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Prologue
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Do you remember your first date? The rush of excitement. The fumbling awkwardness. The way the boy bent down for a kiss, prompting your teeth to bite all the way through his cheek.

The blood. The ensuing faintness that progressed into a prehistoric vision. The visit to the emergency room. The awfulness when your father arrived to pick you up.

Okay, maybe my experience wasn’t precisely average. Normal is not my middle name.

“Olivia Nicole Hart!” my father raged as he took in the red streaks smearing my face and the wildness of my dilated pupils. His hand lashed out just shy of striking me, and that danger provided my inner monster permission to steal my body a second time.

Don’t touch us, she hissed, her voice raspy within the confines of my body. Then she leapt at him—I mean, I leapt at him. Sometimes it’s confusing when my body does things I don’t ask it to do.

But it was my manicured fingernails that scraped a long welt of red down the side of my father’s cheek and neck. It was my teeth that bared as if they intended to rip out his throat.

Blackness hovered around me, the vision attempting to pull me under before I could commit patricide. As if it wasn’t bad enough that I housed a monster, I lost my entire grasp on reality every time the beast came to call.

But my father was ready for me. “Get in the car,” he demanded, voice so cold my feet scurried to obey him. And, just like that, monster and vision both released their holds.

I shivered as I attempted to clean up their messes ten minutes later. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered as we drove out of the city. I’d used up half a box of Kleenexes wiping blood off my body, but I still felt like I’d been rolling around in offal. “I didn’t mean to.”

“The doctors warned us what would happen if you didn’t take your medicine.” My father—or Dr. Hart, as he preferred to be called—didn’t bother turning down the radio while he berated me. Didn’t take his eyes off the road as he pulled the hated pill bottle out of his pocket and tossed it into my lap.

It landed with the weight of lost potential. The promise of dulling the world to protect me from my own animal nature.

No, my monster growled. Starbursts flickered at the corners of my vision.

“Take two,” my father demanded.

I twisted off the lid and swallowed them dry.
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Fourteen years later....

“From the stunning renditions of horses in French and Spanish caves...” I started, only to pause as words drifted toward me from the fifth row of the audience at my Friday morning lecture.

“...walked out of the Peace Summit,” one student murmured, provoking a rustle of interest from those sitting nearby.

“Well, could you really blame them?” asked a young man who’d never once bothered to answer an in-class question. “I mean, our President acted like a hoodlum. He punched the guy. In the nose.”

Of all the times for current events to pop the collegiate bubble, I would have preferred it not to happen right before final exams during my first semester in a tenure-track job. Of course, I couldn’t really blame the kids for their lack of attention. I’d been so shaken by the news this morning that I’d forgotten my meds for the first time in months.

Still, I was supposed to be the authority figure here. “Excuse me,” I said, pushing my glasses up on my nose then glaring into the cluster of chattering students. “As fascinating as political drama might be, this course is focused on the past, not the present.”

“Then you focus, Dr. Oblivia,” a third student countered. “We don’t care about caves on the last day of the semester.”

The earlier whispers had been a minor annoyance, but this was outright insubordination. No wonder my pet raven—Adena—squawked her ire from the far corner of the room. She spread her wings as if preparing to protect me and I raised one finger in warning, holding my breath until the raven’s ruffled feathers smoothed back down and her attention wandered toward the clouds outside.

Of course, the backtalking student took advantage of my distraction to continue with her tirade. “This is a class, not a wander through a museum. Tell us what’s going to be on the test.”

Patricia Owens—congressman’s kid and troublemaker from head to toe—was spiky with amusement. She had classic good looks combined with edgy modern style, and she used the combination like a duelist’s sword. Now, rather than fading beneath my scowl as any right-minded twenty-two-year-old should have, she raised her eyebrows and glowered back.

No wonder the monster inside me surged awake the moment our gazes made contact. Images of teeth and blood and submissive students flooded my interior landscape, and I clenched my fists to push back the horror.

Clearing my throat, I used words rather than releasing my inner monster. “Ms. Owens,” I started. “If your sole interest lies with the test, please pick up a copy of the handout by the door on your way out and leave the rest of us in peace.”

Then I clicked to the next slide in my PowerPoint presentation, trying to ignore the way my vision tunneled even as a hum buzzed angrily through my mind. Here it came—part two of the craziness. First the monster, then the trance.

Clutching the podium, I whispered a silent rebuke to my brain chemistry: Not now. The department chair was just waiting to catch a slip in classroom protocol so he could write me up.

In desperation, I shot a glance at the ringleader of all my teaching problems. If she was sitting, the monster would subside and the vision would fade along with it....

Patricia had risen so she could sling a messenger bag across one shoulder. And that did it. The monster grabbed me. I’ll make her sit, it started.

No, wait, I countered, terrified by the way my muscles bunched without permission.

Then the trance responded by slapping us both into submission. The monster subsided and I fell backwards into the silence and the dark.

***
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OKAY, SO PERHAPS silence was a bit of an overstatement. Sunlight was obscured by overhanging earth and rock, so even the drip of distant water became as loud as a roaring school bus. My feet scraped against pebbles while my breath echoed in the enclosed chamber. And my hand moved without conscious volition to uncover a smoldering coal housed within a tallow-filled lamp.

Light emerged slowly as the body I inhabited fed moss into the minuscule fire. I was here, but not here. Present inside this woman, but unable to do anything other than watch her actions unfold.

The first time this had happened, I’d been terrified. A mere child, I’d thought myself transported into a nightmare and had spent the entire trance struggling to get back out again. Now, though, I was an adult obsessed with archaeology. I could do nothing to hasten my return to the modern world, so I relaxed and took in every wonderful vision as a many-thousand-year-old cave painting gradually flickered into life.

Red and black animals danced across the rock wall before me. Today it was horses, so many horses, with one big bison smack dab in the center. It looked similar to the French cave I’d visited on a research expedition one year earlier, but with different paintings covering the curved and irregular walls.

Even though I knew this experience was merely my imagination playing tricks on me, I began taking mental notes the way I always did. Perfect curves made the animals lifelike, overlapping legs gave the illusion of three dimensions....

Distantly, I knew that my living body would be catatonic and terrifying to my students back in the lecture hall. Distantly, I accepted the psychiatrists’ assessment that these visions were nothing more than a rehashing of materials I’d pored over and studied ever since becoming obsessed with archaeology as a kid.

I knew all this...yet I didn’t care what I was missing in the real world as I gazed greedily at images that both did and didn’t match current scientific knowledge. My hands were speckled with red ochre—the cave person’s favorite pigment. Words I didn’t understand tripped off the woman’s tongue. Then she sucked up a mouthful of paint in preparation for spitting it back out onto the rock face.

Meanwhile, her hand rose to clasp fingers around the eight-inch-long fang that had hung around her neck for as long as I’d been visiting. As always, this single jarring element pushed me out of the daydream. “Saber-tooth cats are from the Americas,” I protested. “This type of cave art was made in Europe.”

Only then did I realize I was speaking aloud, the cave flickering away as a bevy of worried students clustered around me. Meanwhile, tapping against my forehead, was the exact same tooth I’d worn a moment earlier, this time threaded onto a modern metal chain.

***
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“DR. BLACKBURN, ARE you alright?”

The name being spoken wasn’t mine, but I didn’t swivel to correct the speaker behind me. Instead, it was the silent man attached to the fang that snagged my attention and refused to let it go.

Unlike the body I’d recently inhabited, this tooth bearer was male instead of female. His features were craggy, his gaze so piercing it made me shiver despite the room’s sub-tropical heat. And was that a thin but very obvious scar completely encircling his neck?

Vaguely, I noted another stranger roughly the same age—early thirties—moving forward as if to assist me. This was the speaker, the one who was even now attempting to create a pocket of breathing space with me at its center. I appreciated the gesture and might have settled back into it if the chatter of surrounding students hadn’t spurred me into action.

“Do you think she’s okay?”

“What happened? I wasn’t looking...”

“Somebody call 911.”

Hospital visits never led in good directions. My father had lost faith in my ability to amount to anything after one memorable hospital visit. It wasn’t such a long shot to think the university might come to the same conclusion if my boss realized I popped three-times-a-day, maximum-dose anxiety meds to silence the voices in my head.

So I found my way to my feet and stepped away from the man who hovered above me. Then I raised my voice and regained control of the class.

“Nobody call 911,” I countered, forcing out a laugh that sounded like a mix between a pack-a-day smoker and the last gasp of an ailing hyena. “That embarrassing display of brain freeze was simply the result of low blood sugar. If you learn nothing else from my class, please write this down—always eat a complete breakfast before going to work.”

I think I actually saw someone recording my words of wisdom at the edge of the mob of students, so I didn’t blame the craggy-faced stranger for his snort. This was the most amusing part about being a professor. At my best, these students thought I was some combination of their mother and an all-knowing soothsayer. It was only when I assigned homework that certain students lost the rose-tinted glasses they usually perched on the bridge of their nose.

Right now, unfortunately, I was far from my best, and rose-tinted glasses were in short supply in the classroom. Which meant it was time to truncate the final lecture and send these students away with the handout I’d offered to the class’s least pleasant member a few moments before.

“It’s been a pleasure teaching all of you,” I lied. “Have a wonderful holiday. Grab a paper from the stack on your way out.”

I tensed, fully expecting some reaction to the bombshell waiting for them on those handouts. But I wasn’t prepared for the volume of Patricia’s shriek.

Neither, apparently, were the strangers in my classroom. Because even as Patricia bellowed her disapproval of the final exam changing into a five-page paper, the more ordinary of the two men yanked aside his suit jacket, hand landing on a pistol that gleamed dully from a holster beneath his armpit.
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Chapter 2
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“No, absolutely not!” Patricia proclaimed, waving the paper wildly in front of her face without taking in the fact that she was one step away from being menaced by a weapon.

“What is it?” This was Joe, my people-pleasing kid-genius. He paled as he scanned the handout someone thrust toward him. “Due Wednesday?” he groaned, no less horrified than Patricia was. “That doesn’t even give us time for interlibrary loan.”

I wanted to tell him that he didn’t need interlibrary loan—there were thousands of volumes in our own library and millions of articles in our online system. But I didn’t want to draw anyone’s attention to the armed intruder. Not when the ensuing panic might result in somebody getting shot.

Instead, I took a chance that I was reading the situation properly. I snapped my fingers at my inherited raven even as I dove into the scrum.

“You don’t understand...” one student started.

“Here, this is for you.” A bright red apple perfect enough to have graced a teacher’s desk in a comic strip was thrust into my hands.

“Thank you,” I told the blushing teenager, sliding past to lead the mass of youngsters like goslings toward the door.

Behind me, the rustle of wings was met by a grunt of annoyance. Ever since inheriting Adena from my predecessor, I’d spent my evenings training her to land on shoulders when commanded. Surely the stranger would find it hard to pull and fire a pistol when weighed down by a two-foot-tall bird.

Of course, a perching raven wouldn’t stop a determined gunman. But my gut said this wasn’t a school shooter. This was a man reacting to past trauma by drawing upon his only available resource.

Or so I hoped. I couldn’t hear whether or not the gun emerged from its holster. Instead, Patricia was nose-to-nose with me now, her piercing voice overwhelming all other sounds.

“You said there was going to be a test!” she snapped. “Multiple choice. Easy peasy. It’s on the syllabus!”

“No, it’s not,” I countered. “If you’ll check again, you’ll notice the line in question says ‘TBD.’”

Immediately, three students began pulling up evidence on their cell phones. “TBA, actually,” reported the most pedantic of my followers. In reaction, Patricia raised her claws in preparation for tearing out his eyes.

I didn’t think she was angry enough to follow through on her threat, but these were my students. I was responsible for their wellbeing. So I threw myself between Patricia and the object of her ire...only to thud up against a huge body that had gotten there first.

A minute ago, I’d been positive Craggy Face was standing on the far side of the lecture hall. I’d felt his eyes like icy fingers running up and down my spine.

But I must have been mistaken. Because the man in question was now gripping Patricia’s shoulders in a manner that was entirely platonic but nonetheless went against the department’s code of ethics. His face was even more terrifyingly intent than it had been when I woke from my vision, angry russeting making the scar around his neck stand out in stark relief.

I think he even growled, a rumble that sounded more animalistic than human. Patricia had chosen the wrong day to mess around.

Which is exactly when Dr. Dick Duncan, department chair and pain in my ass, chose to stroll down the hall toward us. His eyebrows rose as he took in the scene in my classroom, and I could see my job disappearing without a trace.

***
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HERE’S WHAT I’D LEARNED about Dick during the semester he’d been my de-facto manager:

His area of expertise was Roman archaeology but I was pretty sure he hadn’t bothered to so much as skim new literature during the preceding decade. “Archaeology is all old,” he’d told me when I pressed him on the issue. “There’s nothing new under the sun.”

As if that wasn’t bad enough, the wispy-haired stick-in-the-mud had set himself up as my mentor when I first entered the department. Then he’d quickly turned against me when it became apparent I knew more than he did about modern field techniques.

“You weren’t what he expected,” our department secretary Suzy had explained last week as she and I chatted around the water cooler. “He thought a newly minted PhD—especially one as young as you are—wouldn’t be up to speed until his retirement. Then he’d look like a hero for molding such a perfect professor as his replacement. The trouble is, you’re already better at this gig than Dick was in his prime. Now he’s starting to look like an idiot in front of the rest of the staff.”

Worries about his professional reputation aside, the department head possessed all the power in our relationship. And the expression on his face when he took in the circus-like ruckus in my classroom resembled nothing so much as anticipatory glee.

I took a deep breath and channeled my father. “Mr. Wolf, take your hands off that student,” I barked, making up a name on the spot that seemed to match Craggy Face better than the moniker I’d been using for him previously. “Ms. Owens, the paper is due next week, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. This should be an easy assignment after everything you’ve learned in my class.”

If Patricia had been a dog, her ears would have pinned back and her tail would have tucked in submission. She wasn’t used to being yelled at, and I felt a little bad for taking her to task.

The huffed laugh from “Mr. Wolf,” however, reminded me that Patricia and I weren’t the only ones present. So I addressed the rest of the students in a slightly warmer manner, reminding them that my usual office hours would be shaken up during exam week. “If you have any questions,” I finished, “please don’t hesitate to email or call me. You know I’m always willing to help.”

Then they were gone. My pupils, the department chair, and every single one of the handouts. I’d printed three extra papers and there’d been two absent students, so simple arithmetic suggested there should have been five handouts left on the table. But...

“I’m pretty sure Apple Kid took the last handful to build into a shrine.”

That was Mr. Wolf, still very much present as he pushed himself further than he properly should have into my personal space. His scent enfolded me, mossy and enticing, and my skin tingled as if I’d been stroked...or wanted to be.

Yes. Pet us, whispered the monster deep in my belly. Shaken by the feeling I wasn’t entirely in control of my own internal dialogue, I forced my eyes aside to take my first proper look at the second man.

The gun was gone. Adena perched on his shoulder like a pirate’s parrot. But he didn’t appear at all piratical. Instead, the stark black bird added to the stranger’s handsomeness to turn him into a fairy-tale prince in appearance, all blond hair and blue eyes.

“Ma’am, I apologize for earlier,” he started. “I can assure you, nothing like that will ever happen again.”

I nodded absently. I’d known he wasn’t really dangerous—my monster had somehow smelled it on his breath.

“Apology accepted,” I answered. But my attention kept returning, like a heat-seeking missile, to the man with the saber-tooth fang around his neck.

***
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“NOW YOU’LL TELL US where you went,” Mr. Wolf ordered, not bothering to turn his query into a question. His eyebrows were so dark they almost became a brow ridge when they V’ed downwards. But he was no Neanderthal. His eyes possessed the intensity of Homo sapiens sapiens and I got the distinct impression he was aware of the monster lurking beneath my skin.

Perhaps that’s why I started spitting out my secret. “I...the cave...” I answered without thinking, halting only when that familiar glimmer of disappointment rose behind his pupils.

Of course. Mentioning my visions wasn’t the way to assert my sanity.

Mad at myself for the slip, I turned to the other stranger as I tried to nudge them both out the door. “Can I help you? I assume you dropped by for a reason other than to draw a gun on my students?”

“That was a mistake, Dr. Blackburn,” Prince Charming started. Which is when I remembered he’d used my predecessor’s name the first time he’d spoken to me also.

These men didn’t want me. They wanted Dr. Frank Blackburn, who had died of a heart attack so close to the start of the semester that no one even bothered to clean out his office before I moved in. I’d inherited his classes, his bird, and apparently his problems in the form of these two intruders.

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” I said, hating the fact that my voice quavered slightly. The trouble was, Mr. Wolf—still silent—continued circling me like a turkey vulture homing in on a piece of choice roadkill. At the moment, he was behind my back...and being unable to see him made me so twitchy it was all I could do to meet the speaker’s eyes.

“You’re not F. Blackburn?” Prince Suddenly-Not-So-Charming snapped, mouth pursing.

“I’m O. Hart,” I countered. “Frank died in his sleep over the summer. I took his place....”

Oops. That was more information than they likely needed or wanted. Plus, I couldn’t hold myself still any longer, not when I could have sworn I felt hot breath drifting across the nape of my neck.

Whirling, I found myself face to face with the larger stranger. Or, rather, face to scar-encircling-his-neck.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]




“Then this isn’t yours.”

The words should have been a question, but they weren’t. Instead, they were a statement of ownership even as he slipped the silver chain that had recently been around his neck over my head.

The saber-tooth-cat fang tapped against my nose as it lowered from my forehead to my chin then continued its way downward. Calloused skin grazed my cheek as his hand retreated. And I couldn’t seem to stop my fingers from cupping the heavy artifact that seemed to burn through my sweater with borrowed heat.

“No, it’s not mine,” I answered, even though the fang felt right hanging there. Even though the weight around my neck seemed to lift me up rather than bowing me down.

The men on either side of me exchanged loaded glances. “She isn’t...” started Prince Charming.

“Doesn’t matter,” answered Mr. Wolf. Then, spearing me again with his unbreakable attention, he introduced both of them in rapid succession. “Claw.” This was himself. “Harry.” A thumb jab in the direction of the fairy-tale prince.

“Olivia,” I replied, somehow needing him to know my first name even though a second ago I’d been trying to rush him out the door.

“O-liv-ia,” he repeated, the word seductive and warm in his deep rumble. For a moment, we were suspended in the lull that followed. Then: “We need your help.”

Yes, anything. I wasn’t sure if that was me or the monster. But I somehow managed not to speak the words aloud.

As if responding to my caution, Claw raised his eyebrows at Harry. And the latter accepted the conversational ball as easily as he’d dropped it in the first place. “Ma’am, we work for the President.”

“Of the university?”

Adena cackled a throaty laugh at my confusion while Harry corrected me. “No. Of the nation. As you may have noticed, Jim Kelter...hasn’t been feeling quite himself.”

This made no sense. “I’m not a medical doctor,” I pointed out, although my gaze remained focused on Claw. “My PhD is in archaeology. I study cave paintings, ancient artifacts, and old bones.”

“Like this?” Claw’s finger almost grazed my breast as he tapped the fang he’d given me. But his motion was careful, calculated. Only air slid across my sweater to impact the underlying skin.

I shivered, knowing there was no point in explaining that a bone and a tooth were slightly different in molecular structure. No one would care about biochemistry when dealing with an erratic head of state.

“Yes,” I started. “But...”

“Then we need you.” Claw’s voice reverberated through my bones like the beat of a drum.

He smells like home, the monster inside me whispered, forcing my body to lean forward and inhale a deeper whiff of his woodsy scent.

And the monster’s mirroring of my own feelings slapped me back to reality. I couldn’t afford to be sidetracked by a sexual fancy that would send my mental health floundering.

Plus: “You look out for you,” my father was fond of saying. “Everyone else is doing the same.”

Our nation’s President had dozens—hundreds—of people on staff to ensure his well-being. I had myself...plus Adena when she felt like obeying my commands.

Rationally, I was making the right decision. So I wasn’t sure why it hurt so badly to deny Claw’s request.

“I’m afraid I can’t help,” I answered, snapping my fingers at the raven. She landed on my shoulder with the weight of disappointment, head swiveling to peer behind us as I strode out of the room.

***
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THERE WAS A STUDENT waiting for me in the hallway when I headed back to campus to deal with my inherited mess after a quick stop home to swallow my meds and toss the cat tooth into my kitchen junk drawer. Adena had also demanded a bite to eat, and I’d changed my shoes because my feet were killing me. To cut a long story short, by the time I rounded the corner and found the freckled class perfectionist waiting for me, I was running quite a bit behind.

He was bundled up against the winter chill, head bowed in a manner that promised our interlude wouldn’t be brief. Still, I smiled and welcomed him. “Joe.”

“I know this isn’t your office hours....” The sixteen-year-old freshman started apologizing the moment I came into view.

“Don’t worry about it.” I dug for my keys in my bag then took a look through the narrow office-door window as I fumbled with the lock. Inside, the piles of my predecessor’s jumbled-together stuff looked taller than when I’d left them. Great.

I was a slob at home, but I liked my workspace tidy. So it had been a bit of a shock when I’d arrived at my office a week ago to find the room full of unlabeled artifacts related to Blackburn’s specialty—the first humans to grace the North American continent. There were stacks of scientific journals by the hundred on the same topic. And, off in one corner, an odd mass of wires and chemicals must have had something to do with a hobby; it certainly made no sense to my archaeological eye.

Even Adena’s perch had been shunted out of the main thoroughfare. The raven cawed annoyance at leaving the center of attention, but she still fluttered off my shoulder and onto her wooden foothold as I ushered Joe inside.

“Tell me about your paper,” I nudged him. The freshman was brilliant, but he required a fair amount of hand-holding. I had a feeling by the time he achieved the age of the average freshman, he would have grown into his own skin.

That happy day was two years in the future however. So I ignored my to-do list and prepared to hold some metaphorical hands.

Sure enough, the flood gates opened as soon as I gave him the opportunity. “I was thinking of delving into Native American petroglyphs.” His eyes sparkled as he lost track of his surroundings and traversed more familiar terrain—the inside of his own head. “Subtopic: form constants and the possible use of hallucinogens. I’d like to track down modern shamans to interview, but I doubt I’ll have time to speak with more than one or two.”

He glared at me then, frustrated that I’d given him less than a week to compile his magnum opus. I swallowed my amusement as I replied. “You do realize that when I said you needed secondary sources, I was referring to scientific articles? This isn’t a dissertation, Joe. This is only 25% of your grade in one class.”

“Yes,” he started. “But the material merits—”

We both glanced up as someone tapped on my open door.

***
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OF COURSE. WHO ELSE. Dr. Dick Duncan, nemesis and boss, hovered there, smirking.

“Dick,” I greeted him, hating the fact that Joe’s slender shoulders cowered the moment the department chair glanced in his direction. A good professor lifted up her students. Dr. Duncan got a kick out of knocking them down.

“Ah, you’re speaking to the boy genius.” He laughed, displaying teeth that were far more perfect than you’d expect from a man of his generation. Word on the street was that they were all fake...just like his interest in his students. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

“No, I was going.” Joe, who would gladly have talked archaeology for at least another half hour, stuffed his notebook in his bag so rapidly the pages bent over. Then he slid through the gap between Dick and the door jamb, the other professor not doing him the courtesy of coming inside to widen the space.

“Well?” I asked after the thuds of Joe’s footsteps had receded. I’d need to check on the boy later if I didn’t want a repeat of his first reaction paper, a one-paragraph assignment that he’d handed in two weeks late and twenty pages long.

“Just making sure you’re doing your job,” Dick answered, apparently ignorant of the irony of the situation. Then he wandered away without saying anything further, acting for all the world as if he’d had no purpose in entering other than hazing the young.

Frustrated, I stared after my boss for one long moment. Was this really the leadership the university wanted heading up our department? Unfortunately, as the youngest professor on the totem pole, there was nothing I could do about it. So I dismissed the annoyance and instead dove into the office-cleaning project I’d avoided for far too long.

I’m not sure when the hallway grew quiet, the last faculty members and students filtering away to their homes and dormitories. I just knew that when the last of Blackburn’s papers were picked through and separated into piles—photocopies to be discarded, notes to be filed, materials to be returned to the university library—the view outside my window had darkened into night.

I hadn’t meant to be here so late on the final day of the semester, and I could tell Adena was antsy after sitting on her perch for so long. I’d get her an egg out of the department refrigerator to tide her over and do just a little more filing. Then I’d find my way home....

But when I padded down the hall toward the main entrance, the sound of fingers clacking on a keyboard emerged out of the darkness. Past the entrance and down the corridor, now I was following a rectangle of light that spilled out into the hall.

The department office. Who would be inside at this hour? Poking my head around the corner cautiously, I wasn’t sure what I expected to see. But it certainly wasn’t the plump, middle-aged secretary bowed over her laptop with the intensity of a predator on the hunt.

“Hello,” I said, then jumped as Suzy slammed down the lid with all the force of a teenager caught watching pornography.

“Oh! Hello.” Her face was flushed, her eyes glassy. What exactly did she get up to in her office after dark?

“I just came by to grab a snack for Adena,” I said vaguely, motioning at the bird on my shoulder. “But I can take her home to feed her. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You’re not interrupting anything. I was just leaving. Here, let me get it for you.”

Despite Suzy’s more usual cadence, I hesitated in the doorway, not wanting to deal with further problems. After all, I could feel the monster coiled inside me, napping lightly after her exertions earlier in the day.

But Adena possessed none of my reservations. Flying off my shoulder, the raven landed on Suzy’s arm then began picking at the older woman’s shiny bracelets.

And Suzy reacted the way she always did. “What a charmer,” she cooed, scratching Adena’s neck once before opening the refrigerator door and pulling out one of the raw eggs she kept inside for my raven. But she didn’t offer to chat. Instead, she ejected me, locking up her office and trotting alongside as we headed down the hall.

“You should be careful going home,” she warned. “The students tell me there’s a big, black dog wandering around that scared a freshman out of her panties.”

There were always crazy stories on a college campus, so I shrugged off the unlikelihood of panty-dropping beasts. “You be careful too,” I answered vaguely. Then I froze, Adena’s egg slipping through my fingers, as I took in the jumble of white papers spread across what should have been a pristine, empty floor in front of my office door.
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Chapter 4
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Adena clacked her beak together beside my ear, as alarmed as I was by the disarray that hadn’t been present when we’d passed through this same stretch of hallway ten minutes earlier. “Call Security,” I demanded, pulling rank on Suzy for her own benefit. The department secretary was smart and intrepid; I could just imagine her trying to take on a burglar using nothing other than her purse.

Unfortunately, Suzy’s mama-bear instincts transcended office hierarchy. And she wasn’t just armed with her purse—a can of pepper spray materialized in her hands one second before she sidestepped me and sprinted down the hall.

Well, if she was going to Nancy Drew it, then I couldn’t be tentative. I grabbed my keys and stuffed them like claws between my fisted fingers, the monster’s voice consuming my body as well as my mind.

Ready. Our head turned without me willing it to, scanning the hallway as we caught up with Suzy. The lights grew brighter, sounds louder. We’re ready, the monster repeated.

But both voice and makeshift weapon wound up being unnecessary since my office was devoid of human life.

“Who would do this?” Suzy demanded as we took in the shambles that used to be my office. The careful piles were now mixed together, Blackburn’s boxes of artifacts similarly spilled out and pawed through. Worst of all, several ancient objects had been broken in the process, fresh edges glinting where stones had split in half.

“The bigger question is why,” I answered, pondering my own query as I spoke it. Why take the time to ruin stones that weren’t even precious enough to have been catalogued? And if the perpetrator had managed to break into my locked office during the few minutes I’d been absent...might they have similar access to the department’s vault?

“What are you thinking?” Suzy prodded, struck by my silence as I pondered the devastation this burglar could wreak on the locked, climate-controlled room in the basement. The vault, unlike my office, was full of museum-quality, one-of-a-kind artifacts.

“I’m thinking...” I started, then caught myself rather than providing a full answer. Yes, despite the absurdity of risking my skin on the altar of inanimate objects, I was going to head downstairs to see what I could salvage. On the other hand, I wasn’t willing to draw Suzy into such a hare-brained attempt.

So I swayed slightly, finding it easy to fake faintness after so many real encounters with the weakness. “Would you mind making me a cup of tea with sugar?” I asked, keeping my voice tremulous. “Then call Security while you’re at it. I think I need to sit down for just a minute.”

“Of course, dear. Let me help you back to my office.” It was embarrassingly easy to get Suzy off the trail of sleuthing. Her hand on my arm was steadying, her warmth tangible despite the bulk of my sweater in between.

“No, here’s okay.” I took a step into the room, leaving Suzy’s warmth behind me. “If you don’t mind, I need a minute....”

My voice cracked and Suzy bustled into action. “I’ll be right back,” she promised, rushing down the hall away from me.

And the moment she turned the corner, I headed in the opposite direction toward the stairs.

***
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I CONSIDERED LEAVING Adena behind also. But the bird was more likely to create a ruckus if I left her than if I carried her along with me. Plus, she’d once nipped Dick’s nose when he got too close to my personal space. The raven might prove an asset if there was a fight.

So I padded down the hall with the bird on my shoulder, pondering the weaknesses of the vault I intended to protect. It was more of a walk-in laboratory than a household safe, akin to what you might find in a museum. There were shelves and drawers and an airlock feature intended to dehumidify the room once researchers left.

“Don’t forget to check your email—we change the code once a month,” Suzy had warned me during the facility tour precipitated by my arrival in the department a few months earlier. “And don’t push this button with anyone inside either. It locks the door for at least thirty minutes while the air inside is climate-controlled. If you get stuck, you’ll just have to wait it out.”

If the person who’d rifled through my office had access to the passcode, he could be inside now, stealing artifacts that might otherwise change the face of science. There was a Roman shield in there that a colleague suspected dated to a millennium earlier than similar findings. An array of Asian pottery that could rewrite our understanding of ceramics’ birthplace. Dozens of similar artifacts gracing the extensive shelves.

Of course, each important artifact was locked within a case inside the vault chamber. Assuming the thief didn’t have a way to cart large cases off to be opened later, I really could have left the matter to Security.

But—ours, my monster muttered. And this time I agreed with her.

No, we wouldn’t wait for assistance that might or might not be forthcoming. I’d lock the thief in the vault and get him stuck in the dehumidifying cycle. Given the strength of the display cases, he likely couldn’t do much damage before Security arrived to cart him off.

I had second thoughts when I opened the stairwell door and stepped out into pitch darkness. Never mind that it was after hours, the lights in the hallway should have been on.

At the end of the hall, the open, fully lit vault door beckoned. A footstep, a hummed murmur. As suspected, the thief was busy inside.

I was halfway down the corridor when Adena—the traitor—opened her mouth and rasped out a greeting. Ignoring my frantic patting, she lifted off my shoulder and flew directly to the vault chamber as if drawn to the light.

I should have remembered that even though she hated Dick, the raven loved strangers. Fortunately, strangers were generally less thrilled at being greeted by a four-pound bird.

A male voice swore even though I couldn’t see him. From inside the vault, there emerged a rustle of wings and the susurration of dropped papers. So maybe Adena would be a distraction rather than a guard bird. I could work with that....

Reaching out, I tapped the first button on the keypad. Nine....

The resulting beep was as loud as a gunshot in the darkness. Fumbling to cover the speaker with my palm, I continued typing, hoping Adena’s cawing had covered up the noise.

Four. Eight....

I was seconds away from victory. But before I made contact with the final number, an arm looped around my neck, a torso slammed into my shoulders, and my glasses pressed hard against my nose as my face made contact with the wall.

***
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“WHERE IS IT?”

The grip on my neck was strong enough to cut off my breathing. Still, I struggled momentarily, flinching as fingers slid into my jeans pocket.

Keys, pen, and tape measure clattered as they hit the floor. But he didn’t release me, clearly uninterested in what had been uncovered thus far. And, despite my terror, I got stuck on that discrepancy.

The thief didn’t want my keys? The ones that fit into the artifact cases? “My wallet’s in the other pocket,” I gasped, unsure what else he might seek.

But he’d already passed over my wallet. Instead, his free hand slid up under my shirt, hesitating between my breasts like cold, slimy octopus appendages. I tensed, preparing for the inevitable. But the fingers were gone as quickly as they’d intruded, now patting over top of my clothes.

And maybe it was the adrenaline of thinking I was going to be molested as well as manhandled. Or maybe it was what it felt like—my body being taken over by the monster in my head. Whatever the reason, I used more strength than I thought possible as I threw myself sideways, hoping the shift of weight would make the mugger lose his grip.

His arm tightened around my neck, forcing my head back against his shoulder. I wheezed. Lights erupted behind my eyelids, suggesting that if I didn’t get a breath soon I was likely to pass out.

I’d pass out...and leave the department’s most precious artifacts unlocked and ready to be stolen.

Calm. Focus. The words emanated from the pesky monster, but she had a point this time. So I stilled my frantic attempts at breathing, purposefully holding my breath as I ran through potential avenues of escape.

Adena, darn the bird, was doing nothing. I could hear her inside the vault, probably chewing a pencil into splinters. I shouldn’t have counted on her for anything in the first place, and unfortunately my own experience was no more help.

Legs are his weakness, the monster whispered. Let me.

No way, I replied even as the pretty light show behind my eyelids began fading into gloomy dark spots. Regardless of the physical risk to my body, it felt twice as dangerous to relinquish control to the monster as it did to let myself pass out.

But she didn’t ask a second time. Instead, monster-like, she took.

One arm lashed backward low and hard, spurring my assailant to twist and protect his family jewels. Which gave us the opportunity we needed to drive our heel downward across his shin.

He howled. Released us.

I hit the final digit on the keypad in a frenzy. Dove inside. And yanked on the door.
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Chapter 5
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I was blinded by the glaring fluorescents inside the vault as I tried to slam the door closed behind me. Adena plowed into my shoulder, windmilling in an effort to stay erect.

Four fat fingers slipped into the gap between door and frame. I pulled against the handle with my full weight even as Adena buffeted me with her wings.

The man outside bellowed. The keypad beeped, complaining about the fact that the requested dehumidifying cycle had been delayed.

I really should have just yanked the door harder. What did I care if I broke a cat burglar’s hand in half?

But the protruding fingertips were turning purple. And, despite myself, I relaxed my grip.

Stupid, my monster noted. And she was right. Because rather than retreating, the mugger ripped open the door and bore down on us in a homicidal rage.

I couldn’t see his face behind the ski mask, but somehow I smelled his intentions. He wanted an object I’d yet to give him; that much was obvious. But now it seemed he also wanted me.

As one, the monster and I both bid for survival. I backpedaled desperately while she raised one hand with fingers spread as if intending to poke out our attacker’s eyes.

The combination, unfortunately, came across more like a drunk woman’s wavering than like any sort of self-defense maneuver. No wonder the mugger grabbed the neck of our shirt as easily as if we were a kitten. Raised us off our feet....

...Then paused as someone roared: “On the ground!”

It was the security guard, arriving sooner than expected. Unfortunately, he was too far away to make any difference in my survival now.

Still, the man hidden by the ski mask hesitated. From the top of his head—was she finally helping me or just escaping the tussle?—Adena cawed out commentary.

And maybe my raven’s presence made a difference. Or maybe reality intruded upon my opponent’s anger. Whatever the reason, the thief turned and sprinted in the opposite direction even as the aftermath of the monster’s actions consumed my brain.

Not now, I begged, clinging to reality. The danger was over. The monster had subsided of her own free will.

But the vision was adamant. We needed this rejuvenation. Already, I could smell the dank cave coolness. My future was predetermined.

Stumbling, I accepted the fact that I couldn’t fight the trance, but I could decide where to succumb to it. Falling apart in front of the security guard was not a viable option.

Instead, I half walked and half fell backwards. Retreating into the vault and slamming the door shut behind me, I finally relaxed and let the vision consume my world.

***
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I EXPECTED THE USUAL—A quiet reprieve, time to pull myself together. Instead, as the painter’s eyes opened in pitch darkness, adrenaline flooded our shared veins.

She’d been sleeping. I could feel the grit at the corners of her eyeballs. She’d been sleeping somewhere safe...then woke to the sound of a stranger creeping into her resting space.

In all my visits with this prehistoric woman, I’d never seen another human. Somehow, neither she nor I thought the intrusion was good news.

The clatter of a rock kicked by the unwary. An indrawn breath. A murmured explosion that, from its cadence, might have been a curse.

Despite my own wariness, the painter relaxed her shoulders and spoke a flow of syllables I couldn’t decipher. At the same time, she rose, pushing back furs so she could pat around the cave floor in the darkness. Was she looking for a weapon? If so, I thought she could have moved a little faster than that.

Somewhere not far distant, a young female voice answered. The conversation pattered back and forth between them, drawing the intruder forward. And I got the distinct impression it was the girl now, rather than the woman, who continued to be scared.

Then our fingers were making familiar movements. The lamp flickered to life as a hidden coal was tipped inside it. Our neck tilted up to take in the intruder, peered into a face that looked remarkably similar to my own.

They say that everyone in your dreams is really an aspect of your own character, and my psychiatrists had made that same argument about the visions that consumed me. But I hadn’t expected to see a doppelganger here in my trance state. High cheekbones, dark irises, a single dimple in the center of only one cheek.

The primary difference was that she looked closer to fifteen than my mature twenty-eight. At that age, I’d been enrolling in college classes while being treated as a pet by more traditionally-aged freshmen. They’d considered me doll-like, to be studying away from home so prematurely.

This girl, I suspected, had followed a more ancient timeline. Because her eyes were old, the bruise on her cheekbone suggesting she didn’t enjoy an easy life.

The woman I inhabited, however, was far less interested in the girl’s appearance than in the current conversation. Too bad my subconscious was such a stickler for scientific accuracy that it didn’t give me any recognizable words.

I didn’t need a translator, however, to understand the shout that halted the women’s exchange of information. Masculine, angry, and repeated by others, as if half a dozen men were following in the girl’s footsteps.

Then the howl of a canine. Dog or wolf? Wolf, I decided. Dogs wouldn’t have existed at this point in history. Still, it made no more sense for a wild animal to be hunting alongside this prehistoric clan than it did for dogs to have popped up in the distant past.

Because the canines in question were hunting. The fact was easy to determine as the girl jumped to her feet, eyes wide with prey terror.

Torchlight filtered through the cave entrance. And now I heard the stomp of booted feet preparing to follow the girl inside.

***

[image: image]


I WOKE TO ADENA PICKING at my glasses, knocking the metal rims repeatedly against my nose. She cawed loudly, inches from my eardrums. No wonder I’d ceased inhabiting the vision at its most interesting point.

By my estimate, I still had nearly half an hour to kill until I could escape from the vault chamber. But it was just as well I’d regained my senses. Because the monster was now sleeping soundly, and Suzy’s frantic voice slipped inward, muffled by the thick steel door.

“Olivia!” Her intonation gave me the distinct impression she’d called my name several times previously. “Are you in there?” Then as an aside: “We have to get her out.”

I half expected a blow torch to cut through the thick metal if I didn’t provide proof of life in the near future. Suzy wasn’t one to wait in the wings while someone she cared about lay trapped.

Even though my throat was as dry as sandpaper, I leveraged my aching body to sitting then standing. And I set her mind at rest.

“I’m fine,” I lied, wincing as I set my bruised heel on the ground. The monster had been right about that escape maneuver, but the aftereffects weren’t as harmless as expected. Still, rehashing the preceding altercation reminded me of a more important matter.

“Did they catch him?” I asked while eying the vault’s interior. The glass cases all appeared to be locked and accounted for. The only damage was the pile of poop Adena had deposited on the workspace itself.

So it had been worthwhile to dive in unassisted. The security guard, it turned out had enjoyed considerably less success.

“I put out a bulletin alerting all officers,” an unfamiliar male voice answered. “But I didn’t have much of a description. Do you remember what they looked like? Tall? Short? Race? Sex?”

All I remembered was the thief’s ski mask—plain and black with three holes for the eyes and mouth. Still, for the next half hour I answered all of the security guard’s questions, an exercise in frustration for us both. Finally, the vault door opened, allowing me to be fussed over by Suzy herself.

“I’ll drive you both home,” the security guard suggested once he was able to get a word in edgewise. But I shook my head, preferring to use my own set of wheels so I wouldn’t be stranded the next morning. Suzy, similarly, dismissed him. And we parted in the parking lot with promises to text each other once we were safely behind locked doors.

Still, I jumped at every shadow as I drove the mile from campus to the residential neighborhood where I rented. I ran from car door to house door and hunched my shoulders as I thrust the key I’d readied into the lock.

Inside, I turned the deadbolt and latched the chain before retreating into the kitchen. A text to Suzy, hot chocolate to lower my own stress levels, then finally bed.

Well, hot chocolate for me and an egg for Adena. The raven had waited patiently through the intervening hassle, but she still very much needed her snack.

We were just starting to feel normal half an hour later, Adena atop her place mat on the table and me cradling a mug that was now empty but warm enough to continue clutching. I’d almost talked myself into braving the short walk down the hall to my bedroom when fists pounded on my front door.
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Chapter 6
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I barely recognized Patricia when I yanked the door open. Her hair was soaked and her eyes were wild, nothing like the self-possessed beauty I was used to seeing in my class. “There’s something out there,” she squeaked, brushing past me without waiting for permission to enter.

Sometime in the last fifteen minutes, it had started pouring. But the night was less dark than I would have expected, even though the closest streetlight was halfway down the block.

Danger, the monster warned. And I could have sworn something large and four-legged slunk past the edge of my vision, disappearing behind a parked car.

I blinked against the voice in my head and focused on my student. “Are you okay? What happened?” Twisting both the lock and the deadbolt for the sake of our shared sanity, I slipped into the bathroom and came out with a towel. “Here. Should I call the police?”

Patricia shook her head so vigorously water splattered against the wallpaper. “No, sorry. I just got spooked by a big dog. I’m fine now. Really, I’m fine.”

A big dog. Those campus legends were getting out of hand. I resolved to have a word with the school newspaper, perhaps pen an editorial about the difference between mythology and fact.

Here and now, however, I had a student so skittish she nearly leapt out of her skin when Adena winged toward us from the living room. No wonder it took five minutes of hot tea and cookies before I figured out what she’d come about.

“It’s the paper,” Patricia told me finally from the other side of the kitchen table. “I have no idea what to write about....” As was typical with insecure college students, her words trailed off rather than completing the thought.

I took a sip of my tea to prevent myself from saying something snarky. I did care about my students...but I cared significantly less after ten o’clock at night.

Still, Patricia was here and she clearly needed a pep talk. “The assignment is pretty open-ended,” I said after I’d swallowed down my tea and my disappointment. “Just pick a topic from the class and do some research. Surely something caught your interest over the last three months.”

“Well....”

She did have an idea. I sat up straighter. Every time I’d let my eyes slide over Patricia in class, she’d been on her cell phone. I hadn’t thought she heard a word I said.

“Tell me,” I suggested.

And, for the first time in our acquaintance, Patricia’s eyes sparkled with an emotion other than fear or orneriness. “Yeah, the dire wolves were cool. I mean, what if they were really werewolves? What if humanity didn’t come from Africa to Europe to Asia then to North America but went the other way and we didn’t know about it because they always died in the form of their wolves?”

“That’s—” Crazy, I wanted to finish. But I knew how easy it was to squash youthful enthusiasm, so I instead searched for a more constructive word.

Searched so long, in fact, that Patricia finished my sentence for me. “Fiction. It’s fiction. Just like I always come up with when I’m asked to write a research paper.”

“Maybe you should be taking a creative-writing class?” I suggested, the answer glaringly obvious in the face of the data presented.

Glaringly obvious to me, perhaps. Not so much to Patricia.

She sighed, dropping her head into her hands before answering. “Dad wants me to major in the sciences. He’s paying the bills, and he’s so on edge about the President’s erratic behavior right now....”

“On edge about the President’s behavior?” Strange to have world events crop up twice in one day. After all, I was an archaeologist, not a politician. Not that Claw seemed cognizant of that fact.

For half a second, my monster stole the reins of our mental processes. Our brain filled with a replay of the morning’s meeting, paying less attention to the magnetic stranger’s request than to his oddly entrancing scent.

Focus, I suggested, parroting the monster’s admonition from earlier. The relevant point was the political angle. Luckily, the monster settled down just in time to catch Patricia’s reply.

“Because of the chain of succession,” the student clarified. “If something’s up with Jim Kelter, the Vice President takes command, and after that comes the Speaker of the House—Dad.”

Oh. I’d known Patricia’s father was in politics, but hadn’t paid enough attention to his role. Now I reassessed Patricia’s too-cool-for-school persona. It must be tough being constantly in the public eye.

A bit like my own rush through high school, undergraduate years, and doctorate. I’d pushed myself to earn a degree much younger than my fellows, all in hopes of making my father proud.

And what did I have to show for it? A lonely life with a raven as my closest companion, if you didn’t count the cave woman and the monster in my head.

“Look, your dad isn’t in charge of your education,” I told Patricia, hoping to prevent her from derailing her life for the same misplaced reasons I had. “If he stops paying—and I highly doubt that would happen—there are other ways to fund your last semester here.”

Patricia’s eye shadow had run into a raccoon mask by the time she peered back up at me, but familiar anger nonetheless flashed out of her eyes. Which was good, I realized. Fight meant she’d make it. Fight meant she had the impetus to follow her own path regardless of parental disapproval or societal mores.

“Not if I flunk out,” she griped, as if it was all my fault she needed an A on this paper to maintain her average.

“You’re not going to flunk out,” I answered, knowing even as I came up with the alternative assignment that I was making more work for myself. “Write your story and end it with an author’s note explaining the science. I’ll grade the last part and will find someone who understands fiction to see if the first part has potential. You can be a science major and still follow your dreams.”

As I spoke, I flipped through my mental rolodex. Unfortunately, I’d stuck pretty solidly to my own department during this first semester of making a place for myself here on campus. But I could cold-call an English professor if worst came to worst.

For a moment, though, sticking my neck out appeared to have been useless. Because Patricia glared at me, all prideful independence and unwillingness to bend.

Then she took a deep breath and accepted the lifeline. “Thank you, Dr. Hart.” Which was an improvement over the way she used to call me “Oblivia” any day of the week.

***
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I WALKED PATRICIA TO her car—no huge dogs in evidence—then finally succumbed to exhaustion. Between strangulation, fighting the monster, and a double dose of visions, I was dead on my feet.

But I didn’t sleep soundly. Instead, I tossed and turned, strange dreams enfolding me. I was crawling down the hallway on hands and knees...or, no, was loping on animal legs. Toenails clicked across the linoleum and I whined at the barrier between myself and the outdoors.

The rich aroma of moss and butterscotch drifted in through the cracks in the door frame. I needed to lick it. I needed to....

I woke curled around the welcome mat, my nose stuffed in the gap between door and jamb. My fingers clawed at the minuscule opening. My nails were cracked and bent.

But at least I was human. Swallowing to soothe my dry throat, I turned my hands over and counted all ten fingers before running their tips across my cheeks.

No fur. I was only dreaming.

For a moment, I tried to believe the lie I’d told myself. Unfortunately, the truth was obvious enough to slap me in the face.

Two visions in one day, then a night full of psychoses masquerading as fitful slumber. I was decompensating, losing the grasp on reality that had always been tenuous at best.

As a teenager, my lapses had merely been awkward. Now I risked hurting someone if I lost control. Impressionable students couldn’t handle an authority figure who thought she was—what—a dog?

A wolf, the monster breathed inside me.

Just like the unlikely hunter in the cave.

I shut off that line of thinking, ignoring the resulting agony that reverberated through my brainstem. I’d set up a visit to my psychiatrist as soon as possible. I couldn’t assume the single missed pill was responsible for my deterioration. Instead, if I was so close to the edge that skipping a single dose could send me off the deep end, I needed to taper onto another med.
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