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            IS IT REAL? OR IS IT YOU?

          

        

      

    

    
      The fault is invisible.

      But listen closely, and you can hear it: the tiniest whisper that might be a breeze or even the subtle whoosh of blood in your own brain.

      Or perhaps you can taste the wrongness in the air, a hint of iron cloying in your throat beneath the sultry damp of ozone.

      If you turn your head quickly enough, you may catch a glimpse of something that vanishes when you try to focus on it.

      This is not a trick of the eye, nor the tongue—it is not confusion of the ear. It is the fault. And you can sense it—anyone can if they’re willing to pay attention.

      Sometimes it runs straight and narrow. Sometimes it spreads like a spiderweb, thin and shallow, almost delicate. But where the fault is wide and deep, where savagery weeps like blood into water, where every cell in your body pulses with the lurking darkness—well, you wouldn’t want to go there. Would you?

      Most don’t. Most pretend, ignoring the subtle tightening around their rib cage, the nerves gone haywire, the sense of impending doom. If they do lock eyes with some unnamable horror, they call it a hallucination.

      They don’t want to know. They don’t want to see.

      You can choose not to see the things you don’t want to believe, especially if belief means accepting that your motivations have become questionable, even monstrous. There is a fine line between defending yourself and relishing the slick sensation of blood beneath your fingernails. A razor-thin barrier between pure fear when faced with doom and those same horrors igniting some sick and twisted pleasure in your belly—are you staring at that car wreck, the shattered bodies on the pavement, because the prospect of such a fate terrifies you? Or is there a hint of excitement zipping through your veins? It takes less than you might imagine to mold you into the very evil you fear.

      And while darkness indeed lurks in the most secret of places, waiting for the right moment to emerge from the depths, the fault is not always a physical place to observe. Sometimes you cannot stand, aloof and dispassionate, as the hardpan earth splits like the skin of an onion.

      Sometimes the thing that is cracking

      Is

      You.
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      The trailer door slammed with a vicious creak, metal on metal echoin’ through the hazy Alabama mornin’. Ox glanced at it, then took the stairs and made his way, barefoot, toward the gray-green pond that separated his trailer from the neighbor’s doublewide. The grass was cool and slick between his pale toes, and the brothy, marshy air tickled his throat—even the damp heat comin’ off the stagnant pond melted on his tongue.

      It was freedom. And he still didn’t know what to do with it.

      He squinted out over the green water, lookin’ for the gator eyes that sometimes poked from beneath the algae, but petals from some flowery tree at the shoreline hid the edges where the giant reptiles usually prowled. A fish leapt, silvery and glistenin’ above the water’s surface. The ripples masked whatever else lurked beneath.

      Ox lifted his coffee cup to his lips and let the steam cloud his vision, blurring the pond in a dusky fog. But the bitter liquid revived him. He rolled his shoulders back, neck poppin’.

      Then the green pond reappeared through the steam and with it a small shape: a tawny rabbit down at the water’s edge.

      He lowered the cup and whistled at the animal, tryin’ to scare it off. It’d be eaten there by the edge of the pond—he’d seen it happen enough times to know. The rabbit cocked his head at the water, and Ox took a step, eyes narrowed. Those tawny ears weren’t quite right for a rabbit, were they? Too short and fat, and folded over. The fur was more curly than fluffy, too. A twig snapped under Ox’s foot.

      The animal turned Ox’s way: a patch of white on its chest, a patch of black ’round one eye like a raccoon. A squat tail emerged from beneath the tall weeds…and wagged.

      A tiny pup.

      Ox clapped a hand against one muscular thigh, and the crack sent the birds in the nearby trees skyward in a rustle of leaves—frightened. But the pup took one step forward.

      Come on, fella, I don’t wanna see you die today. Maybe in times past, he’d have watched it get snapped up by the gators and smiled because someone else was gettin’ the shaft for once. Instead, Ox knelt in the cool grass, makin’ little tsk tsk noises like he’d heard other people do—dog people. Which he wasn’t. Only dog that’d ever gotten close enough, he’d strangled with his bare hands. But that thing had deserved it.

      The pup didn’t know that, couldn’t know that—no one did. But surely it would come no closer. Ox hadn’t earned his nickname for no reason, and if his bulk wasn’t enough to frighten the dog away, surely his thick-nailed fingers, the shine off his bald head, the low growl of his voice would be enough to send it scamperin’ for the trees that lined the back of the property.

      Ox glanced at the still-rippling pond behind the pup, straining his eyes now for a gator head and gaping jaws. The pup stared at Ox, little tail waggin’ slowly—hesitatin’. Then it ran for him.

      Ox startled and bolted upright. The bitty thing must have sensed a danger bigger’n Ox if it was comin’ his way, but nothin’ had crawled outta the pond and the dog didn’t appear frightened; it ran ’round Ox’s feet, waggin’ its back end, its yip yip yip cuttin’ the still mornin’ air.

      Ox knelt again, slowly, slowly, tryin’ not to frighten it—it’d race straight back into those hungry gator jaws. He shouldn’t care so much, but there was somethin’ about the pup, somethin’…familiar. “Hey there, fella,” he whispered, tryin’ to keep the grumbly bass out of his voice. The little dog put its front paws on his knee, its tail an excited blur. Yip yip yip!

      “Shut the fuck up!” came a nasal voice, and Ox felt his blood heat. The trailer on the front side of the pond was the only other dwelling for miles, but Ox always looked at the gators and the leaves and the water out here, not that doublewide monstrosity next door. Sometimes you had to ignore the things you’d rather not see.

      “Get that fucker outta here!” The man’s stained teeth were dark as pond water, and Ox glanced back at his own trailer as if he really thought the man was speakin’ to someone else behind him. His bedroom window was a gaping eye on the aluminum siding. He took a breath, tryin’ to cool the fire in his chest. Ox had spent the first part of his life with rage eatin’ him from the inside out—burning him. He didn’t want the last part of his life to be more of the same.

      When Ox turned his face again, the man had come down one step, skinny torso swimming in a stained white tank top that barely covered his right nipple. The reddish sores on his chest were shiny and weeping. Ox didn’t recognize the man, though he did look a little like Ox’s old partner, Jeb. Thin like him, wiry. Hair in a ratty ponytail. Maybe this man was the son of the elderly gentleman Ox’d met the day he moved in. Ox wished the old man were out there now instead, smilin’ like he had that first day, leaning on that big silver cane of his, wavin’ in a way that eased the tension between Ox’s shoulders. That day, Ox hadn’t felt his insides burning. Not like now.

      Ox drew himself up out of the tall weeds to his full six feet, six inches and crossed his tattooed arms, each nearly the diameter of the man’s skinny chest. The man’s eyes widened—you should never yell at someone you couldn’t quite see—but he snapped, “Just take him inside!” then retreated back up the steps. “Take him away, you hear?” Take him away. The blood in Ox’s veins itched, deep, in a place he couldn’t scratch. But at least now the bastard sounded truly frightened, voice so high-pitched and tight that Ox almost smiled through the uneasy heat in his belly.

      The man tripped into the trailer. The screen door winged closed behind him.

      The little pup stared up at Ox, tail waggin’, and yipped again as if he understood what a little bitch the man from next door was and agreed with his entire puppy soul. And when he barked again, Ox was certain the dog was askin’—no, beggin’—Ox to take him home. But that was crazy.

      “You don’t wanna come with me, little fella.” But when he ran a hand over the little dog’s head, the pup licked the barbed wire tattooed around his wrist.

      Strange how it felt like forgiveness.
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        * * *

      

      “You got a dog?” Alesha’s dark braids shimmered in the grocery store’s fluorescents—interrogation-bright, even back in the loading bay, harsh enough to force a confession. But he never minded answerin’ Alesha.

      “Yeah, I got a dog.” But that wasn’t really what had happened. The little pup had picked him, not the other way ’round, and it was rather nice to be chosen if he was bein’ honest about it.

      Her forehead wrinkled with surprise. “How cute! What kind is he?”

      Like the pup—and unlike the rest of the world—Alesha never seemed nervous around Ox, even with the tattoos that snaked up from behind his shirt collar. Those made the grocery shoppers nervous, especially the one on his Adam’s apple: “TRASH,” white letters in the middle of a black garbage bag. White trash. He’d thought it so clever at the time.

      ’Course, Alesha might’ve been one of those women who liked danger. His sister had been like that, climbin’ fences when she should’ve just walked ’round the pastures, leapin’ off the roof with a bedsheet for a parachute. Come to think of it, Alesha looked a little like Trish; the way they smiled, those big ol’ eyes, even the way they walked was the same. Any closer a resemblance and he wouldn’t have been able to look at her—some things hurt too much, and guilt was one.

      “Not sure what kind he is. Small.”

      Alesha hauled a box of carrots from the delivery truck and slid it onto her cart. She shook her head. “That is not a kind, Dev.”

      He smiled. His sister’d used to call him Dev, too—short for Devon—before she died. Before he became a bad, bad man. Before the rest of his family disowned him. He could still feel Trish’s blood on his hands if he concentrated hard. Alesha could call him Dev or Devon all she wanted, but he was still Ox, wasn’t he? From somewhere far away, a voice whispered: You can’t just throw out the trash—the trash’ll get you in the end. That’s what Jeb had said the first time he saw the “TRASH” tattoo, and his eyes had glittered meanly. Those eyes. They’d never said what Jeb was really thinkin’. Ox hadn’t even known Jeb was gonna shoot the cops who’d seen ’em rob that ATM ’til he’d smelled gunpowder. It’s y’all’s day of reckonin’. Blam! Blam!

      “He’s kinda…fluffy, I guess,” Ox said now.

      She laughed and it sounded just like Trish’s laugh, and his heart squeezed. “Jesus, you’re hopeless,” she said.

      Devon hoped that wasn’t true. Ox knew she was right.

      “What about a name, at least?”

      This one he knew. “Banjo.”

      She laughed again, and oh, he did love that sound. Loved it so much he’d never tell her where the name had come from, how he’d known a man named Banjo in the clink, a soft, fussy little fella with scuffed glasses that never sat right on his nose, and that little miniature guitar-lookin’ thing on his hip all day, every day; got special treatment just ’cause he played it for the warden on the weekends. Guy was a little weasel, but he’d stared at Ox all expectant and grateful the day Ox pulled him out of the showers where the bigger fellas had been passing him around like the very last needle. The pup looked the same way this mornin’, even though Ox hadn’t seen nothin’ to make him think the dog needed savin’.

      “Does he play the banjo?”

      Ox smiled. “Sometimes. But he can’t sing worth a lick.” They’d found Banjo—the man—dead in his cell that night, his own banjo wires wrapped ’round his neck. The guy probably deserved it. Murdered some neighbor kid, ate his pecker with hot sauce, or so Ox had heard. Never could tell about people. Some fellas would look right at you, all wide-eyed and innocent, but that didn’t mean they weren’t schemin’ on the inside.

      Banjo, the pup, though—he was different. Pure somehow. Pure in a way Ox hadn’t seen since Trish and…well, and Alesha, too.

      “Do you know a…a dog doctor? A vet?” It’d take half his paycheck, but Banjo was worth it. The little guy was just so grateful to be alive.
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        * * *

      

      For three weeks, Ox and the pup…settled. No better word to describe the feeling of easin’ into a life. When the dog just stared at the puppy food Ox had purchased, Ox fed him off his own plate, though the little pup never seemed to grow. But after each meal, Banjo’d flash this little toothy puppy smile that reminded Ox of the way Jeb used to grin after they’d pulled off a good job. Now that was close enough for Ox’s heart to hurt, but not close enough to make him sick with the pain. He could still get up. And he did. Every mornin’, Ox scratched a line in the wall beside the bed with his fingernail—old habits die hard—and then he and Banjo walked to the pond for gator watchin’. No leash. Ox didn’t have the heart to tie him up like that. Once, Banjo ran toward a sunning gator at the water’s edge, though, makin’ Ox sweat like a sinner in church, but the gator slid back into the water as if he’d listened to the pup’s barked threats and believed him. Banjo was bigger and badder than the gators, but Ox had seen that before—Jeb was less than half Ox’s weight, but he’d always been the one with the bark. And bite.

      The man next door, though…that was another story, one not easily tackled with barking or even a leash unless Ox wrapped it ’round the bastard’s throat, which is exactly what Jeb would’ve done if he was there. At least three times a week, the man came out onto his trailer stoop and scowled at Banjo. Once, Ox came home from work to find his trash bags torn open, old papers and bottles and empty soup cans littered over the stairs and front plot of the trailer. It wasn’t a coon—no scratches from jagged claws, and the bags had been torn with one single slash. Like from a knife. Rage burbled in his blood that evening, singin’ through his arms to his fingertips with each heartbeat. Banjo might’ve been able to fend off a gator, might’ve had a bark like Jeb, but it was time Ox stepped up to protect the little fella, wasn’t it? Then the pup licked his hands, and the fury vanished. So instead of attacking, instead of raisin’ his fists in a way that would’ve made Jeb proud—you’re such a cautious bitch, Ox—he cleaned the mess, the cans, the broken bottles, breathing deep, focused on Banjo. Didn’t even notice the gouge on his thigh ’til he was finished. Weird. But he bandaged that, too. Ox wasn’t about to throw his freedom away on a fool, wasn’t about to let the rage win and drag him down like it had all his life. For once, he wanted to rise above the ugly.

      In the nights that followed, the tree line beyond the pond seemed more alive than ever before. Coyotes moaned deep into the night, their long low drones at odds with Banjo’s happy yipping, a sound that often rang like laughter, echoin’ the way the other inmates’ voices echoed through the long prison hallways. Sometimes another sound came, too: the harsh, beefy bark of another dog somewhere nearby, madder’n a wet panther. Strange that he’d never heard it before, but now it was there all the time, along with Banjo’s happy responses. Like the pup didn’t know what angry was.

      The only time Banjo had ever growled was at the parole officer, a man Ox was certain belonged behind bars himself—prisoners can spot their own kind and that man was slicker’n greased owl shit. The man had squinted at the dog, his lazy eye rolling, then looked down at that damn clipboard again as if tryin’ to reconcile dog ownership with Ox’s crimes. He’d searched the house for contraband and alcohol and stolen items too, and wondered aloud why Ox didn’t have any chairs. But Ox had no explanation, only that he’d spent quite enough time on his ass. He didn’t tell the officer that chairs gave rise to this boilin’ panic that burned right up into his belly and made his insides twist. Didn’t say he couldn’t think about Jeb strapped to a wooden chair like that as they fitted electrodes to his head.

      But he hadn’t been able to hide all his anxiety. Ox had stiffened so badly when the officer searched the back bedroom that the man spent an extra long time siftin’ through old pictures of Ox and his sister, a few sweatshirts, and one pair each of Nikes and Converse that weren’t even close to his size, that still smelled of bleach if you held ’em to your nose…which the officer didn’t. Probably should throw ’em away, but they reminded him. Ox needed to be reminded of how fragile life really was, how fast things could change—how fast you could fail.

      After the officer left, Ox had gone to bed, Banjo snuggled under his arm with one tiny paw on his Adam’s apple, and boy, he felt better with that little paw coverin’ up that old trash tattoo. He’d watched the wall in the dark, as always, tracin’ the scratched hash marks on the cool grainy surface as he had every night on the inside. But for the first time he could recall, he’d drifted off without his chest boiling—the heat had vanished. To think, of all the things he coulda needed, it was this simple, tiny presence that made him feel whole.
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        * * *

      

      Ox’s chest felt larger when he awoke now, as if his lungs had gained a greater capacity for breath. He’d never registered his chest as bein’ tight before, but now it was like someone had pumped helium into his blood. But it wasn’t someone. It was the little dog that waited for him to get up every mornin’, the pup with the black ’round his eye and the white on his chest and the curly tawny ears who seemed convinced that Ox was worth forgivin’ even when no one else agreed. Jeb had made Ox feel that way too—that he was worth more than the rest of the world seemed to believe.

      “Where should we sit today?” he asked Banjo as the door creaked closed behind him, the grass cool and slick, the coffee warm against his fingers, but not hot—he put cream in it now because sometimes the pup lapped it right from the mug, and Ox didn’t want him to burn himself. He didn’t even miss the bitterness.

      The dog started for the pond. “Good call, fella.” Banjo yipped ’round his ankles, carryin’ on as if he’d never seen the outside of the trailer before. But the hairs on the back of Ox’s neck stood as the birds above them took flight. Was that a voice? Was someone else talkin’? The neighbor, had to be the⁠—

      A long, low growl rumbled against his eardrum. Close. Too close. Ox turned his head slowly, peering into the tall weeds. Across the way, between him and the neighbor’s doublewide, an enormous black dog crouched in the grass, hackles raised, and as it stood from the weeds, Ox could see the spittle shinin’ on its bared teeth. Banjo paid the other dog no mind. He ran ’round Ox’s ankles, drawing a circle, grinnin’ that mischievous puppy smile, like the dog was claimin’ Ox as his own. Yip yip yip.

      Ox backed away, coffee held out in front of him, wishin’ he’d left it scalding so he could use it as a weapon, wishin’ the animal had a collar on it—he coulda grabbed it, choked the dog out before it got too close. He’d done that before. But not fast enough, not then. This time, he had to save what mattered.

      “Come, Banjo.”

      Ox bent down to grab him, but the little dog scurried away.

      The snarlin’ beast advanced, its muscles shimmerin’ in the first golden rays of sun. One shoulder rotated, then the other. Ox’s own shoulders coiled. He straightened again and put out his hand: Stop. “It’s okay, big boy.”

      But he was lyin’ like a rug. Banjo…that big dog would swallow him whole. Ox himself might be able to get in a few good licks and slam the front door, but he sure didn’t wanna go head-to-head with those jaws. Ox’s heart was in his throat, closing off his airway. Blam! Blam! He could almost smell the smoke risin’ from Jeb’s gun. Was this his day of reckonin’?

      No, not yet. He couldn’t die like that, not with all this hate in his heart.

      The big animal growled, longer and lower, heading forward faster than Ox could back away. Closing the gap.

      Yip yip yip!

      Ox’s heel caught the trailer step, with Banjo dancing in front of his toes. Banjo, who wasn’t even lookin’ at the other dog, as if he believed he was the bigger, badder one, same as he had with the gators he’d scared off, but he was wrong this time, boy was he wrong. The world stilled. Blood whooshed in his ears.

      The black dog lunged.

      Ox threw his cup, but it sailed past the brute, splattering milky coffee on the animal’s head as Ox bent to snatch Banjo from the earth. The wiggling pup yip yip yipped like always, as if nothin’ was happenin’, nothin’ was wrong, though the black dog was there already, its breath and spit hot on Ox’s leg. Ox whirled, took the three steps in one and flung the trailer door wide. He threw Banjo inside as the big dog’s teeth sank into his calf, the pain blinding and white and sharp as bein’ stabbed.

      Ox kicked his thick leg out, his muscles shiverin’ as he raised the animal off the ground—a hundred and fifty pounds, easy—and as he did, the thing’s grip on his leg faltered; the dog fell to the dirt at the bottom of the steps. Flesh tore from Ox’s calf and stuck to the animal’s muzzle as if the dog was tryin’a skin him alive. A voice—it was a voice, high and angry: “Stupid fuck!”—called out again, and the dog turned away from him, away from Banjo. The world went fuzzy. Blood streamed from his injured calf. Ox refocused, scrambled to standing, and lurched inside, the big dog lunging for him again as he slammed the door closed, the clang of the screen ringin’ in his ears—metal on metal like handcuffs, like iron bars. Might as well be locked up on cellblock D.

      The big dog smashed into the door, yelping and snarlin’. Banjo barked too, and Ox glanced down and…the pup looked sad, didn’t he? Stuck. And now Ox was stuck, too. He collapsed to seated with his back against the door, his leg achin’ something awful, hot and throbbing. Blood ran freely over his ankle and onto the floor. And though the blood was still pumpin’ furiously in his ears, all he heard was his own voice, whisperin’: Should’ve been you the first time, should’ve been you that dog attacked all those years ago, then Trish’d still be alive. But he’d saved Banjo, and that was something. Wasn’t it? Already his lungs felt cooler—calmer. But still too warm for comfort. “You okay, boy?”

      Banjo nuzzled his injured leg where the pain was spreadin’, burning from his calf up through his hip. He shifted. The tattoo he’d had inked on the back of his calf—a hooded skeleton with blood-red eyes, “RAGE DEMON” printed in curls of flame beneath—was shredded, the words unreadable. Maybe all the better. Had to leave that anger behind somehow. Why not in the muzzle of a demon dog? Ox laughed, but it sounded more like choking.

      The big black dog barked from the other side of the door, a raspin’, snarlin’, angry sound, but it was quieter. More subdued now that it  had blood in its mouth.

      Ox closed his eyes, letting his heart slow, waiting for the blisterin’ fury to ease up. The snarlin’ stopped. But that didn’t mean the dog was gone. He hauled himself to his feet, muscles screaming, and limped to the front bedroom, Banjo following, little face pressed against Ox’s leg as Ox peered out the window toward the pond. The big dog was still there—Ox could hear him pacin’ back and forth ’round the front of his trailer, back and forth, back and forth. But eventually, he’d have to go to work, and then…

      Rage, rage, rage. Ox inhaled again, tryin’ to force it away. But his anger was not at the dog—animals, like people, did what they were told by bigger, badder people. Or just badder. Ox might’ve looked the part, but he’d never been the baddest—he’d left that to Jeb. But now, oh, how he wanted to be that man. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself next door at the bastard’s trailer, kickin’ down the door, wrappin’ his thick fingers around that little bitch’s throat⁠—

      No. No.

      His fists clenched. He could report the dog and the neighbor, but that neighbor’s son was a mean piece of work, and he sure didn’t look like he’d go down easy. If Ox filed a complaint, the neighbor would, too, even if it was only for Banjo’s barking, and Ox couldn’t afford any trouble, no sir.

      A wet smacking drew his attention downward. Somehow he was sittin’ now, the bed soft beneath him, his entire body gone a little numb as though somethin’ had sucked the energy from his bones, and with it, that burning pain. His ruined calf…cooler. Banjo sat at his leg, lickin’ his wound for him; almost clean now, though the top of his foot was still stained red. He moved his leg away. The dog followed, waggin’ his little tail. Flashin’ his little doggy smile too, like they hadn’t just been attacked.

      “Hey, quit, Banjo.” But the bleeding had stopped. It must not’ve been as deep as he’d thought…but it’d sure felt deep. Banjo ran ’round to the other side of his calf and resumed lickin’.

      Strange. It didn’t hurt at all anymore, his leg didn’t, and for just a moment an easy peacefulness oozed through his blood. The world was still a little fuzzy at the edges, but not in a stoned-out-of-your-mind way—a hazy, happy kinda way, the way he used to feel when Jeb was there, when he knew he didn’t have to worry about nothin’ because Jeb always knew what to do for the both of them. But this little dog wasn’t Jeb—Jeb had never needed taking care of.

      He raised his eyes to the window again. The black dog was finally retreatin’, heading toward the neighbor’s doublewide. And as Ox sat there, watchin’, the door at the neighbor’s place opened and admitted the dog inside.
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        * * *

      

      All afternoon, Ox’s brain ran wild with questions, his blood pulsing with fury, though he managed to crush it like a roach. Rage wasn’t gonna get the better of him, no sir. Should he stop his mornin’ walks with Banjo? Would the neighbor’s dog come back if he kept goin’ out to the pond? Sure it would—it was the neighbor’s voice he’d heard on the breeze, he was sure of that now, and the only reason that skinny fuck would be out there watchin’ the dog was because he’d told it to attack. Next time, it might kill Ox and the little pup. But Ox knew if he went over to that godforsaken doublewide, the rage bubbling in his gut would come right out through his barrel arms, through his fists—he’d end up back in prison. And this time, he wouldn’t be comin’ out.

      Jeb had always thought Ox too cautious, but staying away from that dog was safer all around.
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        * * *

      

      Five days passed. Every mornin’ as he dressed for work, Banjo waited for him by the front door, running in increasingly frantic circles and breaking Ox’s heart a little more each time. Twice, he did take the pup to walk at a field a mile up the road, but Banjo hung his head then and barely plodded along. He didn’t yip. He didn’t wag. Only time he picked up his pace was when a snake ran across their path; Banjo grabbed it in his tiny teeth and shook it ’til it stopped hissin’, then flashed those bloody teeth up at Ox, a mischievous little smile that reminded him so much of Jeb it made Ox’s belly ache.

      When they plodded along back to the car, the pup was sad again. Ox too.

      At least the wounds on Ox’s leg had faded, the scabs forming in record time. No scars either, not yet, though the puddle of blood on the kitchen floor shoulda meant those bites would leave a mark. Maybe dog spit was great for wounds. That didn’t seem right, but it had to be true. Thank goodness the other dog didn’t have rabies—Ox’d have symptoms by now.

      Now Banjo…despite bein’ a stray, he hadn’t had any health issues from day one, not even worms, not a single flea. The little guy was indestructible. But that only made the pup’s obvious depression seem worse. He was a free spirit before he’d met Ox, running through the tall grass, playin’ with butterflies or whatever it was little dogs did without masters. And now he was all cooped up, waitin’ for another taste of freedom. It wasn’t fair. He’d wanted to help the pup, but he’d made everything worse.

      Banjo started sleepin’ on Ox’s feet instead of on his chest and he didn’t grin that little mischievous smile no more, ’cept when he caught a mouse—then his gaze went bright as Jeb’s had after he’d strangled that liquor store owner. But nobody ever found out about that, did they?

      By day six, Banjo had quit waitin’ at the front door in the mornin’. Day in, day out—at least when Ox was home—he sat on the bed facing the window, starin’ out at the pond. Ox took to glaring at the neighbor’s trailer as day broke, wishin’ each ray of sun was a dagger to split the doublewide in two and with it the little bitch of a man inside.

      Killin’ the man would fix this, that’s what Jeb would’ve said. He could use the same knife the man had cut Ox’s trash bags open with, and⁠—

      You can’t cut trash—trash’ll cut you. No, he couldn’t split that man open, not if he wanted to stay on the outside. He had his freedom, but no one was ever really, fully free. There was always shit you wanted to do but couldn't—shit you had to do, though you’d rather be doin’ anything else.

      Banjo whined, and the high-pitched timbre quickened Ox’s blood, vibrating his marrow and cooling his gut. The hazy peace he’d felt that day as Banjo licked his wounds settled around him again. The pup looked up at him. Let me out, his eyes seemed to say.

      Fresh air—I can give him that. Most everyone needed it, even if they didn’t know it ’til it was too late, when there wasn’t no choice about it. You missed it when you were on the inside. Missed the sun on your skin, too, more’n you’d think.

      Ox cracked the window and let the sultry air fill the room, and though the big dog was not there now, he could feel its presence like a cloud hangin’ over his head. Every muscle felt tight, too tight. He took a great shuddering breath, and the Converse sneakers flashed in his head, white stained with red—no, white, they were just white now, scrubbed clean, hidden in the spare room where the rest of his demons lived. He leaned over the bed past Banjo and cranked the window open ever farther. The dog peered out through the screen, then turned back to Ox with sorrowful eyes. Ox’s chest boiled, and when he glanced back out the window, the neighbor’s trailer was painted red with bloody sunlight, and he wished with a vehemence close to prayer that someone even bigger and badder than him had already squeezed the neighbor out, wrung him over his trailer like a dirty rag.

      The pup leapt onto his hind legs on the bed and put his tiny paws against Ox’s wrist. Ox scratched Banjo’s ears. The pup licked the barbed wire, and Ox’s rage simmered, and with one more sandpapery swipe of Banjo’s tongue, the flames went out as if he’d been given a drug. And though the bubbling in his veins remained, it didn’t hurt now.

      Ox would be fine. As long as he had Banjo.
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        * * *

      

      Ox’s hands were steady when he arrived at work, but his veins still vibrated oddly, as if his blood was simmering free of muscle and bone. Used to happen on the inside, too. Devon woulda said it was nerves; Ox figured it was his demons tryin’ to get out. He peeled himself from his Festiva, careful not to smash his head on the tiny car’s roof. Car was old as hell, but it got the job done even if it did make him look like a pale, inked Hulk tryin’ to squeeze inside a metal sausage casing.

      Alesha was waitin’ for him in the back parking lot of the grocery with a paper bag. Her brilliant white smile shone through the overcast mornin’, and as he approached, he saw Trish there for just a moment, runnin’ to him before school with the paper sack lunch he always made for her. “You’re the best,” she always said, even if it was only a hot dog bun with ketchup.

      “Got you a present,” Alesha said.

      “For me?” He squinted. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course, silly.” She laughed, just the way his sister used to, from all the way down in her belly. “Just open it.”

      He unfolded the top, reached into the gloom, and felt somethin’ soft, squishy. He pulled it out and frowned. A tiny stuffed poodle, bubblegum pink, stared up at him, black eyes gleaming like it had a secret.

      “I won it at the fair, figured Banjo might need a little girlfriend. Someone to keep him company when you aren’t there.”

      Ox stared, unsure what to say. Her cheeks had darkened—redder. Blushing.

      “This is…he’ll like it.”

      She smiled wide enough to hurt her cheeks. “There’s more.”

      He dug back into the bag; nothin’ soft there now. Cold, hard—metal. What the…oh. A length of chain the width of his middle finger—too wide for the pup, far too wide—and a small leather collar, tag swingin’ from the front: “BANJO” engraved on a metal plate shaped like a bone. The clink of chain on chain made his ankles throb as if he’d just shuffled over from the prison bus, and the air suddenly smelled like cellblock D—old sweat and fear. He exhaled hard through his nose, tryin’ to clear the smell, but it stuck.

      “You said you were worried about him running off, so I…”

      Alesha was still speaking, but Ox wasn’t sure what she was sayin’ because the leather had gone hot in his hands, though the chain remained cold against his now clammy skin. They’d put a leather collar just like it on his partner, Jeb, right before they’d strap him down and make him ride the lightning. Sometimes it took three tries before it worked, so he’d heard from one of the fellas in cellblock F. Guy said he could hear the unlucky ones screamin’.

      Jeb…soon it’d be Jeb. And it was his fault. Ox was the one who’d fessed up, cut a deal, thrown Jeb under the bus. That’s why he was free, and Jeb was still clankin’ around in that dirty prison. Waitin’ for his turn to die.

      But they didn’t know everything, no sir.

      “Hey, Dev, you okay?”

      He dropped the chain and the collar in the bag along with the little pink poodle, Banjo’s new friend—at least ’til the pup tore it apart. Would Banjo do that? His blood… what was wrong with him today? It heated in his veins, boiled, simmered with agitation, with the shame that Banjo had already been a better friend to Ox than Ox had ever been to⁠—

      “Dev? I can take them back.” She was chewing her lip. “I just figured if you wanted to make sure he couldn’t go near the gators…”

      He stood there stupidly, arms at his sides, same way he had when his sister died and he’d had to tell his folks. His gut sank. He hadn’t told Alesha about the big dog next door. He couldn’t tell her that the leash would be useless against it. She’d probably tell him to call the police.

      “No, it’s fine, Tri…Alesha.” She wouldn’t understand. Those who’d stayed on the outside never did. For Ox, the air still stank of prison.

      Alesha frowned, lookin’ like she felt lower than a snake’s belly. A spot of blood appeared on her lip where she’d trapped it between her front teeth. Fix it, Ox, make her quit, make her quit. But he didn’t know how. Guilt rose in his chest.

      She stepped closer.

      What did she want? A hug? He hadn’t touched anyone kindly, tenderly, besides Jeb, not since the day Trish died. Then…she smiled. And any other time he would have walked away, would have thought about how she could accuse him of somethin’, how she could tell someone he touched her and send him back to prison, but the world was still hazy and fuzzy and a little…warm. So instead of backin’ off, he opened his arms, and she wrapped her skinny arms around his waist.

      Forgiveness. And in that moment it felt like maybe Trish would have forgiven him, too, for letting her run through the field, both of them ignorin’ the “Beware of Dog” sign on the fence. The ache in his chest eased. You have more potential to care about people than you realize—that’s what the prison shrink had said when she evaluated him. Maybe Banjo had seen it in him, too. “Hey, I’m sorry, okay?” Ox said. “If I hurt you.” He rested his thick fingers on the back of her skull, a bone so very easy to shatter.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was already beginning its slow descent into the west when he arrived back at the trailer, the clouds streaked in red and orange. He parked his Festiva in the grass, close as he could get, and grabbed Alesha’s bag from the passenger seat. Then the crowbar he’d taken to keeping there. He eased himself slowly out of the driver’s door.

      Listenin’ hard.

      A rustling like footsteps in leaves sounded from somewhere nearby, but he saw only the pond ripplin’ slightly in the evening breeze; everything else was blocked by the trailer. He tensed. A heavier crunch rang out—no, definitely somethin’ back there. Then silence.

      Chirping crickets broke the stillness, a whining buzz of insects, a bird, and then all went quiet again.

      Yip! Yip! Banjo’s voice rang out from behind the trailer, his yip yip yip cutting the hushed night from the direction of the bedroom window. Ox took a step as another sound filtered through the thick air from back ’round the trailer: a low snuffle, then a quiet bark, mild and calm, not like the black dog. Another animal…answering Banjo. They were talkin’.

      That was crazy, he knew it was, but Ox could not dismiss the thought. He stepped slowly, cautiously toward the trailer, the crowbar restin’ on his shoulder, ready. Again, a low growling merged with Banjo’s cries and the chatterin’ of the forest creatures.

      Yip yip yip.

      Aroooo, snuffle, bark. And that final bark did sound like the big dog that had attacked him.

      He reached the bottom of the trailer stairs; he could peer around the back corner of the trailer, but should he? If the other dog was hiding there, it might’ve already heard him. Might be ’bout to leap for his throat the moment he started up the steps. And if it hadn’t heard him yet, it would as soon as he opened the squealin’ screen door, before he could get his key into the lock, and he had better footing off the stairs than on.

      Just look—ain’t gonna hurt nothin’. Unless the dog caught him lookin’ and rushed him. He leaned back anyway, slow, peekin’ past the corner into the growing dusk.

      Shit.

      The dog stood on its hind legs, front paws on the aluminum siding beneath the windowsill, starin’ at Banjo, but it must have sensed Ox was there—it turned and dropped to the ground, low on its haunches, shoulder muscles rippling as it stepped forward, teeth bared. Ox raised the crowbar.

      Yip yip yip yip yip yip.

      The dog stopped. Turned back to the trailer window as if it was listenin’.

      Yipyipyip. Yip.

      The dog peered back at Ox. Ox gripped the crowbar tighter, knuckles achin’. Dogs chased you if you ran, he knew that too well, but still, he backed up one step, away from the trailer. Then a second. The car was only three steps away and it was unlocked—he’d jump inside faster than he’d unlock his front door. But the beast by the trailer did not attack. Its snarl softened.

      Yip! Yip!

      It moved one step closer to Ox. He still had the bag with the chain in his hand. The crowbar. He could smash the dog over the head with either, make it to the car or even to the trailer if he knocked the animal out.

      The black dog’s hackles rose again, teeth flashin’ through the dim, almost as if it sensed the thought.

      Yip! One lone bark from the window.

      The black dog lowered its head, dropped its gaze, and put its tail between its legs. Had Banjo just…told the dog to back off him? It didn’t make sense, no sense at all, but…

      Ox gaped, unable to get his thoughts together, unable to get his heart out of his throat as the black dog approached, but the animal was no longer snarlin’—its ears were laid back, tail tucked. Submissive. It rubbed its enormous black head against Ox’s knee, then took off toward the pond and the wooded fields beyond.

      That big dog…it wasn’t so tough after all, not without someone to command it into aggression. That little bitch of a man next door had told the dog to come after him again, he was sure of it. And today, Banjo had told it not to listen.

      Banjo whined. Ox stared into the gathering shadows around the tree line where the dog had disappeared, then headed for the stairs, for the trailer, and for his little pup.
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        * * *

      

      Ox awoke to an easy pressure on his ribs and he squeezed his eyes tighter, stayin’ there in that moment where life was good and everything was calm, even his chest, his blood. One more breath. One more breath. He squinted down at Banjo’s curled body snuggled on his chest.

      The little dog raised his head and his tail thump-thump-thumped against Ox’s ribs.

      “Hey there, Banjo.”

      Banjo yipped at him, then nuzzled his tiny face against Ox’s neck, front paws kneadin’ just like a little kitten’s. In the light of mornin’, the strange, pricklin’ questions of the evening before had softened to a naggin’ belief that, no matter how strange it seemed, Banjo had somehow charmed the enormous black dog the same way he’d charmed Ox himself. Ox was the last person he’d have expected to wind up with a pup sleepin’ on his neck. Then again, Ox was the last person who shoulda been involved with Jeb, and Ox had never thought he’d see cops die on the sidewalk at his feet, listenin’ to Jeb call it their “day of reckonin’.” Never expected to have a closet full of bleached shoes neither.

      Ox made his coffee and poured the cream to temper it; he could barely remember what black coffee tasted like. Should they try to go out? No, that would be crazy. He didn’t wanna tempt fate—or that dog. Be a man, Jeb’s voice whispered, mean-spirited, mockin’ him. But he was right. Ox paused at the front door where Banjo was sittin’ at the screen the way he used to, waggin’ his tail as if he knew what happened last night would mean freedom. Should mean freedom. But this was a Bad Idea, capital B, capital I. Maybe the Worst Idea. The healed wounds on his leg itched—wounds that shouldn’t’ve been healed yet, but they were.

      And still, Banjo sat there, his huge brown eyes blinkin’ at Ox, little tail swish-swishin’ on the gray floor. Yip yip!

      “Not today, fella.”

      Banjo frowned—Ox was sure it was a frown and not his imagination—and the sharper questions resurfaced, like gator eyes from beneath the glassy skin of the pond. He was opening his mouth to tell Banjo it wasn’t safe, no way, though surely the pup wouldn’t understand, when a howl broke through the swishin’ of Banjo’s tail and his own anxious thoughts.

      The howl came again, from outside the bedroom. Ox set his coffee on the counter and hurried over, Banjo at his heels, and just outside the window was the black dog, paws on the aluminum as it’d been the night before. It bared its teeth at Ox. Banjo leapt onto the bed and put his paws on the screen, and the beast outside settled again; it actually wagged its tail. Banjo wagged back, his entire back end wigglin’.

      Banjo whined at Ox, and in his eyes, Ox saw not only question, but determination: Let us play, let me out, and more vital, it won’t hurt us. Ox had no logical reason to believe such a thing, that the pup could really be talkin’ to him and the Big Dog—capital B capital D—but he did believe it. And more’n’ that, he believed what Banjo was sayin’: That they were safe.

      He walked to the door as if in a dream, haze tuggin’ at the edges of his vision. He didn’t feel the doorknob ’gainst his skin, but the door was open and he was walkin’ through it and the grass was slick and cool, the air fresh—clean. He inhaled hungrily. But when Banjo streaked from behind him and vanished around the side of the trailer, his breath caught, and he ran the direction Banjo had disappeared—No, not again, I can’t lose him too! But Ox didn’t make it behind the trailer. In seconds, Banjo and the other dog returned, waggin’ and leapin’ ’round one another in the tall grass.

      Ox eyed the larger dog warily, but saw no rippling muscles, no bared teeth, heard no angry snarlin’, and when Ox slowed his approach, the dog stepped closer and pressed his bull head against Ox’s knee. Ox lowered his hand, lower, lower⁠—

      Crash!

      Both Ox and the dog startled and peered in the direction of the noise, the doublewide across the way, where his neighbor’s scrawny son had stepped onto the porch. Where was the old man with the cane? Was he ill? Banjo yip yip yipped and ran ’round Ox’s feet.

      The man crossed his arms, beady eyes narrowed. Same nasty tank top, the wounds on his chest bigger, angrier—still weepin’.

      Banjo leapt past Ox onto the stairs of Ox’s trailer, looked over his shoulder, and barked once. The black dog cocked its head at the neighbor, then took off after Banjo, the two leapin’ and waggin’, tails and tongues flying. Free. Happy. They disappeared inside. Ox wondered at how little he minded.

      The skinny bitch-man scowled from his steps, his gaze on Ox’s trailer as if he couldn’t process what he’d seen. But even from a distance, Ox could see the tremble in the man’s shoulders, and the fact that even the guys with the big bark got scared too eased the heated burbling in his blood.

      Ox forced a smile, his rage easin’ up. He waved. And wished for just a moment they were back in prison where that little bitch wouldn’t stand a chance.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alesha had made him somethin’ she called “cobbler,” thrust it at him before he’d even had a chance to get out of the car. He’d left both dogs in his bedroom, curled ’round one another, Big Dog muddyin’ the sheets with its enormous paws, Banjo asleep in the crook of Big Dog’s front legs. Six months ago, he’d hated dogs. What was happening to him? And why hadn’t the fucker next door come over to get his dog back?

      “So how’s Banjo?” Alesha said when she was settled at the table in the loading bay with a piece of pie—that’s really all it was, cobbler: crumbly pie. He stood against the wall.

      “Banjo made a friend. Big black dog.” A black dog that had attacked him once and now seemed sweet as the cherry cobbler they were eatin’. But if Banjo could forgive Ox his sins, Ox could forgive Big Dog, he supposed. Less so the bastard next door.

      “That’s awesome. We all need friends, right?” Alesha grinned and her teeth were stained red with cherries, a slimy drop of juice like gore on her lip.

      Ox looked away. “Yeah. We do.” Though dogs were one thing; people were too much trouble. Eventually one or the other would wind up hurt.

      Or worse.
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        * * *

      

      A reddish haze had already settled over the pond by the time he parked his Festiva by the trailer steps. But even in the dim, he could tell somethin’ was wrong. The screen door was closed, but the main door beyond was half open, and through the thick air, ripe with the scent of pond water and new magnolia blossoms, came a low bark. A snarl.

      He couldn’t find his breath. Big Dog. It’d killed Banjo. He’d made a terrible mistake and the grief and the guilt and the rage’d eat him up ’til the day he died. And he’d deserve that.

      But a dog couldn’t open the door.

      He took all three steps at once and plowed into the living room. The dining table had been upended, wooden shards littered over the gray floor like shrapnel. He stomped to the front bedroom—no sign of the dogs, though his end table had been toppled as well, the still-muddy sheets torn from the bed. And spilled over the floor here…he bent. Squinted. Tiny green pebbles—familiar somehow, somethin’ he’d seen on the inside?—but he couldn’t remember what they were, and he sure hadn’t put ’em there himself.

      A snuffling sounded from behind him. Ox turned—face-to-face with Big Dog, its huge liquid eyes boring into his own. Ox froze for a moment, seeing those gleaming teeth, knowin’ confrontation was the only way out now. He took a breath, looked down…and reached out his hand, frowning at the way his fingers trembled. Big Dog lowered its nose to Ox’s wrist…and sniffed. Then the animal backed off and sat in the doorway. Waiting. Watching. Maybe tryin’ to decide whether to play nice or eat Ox alive. Big dogs and rage—either could swallow you if you let ’em.

      Ox pushed himself to standing, his limbs heavy, and followed the animal back through the living room and the kitchen and down the back hallway to the narrow door that led to the spare room. Banjo sat outside that door, his little nose pressed to the crack at the bottom as if he was tryin’ to smell somethin’ beneath, but he turned and wagged and yipped when he saw Ox. On the floor beside Banjo lay more of those green pebbles, and now Ox remembered ’em: rat poison. They used to toss it ’round the prison, leaving the rats’ bloated bodies for weeks ’fore they cleaned ’em up. Those rats’d smelled somethin’ awful, but it kept the inmates humble—reminded them they were one step from vermin. One step from dyin’ at the hands of the guards, one step from being another maggot-infested body.

      Shit, what if the dogs had eaten it? But if they’d eaten rat poison, he would have come home to two dead dogs. That stuff worked quick. Maybe not this quick, though.

      He examined the animals’ muzzles. Big Dog had a sheen of slime ’round its mouth, but no green powder or sign of pellets that Ox could see. Banjo was rollin’ on his back, waggin’ his tail. Now should he call the police? But if he did that and things went to shit, they’d know he had a motive for anything that happened to the bastard next door and the vet would ask questions, boy would he. And where the hell was the old man who owned the doublewide? He’d seemed friendly enough, not like this crazy asshole.

      Ox carefully swept the pellets from the ground and dumped ’em in the trash, the trash bag tattoo on his neck throbbing frantically in time to his heart, like he was wearing a scarf made of pulsin’ flames.

      Yip yip yip!

      Ox looked down. Banjo had toppled the brown bag from Alesha, had the collar in his teeth.

      Yip yip yip! This time, Big Dog answered with a growly snuffle-sneeze, and Ox took the collar from Banjo’s mouth and strapped it ’round the little dog’s neck, though he didn’t want to clasp it, hated how serious and constrictin’ it was, a lock at the pup’s throat like that. Banjo yipped and glanced at the bag—at the chain. At the collar Ox had gotten for Big Dog. Ox shook his head. The only one who needed restraint was the neighbor’s son. His body vibrated and when he looked down…his skin remained still. But beneath his flesh, barely visible, his veins twitched and rolled like they were alive and boiling, the rage painfully electric.

      Yes, yes, somethin’ whispered in his head though he hadn’t asked a question, and in his heart, he knew this was it: this was a day of reckonin’. But for who?
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        * * *

      

      The grass slipped beneath his toes, cool and damp and slick, like always, but his ears felt as though someone had stuffed ’em with cotton; either that or all the birds in the trees had gone silent. Even Banjo wasn’t makin’ a sound as they approached the neighbor’s trailer—red, blood red. The sun or his eyes? But that didn’t matter a lick.

      What am I doin’ out here? The man had thrown poison all over Ox’s floor. Not like he was gonna be reasonable. No way this was gonna end well. Then Banjo yipped, just once. But that’s all it took.

      Ox raised his beefy fist and slammed it against the door hard enough to leave a crater. One second. Two. The door was flung open in a haze of bitter smog that could only be meth, the little man emergin’ from it like a wizard from a half-assed magic show.

      “The fuck you want?” Meth—it turned assholes into Supermen. Ox had almost forgotten.

      Behind Ox, Banjo growled, and Big Dog barked once in response from the base of the stairs.

      “You stay away from my place,” Ox said, tryin’ to keep his voice even. “I catch you over there again, I’ll feed you to them dogs.” The words came out in a heated rush, and his voice…well, that voice didn’t sound nothin’ like him, harsher than his usual quiet tone. Devon would have said that quietness was because it was smart to stay calm; Ox thought it was because he’d always hated fightin’—made his stomach hurt. But now, Ox squared his shoulders. Straightened. It was time he stood up to this skinny little fuck—he’d stood up to Big Dog hadn’t he, so why’d this guy get a pass? Because the neighbor reminded him of Jeb?

      “You think you’re so tough,” the man snarled, advancing out of the door so he was nearly at Ox’s chest, eyes bright with fury over the yellow-brown of his rotting teeth. The open sores on his chest gaped like mouths, still inflamed and oozing. Ox’s fists hung like stone hammers at the ends of his wooden arms.

      Yip yip yip! Yipyip!

      Then a growl. Big Dog leapt onto the stairs, and when the neighbor backed into his trailer, Big Dog jumped between them, teeth bared at the scrawny man, enormous jaws snapping.

      “How the fuck…what’d you do to ’im?”

      Big Dog crouched low, muscles taut.

      “Call ’im off!” And now the bastard did look scared. Terrified, even.

      “You brought ’im here,” Ox said. Which was true.

      “He ain’t worth shit, and I sure don’t want ’im no more!” The words churned in Ox’s belly, but before he could reply, the man snapped: “And that little fuck was here when I got here.”

      Ox lowered his gaze to the pup. Had Banjo belonged to the old man, then? The little dog had gone still, head cocked at the meth-head in the doorway. Big Dog glanced in the pup’s direction too. Banjo yipped again, and Big Dog bared his teeth.

      “This ain’t right,” the man said. “Somethin’ ain’t right.” His hand rested on the door, but he didn’t seem to be able to pull it closed.

      The world around Ox went foggy once more. Banjo yapped, Big Dog listened. Big Dog glanced back, Banjo responded, Big Dog snarled. Was Banjo telling the other dog to attack? That didn’t make sense, even if he had seen it before—he’d been that way himself, doin’ what Jeb told him even when he didn’t wanna. And the world was so hazy. So…discombobulated. His sister had loved that word. Discombobulated.

      “I’m comin’ for you,” the neighbor hissed, jabbin’ his finger in the air. But when Ox followed his pointing index, he saw the man was aimin’ his fury at…Banjo?

      Jeb would have killed him right there, just cocked his gun and blam! But Ox had never been that guy. Ox had wanted to move on. He’d wanted to be free.

      And yet the thought of wrappin’ his fingers ’round the man’s throat ’til his eyeballs popped like grapes was suddenly so attractive he could taste it, could feel the man’s blood easin’ down the skin of his forearms like the sweetest breath of mornin’ air. He’d threatened Banjo. This guy was pure bad, the same way Ox was pure trash. Pure bad. And he deserved death, just like Jeb—yes, Ox loved Jeb, but that didn’t make any of it less true.

      Banjo barked: Do it. Get him. Ox’s blood went as fiery as the red haze that stained the trailer awning. This was not a time for mercy—this was a day of reckonin’.

      “I’m comin’ for you!” the little man shouted again. “You hear me?” The door slammed.

      Ox glanced down at Banjo, and the pup’s expression was clear as day: Do it. Ox wasn’t in control here, not anymore, but he’d never done all that well left to his own devices anyhow, and it was him or the neighbor, he could finally see that—one of them had to go.

      Ox kicked the door in, the wrenched aluminum shrieking in protest. Somethin’ was scuffling in the back hallway, so he headed that direction past overturned chairs and moldy plates of food and the stagnant rotting-egg stink of meth, a smell so familiar his heart ached as the temperature in his blood rose ever higher. Jeb. Jeb had loved that shit. Made him meaner’n a rattlesnake, though, and just as unpredictable.

      The hall was dark, the air thick. Ox hustled over the matted carpet.

      “Hey there, fuckface,” he called, and he sounded like Jeb, could hear Jeb calling it out to the cops so they’d turn, so he could blast ’em. Jeb had always been the stronger one. The meaner one. Now it was Ox’s turn, wasn’t it? And there was no one out here to listen to this little bitch squeal.

      Sweat dripped into his eyes. He blinked the salt from his vision. The bedroom door was open, but Ox didn’t see anyone inside. He put his hand on the bathroom knob and turned it, but from the corner of his eye, he saw Banjo pawing at the door to the spare. Ox cocked his head, listenin’. Banjo pawed at the crack beneath the spare room door again, just as he had at Ox’s own trailer: What you need is in here.

      Ox reached for the knob, but Big Dog bit his other hand, and for a moment Ox was fightin’ the dog off his little sister Trish in that field, tryin’ not to see the blood on Trish’s teeth, the blood on her lips, but then Banjo yipped again, and he realized Big Dog was not so much biting as holdin’. Tryin’ to warn him, protect him, Ox was positive. But there was no time for all that now—today was a day of reckonin’.

      Ox took a step back, inhaled enough to fill his barrel chest, and then kicked with all his might and a sound like cracklin’ twigs filled his ears as the door exploded. The other man was shoutin’ something, pinned beneath the shattered door, shotgun flyin’ out of his hand; it discharged—Blam!—into the ceiling. Plastic and dust and splintered wood rained down on Ox as he bulldozed over the door that now lay on top of the neighbor. The scrawny man moaned and gasped, but Ox didn’t stop. He jumped on the door and heard a snappin’ of what might’ve been rib bones, then hauled the man from beneath the rubble and held him up by his messy tank top with one hand. The barbed wire on Ox’s wrist glowered, angrier than usual.

      No, jail wasn’t the place he wanted to stay ’til he died, but it was too late now. Reckonin’, a day of⁠—

      “Don’t hurt me,” the man shrieked, “don’t⁠—”

      Ox lowered the bastard to his feet. Glanced back at the dogs, his chest on fire. The man smiled—his teeth looked bloody, but Ox couldn’t tell if that was real or if it was from the furious red staining his vision.

      “Listen I’m sorry, I was just⁠—”

      Ox smashed his fist into the neighbor’s face and watched him fall to the floor.

      Anyplace could be a prison.
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        * * *

      

      He couldn’t do it, god help him, he couldn’t. So what now?

      The man stirred but did not wake, lucky for the little bitch; his nose was crushed, crooked all the way to his cheekbone, and would hurt somethin’ awful once he came to. Which he would…eventually, he would.

      What to do now, what to do?

      The chair he’d tied the neighbor to wasn’t sturdy enough to hold him for long, not long enough for Ox to go to work tomorrow. He could call in, but if he did, his parole officer would go by his place to see what was up—he might hear commotion from the doublewide. Maybe Alesha would cover for him, buy him more time.

      Time for what?

      No, today was all he had.

      The man stirred again, the long chain that bound his ankles to his wrists straining as he flexed his muscles. He moaned. His eyes snapped open.

      “Oh, fuck, help! Help me!” He was screamin’, and Ox raised one mammoth fist, half the size of the man’s head.

      “You better keep that mouth shut,” he said quietly. “’Fore I rip your tongue out.” He didn’t like the way those words felt, but Jeb had said ’em to someone once, and boy, they’d worked then. Jeb had always known just what to do and what to say, and Ox suddenly missed him so terribly it was like someone had yanked his heart straight out of his chest leavin’ a gapin’, throbbing hole. He could practically smell Jeb in that room—could taste him in the back of his throat.

      “Nobody will hear,” the man said. “I swear to god, no one.”

      “The old man who owns this place might.” Funny, he’d nearly forgotten about him—rage did that, made you forgetful. “Does he know you’re here?”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Gone where?”

      The man shrugged, and Banjo yipped from the doorway. Ox narrowed his eyes at the man in the chair—He knows where the old man is. He has to know.

      “Where is he?” Ox growled, letting his lower register emerge in a rumble like thunder.

      “Dead, okay? He’s dead.”

      From the doorway, Banjo barked.

      Ox turned back to the man in the chair. “Was that your daddy?”

      The man nodded and blood dripped from his nose, sluicing over his chin and onto his stained white tank top. The crimson at the corners of Ox’s vision stuck, a reddish haze. He was dimly aware of Banjo’s claws on the ratty gray floor as the little dog ran into the room.

      The man’s eyes widened. “Hey! Hey, stop, I⁠—”

      Banjo sank his teeth into the man’s leg, and the world around them stopped spinnin’, everything beyond that chair goin’ fuzzy—even the throbbing of Ox’s heart seemed to pause mid-beat.

      The man in the chair screamed again: “Hey! Stop!” And now the man was screamin’ over and over—“No! No!”—eyes huge and glassy, his fear breaking through the haze and forcing Ox’s heart to beat again. “Get him off me, get him away, stop, please stop!”

      The dog quit. Ox glanced down at the tiny marks on the man’s calf. Next to it, Banjo was staring up at him, tail… waggin’. Waggin’? For Banjo to wanna hurt him, this guy had to be worse than bad. Terrible. What else had he done?

      “Was that your daddy?” Ox asked again, slowly.

      This time the man shook his head. Banjo stayed where he was.

      “He leave the place to you?”

      “Yeah, I just…I needed a place to stay.”

      Banjo growled, and the man’s jaw dropped. “He said I could stay,” he said more softly, but his voice shook. His eyes stayed locked on the pup. Like he was more afraid of little Banjo than the angry tattooed giant standin’ in front of him. Strange, the man was downright str⁠—

      Banjo attacked. Snarlin’ and growlin’, he tore a chunk from the soft spot behind the man’s kneecap with his sharp little teeth as the man howled in rage and pain. Blood dripped to the floor. Filled his shoe. And…it all seemed right. Maybe he was the strange one. Ox stepped back.

      “I think you’re lyin’ to me,” Ox said over the man’s cries and Banjo’s growling. Because Banjo thought the man was lyin’, so it must be true.

      “I’m not, I’m not lyin’! I swear!” But Banjo did not relent, and from the doorway came a deeper throatier snarl—Big Dog. Big Dog always came when Banjo called him.

      “Okay, okay! I found him, but I didn’t kill him! He was on the floor and there was blood everywhere and that little mutt…”

      Banjo released the man and backed up, put his little waggy butt on the floor, his muzzle dark with blood.

      “He ate him,” the neighbor man whispered, his eyes on the pup. “The guy was gone, mostly gone. I just tossed the bones out by the pond there.” He swallowed hard, his entire body tremblin’.

      Banjo…ate the old man? He musta been starvin’.

      Unless he wasn’t.

      It was always the little ones—the ones you’d never expect. Like Jeb. And when Ox squinted again at Banjo, the pup’s tiny teeth still dark with blood, he knew. Oh, he knew. Banjo had probably killed the old man for fun, and Ox…didn’t care. Everyone had that badness inside of ’em right along with the good, all of ’em doin’ what they could get away with. But some didn’t know that the little ones were the most vicious. Big dogs weren’t the only ones who could eat you alive.

      Lookin’ like Ox, no one would let their guard down, wouldn’t let their guard down for Big Dog neither. But they let their guard down for Jeb, for short, thin, mischievous-smile-a-minute Jeb, and Lord knew Ox had let his guard down too—Ox had loved him. But love made you stupid. And if you ever did get smart, you tossed the people you loved aside to save your own skin. His heart twisted in his chest, so hard he lost his breath.

      “Please, just don’t let me die like that.”

      “I don’t wanna kill ya,” Ox said quietly. ’Cept he did. But he wasn’t that man, not like Jeb had been—Ox had never killed nothin’ on purpose, though he had run over that bicyclist when he was driving getaway. It was supposed to be so fast and easy, knockin’ off that ATM, and man, Jeb’d been pissed when Ox stopped to see if she was alive. Jeb’d been even angrier when Ox had taken the dead bicyclist’s shoes, just like he’d taken Trish’s—to remind him. He needed to be reminded. Jeb’s old biker boots were in his closet somewhere too, but Ox turning him in for killin’ those cops had made sure Jeb would never come home to see ’em—he’d fry. As for Ox, he’d ratted Jeb out, and he’d never be free from that. He didn’t even need the boots. Killin’ Jeb would hurt forever.

      Ox’d just wanted food and a roof and enough heat to keep from freezin’. He’d gotten those things, all right. Three hots and a cot. And walls of iron bars.

      Banjo ran ’round his feet, tail waggin’, and from the corner, Big Dog growled, teeth bared in a snarl as it glared at the man. Ox wouldn’t have to kill him at all—if he left the man alone with the dogs, they’d do it for him.

      Was he losing it?

      Banjo yipped as if in response, and when he looked down at the little dog, the pup yipped again. And in that yip he heard more than just a sound—he heard a promise.

      Yip yip.

      It’s okay.

      From the corner, Big Dog growled again, ending in a vicious snarl.

      Ox had never been that man before, a man who could kill without carin’, but was he now?

      He had time to consider it—the guy wasn’t going anywhere tonight. Ox collected sheets from the man’s bedroom—stained but cleaner than the carpet—and bedded down in the hallway outside the broken door. In prison you learned to sleep on hard mattresses with springs poking you in the back—the hallway was nothin’. You learned to sleep with one eye open, too, though Ox hadn’t needed to worry about that; he’d looked enough like a Big Dog to keep the rest away.

      The other prisoners hadn’t known about Jeb. They hadn’t known who really called the shots. Misunderstandin’s happened all the time—Banjo looked sweet and innocent, but that little pup held all the power over Big Dog. All the power. Just like Jeb. Ox had never stood a chance.

      The heat in his veins pulsed, burbled, and Ox put his head on the pillow. And breathed. He’d spent the first part of his life drownin’ in that white-hot anger. He needed the last part of his life free from the rage poisonin’ him inside out.

      Banjo crept up beside him and snuggled under his arm. Big Dog sat by Ox’s feet, eyes solemn. Big, quiet and gentle; little, mischievous and smart—all the things he cared about, restin’ there all together. And the violent, lyin’, double-crossin’ shit of a man that represented all the things he hated was trapped in the next room, bound up. Alone. Where Ox couldn’t see ’im. Some things hurt just to think about, let alone look at, and seein’ that man’s face would tear his guts right out—like Alesha and Trish. Similar to Jeb, close, but different enough to hurt less.

      “Come here, big fella,” Ox said, and Big Dog wagged its tail and climbed beneath Ox’s other arm, its head at Ox’s neck. In his wooden chair, safely inside the bedroom above Ox’s head, the neighbor man whimpered, strapped down with Big Dog’s leather collar and metal chain. And the wounds on his chest…they had looked an awful lot like the wounds on that cop, the one Jeb’d left dyin’ in the street.

      Tomorrow Ox would work up the nerve to kill him. He had no choice if he wanted to stay out of prison, but he didn’t have to do it angry either. It was business. That’s somethin’ Jeb would’ve said. Just business.

      Tomorrow he wouldn’t need Jeb to do the killin’ for him. Tomorrow he’d save himself.
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        * * *

      

      Ox awoke to a wet noise, like someone playing with Vaseline. Big Dog was still snuggled under his arm, one long paw splayed across Ox’s chest.

      Banjo was gone.

      Ox turned his head slowly, squinting in the dimness for the source of the sound.

      Wet smacking. Lapping. Somethin’ was wrong with that noise.

      He shoved the covers aside and sat up. Big Dog grunted and grumbled like it was irritated at bein’ woken, but the noise faded as Ox peered into the room.

      The neighbor was frozen in his wooden chair, eyes wide as saucers, starin’ at the ceiling. And there was Banjo, his little tiny butt wiggling, tongue lapping at the blood streaming from the man’s chest.

      Banjo bared his teeth and bit down at a spot halfway between throat and shoulder. Ox didn’t move. The little dog pulled like he was yankin’ on a tug-of-war rope with his front paws braced against the man’s bony ribcage, then dropped to all fours on the man’s thighs, tearin’ stringy chest and shoulder muscle, gore and tendons, all of it comin’ down with him along with shredded bits of skin and shirt.

      The man gaped, eyes dull, but he was alive, he was breathin’—how was he breathin’? And his heart must be beating or the blood wouldn’t be doin’ that, wouldn’t be tricklin’ down over the sides of the chair onto his shoes.

      But the man wasn’t screaming. Why wasn’t he screamin’? It was like he was numb. Or maybe he’d just accepted it—maybe it hurt less if you were expectin’ to die. But the man was dying more slowly than anyone should, and this thought sent a spike of panic straight through Ox’s heart. Banjo had killed him, or mostly anyhow—he’d be gone sooner than later. And Ox… Ox wouldn’t get to save himself. Never even had a chance.

      Big Dog looked over, too, cocked its head, and lay back down on Ox’s lap. Some animals only fought when you forced ’em. Some just had a job to do. Strange how Big Dog looked just like the one who’d killed Trish, and here he was curled up with it like it was his best friend in the world, like it hadn’t tried to tear his leg clean off. But he forgave ’em both, he realized. Dogs were easier to forgive than people. And Ox had to forgive. He had to.

      Ox laid his head back on his pillow and pulled the sheet up to his waist, Big Dog snuffling against his side.

      Later, once Banjo finished with the neighbor, he’d take the man’s shoes and put ’em with the Converse and the Nikes and the boots. To remind him that he was lucky. He was alive when it was so easy to be cut down. Then, with the shoes tucked away tight, he’d go down to feed the gators what was left of his neighbor and walk with the dogs who had decided to share his life. Then maybe he’d finally feel⁠—

      Bang!

      The sound rang out, metal on metal, as if someone had knocked a Thermos into the sink in the kitchen, but it was too loud for that. He focused on the room, on the bleeding man, gore stippling his shoes, tryin’ to hold on to the image for just one more moment. Big Dog raised its head, then lowered it. Across the room, Banjo put his front paws on the wooden seat of the chair and ripped a long sinewy piece of flesh from the neighbor’s thigh. The man still wasn’t dead. He took a shallow, phlegmy breath.

      Bang!

      Ox looked past the man, out the window, out through the hazy, dreamlike fog that had enveloped the scenery outside, blotting out the pond and trees. The clanging reverberated in his blood. And though he tried to hold on to that room, that lazy Alabama mornin’, the hazy stillness vanished, and there was no more fog, no more, no more.

      Bang! Bang!

      “Let’s go, you worthless fuck. I know you ain’t asleep.”

      Ox opened his eyes. A single bulb encased in a tic-tac-toe of metal winked down at him from far up in the ceiling, well beyond his reach.

      “No time to waste,” the voice continued, too high, teasin’ like a schoolyard bully. “It’s your lucky day.”

      Ox dragged his eyes from the bulb and looked down, past the cot he rested on, past his state-issued pants with the knife slash in the side—they’d cut the trash bag he was carryin’ too, with that one long swipe, but Ox hadn’t reacted, just cleaned up. He drew his gaze on past his feet…to the wall of bars. And the guard outside ’em, baton in hand, raised to strike at the iron again. The guard smiled, his lazy eye rolling. He should be in jail too—for what, Ox wasn’t sure, but inmates recognize their own kind.

      “Almost top of the hour.”

      Ox reached out to the wall, ran his thick fingers down over the scratches he’d made there—one for each day in this hole. The bubbling stinging in his veins remained. He hauled himself from the cot and approached the bars.

      “You do any other crazy shit I need to know about?”

      Stupid fuck. The guard had called Ox that when he’d seen Ox with the shiv, with his calf torn to bloody shreds, but the guard had only seen what was there, not what was gone—hadn’t noticed the missing RAGE DEMON. Maybe Ox shoulda taken that shiv to his throat instead, to his TRASH tattoo, but it wouldn’t’ve mattered. That one was true whether he had it inked on his body or not.

      “Am I gonna have trouble with you, big boy?” the guard snapped, clearly irritated that Ox still refused to acknowledge him. But Ox wasn’t spendin’ the last bit of his life angry. He’d been angry far too long.

      Ox glanced at the remains of his last meal—crumbs of cherry cobbler that shoulda been pie, the dregs of creamed coffee in a Styrofoam cup—and slid his hands through the opening in the bars. For the irons. Listened for the metallic clanks. And shuffled. Shuffled down the hall, green pellets crunching beneath his bare feet—they didn’t have shoes big enough to fit him here. The concrete was cool and damp and slick. To his right, a dead rat lay on its side, belly distended.

      “You regret it?” the guard asked, smirk apparent in the timbre of his voice. “Guess not—didn’t even ask for a priest.”

      No, but Ox didn’t need a priest—he’d just needed Banjo and Big Dog. Besides, a priest could never give him what Jeb had—pleasure with an equal amount of pain. That was the only kind of love he deserved.

      The guard grunted. “Whatever, fucker, don’t answer then. Not like it matters now, anyway. You’re still gonna fry.”

      Ox said nothing. But he did regret it. He regretted so many things.

      Forgive him, Ox. But he’d never been able to forgive Jeb, never would, yet despite this, he still loved Jeb the way he had the day they’d met. You can’t just throw out the trash—the trash’ll get you in the end. Jeb’s words had made him feel special, like he was someone who couldn’t be tossed aside. Finally.

      But he’d been tossed aside all the same. Oh, he had been.

      While Ox was tellin’ the police that neither he nor Jeb had killed those cops, Jeb was tellin’ ’em that Ox was the one who’d shot those officers in cold blood. Ox was protecting Jeb. Jeb was cuttin’ a deal. And lookin’ at the two of ’em…who’d believe Ox, the big guy with the white trash tattoo on his throat? Who’d think he was the innocent one? Jeb didn’t have a single tattoo. He had spindly arms and a mischievous smile that made you wanna protect him even though he was the last person who needed your protection.

      Time’s almost up. Don’t take the anger with you.

      Lava burned through his veins, but then he saw his little bitch of a neighbor strapped to that chair and the rage settled instead of stayin’. Because he understood now. He understood what it was, knowin’ it was one or the other of you. Knowin’ one of you had to go. And this time it was Ox who was goin’. Jeb…he’d be gettin’ out soon, movin’ into that trailer by the water they’d bought together, way back, where they were gonna make a life. Next door to the old man who’d threatened to turn ’em in. Jeb had shot ’im square in the face, dumped his body in the marsh for the gators. The police still hadn’t found out about that one. Ox’d take that to his grave.

      Today.

      The metal door at the end of the hall was more imposing than any door Ox had ever seen—the hinges looked like teeth. But still he shuffled, hopin’ for numbness, concentratin’ hard on the cool slick beneath his toes. The wooden chair—the chair, no, not the chair—came into focus, wooden slats stained darker on the seat because what was a little shared blood and shit among the dyin’? The splintered wood was hard and unforgiving under his flesh. Over soon. Over soon.

      The leather restraints went ’round his arms, tight, tight. Strange how they looked like dog collars: one small band of leather at his wrist, a Big Dog leather band higher on his arm.

      If he’d been a little more ruthless, he’d have been the one with the deal, the one gettin’ out, the one in that trailer, walkin’ ’round the pond in the mornin’ before the sun rose over the trees. The one with the cool slick of the grass under his feet. He’d have been the one who was free.

      But he could barely live with himself for the lives he’d taken accidentally. Maybe it was better he never felt what it was to kill someone on purpose. No, he wasn’t built to turn Jeb in any more’n he was built to take aim at a coupla cops and pull the trigger. Blam! Blam!

      Someone said his name. He kept his eyes on the glass wall in front of him. No one had come to see him off. No one was left, no one but Jeb, and he couldn’t very well show up to watch. He was in a prison across the state, so Ox’d heard. Does he still think about me? Did he ever? Rage prickled in his blood, hot, electric, stinging the tips of his fingers. He inhaled deeply, tryin’ to envision the marshy pond where gators stayed hidden and a future was possible even for trash like him.

      “You’ve been charged and convicted in the state of Alabama on two counts of murder in the first degree…”

      Ox quit listenin’. Two counts, one for each officer. And the girl on the bike he’d run over, that’d be in there too. And he hadn’t been able to get that big dog off Trish in the pasture, but the cops didn’t know about that. No, he’d never killed nobody on purpose. Not like Jeb. Blam, blam! Those cops who’d seen ’em rob that ATM, who’d chased ’em, who could prove Ox’s innocence…they were dead.

      Devon had hoped for better. Ox had known he was trash. Had he always been? In his mind he saw himself and Alesha sittin’ on the floor of the grocery, and then the world shifted and he was ten and tattoo-free, and Alesha wasn’t Alesha anymore…she was his sister, eight years old, Trish clutchin’ the little stuffed dog he’d won for her at the fair. A dog with tawny, curly ears and a black patch over one eye, a white patch on his chest. And oh, how it hurt, seein’ Trish like she used to be. Hot daggers stabbed at his heart.

      Footsteps. Someone slid a hood over his head.

      The stabbing went on, a deep, lonely burning, but not so painful as in years past. Trish would have forgiven him, surely. Because Alesha had.

      The darkness swallowed him whole and Ox imagined he was at the pond, sittin’ there with Trish and Banjo, slippin’ beneath the water as his blood boiled.
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        AUTHOR’S NOTE

      

      

      
        
        “Banjo” started as an homage to my neighbor’s annoyingly yippy dog. The month after that little jerkface came home, I worked on this story every time it barked—a therapy of sorts. I didn’t even tell my sweet neighbor it yapped whenever she was at work, not until I was nearly finished with the story, and, today, I don’t regret a moment of that bark-induced agitation. Inspiration comes from the oddest of places.

        So, you fuzzy little devil bastard…this one is for you.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Did you like Big Dog? Meet The Beast.
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