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PART ONE: FLIGHT


Chapter 1

The motel room was on the rear, more private side of the building. Not that Douglas Sands expected prying eyes on this godforsaken stretch of Route 27. Having lived most of his adult life in Iron Rapids, he tended to forget what lay beyond the perimeter highway, namely the nether regions of rural Michigan: snow-covered fields with stiff, brown stalks of grass, stretching into the haze; frozen lakes; dairy farms, fields empty, the cows at this point in the early morning probably hooked up to behemoth milking equipment. Except for the occasional rumbling passage of semis on the highway, on the other side of the motel, the world was asleep.

Sands wished that he were. He wished that he could wake up to find that everything that had happened over the past several weeks was nothing more than a long, disturbing, torturous nightmare.

“Any time you’re ready, Pete Sampras,” Clarence said to Douglas, slamming the car door behind him.

Clarence and John, holding Julia under the arms and knees, hustled her into the motel room. John had already unlocked the door so they wouldn’t have to putz around in the parking lot with a limp body while they fumbled with the key.

Sands had trouble bringing the past and present into proper focus. Half of his face was cold to the point of numb; he’d been sleeping with his cheek pressed against the window. The other half, he wished were numb; the entire left side of his head throbbed, and blood trickled from beneath the saturated bandage just below his eye. His clothes were stiff and reeked of sewage, but a fouler, more insidious stench clung to the inside of his nostrils, mouth, and throat: the pungent odor of death, decay, corruption of that which was natural and right.

Standing up out of the car, sharp pain assailed Sands’ abdomen and back, muscles still tender from recent spasms. Surreal flickers of light danced before his eyes. His knees threatened to buckle until he reached out and steadied himself against the hood of the car. Heat radiated from the metal, but tiny flakes of snow were landing on his face; the incongruity panicked him for an instant—nothing made sense anymore, nothing was like it should be, like it was before. He sucked in a cold breath. The anxiety receded, slowly, and not far.

The wind was pushing his hair over his face. When was the last time he’d gotten a haircut? he tried to remember. The idea seemed strangely absurd: walking into a business and paying someone to cut his hair; it was part of the old world, of normal life, which no longer existed. Not for him. He needed to look respectable why? To keep his boss happy? His wife? Sands heard the caustic bark that was him laughing. He leaned over the rapidly cooling hood and sucked in more cold air, fighting down the nausea gaining strength in his gut. He began to shiver from the wind. At least the wind was just wind—not a voice, not a little boy calling out to his father. After a moment, Sands staggered into the hotel room.

“Yo, Pete Sampras, shut the damn door,” Clarence told him.

“Stop calling me that,” Sands said. He closed the door and locked it.

The heat inside the dingy room was stifling. John Hetger had stripped Julia to the waist and was swabbing iodine on the stab wound above her left breast. Lying there on one of the beds, unconscious, with her mouth slack, she looked much older than her frumpy mid-thirties; she looked tired, pale, half dead. With both hands, Hetger pressed down on her and put his ear near her chest, listening for air escaping from the wound. After doing this three times, he seemed satisfied, though his expression remained grim. The cleft in his chin seemed deeper somehow when he concentrated so intently. Clarence was in the bathroom soaking the white motel towels in hot water. One at a time, he wrung them out with his strong, dark hands, and brought the towels to Hetger.

Still walking unsteadily, Sands made his way to the bathroom. He shoved past Clarence, who was coming out with another towel.

“Damn,” said Clarence. “You look green as…”

Sands dropped to his knees and threw up into the toilet. There was hardly anything left in his stomach after having vomited in the sewer earlier. Even so, the stinging bile, dripping from his mouth and nose, served to purge most of the taste of death.

“That would explain it,” Clarence said, shaking his head and tsking. “And you make a mess, you clean it up. I ain’t touchin’ your—”

“Clarence,” Hetger said, “give him a break.”

Sands rested his face against the cool porcelain. He stayed like that, trying to ignore the renewed pain in his back and stomach, as Clarence soaked the last of the towels and then took a seat in the room. By the time Sands managed to climb back to his feet and leave the bathroom, Hetger had covered Julia with several blankets and elevated her feet with the pillows from the other bed, the bed onto which Sands now crawled and then sprawled in exhaustion.

“How is she?” he asked.

“Could be better,” John answered. “Could be a lot better, but could be a lot worse, I guess. I’m not a doctor, but I don’t think her lung was punctured. I think when that thing stabbed her, it hit bone, maybe the edge of her sternum, or a rib. Too low for her clavicle. If it had gotten her lung—or heart, of course—she’d probably be dead by now.”

When that thing stabbed her… Sands tried to block the images those words evoked. He had been right there in the tunnel when the monster had stabbed Julia—with a bone, a rib…a rib it had just pulled out of Jason’s chest.

“Shouldn’t we get her to a hospital?”

“Too many questions,” Hetger said, shaking his head. “With the explosion in the sewers and the break-in at Ms. Vinn’s apartment, the police might have put two and two together. My hope is that when she regains consciousness, she’ll be able to—”

“To heal herself,” Sands cut him off. “Like she healed me, when I was at Albert’s house.” Hetger nodded. “And you’re willing to risk her life on that hope?” Sands asked incredulously, growing indignant. “When she regains consciousness—if she regains consciousness…”

“There are too many risks at the hospital, Douglas,” said Hetger, remaining infuriatingly calm. “It’s a chance we all have to take. You need to understand that, if you’re going to stay with us.”

“You’ve got it all figured out, don’t you?” Sands said, unable to block out any longer the fury of his wrecked life, his wrecked marriage, of all the pain he had endured. “So why is Jason dead? And Julia might be dying. And Albert—”

“Hold it right there, you,” Clarence snapped, pointing and leaning forward in his chair. He’d shed his jacket, and his arms and chest practically bulged through his shirt. His eyes were dark and angry. “You’re the one who got Albert killed.”

“Clarence,” John said evenly with a raised hand. “It’s all right to talk about these things. This is all new to Douglas. It takes some getting used to.”

“Getting used to?” Sands repeated, not believing his ears. “People are getting killed left and right around here, and you want me to get used to it?”

“You know,” Clarence continued, “we have been doing you a favor. We have been watching over your wife, and your girlfriend—while you were busy gettin’ Albert killed.”

“Douglas,” said John, still not raising his voice, “we learn more every night. Sometimes the price is high. Last night’s lessons…the price was high. Too high.”

“You’re damn right,” Sands said. “We never should have gone down those—”

“You were the dumbass blabbing all over the line that we had to kill the thing!” Clarence yelled, exploding from his seat. “So which is it? Kill it, or not go down after it? You can’t have it both ways.”

Sands opened his mouth, ready to respond with equal vehemence, when he realized to his shock and horror that Clarence was right. But realizing and admitting were not the same thing at all. “I…I don’t need this crap,” he said, overcoming his stumble. “I thought you guys knew what you were doing. I thought—”

“And another thing,” Clarence went on, still fuming, jabbing his finger at the air in Sands’ direction, “you are not the victim here. You need to get that through your skull.”

“Why don’t you shut the hell up?” Sands said. “There’s nothing you have to say that I want to hear.” He was too worked up to consider whether it was wise to speak that way to somebody who carried around a sawed-off shotgun and grenades.

“Douglas—” Hetger said.

“Don’t you try to soothe me, John,” Sands insisted. “And don’t think that I’m going to stick around with you and your band of merry men. My problem is taken care of—that vampire is dead. Dead for good. Burned up and blown all to hell. I don’t have to throw away my whole life. I’m not going to.” As he said the words, he suddenly thought that it might be true: He could go back to Iron Rapids now; he could patch things up with Faye and try to make a real go of their marriage.

“You want to walk out of that door?” Clarence asked him defiantly. “You want to walk down the street with nobody to watch your back? You go right ahead. We’ll see how long you last. Get yourself killed, instead of us. Suits me just fine.”

Sands was up from the bed now, trembling with rage. “You think I won’t? You think I can’t?”

Clarence stepped closer—then past him, to the door, and opened it. “There you go, Mr. Got-All-the-Answers. Good luck to you, and don’t forget to write.”

Sands felt a hand on his shoulder—Hetger’s, firm, steady. “Clarence,” John said, “close the door.”

“What the bloody hell…?” came a new voice, weak, strained. All three men looked to Julia. She grimaced and bit her lower lip as she tried to take a deep breath. “Can’t a girl get some sleep around here without…?” She waved her hand vaguely but didn’t have the strength to finish her thought.

“Of course you can,” said John, quickly at her side.

Clarence, scowling, shut the door. Sands, like Julia, felt his strength ebbing. By necessity as much as by choice, he sat back down on the second bed.

“We all need some sleep,” Hetger said, relieved that Julia had regained consciousness.

Struggling to keep her eyes open, she looked around the room. “Did we…did we get it?”

“We did,” Hetger said. “We got it.”

Julia peered at them as if she were trying to see through the dark. “Jason…?”

“You need to sleep,” John said quietly, smoothing her hair with his fingers. “Just sleep.”

Julia nodded once and then closed her eyes. Watching her slip beyond consciousness again, Sands felt that he was being dragged with her. Gingerly, he lay back on the bed. Where are the damn pillows? he wondered, then remembered that they were propping up Julia’s feet. Hetger had been afraid she was going into shock. The bed vibrated slightly as a semi roared down Route 27. And then Sands was asleep.


Chapter 2

Riding in Mr. Robesin’s car—Floyd’s car—makes me uncomfortable as hell. It makes my skin crawl. It reminds me of the worst time in my life. I stare straight ahead at the patches of asphalt moving through the beams of the headlights. The road is a black river, no lines painted this far out in the sticks. I remember the stink of bubbling tar, a hundred times worse than burning rubber. I picture the hardtop beneath us turning liquid, swallowing the car, seeping in around the window seals, through the vents, choking the life out of me. Maybe there were lines painted on the road. Maybe the road already swallowed them and left no trace. Maybe I’ll end up like some stupid dinosaur, nothing but a pile of bones at the bottom of a tar pit, waiting to be discovered however many thousand years from now.

I look out the side window—the passenger-side window, never at Floyd. The woods seem close enough that I could touch the nearest trees if I rolled down the glass. The branches almost meet overhead, like we’re driving through a tunnel. The trees, the tunnel walls, can only hide what’s out there in the dark. They can’t make it go away. They can’t make me forget. I hear the howls echoing off the moon. I remember the snarling only feet away, jaws strong as a bear trap snapping shut, tearing through flesh, crushing bone. I can still feel the blood splattering across my face.

“Are you too warm, Kaitlin?” Floyd asks. He sees me wiping my face.

I look at him despite myself—to spite myself, maybe. How many middle-aged white guys did I climb into a car with during my time in the city? I never would have guessed there could be so many, playing hooky from the wife and kids in the suburbs and cruising through the bad part of town looking for a young squeeze. Floyd could be any of them. He’s balding; he’s got the old, ugly glasses, desk-job gut and desk-job butt.

“I’m not too warm,” I mumble, but he’s already turning down the heat.

I thought he was like all the others when I met him. I assumed he must be. Why else would he help me—buy me groceries, give me a job—unless he wanted a little brown sugar? But maybe not. Frances at the office likes him well enough. But maybe she just doesn’t know. She hasn’t been where I have. She hasn’t seen the men that I have. Maybe this whole lame excuse of Floyd’s wife wanting to have me over for dinner is just a ploy, a lie he made up to get me alone.

I’ve just finished thinking that when he pulls into his driveway. There’s a lamp post by the garage, and the porch light is on too. The darkness of the forest seems impossibly far away, but it’s still there, always there, waiting. I see faces ruffling the curtains, trying to get a good look. Two little girls. Then they’re gone, and only the swaying curtains are left. I feel like an asshole for being suspicious of Floyd. I want people to accept me. Why can’t I accept them?

Or maybe Floyd and his wife want something really kinky.

We go inside. The kids don’t come out right away. They’re shy. I can hear them giggling in the other room. Anne says hi from the kitchen, says she’ll be right with us. Floyd takes my coat for me and hangs it up. The place is nice—not showy nice, comfortable. Not that different from my home growing up. The kids could have been me and my brother—a few years before I ran away. Floyd is burbling about the red wine stain on the carpet, and the front hallway needing painting. I’m thinking about how much of a dump my place is. Even so, it’s mine, and I can hold on to that. Floyd doesn’t mean it as a criticism of my place; he’s just nervous and trying to think of something to talk about. A lot of those white men in the city were nervous too—the ones that weren’t mean, the ones that felt guilty. Does Floyd feel guilty about something?

Anne comes out of the kitchen—and my jaw about hits the floor. She’s a beautiful black woman, just a few inches taller than me if not for the clogs she’s wearing. She doesn’t look like she’s been cooking; she looks like she just got back from the office, in her tan vest and pants suit. She’s wearing a funky fish necklace, and lipstick that accents her deep almond eyes. I feel like a slob: boots and torn jeans, hair doing whatever the hell it wants. But she doesn’t seem to notice. The girls are braver now that mama’s in the room. They’re lighter skinned than she is, a smooth, perfect chocolate. I look at Floyd, dumpy and out of shape. He’s nice and all, but how did he get this gorgeous woman? How did he make these beautiful girls?

“This is Jenna,” Anne says. “She’s fourteen. And this is Melissa.”

“Mel,” says the younger girl. “I’m eleven. How old are you?”

“Melissa,” says Anne, mildly scolding. “That’s not polite.”

“You told her how old Jenna is,” Mel insists.

“It’s okay,” I tell them. “I don’t mind.” I kneel down and straighten Mel’s collar. “I’m twenty-three.” The girls nod, impressed by what to them must seem an age so distant in the future as to be unattainable. Mel is still very much a little girl. Jenna, give her a year or two and boys will be knocking down the door. She’ll have all the attention she wants, and then some, probably. I wish I could save her from that. From the probing stares, the pawing hands. Without meaning to, I start to tear up. I stand, look away from the girls, pretend to look at the pictures on the walls.

I want to say something, to tell them what a great place they have here, really nice. But I don’t think I can keep my voice from trembling, so I just swallow and stand there blinking back the damn tears.

“Dinner’s not quite ready,” Anne says. “Girls, why don’t you take Kaitlin in the den.”

Floyd comes along too, of course. Anne has everything under control in the kitchen. We sit down and he clicks off the TV. How long has it been since I’ve watched TV? Literally years. I almost ask him to turn it back on, but that wouldn’t be polite, and the girls are watching me. The den, unlike any part of my house, is so warm. It has carpet and furniture. I remember the days when that sort of thing didn’t seem at all unusual to me. So long ago. That was part of the normal world, the mundane world. I think of the man who might or might not be waiting for me when I go home. There’s nothing normal about him. He’s part of that other world, the one I don’t seem able to claw my way out of. Would anything be different if I painted my house, if I had carpet and furniture and a TV and heat? Would that change anything? Or would I still see dead people walking, ghosts, monsters?

Floyd is making conversation. The girls are joining in, waiting for me to say something, but I’m not any good at pretending I’m normal. I’m so out of practice. I needed a few years to get a grip on my sanity, and I’m only just starting to crawl back out of that deep hole. I see Jenna and think again of who she’ll be in a few years, of what she’ll go through, of what I’ve been through. I try to smile at her, but it doesn’t feel right. I look at Mel. She’s watching me like a hawk; kids aren’t shy about that kind of thing.

“I like your braids,” I tell her. It’s true, and I manage the compliment easily enough.

“I can do yours,” she says, excited. “It’s long enough.”

I don’t know what to say. She’s just a little girl, but I can’t seem to answer. I’m embarrassed again about how scruffy I look.

“Dinner’s ready,” says Anne, coming into the room. “Melissa, don’t you be bothering Kaitlin.”

“After dinner,” Mel says. “I can braid it for you after dinner.”

I nod. I find a smile; it feels a little better this time. Jenna and Mel laugh. I laugh with them.


Chapter 3

The next stone wouldn’t budge. Black Rindle wrapped his fingers around it and pulled. His arms and shoulders and back burned, but the stone would not move. The strength of his rage-form would have made quick work of the wall, the shrine; he refrained from that expediency, however. This task was one not of rage, but of penance.

Black Rindle was not alone; the others watched from nearby, but he refused their help. The Sept of the Wailing Glade was little more than a pack now. He was alpha of the pack, and thereby, by default, grand elder of the sept. This responsibility was his and his alone. They watched him—their hunched, deformed leader—with varying degrees of shame, bewilderment, resentment: Claudia Stands Firm, warder of the caern, klaive hanging from her belt, she who had supported Black Rindle when no other would; Cynthia Slack Ear, tribal sister to Claudia but friend and lover of another; Shreds Birch, a Red Talon who would have gutted Black Rindle if given the chance, she now rested back to lupine back with Cynthia; and Barks-at-Shadows, moon-calf rejected by his inbred brethren, he seemed physically pained with each stone Black Rindle removed from the wall.

“Why?” Barks-at-Shadows asked sullenly, like an aggrieved youth. “Why must you destroy it? This makes no sense.”

Black Rindle paused in his labor, not overly displeased to do so. But it was Claudia Stands Firm who spoke: “We must atone for our failures, moon-calf.” Her words were strangely gentle; from her lips, even the pejorative moon-calf carried no sting, was not mocking as it often was from others, as it often had been from Black Rindle.

“But Water Snake has always been with us,” Barks-at-Shadows insisted.

The new alpha, speaking firmly, without hint of either condescension or coddling, addressed his answer to all of the pack; they all must understand: “This is no shrine I destroy,” he said. “Nothing of spirit remains. It is only a pile of stones. Water Snake has already left us. When my mother died, the spirit departed as well. None remained who were worthy of its protection.” Black Rindle looked down at the curving wall that resembled a snake slithering from the bank into the stream. His mother, Galia Rainchild, had built the wall; she had infused the shrine with the servant spirit of Uktena.

“Owl, too, has left us,” Black Rindle said. “Wisdom has long been absent here. I am as guilty as any. We have closed our eyes to the corruption spreading through the land.”

“But why destroy the shrine…the wall?” Barks-at-Shadows wanted to know. “Don’t we want Water Snake to come back?”

“If Water Snake or Owl or any spirit is to return,” Black Rindle said, “it must be because of our faithfulness, not that of those who have gone before…those who have died.” He fought down the lump in his throat. To speak of his mother that way, to face that she was gone, still caused him pain. “We must purify ourselves, and then we must purify the caern. Only then will we be worthy of spirit guardians. But first,” he said, turning away from the Garou, away from his people and back to the stones arranged by his own dead mother, “first I must finish this.”

He lifted the stone that had resisted him, removed it from the pattern of the snake, and rolled it down the bank into the stream, where it came to rest, partially submerged. Black Rindle pulled away another stone, and another, scattering them into the woods, into the stream. Several times, he scraped his cold fingers raw, but the abrasions healed as quickly as his blood could rise to the surface. Determined to ignore his burning muscles, he fell into a rhythm, and like a convict chained and busy at hard labor, he took up the words of a chant, if only within his mind:

These are my people.

This is my caern.

I will see to their safety.

They will come to no harm.

These are my people….

Gradually, as the night grew colder and darker, what had been the shrine to Water Snake grew lower, shorter, its physical integrity increasingly corresponding to the defunct spiritual component of the shrine.

These are my people.

This is my caern….

Through it all, and despite his mantra, however, Black Rindle was not able to achieve the unanimity of mind he desired. Though his body ached and his spirit was consumed by the plight of his sept, distracting thoughts, however long he managed to keep them submerged, consistently returned to dog him.

You must forgive the past and look to the future. I impart to you that gift. Those were the words that the spirit wolf, with his patchwork coat, had spoken to Black Rindle. Some gift, he scoffed inwardly. Although he had to admit that the dream ugly Meneghwo had brought had helped Black Rindle overcome his hatred, his resentment. He had not bested his own father and become alpha out of a sense of malice, but rather to fulfill the caern’s need. But when resentment had been a way of life unto itself, could mere admonition change that?

The future. Though he had been an exile, Black Rindle’s future now lay with his people, his caern. Just a night ago, he had hoped that it would lie in a different direction. With each stone that he took from the wall, despite his internal mantra and his striving to achieve single-mindedness, he thought of the girl, the human—and resentment flowed more swiftly than the stream at his feet. How dare she reject him after he had saved her life?

Let it go, he told himself. Look to the future.

These are my people….

But not only had she rejected him, she’d gone back to that place, the incinerator, after he’d shown her the obvious Wyrm-taint. That had nothing to do with personal feelings; there was nothing petty about the magnitude of that betrayal. Perhaps she had been right to reject him—after all, if she’d gone away with him, he never would have come back to the caern, never would have faced his father and taken leadership of the sept—but to go back to that defiled place, the source of the corruption spreading through the land, how could he forgive that? Yes, she was human, despite whatever strange affinity allowed her to see the Garou for what they were and to avoid the madness of terror which that knowledge should have struck in her heart. No, she was not Garou. But he had shown her the corruption. And yet she had gone back.

So I must go back to her, Black Rindle thought. If she is tainted, knowing what she does about us, about our caern…

These are my people.

This is my caern….

From the wall, he lifted another cold stone, raised it in both hands over his head, launched it into the stream. If she is tainted, then I must destroy her.

Behind Black Rindle, Shreds Birch raised her face to heavens and howled a low, mournful note to Luna. Cynthia joined her friend. In turn, Claudia Stands Firm and then Barks-at-Shadows dropped to all fours, took on the aspect of lupus, and joined their howls to the chorus. They mourned the past of the sept, the ways that they had known, the ways that must now change so that they might faithfully serve Gaia. Black Rindle looked upon the wreckage of the shrine. Still a low wall remained, a collection of stones, the handiwork of his mother. It was enough.

Look to the future, he thought, as his body changed and he stood as a great dire wolf, back bent with deformity, eyes cast to the ground. He would look to the future as soon as the wrongs of the past were avenged.


Chapter 4

The ride back home is not as bad as the earlier ride. The road is just a road now. The warmth and security of Floyd’s family carries over to the car. I don’t think of him as another of those middle-aged white men, another john who I have to put up with for an hour so I can afford my next fix. Now he’s Floyd, Anne’s husband, and Mel’s and Jenna’s father. He’s a bit on the goofy side, but harmless. Part of me says not to give in so easily, not to trust him. But it feels so good—not to be afraid. I can’t remember the last time I felt that. I can’t think about it, or I’ll cry again. I turn on the radio, go through all the stations. Nothing but country and oldies, but just to hear it, to hear anything after so long…

My hair is braided. There were a few times when I thought Mel might snatch me bald-headed, but aside from those, it felt so good to have somebody else doing my hair. I’d forgotten it was like that. Fewer tangles and she might have put me to sleep. I like the finished product. I almost didn’t recognize myself in the mirror when she was done. For a long time now, my hair has been pretty wild—more wild than pretty—but now it’s in lots of skinny rows, each with a red or purple tie on the end. Mel had plastic beads too, but I think the clicking would have driven me crazy. Small steps.

I like Anne. She’s about fifteen years older than me—I didn’t ask, but Mel volunteered the information—but she didn’t talk down at me, didn’t make me feel like I need to get my act together. We just talked. There aren’t a lot of black folks in this part of the state, and I think she appreciated seeing a similarly complected face. Probably the girls liked that too. They must feel like they stick out among all the rural white kids around here—kind of how I feel whenever I go into town.

I think Floyd has to be okay to be with a woman as cool as Anne. But that other part of me still isn’t convinced. Would a wife know? How many of those respectable wives knew that their respectable husbands were seeing prostitutes on the side? Would Anne ever find out if Floyd tried to force himself on me—he’d have to use force, because I don’t do that crap anymore—and I refused? All she’d ever know was that I didn’t work out in the job, and it was time for a new girl at the office. How many girls have been there before me? No way to tell who you can trust.

Damn, I hate this. I want to trust Floyd, to like him. It’s been so long since…

But that’s what happens when you’ve seen a dead man lumbering down the street, blood and pus seeping from open wounds, skin peeling away from bone. He’s dead, damn it. And I know he’s dead. Maybe he even knows that he’s dead. But nobody else sees it. So many blind people. That’s how I know that you can’t trust what you see. Maybe I do see more than most people, but do I see everything? Do I see Floyd’s heart, his soul? He may not be the same as every other comfortable white man with a wad of cash and a hard-on—but he ain’t that different.

We’re almost back to my house now. We pass the little bar just down the road, no lights on, the window on the front door is boarded up. I try to pretend that the building doesn’t exist. There’s my house. What does Floyd think about it: that it’s a wreck, a firetrap, that it should be torn down?

“Thanks for coming over tonight, “ he says in that sincere way he has of saying everything. “I know Anne enjoyed meeting you, and the girls did too. I hope you didn’t mind—”

“I’ve gotta go,” I say. “Thanks for…thanks for everything.” I hop out of the car before he can say anything else, before he has a chance to ruin what I want him to be. I don’t give him a chance to ask himself in or feel me up. I only look back at the car once, and I see the light from the dashboard reflected in his glasses. He waits to leave until I open the front door and step inside. He backs out of the driveway and, just like that, he’s gone.

The house is quiet all around me. Cold, dark, empty. I look back to the driveway, where Floyd’s car was just a few seconds ago. How can I be such a bitch to him? He doesn’t deserve it. Then again, of all the crap that’s been dumped on me, how much did I deserve? Still, I should give the guy a break, even if it’s just so that he’ll invite me over again, and I can see Anne and the girls. Maybe that’s manipulative of me, but I refuse to feel guilty about it. I do what I can to get by.

I’m still standing by the door. The house seems unusually intimidating. My own house, damn it. Like the darkness, the wilderness, that I was able to forget about for a few hours has moved in here. It’s been waiting for me the whole time. I let my coat slip of my shoulders and fall to the floor. The sound of the nylon sliding down my arms and onto the hardwood floor breaks the quiet like shattering glass. I shuffle my feet—to hear the noise, to assure myself that I matter, to announce my presence. But there’s no one to announce it to. I would know. I would feel his breathing like now I feel the emptiness of the house. I said I wouldn’t leave this place, I’d run as far as I could run, so now I stay here alone. I can’t go on turning my back on the world. I needed to for a while, but it can’t go on forever. If only I could turn my back on that other world. As much as I want that, I want not to be alone right now.

I force myself to move, to inhabit my own house. Before I get to the stairs, I glance through the doorway to my right, into the front room, the one under my bedroom that gets the afternoon sun. Front room. That’s what I call it. In most people’s houses it would be the living room, or the parlor, or the den, or what the hell ever. There’d be furniture, a couch, a coffee table, maybe a TV, a lamp. Mine is empty except for dust, a couple of leaves against the far wall—they’ve been there for over a year.

I like the creak of the stairs under my feet, and the sound of the toilet flushing after I pee, water rushing through the pipes. I could take a bath—the pipes clank when I run the hot water—but I’m too tired. In my bedroom, the one part of this house I’ve really made my own, I step over the blanket on the floor. I imagine that I can see the bloodstains on it, but it’s too dark, I know. Even so, something is wrong. My bed, mattress, pillows, sheets, all are in tatters, shredded, torn, twisted, in total disarray. My breath catches in my throat. I can’t hear over the pulse pounding in my ears, but I strain to listen.

Could I have been wrong? Is he here after all? I force air into my lungs. I breathe the man-scent, the wolf-scent, that I’ve grown used to—the scent that brings equal parts comfort and fear. I stand frozen. The passage of time has little meaning when you’re so completely alone, but eventually I realize that, yes, I am alone. He is not here. I crawl into what’s left of my bed, without bothering to undress except for my boots, without ever having turned on a light.
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