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The house at 42 Maple Drive wasn’t a home. It was just a roof that kept rain off furniture and the misery inside.

Leela Marshall sat at the kitchen table, staring at a crack in the linoleum, trying to make herself small. Across from her, her mother, Helen was nursing a glass of vodka with a splash of tonic—her third since dinner.

The air in the kitchen was thick enough to choke on. It was always like this. There was no harmony here, only a pressurized silence that broke occasionally into giant shouting matches.

Helen Marshall hadn’t wanted a daughter. She had wanted an escape hatch.

Leela knew the story; it had been weaponized and thrown in her face enough times. Eighteen years ago, Helen had been desperate to get from under the thumb of her own father, a tyrannical man who controlled every breath she took. She had met Frank Marshall—loud, confident, employed—and thought he was her ticket to freedom.

She had been wrong.

She had jumped from the frying pan straight into the fire. Frank wasn’t a savior; he was just a different kind of warden. He didn’t care about Helen’s dreams or her feelings; he cared about a clean house, a hot dinner, and absolute obedience.

And Leela? Leela was just the collateral damage of a failed escape attempt.

“Stop staring at the floor,” Helen snapped, the ice cubes clinking in her glass. Her eyes were rimmed with red, glassy and mean. “You look just like his mother when you sulk, the big bovine cow.”

“I’m not sulking.” Leela said quietly. “I’m trying to eat my toast.”

“You’re taking up space,” Helen corrected. She took a long swallow of her drink. “God, I was stupid. I figured having a baby would fix it. I thought it would make him softer. Make this house...somethng else

She laughed, a bitter, jagged sound.

“But it just trapped me,” Helen whispered, leaning across the table. “I traded one prison for another, and you were the lock on the door.”

Leela stopped chewing. She put the toast down. She was used to the cruelty, but tonight the air felt different. It was charged static. The hair on her arms stood up.

“We’ve had this argument so many times.” Leela looked down at her toast. “If you hate it here so much,” Leela said, her voice trembling, “why didn’t you leave?”

Helen slammed her glass down. Liquid sloshed over the rim.

“Leave?” Helen sneered at her. “With what money? With what life? I gave it all up for you. For this.”

She looked Leela dead in the eye. The mask of indifference slipped, revealing pure, unadulterated regret. 

“I should have never had you,” Helen said. The words were quiet, precise, and fatal. “I should have walked out that door the day I found out I was pregnant, had an abortion and kept on walking. Never looking back.”

SNAP

It wasn’t an outside sound. It was the sound of the house screaming.

Every lightbulb in the kitchen—the overhead fluorescent tube, the warm accent lights under the cabinets, even the small bulb in the stove hood—exploded simultaneously.

POP-POP-POP-CRASH

Glass rained down onto the counters and the linoleum floor. The room plunged into darkness, illuminated only by the streetlights filtering through the blinds. 

“What the hell!”

Frank’s heavy footsteps thundered down the hall. He appeared in the doorway, a silhouette of annoyance. He crunched on a piece of glass as he stepped into the room.

“What did you two do in here?” Frank barked. “I just replaced all these bulbs last week.”

“Ask YOUR daughter,” Helen muttered from the dark. She hadn’t moved. She didn’t even seem startled by the explosion. She just sounded tired.

“It’s the wiring,” Frank grumbled, kicking a shard of glass aside. “Cheap piece of junk house. I told you, Helen, before we bought the damn place it was going to be one massive expense after another.”

He looked at leela, who was sitting frozen in the dark, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. He didn’t ask if she was okay. He didn’t ask why she was crying. He didn’t want to know. 

“Deal with YOUR daughter, Helen,” Frank snapped, turning back toward the hallway. “I have to work in the morning. Clean up this mess.”

Frank marched back to the bedroom. The door slammed shut.

In the ringing silence of the kitchen, Leela looked at her mother.

“Mom?” she whispered.

Helen sighed. She reached out in the darkness, found her vodka glass, and took a sip.

“He said deal with you,” Helen murmured, her voice flat, devoid of any maternal warmth, “But honestly, Leela? You’re seventeen, almost eighteen. You’re old enough to deal with yourself.”

“Old enough to take care of myself?” Leela asked. “I’ve been dealing with me my whole life. You never did.”

Helen stood up, navigated the broken glass, and walked out of the room, taking the bottle with her. 

Leela sat alone in the dark, surrounded by the ruins of the lights she had broken.

Two hours later. 2:00 AM

The house was finally silent. The rhythmic snoring from the master bedroom was the only sound.  

Leela stood in the center of the center of her room. She wasn’t crying anymore. The tears had dried up, replaced by a cold, hard clarity.

She wasn’t a daughter here. She wasn’t a person. She was a regret. She was a ‘lock on the door.’

She grabbed her navy blue duffel bag. She packed it with mechanical efficiency. Three t-shirts. Two pairs of jeans. A hoodie. Her toothbrush.

She knelt by the bed and pulled out the sock. It was heavy with ones and fives, the secret she had kept from them for two years. She shoved it deep into the bag. 

She walked out of her room. She didn’t tiptoe because she was afraid of waking them; she tiptoed because she didn’t want to say goodbye.

She slipped out the back door. The night air was humid and heavy, but it felt better than the air inside.

She got into her car— “The Bean,” the rusted Toyota she had bought with her own money. It was the only thing in the world that was truly hers.

She turned the key. The engine coughed, sputtered, and then roared to life.

She backed out of the driveway. She didn’t look at the house. She knew what she would see: a dark box that had never been a home.

She reached the end of the street and turned onto the main road.

She had no map. She had no plan. She didn’t know a soul outside of this town.

But as she gripped the steering wheel, a sensation bloomed in her chest. It started as a headache, then moved down to her ribs. It was a tug. A magnetic pull.

It felt like a fishhook caught in her heart, pulling her away from the rising sun.

Go West, the feeling whispered.

Leela didn’t question it. She didn’t have anything else to listen to. She hit the gas, turned onto the on-ramp for the interstate, and let the pull guide her into the dark.

She didn’t reach for the radio dial. She didn’t want music, and she definitely didn’t want the chatter of a DJ pretending to be happy. She just wanted the hum.

That low, rhythmic vibration of tires on asphalt was the only sound she could tolerate. It was a numbing agent. She didn’t want to feel anymore—not the sting of her mother’s words, not the crushing guilt of leaving, not the fear of what came next. She just wanted to be gone. To be blank. To start over as someone who wasn’t just a “regret” living in a spare room. 

She had been ready for this.

She had topped off the gas tank on her way home from her shift yesterday, sensing the barometer in the house dropping. She had saved every penny, hoarding change in that sock like a squirrel preparing for a long hard winter, because she knew deep down that this day wasn’t an “if” —it was a “when.”

She drove until her legs went numb. She stopped only once, at a nondescript pump hours ago, to refuel “The Bean” and grab a bag of beef jerky and a soda. She didn’t linger. She paid cash, kept her head down, and got back on the on-ramp before the engine even had time to cool.

She wanted to put as much asphalt between her and 42 Maple Drive as the laws of physics would allow.

The farther away she got, the lighter she felt. It was a physical sensation, like shedding a heavy winter coat in the middle of summer. With every mile marker that flashed past—Columbus, Indianapolis, the endless flatlands past—the invisible chain tethering her to her parents’ misery stretched thinner and thinner.

But as the sun dipped below the horizon, the lightness began to fade, replaced by exhaustion.

Around 7:00 PM, the world changed.

The twilight didn’t just darken; it thickened. A strange, heavy fog began to bleed out of the cornfields and the treelines. It wasn’t drifting; it was surging, surrounding the car like a living thing.

Leela squinted, leaning forward over the steering wheel. The high beams of “The Bean” just reflected off the white wall of mist, blinding her.

She was tired. Her eyes burned, and her reflexes were slowing down. The magnetic pull in her chest—the one that had told her to GO WEST—was now screaming at her to STOP.

She couldn’t see anymore. 

“Okay,” she whispered to the empty car. “Okay, I can’t do this.”

She saw a dim shape looming in the gray soup—an exit ramp leading into absolute darkness.

She took it.

She pulled off the highway, her tires crunching onto a gravel shoulder. She was in the middle of nowhere. There were no streetlights. No houses. Just the swirling fog and the dark silhouettes of looming trees.

For the first time since she backed out of the driveway, the adrenaline crashed. Fear, cold and sharp, rushed in to fill the void. She was alone in the dark, miles from anyone who knew her name, sitting in a car that wouldn’t lock properly.

She locked the doors anyway. She huddled in her oversized hoodie, listening to the engine idle, waiting for the fog to lift or for a sign of where to go next. 

That’s when she saw the neon light buzzing faintly through the mist ahead.

She let her head fall back against the headrest, closing her eyes for just a second. 

Without the hum of the tires on the asphalt to distract her, the reality of what she had done crashed down on her. The silence in the car was deafening. She wasn’t just “away” anymore; she was lost. She was sitting on a gravel shoulder in a state she couldn’t name, with no address, no plan, and a sock full of small bills that wouldn’t last forever.

“Good job, Leela,” she whispered to the roof of the car. “You escaped the prison, but you forgot to build a life raft.”

She opened her eyes, ready to turn the car around, maybe find a rest stop to sleep at.

That’s when she saw it

Through the swirling wall of gray fog, a faint, pinkish glow pulsed steadily ahead. It wasn’t a streetlight. It was too warm, too inviting.

She put The Bean back into drive and let the car creep forward, the gravel crunching loudly under her tires.

The fog parted just enough to reveal a towering sign buzzing in the mist:

THE STARLIGHT TRAVEL CENTER GAS-EATS-LODGING

It was a beacon in the nothingness. A sprawling, concrete oasis designed for 18 wheelers and weary travelers. A line of massive semi-trucks sat idling in the back lot, their running lights glowing like eyes in the dark. To the left was a low, L-shaped motel. To the right, a brightly lit gas station attached to a diner with chrome siding that gleamed under the floodlights.

It looked rough. It looked industrial. But right now, it looked like heaven.

Leela pulled The Bean into a spot away from the big rigs, parking near the diner entrance. She cut the engine.

Her hands were shaking as she grabbed her purse. She pulled her hoodie up over her head, trying to make herself look invisible, and stepped out into the damp, cold air. It smelled of diesel and fried onions.

She hurried to the diner's glass door and pushed it open.

A bell jingled overhead, announcing her arrival.

The warmth hit her first—a blast of heated air smelling of strong coffee and bacon grease. The diner was bright, filled with the low murmur of truckers talking in booths and the clatter of silverware.

She stood in the doorway for a moment, blinking against the harsh fluorescent lights, feeling very small and very out of place. But she was here. She was off the road. And for tonight, that was enough.

Inside the diner, Leela spotted a door near the front counter marked MOTEL OFFICE in peeling black letters. 

She started to reach for the handle when a voice boomed out from behind the diner counter. 

“Just a second!”

Leela jumped, turning to see a waitress with frizzy red hair balancing a tray of coffees. The woman didn’t stop moving; she just craned her neck and yelled toward the back kitchen door.

“Hey Hank! Someone’s here for a room!”

A moment later, the kitchen door swung open. An older gentleman wiped his hands on a rag and stepped out. He didn’t look like a scary motel manager; he looked like a grandfather. He had thinning gray hair, a flannel shirt, and a kind, weathered smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

He walked around the counter, tossing the rag into a bin.

“Hey hun,” he said, his voice friendly and rough, like worn sandpaper. “You looking for a room?”

“Yes, sir,” Leela said, gripping her purse strap. “Just for tonight.”

Hank moved to a podium beside the motel office door. He pulled out a registration card.

“Long drive?” he asked, glancing at her over the rim of his glasses. “Where’s a young lady heading to on a night like this?”

Leela swallowed. She had practiced this in her head a dozen times on the highway.

“Oregon,” she lied, forcing her voice to stay steady. “I’m going to stay with my grandma. She...she’s going in for hip surgery next week, and she needs help around the house.”

Hank paused. He looked up from the card. He looked at her frayed hoodie, her tired eyes, and the way she was practically vibrating with anxiety.

He eyed her like he knew exactly what she was—a runaway with a flimsy story.

But he didn’t press. He didn’t ask her parents’ number. He just nodded slowly. 

“Oregon’s a nice drive,” Hank said gently. “Hope your grandma pulls through okay.” 

He slid a plastic key card across the counter. 

“Room 5,” he said. “It's around back. The quietest one we got.”

“Thank you,” Leela breathed, relief washing over her. 

“You hungry?” Hank asked, nodding toward the grill. “You look like you haven’t eaten in awhile.

“I...yeah,” she admitted. “Can I get a burger and fries? To go?”

“Coming right up.”

Ten minutes later, Leela stood by the glass doors, clutching a grease-stained paper bag that smelled like heaven. She pushed the door open and stepped back out into the night.

She had planned to hop in The Bean and drive it around the building to park in front of room 5.

She stopped dead on the curb.

“Oh my god,”she whispered.

The fog wasn’t just heavy; it was a wall. In the ten minutes she had been inside, it had swallowed the world. She couldn’t see the gas pumps. She couldn’t see the road. She held her hand out in front of her face, and even that looked blurry, ghost-like in the swirling gray mist.

Driving was out of the question. She couldn’t even see where The Bean was parked, let alone navigate the parking lot without hitting a semi-truck.

She gripped the food bag tighter to her chest for warmth. She was going to have to walk.

She lucked out. Between the diner kitchen and the office, there was a narrow, covered breezeway that cut through to the motel courtyard. 

She ducked through it, shivering as the air temperature seemed to drop ten degrees the moment she stepped away from the diner’s vents. The courtyard was eerie. Yellow bug lights buzzed over every other door, but they were useless against this fog. They didn’t cast light; they just created glowing, sickly halos that illuminated nothing but the swirling mist.

Room 1...Room 2...

She walked quickly, clutching the burger bag so hard the grease was staining her hoodie. The gravel crunched loudly under her sneakers—too loudly in the heavy silence.

Room 3...Room 4...

She stopped. The hair on the back of her neck stood straight up.

It wasn’t the “I’m in trouble with my dad” feeling. It was older than that. It was a biological, lizard-brain warning that screamed: PREDATOR.

She had the distinct, sickening feeling that she was being watched.

She reached Room 5. She jammed her hand into her pocket for the key card, her fingers shaking.

She felt it then. Heavy. Close.

She spun around, her back hitting the cold wood of the door.

About twenty feet away, right where the pavement met the black void of the tree line, something massive was sitting in the shadows. It was too big to be a dog. It was too still to be a dear.

The shadow stood up. It detached itself from the darkness and took a slow, deliberate step forward into the halo of the bug light.

Leela stopped breathing.

It was a wolf. A massive, charcoal-black wolf that stood shoulder-height to a grown man. Its amber eyes caught the yellow light, glowing with a terrifying intelligence.

“No. No. No.”she whimpered, the words tumbling over each other in her mind.

She spun back to the door, shoving the plastic card into the slot with trembling hands.

Red light.

“Come on,” she hissed, panic rising in her throat. The yellow light bulbs above her were starting to glow brighter. 

She swiped it again, flipping the card.

Red light.

She could hear the wet, heavy sound of paws hitting the pavement behind her. Pad. Pad. Pad.

He was coming closer.

Third swipe. Red. Fourth swipe. Red.

The sound of the paws was getting louder.

Click-clack. Click-clack. 

“Please,” she begged the plastic box.

Fifth swipe.

Click. A tiny green light flashed.

Leela threw her weight against the handle. The door swung inward, and she practically fell into the room. She kicked the door shut with her heel, slamming it so hard the windows rattled.

She fumbled with the latch—deadbolt, chain, handle lock. Only when all three clicked into place did she let herself breathe. She leaned back against the wood, her heart hammering against her ribs like it was trying to break out of her chest. She was safe. She was inside.

But she had to know.

She crept toward the window. With a shaking hand, she peeled back the edge of the heavy floral curtain just an inch.

He was there. 

The wolf hadn’t attacked. He hadn’t charged the door. He was standing on the concrete walkway, right in front of Room 5, staring intently at the wood she was leaning against.

But it was the air around him that made Leela’s breath hitch in her throat.

The fog was thick enough to drown in–a swirling, chaotic soup of gray mist. But it wasn’t touching him. 

It was as if he was standing in a bubble of invisible glass. The mist swirled violently around him, churning and twisting, but it recoiled from his black fur like oil running from soap. He stood in a perfect, terrifying circle of clarity, untouched by the weather, glowing faintly against the gloom.

He lifted his head. His amber eyes locked onto the crack in the curtain, meeting hers.

He didn’t growl. He just sat down on her welcome mat, his massive form blocking the world out, and settled in to wait.

The Dream Run

––––––––
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Leela let the heavy, floral curtain fall back into place. Dust motes danced in the silver light before disappearing as the fabric settled, cutting off the view of the parking lot. 

She stared at the darker patch of the curtain for a long second, holding her breath. She waited for the panic to spike again. She waited for the panic to spike again. She waited for the hysterical urge to screen, to call the police, to drag the dresser in front of the door. She waited for the logical part of her brain to reject the impossible image burned into her retinas.

But the panic didn’t come.

Instead, a heavy, leaden blanket of indifference settled over her shoulders. It was a physical weight, pressing the air out of her lungs.

There was a massive wolf sitting on her welcome mat. There was a magic fog bubble protecting him from the world. It was terrifying, inexplicated, and frankly, insane.

But the deadbolt was thrown. The chain was latched. The door was solid wood, and she was inside.

“I don’t care,” she whispered, to the empty , stale-smelling room. Her voice sounded flat, hollowed out by trauma. “I literally do not have the energy to care.”

She turned her back to the window. The wolf was the world’s problem. Leela's problem was that she hadn’t slept in twenty hours, her adrenaline tank was running on fumes and her blood sugar was crashing so hard her hands were trembling.

She tossed her duffle bag onto the stained carpet and sat on the edge of the sagging mattress. The springs groaned in protest. She patted the duvet, her hand sweeping over cigarette burns and questionable stains, until her fingers brushed cold plastic.

She picked up the remote—which was held together by a strip of silver duct tape— and aimed it at the boxy TV bolted to the dresser.

Click. Static. Click. Static. Click. 

The screen flickered to life with a high-pitched whine, the picture rolling twice before stabilizing into a grainy, Technicolor desert. Men in oversized cowboy hats were riding horses across a dusty canyon, guns drawn. Their mouths moving out of sync with the audio.

An old western. Perfect.

It was just noise. It wasn’t news, it wasn’t reality.  It was just mindless, rhythmic noise to drown out the silence of the room and the pad-pad of the paws she imagined she could still hear on the concrete outside. 

She reached for the paper bag and she unwrapped the burger.

The smell of grease, onions, and processed cheese exploded into the small room, overpowering the scent of mildew. Her stomach gave a violent, painful growl that twisted her insides. She lifted the burger to her lips and took a bite. Then another.

It was delicious. It was the best thing she had ever tasted. It tasted like freedom,salt, and cholesterol.

But as she went for a third bite, the exhaustion didn’t just creep up on her; it hit her like a shovel to the back of the head.

Her jaw suddenly felt heavy, unhinged. Her eyelids felt like they were made of lead, dragging down with the weight of the last three days. The burger, which had been a lifeline seconds ago, suddenly felt like a ten-pound weight in her hand.

“No,” she mumbled, her speech slurring as her brain began to shut down systems. “Need to eat...”

She didn’t make it. She clumsily folded the wax paper back over the burger and let it drop onto the nightstand next to the lamp, missing the edge of the table by an inch but to tired to fix it.

She fell back onto the lumpy pillows, still wearing her hoodie and sneakers. She didn’t get under the covers. She didn’t turn off the TV. The sounds of gunshots and thundering of galloping horses swirled around her warping and twisting as she plummeted into the dark.

She wasn’t in the room anymore.

The smell of stale grease and cigarette smoke vanished, replaced instantly by the sharp, clean scent of damp earth and crushed pine needles.

She was running.

The air was cold and biting in her lungs, exhilarating and fresh. The ground was rushing up to meet her, flying past in a blurred streak  of green and brown.

Her heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against her rib–thump–thum, thumb–thumb.

Faster, her instincts screamed. Faster or it catches you.

She was running from something. She knew it. There was a shadow behind her, a looming threat that nipped at her heels. It was the old fear–the heavy, thudding steps of her father in the hallway, the cold, dissecting stare of her mother, the suffocating silence of the house on Maple Drive. The past was a monster, and it was chasing her through the woods.

She dug her toes into the soft dirt, pushing harder, her breath tearing at her throat, her human legs burning with the effort.

But then, the rhythm changed.

The galloping sound from the TV bled into the dream, but it wasn’t horses, it was her.

She looked down. 

She wasn’t wearing sneakers. She wasn’t running on two legs.

She saw paws—sleek, dark, powerful paws—digging into the moss, propelling her forward with a power she had never felt in her life. She felt the muscles in her back bunch and release like a coiled spring. She was a perfect, fluid engine of speed.

The fear evaporated instantly, replaced by a surge of pure, electric exhilaration.

She wasn’t weak. She wasn’t slow. She was a rocket.

She looked to her right.

She wasn’t alone.

A massive shadow was keeping pace with her, cutting through the underbrush like smoke. It was the charcoal wolf from the motel. But he wasn’t chasing her. He wasn't hurting her. 

He was running with her.

He was shoulder-to-shoulder, his breathing matching hers in a perfect, synchronized cadence. His amber eyes shining with a fierce, wild joy that burned brighter than the moon above them.

He wasn’t a threat; he was a partner. He let out a playful huff, his tongue lolling out in a grin, and surged ahead, challenging her.

Catch me, his posture said. Run with me.

Leela felt a laugh bubble up in her chest–but it didn’t come out as a giggle. It came out as a bark of pure happiness. 

She dug her claws into the earth and surged forward to meet him. She wasn't running away anymore. For the first time in her life, she was running with a pack.

The Sentinel

Leela didn’t know how long she had been asleep, but when she woke up, the room felt heavy and still. She sat up, rubbing the grit from her eyes, and crept to the window to peek through the curtain again.

He was still there.

The wolf hadn’t moved an inch. He was a sentinel, a dark statue guarding her cheap motel door. She couldn’t tell if he had even shifted his weight while she slept. Beyond him, the fog was still a wall–so white and heavy she felt like she could slice right through it with a knife.

Grrrr-gurgle.

Her stomach gave a violent, painful protest.

“What is wrong with me?” she whispered, clutching her midsection.

She had never felt this hungry before. It wasn’t just an empty stomach; it was a hollow ache that felt like it was eating her from the inside out. She looked at the cold, greased congealed burger and fries on the nightstand. She took a bite, but the cold fat coated her tongue, and she spat it out into the trash can.

She needed real food. And she needed to secure the room.

She sat on the bed and pulled her wallet out of her hoodie pocket. She opened it up. Five one-dollar bills and some loose change stared back at her.

“Shit,” she told the empty room.

She reached for her duffle bag and dug until she found the heavy tube sock. She unrolled it. She knew she had a little over nine hundred dollars in there–her lifeline. She hated breaking into it. Every bill she pulled out felt like she was shortening the time she could stay free.
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