herself the enemy. She reads her way through the paperbacks on the bookcase, among them a Dover edition of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. The bottom shelf is crowded with children’s stories and on more than one occasion she opens them as if to make sure their words and drawings haven’t vanished. Her eyes flit to her husband’s book—a self-published manifesto the size of a brick called The Revolution—its cover bearing the image of a man casting a wolf’s shadow, but this is a book she won’t read, no matter how bored she gets.


  She crunches her way through a bag of tortilla chips and then licks her finger to pilfer the crumbs and salt. She eats peanuts, Oreos, Nutri-Grain bars. She cracks six eggs and grates cheese and chops peppers and stirs up a steaming omelet. She always has a coffee in hand, the mug clacking against her teeth. She is so hungry.


  Tonight is especially bad. The moon is nearly full, and it pulls at her blood. Her mouth drowns in saliva. Her muscles feel like tightly coiled springs that no amount of stretching can loosen. She gnashes her teeth and breathes as though back from a run. Every noise draws her to the window, gun in hand. Every shadow makes her eyes narrow. She walks from room to room, a clockwise rotation of the windows of the house, peering out into the clearing walled by woods.


  She keeps the cabin dark so as not to ruin her night vision, and the slots in the windows glow like slanted blue eyes. In the living room she drops to the floor and hurries out a set of twenty-five push-ups. After the last rep she pauses with her chest and cheek against the rug. She does not breathe. Something has changed. She can sense it like an open door, a shift in sound and pressure.


  She rises slowly from the floor and approaches the front window and releases the safety. The slot is the size of a ruler and she must press her eyes against the wood to get any sort of view. Splinters chafe her nose and forehead. A good minute passes before she sees, at the edge of the woods, a shadow come alive and separate itself from the rest, moving into the clearing, seeming very much a part of the forest, with its antlers forking upward like a cluster of branches and the band of white beneath its muzzle as bright as the moon rising over the tree line. A buck.


  She closes her eyes, and when they snap open the rest of the world has fallen away, except for the deer, as if spotlighted. It lowers its head now to taste some grass, and she too opens her mouth and runs her tongue along her teeth. Through her body she feels a rush of blood that finds its focus in her chest, a throbbing pressure. She imagines her rib cage as a cell that cannot contain much longer the black fingers gripping it, shaking it.


  If she does not hurry, the deer will step into the range of the motion detector and the explosion of light will startle it away. The door is braced by three two-by-fours. She sets down the gun and picks up the drill and hesitates, knowing the deer will hear the sound. She rattles around in a junk drawer for a screwdriver instead. She hardly notices the cramps in her hand when she twists out the eight screws the length of her finger.


  The voice that scolds her, that begs restraint, that tells her to stay put, is a mere whimper, easily ignored. She sheds her clothes like a skin no longer needed. When she pulls open the door, ripping off the two-by-fours, and takes in her first shuddering breath of fresh air in two weeks—when she steps across the threshold, from the shadowy pocket of the cabin to the moonlit expanse of the night— she is already changing, the process as simple and liquid for her as diving into a pond.


  The deer raises its head to study her. Its eyes black. Its ears twitching. It lifts one of its hooves, ready to move—and then, when she starts off the porch at a dead sprint, it twists away from her, bounding toward the cover of the trees. The motion detector flashes— instant daylight—and throws her shadow before her, a long black seam she pursues.


  The wind shushes her ears, trembles her hair, making her feel as though she rides its currents, weaving past trees and cutting through bushes and curling over logs, the deer always within sight. It is faster than her but compromised by its size. Its body thuds off tree trunks; its antlers clack against low-hanging branches, finally tangling in one, dragging the deer to a stop.


  It shakes its head furiously, trying to tear away from the tree. Wood cracks but does not give. Needles rain down. The weight of her body knocks the deer free, the two of them a mess of flailing limbs, and then it is too late, her claws dragging across its throat. Its bones are pearly. Its blood is warm and steams like a ghost released. For a long time she is lost to hunger.


  Then her muscles tighten, knot up. For the first time she feels the air’s chill. She is aware of herself as a wolf and a woman, the woman only faintly realized, like a burr in a sock, an abrasion that makes her lift her head from the carcass and recognize the danger of the night.


  A cloud spills over the moon and momentarily dims the forest. She feels a pang of dread and rises from her crouch. Her sense of smell is compromised by the blood that sleeves her arms, masks her face, clots the hair that has risen from her skin. A scudding sound makes her flip around. The moon breaks from the clouds and splashes its light across what at first appears to be a boulder furred over with moss.


  Its eyes sparkle like bits of quartz and its teeth glimmer when it rises into the massive figure of Morris Magog. She can see his breath trailing upward and imagines it as hot as the breath of an oven.


  She does not whimper. She is not paralyzed by the terrible sight of him. A gust of wind is the only prompting she needs. She runs on all fours, letting the wolf lead her. Branches claw at her. The deer’s blood dries against her in a tacky patina. The thrill of the earlier chase is gone, replaced by a cold, emotionless need to escape. Fear can come later.


  She never glances over her shoulder, but she can hear his passage close behind—wood snapping, a deep-throated growling that sounds like shifting stone—and she can picture him clearly enough, appearing more bear than wolf, a surging mass of hair and muscle with a mouth of darkest black.


  There it is. The woods open into a clearing with a driveway snaking through it. The shed. The Ramcharger. The squat shape of the cabin. She feels more vulnerable in the open space and wonders for the first time if Magog is alone. An explosion of light blinds her. The motion detector. Through the yellow haze she finds the steps and clambers up them—the open door waits for her, a rectangular black slash that she dives through. She does not allow herself the time to look, to see how close he is behind her, but slams the deadbolt home and backs away from the door, certain it will explode inward at any moment.


  Already she is retreating into her human form, and as always she feels small and bewildered and achy, like someone rising from a dreamscape to find herself gripped by a hangover. Without looking, she crabs her hand across the coffee table and finds the Glock.


  She knows she should retrieve the shotgun, the machete, the extra clips of ammo. But right now her body only wants to curl up in the corner, the wood of the wall digging into her naked back. She hears the porch boards rasp. And then, a moment later, a faint scratching at the door, a nail teased across its exterior. The knob turns slowly—catches against the lock—then rattles back into place.


  A minute passes. The motion detector clicks off. The harsh white light is replaced by a watery blue glow seeping through the window slots. One of them goes suddenly dark. She breathes through her nose with a high-pitched whistle. She wills her body to recede into the wall, to appear as another piece of furniture in the room. She aims the Glock. Her finger tightens on the trigger. A half pound of pressure is all it takes.


  The darkness retreats and the space glows blue again—and then, a moment later, white, the motion detector activated.


  She does not feel relieved. She feels like she has a noose around her neck and it is only a matter of time before the trapdoor gives out beneath her. She waits for one of the longest silences of her life, barely breathing in an effort to listen more closely. Then the cabin shakes as something lights upon the roof. She does not cry out but brings a hand to her mouth and bites down on it.


  The pitched ceiling is made of tongue-and-groove fitted pine planks. When the footsteps come, slow and thudding, fifty years of dust rains down. She blinks away the grit in her eyes and squeezes the pistol so tightly that the grip bites her palm. She concentrates on the impact of each footstep, the complaint of the wood, until she feels she could sketch a circle on the ceiling that targets Magog.


  He is fucking with her. She is done being fucked with. She raises the Glock and fires.


  She squeezes off five rounds, and the spent hulls litter her lap and burn her but she hardly notices. The cabin quakes as though struck by a car. She has hit her mark. The fallen body rolls, thundering its way down the roof. There comes a brief silence punctuated by a heavy whump.


  CHAPTER 11


  CHASE REMEMBERS the first time he talked to Augustus. Seventh grade, Obsidian Junior High, after gym class, he walks into the locker room. Showers sizzle. Steam fills the air. Boys are scrubbing their armpits with soap or toweling off in front of their open lockers. He spins his combo and pauses before yanking the lock— because of the voices he hears, jeering, laughing like jackals.


  Three boys—still in their shorts and tank tops—stand outside a toilet stall and kick at the door hard enough to dent the thin sheet metal. “Come on,” they say. “Come out and show us your pussy.” Another kick and the door jars open.


  Chase recognizes the kid inside. They’re in the same section of math, and the other day, in line at the cafeteria, a girl wearing bell-bottoms and her hair pulled back in a ponytail turned to the kid, who had accidentally rubbed up against her, and said, “Don’t touch me. You haven’t even gone through puberty yet.”


  He wears small glasses on a head too big for his body. His hair is the wispy blond of cornsilk. His arms and legs are stumpy, his torso round. All of this giving him the appearance of an enormous baby.


  The same can’t be said of Chase, who feels so much younger than his body. A few years ago his bones began to ache and he developed a vicious hunger, gobbling up six eggs for breakfast, a whole pizza for dinner, sucking down five gallons of milk every week. He studied himself often in the mirror, as his limbs stretched to match his oversize feet, his hands, what his mother called puppy paws. He started rubbing himself off in fifth grade, shaving in sixth grade with his father’s razor and Barbasol. He is taller than most of his teachers and plays forward on the varsity basketball team.


  He’s not a good guy—he knows that has nothing to do with what happens next. He hates the Methodist church his parents drag him to every Sunday and smokes cigarettes under the football bleachers and sneaks cheat sheets into exams and every chance he gets tries to slide his hand up a girl’s skirt. But most of his trespasses have to do with pleasure, seeking it out, the buzz of a beer, the way a blow job makes his whole body feel like a tingly nerve ending.


  He’s not a bad guy either—he has a certain sense of righteousness motivated now by these three punks, with their braces and pimply backs, getting off on ganging up on somebody weaker than them.


  From what Chase gathers, as he moves toward them, the kid has been camping out in the toilet stall after gym, skipping his shower, changing where no one can observe him. A pile of clothes remains in the stall as he is dragged across the wet tile floor, half-dressed in a button-up short-sleeve and white briefs that match the paleness of his skin. He struggles but does not cry out when the boys reach for his underwear and try to yank it off him.


  Chase comes up behind them. Without pause he kicks one of the boys square in the ass and sends him keeling into the wall— striking it with a wet thud, crumpling into a mewling ball. Chase cracks together the skulls of the other two boys and then shoves them headfirst into the nearby urinals. He holds them there for a good five seconds, mashing their mouths into the deodorant pucks. Then he slams the flush bars and leaves them sputtering.


  The kid has gathered up his clothes. His face is impassive, and his glasses have fogged over, hiding his eyes. Neither of them says anything. Not until the next day, after algebra, when the kid introduces himself as Augustus and asks what he can do for Chase.


  “You don’t owe me nothing.”


  The rest of the class is filing out of the room, glancing at the strange pair, Augustus standing with his arms crossed and Chase sitting with his legs sprawled out, their height about equal. “I disagree,” the kid says. “And maybe you will as well when you hear my proposal.” The precision of the kid’s words, the confident purse of his mouth—the white short-sleeve shirt, like something an accountant would wear in the summer. Chase might as well be having a conversation with an alien. He has no idea how to respond and finds he doesn’t have to, because the kid is filling the silence, explaining how, if protected, Augustus will do any homework assignments Chase finds tiresome.


  “I’m not stupid. And I’m not looking for help.” Chase is less angered than amused. “My grades are fine.”


  “You have obligations I do not: sports and socializing. Homework gets in the way of these, yes? If you feel like completing your assignments on your own, great. But if on occasion you have an away game or a hot, sexy date—then you will hand the work off to me and I will happily oblige.”


  “And for this I kick anybody’s ass who messes with you?”


  A curt nod. “Tit for tat.”


  Chase stands. He towers over the kid, could smash him into his backpack if he wanted. “We don’t have to hang out or anything, do we?”


  “Not unless you want to.”


  “I don’t.”


  A contract they have more or less honored for the past thirty years.


  


  Chase has never called Augustus by his name. It was a mouthful, and obnoxious, the name of some old poet who liked to write about the pansies growing in his garden. The kid. That’s what Chase called him—until they enrolled at the University of Oregon, when the kid took Chase aside during orientation and said he would rather not be called that anymore.


  “Why not?”


  “It implies a lack of strength.”


  “Then what the hell am I supposed to call you?”


  “My name.”


  “Out of the question.”


  He settled on Buffalo. For the enormous head, too big for any hat, that seems to grow directly out of his sloped shoulders. Chase nicknames everyone he meets. His administrative assistant, Moneypenny. His legal counsel, No Fun. The head of his security detail, Shrek, for his bald head, his jutting forehead, his barrel of a torso balanced on tiny legs. Even the people he doesn’t know, he finds a way to name them—a bartender is honey or sugar, a valet or groundskeeper is buddy or friend. It’s his way of making people come a little closer, look him in the eye and smile.


  Sweetheart is what he calls the woman working the front desk at the Kazumi Day Spa. He recognizes her from the teahouse. The wrinkled face and square body and silvery hair pulled back into a bun stabbed through with chopsticks. A potted bamboo sits in the corner. A scroll bearing a string of Japanese characters hangs behind her. She doesn’t smile at him but lifts her arm, gesturing to a dark hallway, and says, with a heavy accent, “Last door on the left.”


  The spa is in southwest Salem—not too far from the teahouse— a nondescript windowless brick building tucked between a pawnshop and a moneylender, the street busy with rusted-out cars missing their mufflers.


  In a back room, the recessed lighting gives off a dim orange glow. Music trembles—piped in through the overhead speakers— something acoustic, what Chase recognizes as the same instrument played at the teahouse, the koto, the plucked strings making him think of spiders’ legs dancing across a web. In the center of the room waits the massage table and against the wall squats a glassdoored, marbled-topped bureau, full of white downy towels, bottles of oil and lotion. On top of it, a plug-in fountain, water gurgling over colored stones.


  Buffalo used to tell him not to come here. For a long time, his principal duty, as chief of staff, seemed to be telling Chase what not to do. Do not bad-mouth Weyerhaeuser. Do not make fun of the Trail Blazers. Do not curse during live press conferences. Do not get intoxicated at black-tie fund-raisers. Do not punch Ron Wyden. Do not tell the Oregonian that you think Nancy Pelosi is one smoking-hot old lady.


  The attacks changed everything. “You realize,” Buffalo said, more than a month ago, when the planes came down, “that this is the best thing that could have possibly happened?” At the time they were at Mahonia Hall, the governor’s mansion, a place Chase never liked much. The pretention of it—Tudor-style, ballroom, wine cellar, surrounded by thorny rose gardens. Not to mention that ten thousand square feet can feel pretty lonely in the middle of the night, when the dreams come to him. Sometimes he wakes up gasping—believing he is still in the Republic, where he served two tours—his nose choked with the smell of cooking flesh, his eyes imagining clawed hands scrabbling out from beneath the bed like a pair of gray spiders. He has more than once brought the security guard a beer to split on the front steps at three a.m.


  The afternoon of the attacks, he and Buffalo were sitting in wingback oxblood leather chairs, watching the flat-screen, flipping back and forth between CNN and Fox News. Same footage, different talking heads. Outside Denver, the wreckage smoldered in a wheat field. At PDX and Logan International, the planes were parked on the tarmac like giant white coffins.


  A reporter interviewed a woman wearing a Looney Tunes sweatshirt and purple leggings. The tape at the bottom of the screen identified her as a family member of one of the passengers. “It’s the most horrible thing in the world,” she said, roughing away her tears with the remains of a tissue. “And it’s happening right here.”


  The footage cut to Jeremy Saber, the leader of the Resistance movement, which claimed responsibility for the attacks. In a video he posted online, he sat at a desk in a collared shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His hair was a mess of curls—his face square and shadowed with whiskers—and his arms were sheathed with tattoos. He looked more like a barista or hip college instructor than the spokesperson for an extremist group. “Some will say we do not value human life. We value it very much. That is why we have taken it away. We do it with remorseful intention. You are paying attention now. That is what we need for you to do. Pay attention. Our demands have not been met.” He went on to list enforced medication and blood testing, limited employment opportunities, the U.S. occupation of the Republic, and the proposed construction of a public lycan database as chief among his complaints. “If the government does not respond to these very reasonable requests, we will be forced to be unreasonable again. The terror will continue.”


  Buffalo stood then and tucked his hands in the pockets of his sport coat and walked over to the window, the gray light coming through the water-spotted glass reminding Chase of his Marine Corps woodland-pattern cammies.


  “One way of looking at it is this,” Buffalo said. “As a tragedy.” He turned to Chase and removed a hand from his pocket and pointed it like a gun. “Here is another. It is a game changer. It is timely. It is advantageous. You are the only politician in the country who has fought in the Republic. We need to remind people of that.” He has a way of talking, carefully enunciating each word as if it were a tiny gem delivered between his teeth.


  He worked as a lawyer for ten years before joining a management consulting firm that told businesses what machines to buy, which people to fire and locations to close. He developed strategic marketing platforms to boost or reinvent a corporation, making a WorldCom into an MCI, he liked to say. He was the one who approached Chase about running for governor. And now, for the first time—Chase can see it in his trembling mouth—Buffalo seems to believe in the possibility of reelection. “We need to get you behind a microphone by this evening, ideally with that plane in the background.”


  “We’ll bang out a speech on the drive up?”


  He considers this a moment. “No. Speak from the heart. Just make sure your heart is more furious than mournful.” On the television, another shot of the flaming wreckage. Buffalo’s glasses catch the shimmering orange light and the lenses glow like twin suns. “People are ready for fury.”


  Fury is what Chase gave them, two hours later, outside the open hangar that now housed the plane, rain wetting his face, a crowd of reporters gathered around him. “What do I think?” he said to them. “I think it’s time to tighten the leash, roll up a newspaper, say bad dog.”


  Since then he has spoken to every major news network, every magazine and newspaper, made a villain and a hero. He has earned, for the first time, his own nicknames. Dog Soldier is one. The Game Warden another. He sees his face when he logs on to AOL, when he opens Newsweek to read the editorial comics, when he flips the channels on the flat-screen with a cold Coors resting against his crotch. He supports a continued occupation of the Republic and a greater reliance on nuclear energy and quotes polls that indicate that the Republic by and large feels the same, its citizens dependent on the jobs and infrastructure and security the U.S. supplies. He supports the public registry—a watchdog list, he calls it. He supports vaccine research, segregation, suspended rights. “Extremism in the face of extremism,” he calls it.


  All this talking exhausts him. He keeps a handful of lozenges in his pocket and finds an antidote to all the noise on the treadmill— pounding out five miles every evening, sweating through his clothes—and in sex. Sometimes he seduces women—the blond reporter at KOIN 6, the redheaded waitress at the Book of Kells Irish pub—and sometimes he pays for them.


  Today he pays. At the day spa, in the back room, a digital thermostat on the wall reveals the temperature to be seventy-five degrees, warm enough to make him eager to kick off his boots, peel off his clothes, pile them in a heap in the corner. Jeans and a denim shirt. Corduroy jacket. Belt with a Buck knife holstered to it. Silver six-inch blade, a birthday present from his father when he turned sixteen. He carried it in the Republic and doesn’t go anywhere without it now. He retired as a colonel, and across his naked shoulder, like a bruise, he carries the faded ink of the anchor-and-eagle tattoo.


  He palms a condom from his pocket. A white towel hangs from a hook. He ties it around his middle. The light is such that his shadow hardly seems to exist, oozing faintly across the floor and then the massage table. He climbs up and settles his face into the cushioned groove.


  He hears the knob rattle, the door click closed, the footsteps whisper across the carpet. Her name is Choko. They visit for an hour every few weeks. Sometimes he lets her dampen his back with oil, rub the poison out of his muscles—and sometimes he does not. Sometimes he asks her to flip him over. Sometimes she takes him in her mouth or her hand. And sometimes she climbs onto the table with him.


  “Hey, you,” he says and raises his head to peer at the woman standing a few feet away. She wears a red kimono with a black dragon stitched into it. Hair down to her elbows. She smiles. The fountain gurgles. He lets his head drop into the groove again. “Give me a little rub, will you? I’m knotted up. Then we can get busy.”


  He feels a hungry anticipation. The blood pools in his center. His erection presses uncomfortably against the table. He hears her clothes drop. He hears her breathing heavily, almost panting.


  “Hey, what kind of a party’s going on without me?” He is smiling when he rises on his elbow. The pressure of the table has made his vision muddy. At first he believes this is why her nude form seems to shift, to bulge and bend, like a reflection seen on the body of a passing car. And then he blinks hard and observes between blinks the contorted posture, the lengthening teeth, the black hair bristling like quills from her skin. He feels a hole in his stomach like he used to get when small-arms fire popped in the near distance, when tracer rounds streaked through the night like blood-red comets.


  Her voice is guttural when she says, “I have a message from the Resistance.”


  Before he can slide off the table, she has his leg—snatching it up—her claws and then her teeth sinking into his calf. He kicks at her and she falls with a mouth full of blood. His blood. He doesn’t take the time to examine the wound, to recognize what this means, infection.


  The towel slips off him when he falls off the table. His first impulse is to stupidly grab for it, cover himself—and then, equally stupid, to race for the door, call for help. But he realizes midshout that this was a planned attack and plans are rarely made alone.


  She growls. It is a bestial sound. He can feel it. Feel it in his bones like when bass pours from a too-loud stereo. He has never been more vulnerable, naked and unarmed, bleeding. He doesn’t feel any pain, not yet. Only the warmth of blood running along his leg, its tackiness underfoot when he stumbles back, looking for a weapon, something to swing.


  The bureau jars against his spine, preventing any further retreat. The mist from the fountain licks his back. He yanks its cord from the outlet and scoops it up and hurls it at the lycan. Its stones are like a brightly colored hail rattling the floor. The bowl arcs toward her, and she puts out her arms to catch it and it thuds against her chest and the water dampens her hair and makes it appear a rippling shadow.


  She is on one side of the massage table—the padding torn through in yellow slashes—and he is on the other. He needs to get to the pile of clothes, the knife nested in it, on the opposite side of the room. He can smell her. He would recognize that smell anywhere, the smell of a lycan. Like an unwashed crotch. Supposedly set off by their hyper-stimulated pituitary gland.


  Her posture is hunched and her breasts dangle pendulously and her arms rake the air and her face is nearly impossible to decipher beneath all that hair. She makes a noise that sounds like a guttural string of words. His skin goes tight. She begins to climb over the table, toward him, one arm and then the other. He tries to run and nearly topples, his feet sliding across the stones.


  He is to the clothes when she leaps and knocks him to the floor. For a moment they might be lovers, a tangle of limbs, breathing heavily. She is faster than him, but he is stronger. He loops an arm around her throat and drags them back against the wall. Her body bucks against his but he holds her in place. She wears his arm like a necklace. He is choking her and she claws at him, tearing away ribbons of skin from his forearm, his thighs, his ribs, wherever she can reach, while he sets his jaw against the pain and uses his free arm to seek out the knife, yanking his belt from the pile of clothes, fumbling with the leather casing.


  Finally he withdraws it and unfolds the blade. In its silvery flash he catches a glimpse of his eyes, wide with fright. Then he draws the knife toward them in an arc. The woman—no, the lycan, the thing—tries to block the blade, swatting and tearing at him, but her strength is fading and after a few wild swings he sneaks the knife to her chest, where it catches against a rib—and grinds its way inside her.


  What would have been a growl, against the pressure of his chokehold, escapes as a plaintive mewl. He stabs her again and again, so many times—knife, knife, knife—far more than necessary, her body limp in his lap. She doesn’t reassume her human form. Not like in the fairy tales. She dies a beast and a beast she remains.


  He feels faint. The room seems so cold and her body so warm. He could fall asleep with her draped over him like this. But he doesn’t. He shoves her aside and stands with great difficulty and fights the gray wings beating at the edge of his vision. He tries not to look at his ruined arm when he retrieves the towel from the floor and makes a tourniquet of it. Roses of blood bloom immediately through the cotton.


  There are no windows. There is only one way out. And only one way in. It takes him a while, but he drags the bureau against the door. He remembers how severely the old woman stared at him, and he knows Choko did not act alone. He needs help. His hand is trembling and slick with blood, but somehow he manages to retrieve the handheld from his jacket pocket and call Buffalo, telling him what happened, telling him to hurry.


  CHAPTER 12


  PATRICK SPENDS several days planning his escape—figuring out which stairs creak, spritzing the door hinges with WD-40, backing his Jeep into his parking spot and testing how easily it rolls in neutral—and then his mother tells him she’s going out of town. The National Association of Realtors. They’re having a conference in Portland this weekend.


  He is so thrilled he doesn’t sigh or roll his eyes when she asks him to join her this afternoon to freshen up a house. “It will be fun,” she says. He is lying on the couch, reading the newspaper, some article about the ongoing investigation into the death of a local rancher and city council member. The ground around the corpse was a mess of coyote tracks, but the game warden claims it was highly unusual and even beyond reason to believe coyotes capable of such behavior.


  The couch is leather. So is the matching armchair next to it. The living room looks like something out of a Pottery Barn catalogue. Wool carpet. Wrought-iron lamps. Dark-wooded end tables. His mother does all right.


  She finishes clipping on an earring and then roughs her hair with a pick. A silver stripe flares at her left temple and curls all the way to the base of her neck, through hair that is otherwise thick and black. She hides her age well, the wrinkles fanning from her eyes caked with a layer of foundation. “So you’ll come?” she says.


  “I guess.”


  Her cheeks dimple when she smiles. Like his. These past few weeks, he’s spent a lot of time studying her, trying to figure out how they match up. He’s a lot like his father—that’s what people say—same hawkish nose and high forehead, same square-tipped fingers and huge hands dangling from thin wrists like shovel heads. But he belongs to them both.


  She pokes him with the pick on her way out of the living room— gives his cheek a little bite with it—and he swats it away with a “Quit.”


  She’s trying—he’ll give her that—trying to make him feel welcome. And he tries to reciprocate, to make himself available, answering her incessant questions, sitting at the kitchen table to do his homework, joining her when she watches the stupid television show about the horny doctors.


  He’s not looking for drama. His life needs the volume turned down, not up. He knows a lot of crybabies in his situation would probably lock themselves in their rooms and eventually throw a damp-eyed fit about how Mommy abandoned them. Whenever he feels tense and ready to shatter a dish against the wall, he remembers his father, who demanded he not feel sorry for himself.


  Still, there are little things that bother him. The way she uses her hands when she speaks, pointing and pinching and swinging and flapping. The way she’s always losing lids—the milk, the mustard, the oatmeal—everything in the house uncapped. The way she programs the thermostat. All of August she kept the air-conditioning at seventy-four—and now that the weather has turned cold she keeps the heat at sixty-seven. “Jesus,” he says. “Wouldn’t it make sense to negotiate between the seasons, keep it at seventy year-round?”


  And she’s a bit of a freak when it comes to messes. She’ll pull a shirt right off him if it’s wrinkled. She’ll scoop up a dish the moment he drops it on the counter and rinse it off to set in the dishwasher. And he could tell, when she put down the money on the used Jeep, how disgusted she was by it. “Are you sure?” she said, too many times, pointing out the other cars in the lot, all of them sedans, only going along with his insistence on the run-down Wrangler because she would do anything right then to make him happy.


  She drives a white Camry so clean the sky streams across its hood like water. The interior still smells new, despite the car being a few years old, so different from his father’s pickup, with the dust coughing from the vents and the French fries moldering under the seats. Before they left, she grabbed a vented carrier from the garage and set it in the backseat. Inside sits a calico cat that paws and bites at the caged door and hisses when Patrick turns around. “What’s with the cat?” he says, and his mother says, “It’s for a friend. They were giving them away at the gas station.”


  They drive through Old Mountain, a place that has transformed from mill town to luxury outpost for Californians looking for a second home or a place to retire. His mother tells him they came for the skiing, the fly-fishing and mountain biking and horseback riding. “Fifteen years ago, when I first moved here,” she says, “fifteen thousand people. Now? Two hundred fifty thousand in the metro.” Making it one of the fastest-growing communities in the country and creating fault-line abrasion between the old and the new.


  The mill is long gone, the industrial district replaced by condos, organic coffeehouses, boutique clothing stores, a brickwork river walk. There are few intersections, everything a roundabout that makes Patrick feel dizzy and lost.


  She points out the section of town where the lycans used to live—before the Struggle, when lycan segregation was mandatory in housing, schools, bathrooms, restaurants—a collection of quaint one-story bungalows that now, his mother says, cost three hundred thousand a pop.


  The road inclines as they drive up the side of a butte—into a neighborhood that is a carbon copy of his mother’s. These faux-rustic developments are all over town, as far as Patrick can tell, many with golf courses spilling greenly through them. They have names like Elk Ridge and Bear Hollow, and every house seems to come with a river-rock chimney and rough-hewn pine pillars flanking the front porch.


  The sky is a pale and depthless blue. A gusty September breeze sends leaves skittering across lawns, and one of them catches on Patrick’s shoe—a round leaf, as gold as a coin, as though money indeed grows on trees here—when he steps out of the car next to the Century 21 sign staked in the front yard.


  From the car trunk, his mother retrieves a broom, a Dirt Devil, and a paper bag full of cleaning supplies. They roll down the windows for the cat.


  The family moved out last week. She vacuums the footprints from the carpet, massages away the divots from where tables and couches stood. She Windexes the fingerprints smeared across the storm door and arranges scented candles throughout the house to light before the showing. She clips flowers from the garden and fits them in a short vase on the kitchen island. He yanks the cheat-grass flaming up between the four cement squares of the driveway. He sweeps the stone entryway, the tile bathrooms, the oil-spotted garage. He lifts a window and clambers across the roof and cleans out the pine needles clogging the gutters.


  When they finish, an hour later, he asks if she does this for every house and she says she does, more or less. He asks if it really makes that big of a difference, a candle sputtering in the bathroom, and she says absolutely. “Because appearances matter.” She snaps her seat belt into place and readjusts the mirror and feathers her hair with her fingers. “That’s the world we live in.”


  


  From the day Chase took the oath of office, he refused police escorts. They cost taxpayers too much, thirty-eight million in California the previous year. Besides, he claimed, he could protect himself. For the past month, ever since Chase began to regularly appear on the lecture and talk-show circuit, Augustus forced a compromise and hired a private security detail from Lazer Ltd., mostly thick-necked, thin-waisted ex-military. Chase calls them babysitters and refuses their protection except during speaking engagements. Augustus tries to get him to reconsider, telling him the worst can happen when you least expect it.


  The worst has happened. Four men, all wearing tracksuits, pick up Augustus in a black Chevy Suburban and drive at a perilous speed to the Kazumi Day Spa, honking their way through red lights, screeching their way around corners. It’s an unlisted address, but Augustus knows the way and directs them from the backseat—telling them to hurry, goddammit, hurry—even as he leans into a turn and braces an arm against the window to keep his balance.


  They find the front door locked and use a metal battering ram to splinter it from its hinges. One man remains posted at the entrance while the others, their Glocks unholstered, charge inside. They give the all clear and Augustus walks into the dim entryway. The lights are off, the hallways and rooms empty—except for one barricaded door. They shove at it and a crack of orange light appears and only then does Augustus tell them, “Stop.”


  The men step away and wait for him to tell them what to do. “Stay here,” he says and shoulders past them and puts all of his weight against the door until the bureau slides away and allows him entrance. He hurries the door closed before the men can spot Chase, curled up on the floor—dizzy and naked and shivering from blood loss, but alive.


  There is blood smeared across the wall and soaked into the carpet that squelches underfoot. “I’m here,” Augustus says, not daring to touch his friend, not knowing how long the disease can live once exposed to the air.


  He toes the slumped body of the transformed lycan. Her hair, tacky with blood, has the look of seaweed plastered across the beach at low tide. “Bitch,” he says, “you really fucked things up.” The governor attacked in a whorehouse. Half-dead and likely infected. His political career finished. Augustus brings back his foot and considers kicking her face but doesn’t, not wanting to dirty his shoe.


  Instead he covers her body with towels so that the others won’t see her. Red splotches soak through immediately. He pulls a terry-cloth robe off a hook and tucks it around Chase. No one can know about this or everything will be ruined. There is only one choice.


  He opens the door and tells the men to get a makeshift stretcher for Chase, and then, once they get him to the car, “Burn the place. Burn it to the ground.”


  


  Patrick’s mother needs to make a stop on the way home. Just for a minute. To drop something off. “The cat,” she says. “I hope that’s all right.”


  They drive past several car dealerships, where dozens of American flags snap in the breeze, and past the dump, where crows and seagulls darken the sky, and here, his mother says, pointing to an abandoned whitewashed cinder-block building, is the old school where the lycan children went. Its windows are thorned with broken glass, its front door yawns open, and a pine tree twists through its roof.


  Another mile and they turn off into Juniper Creek, a wooded neighborhood on the outskirts of town, every driveway curling away from the road into an acre lot. Browned pine needles rain down on the windshield. Patrick can see the house, twenty yards ahead, a ranch home with a lava-rock exterior that makes it appear as though it is rising out of the ground.


  Then his attention is lost to movement all around them. Out of the bushes, from behind trees and under the front porch, come dogs. More than a dozen of them. They kick up dust when they tear toward the car. Among the assorted mutts, Patrick spots a German shepherd, a Rottweiler, and a wiener dog. They bark furiously, surrounding the car, pacing it as it crawls up the driveway.


  His mother does not seem to notice them, humming along with the radio. She shifts into park, kills the engine, and swings open her door before Patrick can tell her, “No!”


  The barking ceases, replaced by whimpers and soft cries for attention. His mother speaks to them in baby talk and ruffles their ears and pats their backs.


  “Who lives here?” Patrick says.


  “A friend.”


  She doesn’t invite him to join her, doesn’t ask for his help with the carrier she removes from the backseat. “Back in a flash,” she says when she starts toward the house, not bothering to nudge a hip against the driver’s-side door and close it. Some of the dogs follow her, darting in front of her, begging for her attention, all tongues and tails—excited by the scent of the cat—and others remain with the car, including the Rottweiler, who observes Patrick from the open door, panting, licking its chops.


  A minute passes before Patrick says, “Good dog?” and the Rottweiler considers this encouragement enough to leap onto the front seat, its face inches from his. All Patrick can focus on is its mouth. Its breath smells like old hamburger. Its gums are a spotted black, its teeth the size of his thumbs.


  He does not breathe when he raises his hand, so slowly, to pet the dog. It sniffs his hand once, gives him a lick, then nudges— with its cold, damp nose—his hand upward for a scratch behind the ears.


  It isn’t long before Patrick stands outside the car with his arm cocked and a stick in his hand. The dogs surround him, their eyes on the stick. “Ready?” he says, and they yap and their paws drum the ground. He hurls the stick and it flies end over end into the woods and the dogs go ripping away, their paws kicking the ground hard enough that Patrick can feel the tremor in his chest like a furious heartbeat. A moment later the German shepherd appears, smiling around the stick, the rest of the pack trailing behind.


  Patrick throws the stick, now damp with slobber and dented with tooth marks, a good twenty times. The dachshund grows tired and stays behind after the last toss, and Patrick picks the dog up and cradles it in his arms. He can’t believe he felt afraid, a few minutes ago, when they first drove up. The dachshund licks him, a tongue worming from a snout run through with white hairs. Harmless. But when Patrick peels back the skin, he exposes the jagged line of teeth hidden inside this tiny old dog.


  At that moment the front door swings open and his mother starts down the porch midconversation. “Which will be good, I think,” she says. “So I’ll see you soon.”


  A man stands in the doorway, watching them. He wears a dress shirt tucked into khakis. He is tall and eerily lean and bald except for a silver horseshoe of hair. He gives an almost imperceptible nod, a slight dip of his chin, which Patrick does not return.


  


  Chase shivers in and out of consciousness. His skin is as pale as the bone peeking out of his shredded arm. Every heartbeat brings an electric surge of pain. He is lying on a blue tarp, he realizes. A blue tarp in a white room. Not a hospital; they can’t risk a hospital. His head rolls to the side and the tarp pops beneath him and he recognizes the couch against the wall, the tacky white leather couch, as Buffalo’s. His living room.


  Buffalo. Chase can hear him, dimly. It’s a comforting sound. Like when, as a child, on long car trips, he would intermittently wake to the murmur of his parents talking in the front seat. He strains his neck to observe his friend pacing back and forth with his handheld pressed against his ear. His voice is panicked, hurried. Chase wants to tell him to take it easy, but then the darkness of sleep once again overtakes him.


  CHAPTER 13


  THE GRAY-EYED BOY named Max lives in old town. A neighborhood of Old Mountain untouched by all the new development, every house on his street a one-story shoebox with a concrete-slab porch and a mature maple tree planted left of the cracked driveway. Three cars and a truck are parked out front, all Chevys. The streetlamps buzz and telephone lines crisscross the moonlit sky. Before Patrick can knock, the door cracks and in the crack hangs the craggy face of a man—Max’s father, Patrick guesses—who waves him in, says the boys are downstairs.


  The basement is pine paneled and smells vaguely of mothballs. Mounted on the wall, three trophy bucks, a lacquered rainbow trout, and a shelf busy with beer steins and age-tarnished softball trophies. A gun cabinet stacked with rifles and shotguns. Minor Threat plays from a laptop set on top of an ancient minifridge. When Patrick thumps down the stairs, a dozen faces turn toward him, some nodding along with the music, some still and expressionless. Everyone wears their head shaved, so at first it’s difficult to distinguish between them, and then one steps forward and comes into focus: Max. “We’re glad you came,” he says.


  Patrick notices for the first time the tracheotomy scar, like a bright red worm nesting in the cup of his neck. The air is dry and the carpet shag, so that a spark snaps between them when they bring their hands together to shake, a jolt that makes Patrick blink fast and stutter out his thanks. One by one, the boys in the room introduce themselves—this one chinless, this one rashed over with acne, this one freakishly muscled, the tendons jumping from his neck like piano wires—and their socks sizzle across the carpet and their hands emit tiny blue balls of light.


  They don’t linger but return to whatever previously occupied them, darts, foosball, something on the laptop. A wood-paneled TV set squats in the corner, the image of a soldier frozen on the screen, his teeth gritted. A video-game console nests in a black tangle of wires. Two of the boys punch their controllers and the screen comes to life. Patrick recognizes Call of Duty: Lycan Wars, a shooter game set in the Lupine Republic, your level-by-level mission to kill as many lycan insurgents as possible while collecting stores of energy and weapons—a silver chainsaw, a Gatling gun that rattles out ammo with a sound like a shuffled deck of cards.


  A few times a month, Max says, they make an effort to get together. Nothing formal. Just a chance to hang. Feel connected. Patrick doesn’t know what to say—doesn’t know if he should ask what exactly connects them, makes them a group—so he simply says, cool. Their talk turns to school, how Patrick is liking it, how Max believes one teacher is worthless and another is smart but clouded by his liberal agenda. His eye contact is unrelenting. He taps his middle finger into his opposing palm to punctuate his sentences.


  “You want a drink, by the way?” Max says, and Patrick says sure and wonders for a second if that means a beer before noticing that everyone in the room is sucking on a pop, Coke, Squirt, Dr Pepper. The minifridge is stocked full and Patrick cracks a Coke and Max snaps his fingers and says, “Before I forget.” His voice rises to address the room. “Guys. Heads up. Listen up.” The volume of the music lowers, the video game pauses, heads swivel in their direction. “Next Wednesday, four o’clock, don’t forget, we’re stopping by Desert Flower, the old folks’ home on O.B. Riley. Groundskeeping first. Then card games. And, Dan, you’re going to play the piano at dinner.”


  Everyone nods and then the foosball table rattles and shudders and the video game and conversations start back up. Max raises his eyebrows and lowers his voice and says to Patrick, “Not what you expected, right?”


  He’s not sure what he expected. Yelling maybe. A swastika flag. “You guys straight edge or something?”


  “Not exactly.”


  “Then what?”


  “We call ourselves the Americans.”


  


  They talk about immigration. They talk about guns. They talk about the viability of Chase Williams as a presidential candidate. And when they talk, Max seems to end every sentence with “right?”—in a prodding, corrective way—as if to make sure they share the same beliefs.


  They talk about the attacks, and when Patrick says he doesn’t understand why now, why all of a sudden the seeming escalation in the size and strength of the Resistance, Max appears insulted. “It isn’t all of a sudden. This has been going on for years. This has been going on since our parents were our age, since the Struggle.”


  He holds out a finger for the failed Times Square bombing, for the anthrax scare, for the mail bombs, for the mall shooting, for the subway gassing. “All of those were relative failures. A few headlines, a few dead bodies, and then everybody moves on to the next earthquake or tsunami news tragedy. This is just the first time the mutts have actually been able to pull something off, something big. And you, my friend, found yourself in the middle of it and somehow walked away alive. Which is pretty amazing. You’re part of history. You’re a walking emblem of their failure, our hope.” Max’s voice seems to grow louder with every sentence, and his head bobs on his shoulders like a balloon on a ribbon.


  Patrick hates it when people talk about him as if he were an idea. That’s why he stopped meeting with reporters. He tries to change the subject, asking Max if he thinks the average lycan is dangerous, if it’s fair to lump them all together as part of the Resistance. “I can’t say I know that many lycans, but it seems like they’re living pretty normal lives. They don’t have much to complain about. They seem pretty happy, pretty safe.”


  Max shakes his head with disappointment. He puts his arms on Patrick’s shoulders. “Listen to me. They are a public health risk


  and a biological abomination. Don’t ever forget that, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Max releases him and Patrick drains the last of his soda and shakes it to indicate he is going to get another. Max follows him to the minifridge and says, “Now I want you to tell me about your father.”


  He cracks the can, slurps the foam. “What do you want to know?”


  “Everything.”


  Patrick doesn’t know what to say. His father wears Levi’s, motorcycle boots, white T-shirts ripped from clear plastic packs. His fingernails always carry bruises and crescents of dirt. Every few weeks he cuts his own hair in the mirror with a pair of clippers, shearing it down to a high-and-tight. In college, he was a biochem major, a gifted slacker. That’s where he met Neal—at UC Davis— where they went by the nicknames Kirk and Spock. Keith drove motorcycles and carried a knife on his belt and found himself bored in the lab, excited more by big ideas than by carrying them out— while Neal wore khakis, sandals with socks, the detail-oriented workman who went on to make a name for himself as a researcher in animal diseases.


  Whereas his father eventually put his bad grades and chemistry genius to work at Anchor Steam Brewing. He drives a Dodge Ram and an Indian motorcycle. He has a diamond-shaped scar on his forehead from when he struck an open cabinet during a Christmas party. He fell to the linoleum with a shocked look on his face and blood welling from between his fingers, one of the most terrifying moments of Patrick’s life, when for the first time he saw his father hurt and embarrassed by the group of people hovering over him.


  About halfway through college—he took six years to graduate— he ran out of money and signed on with the National Guard to pay his tuition, and today he serves as a staff sergeant with the California National Guard currently stationed at Combat Outpost Tuonela in the eastern Republic. He supervises a platoon of men, twenty-five soldiers of the seven thousand deployed from California. Years ago, he served a tour—back when Patrick’s grandparents were still alive—but that was before the conflict escalated, before the marches and rock-slinging riots protesting U.S. occupation, before newspaper headlines were inked in the blood of soldiers killed in IED blasts, tooth-and-claw street battles.


  His father jokes, by Skype, by email and instant message, that he didn’t have any gray hair before his unit was activated, but now it’s coming in strong. He writes that he feels like an old man among all these kids, most of them not much older than Patrick. He writes about his conflicted feelings, how he wishes he were home but how he knows they’re doing good. “It’s only a few rotten eggs over here. They get all the news. The rest of the citizens, and that’s the majority by a long shot, are happy we’re here. Remember that just because you’re lycan doesn’t mean you’re a monster. Really remember that.”


  He writes that he hears small-arms fire on patrol and lycans baying outside the compound at night. He writes that a bomb exploded near the Humvee in which he was riding. The truck flipped twice, when it banked a hard right and rolled down an embankment, but somehow they got away with nothing but a few cuts and ringing ears. “Made my heart jump. Too many close calls for kids I’m responsible for. Stay safe, buddy. Love ya.”


  For this he has gone on leave as an assistant brewmaster at Anchor, where he spends much of his days in white coveralls, moving among the big-bellied copper vats, the clouds of yeasty steam, checking and double-checking on fermentation, hosing down tanks, dollying barrels, jotting down temperatures and yeast-cell concentrations in a notebook, giving the occasional tour for gangs of tourists wearing fanny packs and white sneakers. His hair smells of malt. He often talks about whole grains and oaken casks and in everyday conversation uses words like hydrometer, glycol, sparge paddle.


  There is so much to tell about his father, but before Patrick can piece together more than a few sentences, the door at the top of the landing creaks open and footsteps boom down the stairs and his voice dies away when he sees who it is—the redheaded girl, Malerie.


  He feels, then, a hole open up in his stomach through which all his blood seems to drain.


  She does not look at Patrick, not at first, but walks directly to Max and snakes an arm around his neck and kisses him loudly on the cheek. His face pinches and reddens. He shrugs off her arm and glances around, as though embarrassed by her affection. An electric guitar shrieks, the only sound in the room, until Max says to Patrick, “This is my girlfriend, Malerie.”


  It is only then that she looks at him—with a blank expression— and says, “Nice to meet you.” She raises her hand in a half wave, her fingernails as red as a stop sign.


  CHAPTER 14


  CLAIRE IS HERE. It hardly seems possible, after all this time, but the sign at the side of the road reads LA PINE, POPULATION 5,799. Its letters glow with the silvery light thrown by the full moon.


  She is here because of her father’s note, because an acronym on a stupid greeting card finally helped her read what he had written. She studied the constellations he sketched and jotted down the first letter of each. From this she built the words, Go to Miriam Ten Twenty Battle Creek Rd La Pine Oregon.


  No wisdom beyond that. No clue as to why, out of all the people in the world, he chose his sister, a woman who is more a blank-faced mystery than an aunt, who ten years ago was excised from the family for reasons not entirely clear, who might not even be at the address listed, and even if she is, might not want anything to do with Claire.


  She headed west, constantly studying her creased map, realizing sadly one afternoon that she had achieved her dream, making it more than five hundred miles from home. She caught rides with a lesbian couple driving a minivan with three pugs barking and snorting in the backseat, with a rancher with hay in his hair and heavy gloves and a tin of chewing tobacco on his dashboard. She slept on porches, in barns and sheds and campers, under pine boughs. She woke up one morning to hail and another to what sounded like hail but turned out to be a group of children clacking sticks together, pretending them into swords. “You’re dead, lycan monster,” one of them cried, slashing at his friend’s belly.


  When she couldn’t bum a ride, she walked. Sometimes during the day and sometimes at night, the night so monstrously dark in the Plains, its star-sprinkled blackness broken by the occasional red halo of light emitted by towns with names like Snakebite, Elkhorn. Always the wind blew, flapping her pants, ruffling the oily strands of hair that hang from beneath her wool cap.


  In a pole barn she found a workbench with a pegboard hanging from the wall behind it. Wrenches and screwdrivers and hammers and pliers surrounded two Craftsman toolboxes, one red, one black, with their lids thrown open. A set of socket wrenches. A ratchet. She picked up a few of the hammers, tested their weight, decided on a ball-peen with a rubber grip, and slid it into her backpack—and then her eyes paused on a pair of heavy-duty wire cutters.


  She flexed the fingers of her left hand. The tendons felt tight, the muscles tender and unfamiliar, but otherwise fine. She spent the next few minutes clumsily snipping through her homemade cast, and when it finally fell away, the skin beneath was as damp and pale as something drawn from a shell.


  She blows into her hand now, trying to warm it, her breath puffing between her fingers in short-lived clouds. The moon glows and casts a sickly light. Claire tries not to look at it. She hates it. She knows how ridiculous it is to hate a spinning ball of rock, but she does, she hates it, as someone can hate a flag tacked to a wall or a corporate logo emblazoned on a smokestack. It reminds her, like a grinning skull, of what she is.


  She has never taken Volpexx, has never had to, her doctor a sympathizer, a family friend who falsely reports their monthly blood tests. But she saw the drug’s effects in her friend Stacey, who sometimes seemed deadened, especially when the moon fattened, when the dosage was most potent. Her words slurred. Her posture hunched. Her skin appeared yellow except for the purplish half-moons beneath her eyes. She fell asleep in class, forgot her homework.


  Even unmedicated, Claire feels no desire to transform. And that’s what it’s about, desire. Letting go, they call it. Letting go, allowing the animal to take over, like an unleashed id. Most can control the change, as you might anger or desire—choosing not to swing a fist, cop a feel—but when stressed or exhausted, when pushed too hard, overwhelmed by the weight of the world, not everyone can hold back, the animal rising unbidden, invading the body and mind. The moon makes it worse. The lunar effect, they call it, for the spike in robberies, suicides, murders, births, car accidents, transformations.


  The road is walled by pine trees. Her footsteps, following the white line that edges the asphalt, are the only sound. At the edge of town she passes a Burger King, its sign glowing, its windows dark. In observance of the full-moon Sabbath, restaurants close; only vital services remain open. Hotels, hospitals, police. Gas stations. The red star of a Texaco blazes up ahead, and a few minutes later, when she walks past the pumps, the fluorescent lights buzz above her like sick cicadas.


  The store is empty save for the man behind the counter. Thirties. Hollow eyed. Mossy goatee hanging as low as the crucifix flashing around his neck. She asks if he knows where to find Battle Creek Road. He says he’s never heard of it. She asks if he has a smart phone she could borrow and he says if he could afford a smart phone he wouldn’t be working the late shift at the Texaco.


  Outside, a semi idles at the diesel island. She can barely make out the shape of the driver, a shadow darker than the rest inside the cab, but she knows he is watching her. She can feel it. Her skin tightens. The red tip of a cigarette glows in the cab and the semi seems to expel its smoke in the exhaust rising from the bullhorn pipes. The steel trailer behind the cab is pocked with air vents. Sheep on their way to slaughter. She can hear their panicked bleating, can see here and there a bulging eye, a damp black snout.


  Another quarter mile and a sidewalk and streetlamps appear. She hurries between their cones of light. Three cars are parked at the AmericInn and she guesses the purple Datsun belongs to the night clerk, a woman with dream-catcher earrings and a coal-black dye job that doesn’t match her wrinkled face. Claire tries to keep her voice calm, even when the woman looks around as if for another customer and asks if Claire plans to get a room or what, then sighs heavily when the answer is no. But Claire doesn’t move and the woman at last gives in and taps the address into Google Maps and says, “Battle Creek?”


  “Yes.”


  “Not Battle River?”


  “The note says Battle Creek.”


  “Got nothing for Battle Creek, but I got Battle River. Ten-twenty Battle River.” Her throat is corroded, her breath smelling like the ghosts of a thousand dead cigarettes. “South of town a ways. Then west. You got a ways to go. Five miles at least.” She clicks the mouse and the printer hums and spits out a piece of paper bearing a map in gray scale. “Hope you find what you’re looking for.”


  

  She follows Highway 97 south of town. Streetlights vanish. Houses appear less and less frequently, islands of light set back in the woods. Now and then the trees break and she can make out the white glowing jawline of the Cascade Mountains. Every time she passes a
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