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      It coils, cramped within this man It hates, the man It wears like skin, like camouflage … like shackles.

      So long.

      So long since It ran free.

      So long since It fed.

      Somewhere far above, the song is building, gaining strength, calling. And through the man’s senses, It glimpses the singer, Its pale skybound lover, and burns to rise toward it and run together in the night. The singer grows larger, grows nearer, grows stronger, and in the days and nights ahead, the song will gain the power to pull It from the confines of this man, this puny thing.

      And It will be happy.

      Unless the man uses the powder.

      It coils and shifts and strains for a way out. The man cannot keep It down every month. He has failed before. He will fail again. There will be a time, one of these months. There will be a night…
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      The skinny buyer was taking too long.

      Jake chewed a nail, blinked away sweat and wished she’d get her goddamn business over with so he could do the same.

      The market roof where he was hiding was saw-toothed, a series of wood-and-steel waves headed south. Jake lay pressed into the strip of shade along the base of one wave, tracking the conversation in the service alley below, picturing the movements of the players...

      The woman, scratching at bare arms, gabbling about the hot day and the pressures of life and how much she needed the dope and what she could offer in exchange for a discount. The dealer, chuckling as he ran through a list of perversions and the woman gave him her yes and her no and her maybe. Her begging turned Jake’s stomach, but she wasn’t bad and neither was she a victim; she was just a woman doing what she could to get through the days, get through the nights.

      prey, the Animal rumbled in the back of his head and Jake dug his fingers into his thighs to move his thoughts on. But he grudgingly agreed: the woman was an easy mark for predators of all sorts.

      This time of the month, he could hear everything she said, crystal clear even at this distance and even though she was mumbling. He could smell her too, her and the dealer.

      And she was taking too damned long.

      Five minutes she’d been down there now, arriving right when Jake had been bracing to jump the dealer. He’d never heard any of Zee’s crew’s names. This one he thought of as Jarhead because of the guy’s crewcut and the AK47 tattoos on his forearms. Last time Jake had seen him - exactly one month ago - Jarhead had threatened to cut Jake’s balls off if he showed up without money again: “Strictly business, you unnerstand?”

      Jake understood all right. He also understood he didn’t want the seething, churning thing inside him to erupt in a few nights’ time. The Animal had done enough damage. And there was only one way to keep it subdued.

      Strictly business, you unnerstand? he told It.

      This area north of Fisher Freeway was always quiet; the market itself looked and smelled like it went bust years ago, a husk of its former self. A mile or so in the distance, he could make out one of Comerica Park’s lighting towers. He’d been over there earlier, the area alive with cars and foot traffic, people on their way to the baseball game. The couple hours he’d spent asking for work at food vans and merchandise stalls and makeshift parking lots had been wasted time: no one was hiring smelly white trash with dreadlocks to serve clean, well-dressed families. Nice people. Normal people. If he wanted money and skag in time for the Big Moon, this was the way he was getting it.

      A shift in the odors rising from the alley below, a shift in conversation from words to grunts, and it didn’t take Jake’s enhanced senses to figure out the pair had reached an agreement on her discount.

      He squinted into the white-hot clouds above him, let the sounds wash over him and chewed over the actions he was planning here. Robbery. Assault. Using heroin. These were crimes; these were sins.

      “No choice, Momma,” he whispered to the sky. “Worse if I don’t do it.”

      He thought of what she’d once said. Don’t you turn out like your papa, y’hear? Just you don’t. At that time, he couldn’t imagine how he would, how he could. Don’t you turn out like your papa … He’d been in the bath, he remembered that clearly - a small boy with nothing on his mind but the cool water and the faucet’s gentle music and how good it felt to have his momma right there with him, right there making everything safe, making the world a good place—

      It was quiet below. He turned over onto hands and knees. Senses straining, he picked her up, the skinny buyer - a scratch of hurried footsteps out the south end of the alley as she made off with her purchase. He heard little else, nothing but traffic noise from the freeway and a huff of breath from Jarhead.

      Jake swung himself over the side and dropped twenty feet to land in a crouch behind the dealer. Jarhead swung toward him, mouth open, hand on his zipper.

      “Strictly business,” Jake said and punched him in the jaw.

      Jarhead’s knees sagged as he spun with the impact. A couple of bills fluttered away on the warm summer wind. For a half-second Jake considered going after them, but that would leave Jarhead free to recover. Jake caught him by the back of his muscle shirt, kept him upright. Arm around the shorter man’s throat, he put enough pressure on the windpipe to prevent him crying out, because the asshole’s buddy was still out there in the parking lot.

      “One word, you go down for good.”

      He shoved Jarhead against a battered dumpster, nose wrinkling at the stark odors of ancient garbage and fresh cat piss.

      “You f—” Jarhead managed before Jake tightened his grip, long enough for the air to stick in Jarhead’s throat.

      He eased off the pressure and the dealer coughed. Jake murmured, “Warnin ya.”

      He used his free hand to pull at the lump of steel in the back of the dealer’s jeans. A glance revealed a snub-nosed .357. He pressed Jarhead’s cheek a little harder against the dumpster, drawing a gasp, then risked a peek around it at the lone car in the weed-peppered lot on the far side of the market. The Camaro had its hood raised, a dealer’s ploy in hopes that nosy cops would think the owners were cooling it off, getting water for the radiator. He pressed the gun behind Jarhead’s right ear and let go of his throat, felt the guy’s pockets front and back. Nothing. Shit. He’d timed it wrong, should’ve stepped in before the woman took her package, but he hadn’t wanted to scare her. It wasn’t right to do that. He glanced back: perhaps he could catch her, find some way to pay her for half…

      He snorted, watching as the bills blew down the alley toward the parking lot. Pay? That was a joke. That was the whole reason he was doing it this way.

      “Where’s your blow?” he growled. It had taken a couple of months to get used to Detroit people calling heroin that. Down south, blow was coke.

      Jarhead hissed a laugh, raising a cautious hand to feel his jaw. “Dunno what you’re talking about, officer.”

      The little foils of junk Jake needed would be buried nearby or tucked in hidey-holes. He shook the dealer hard. “Get me some.”

      “Not doin it,” Jarhead said, voice warped by a jaw that wouldn’t work properly.

      Anger flashed through Jake. And beneath it, the craving, an itch along his soul. Within him, It whispered,

      kill. feed. let me.

      Jake looked up at the thing he hated most in life: the moon, out in the daytime and mocking him, a fingernail clipping low in the afternoon sky. A few more nights and it’d be too strong for him. A few more nights and it’d turn him inside out, unless he got what he wanted here. He passed his free hand across his sweaty brow and wiped it on his pants. There had to be a way to get this prick to—

      “’Sup?” someone called from the other end of the alley.

      Jake sneaked a look and immediately cursed himself for the mistake. He jerked his head back, but one glimpse had been enough. And enough for the other guy, the fat dealer he called Piggy. In that split second of locking eyes, understanding had passed. Piggy had already been reaching for his gun before Jake withdrew.

      “Shit.”

      Jarhead tensed, bracing himself against the dumpster, ready to strike. Jake felt it coming, stepped back and kidney-punched him. Jarhead gasped, then slid onto all fours. Jake stepped back. A gunshot. A bullet clanged off metal. Jarhead, moaning, shuffled into the meeting of dumpster and wall and made himself smaller.

      “Let him go!” Piggy fired again.

      Jake took the pistol in his left hand, fired blind around the dumpster, grimacing at the kick. Commotion told him Piggy was either hit or getting his fat ass down on the ground.

      He shifted the gun toward Jarhead. “A gee. All I want. Where is it?”

      One hand rubbing his back, Jarhead used his free one to flip Jake the bird good and slow. A bullet chipped brick above them. Jarhead shouted at Piggy that he was there too.

      Jake sidled closer. Jarhead pressed harder against the wall, one hand up to defend himself though murder darkened his eyes.

      “Where is it?” Jake repeated.

      “Never find it before he gets you. I was you, I’d run. I’d run far away from here. Jake. Oh, yeah, I remember you, bitch. I know you. Believe it, you better run far.”

      Jake roared in frustration, fired two rounds into the air. He’d been so damn close. He ran, head down, keeping the dumpster between him and Piggy.

      “You’re dead, Jake!” Jarhead yelled. “Dead!”

      Piggy fired again. Jake didn’t hear where the bullet went. A couple seconds later, he was around the corner and moving fast. Ten more seconds and he was off the market property and neither dealer was going to catch him. The junkie was nowhere in sight.

      He forced the gun into his waistband, the barrel hot against his belly. He tugged his shirt over the top, and kept on sprinting toward where he’d hidden his backpack. The moon kept pace with him. He had no skag to suppress the Animal already scratching to be freed, and no money to buy more. What was he going to do? What the hell was he going to do this far up shit creek?

      Not so deep within him, he felt Its pleasure.
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      One look at the four-year-old’s body and Gwen’s heart contracted as if squeezed by a fist. The child’s breath rattled. Spasms wracked his shattered arms.

      The man in the bed on the other side of the curtain coughed wetly and groaned, while four nurses rushed about like ants from a kicked-over nest attending to both.

      Lucky me, Gwen thought and swept her hair back into a scrunchy. She slowed her breathing. Two crisis cases coming in at once wouldn’t normally be a problem, but Emergency were short-staffed today. Her supervisor Pam was handling two concurrent code blues at the other end of the ER. The new intern, Dennis or Danny or something, had gone out into the waiting area where an elderly patient needed assessment.

      This little boy and his attacker were all hers. “Dammit,” she whispered as she leaned over the child.

      Little kids always looked so thin and helpless. This boy was worse than most, his skin pale, muscle tone limp and skinny little arms clouding with contusions. Blood from a head wound had smeared across his swollen face and bare chest. His nose and mouth were hidden beneath a breathing mask and a nurse squeezed the bag, counting off twenty-five breaths a minute.

      “Intubating,” an older nurse - Gabby - announced while Gwen shuffled around the trolley to tease the dressing from the side of the boy’s head. A shallow depression and laceration ran along the skull above the ear; blood welled to obscure it. She turned to bark an order, but a second nurse, Jan, had anticipated it, leaning past her with sterile gauze soaked in saline to replace the soiled one.

      Though the two patients had arrived in separate ambulances, a single paramedic lingered at the edge of the curtained cubicles. He reeled off the same facts that would no doubt make their way onto tonight’s Channel 7 news: “…kid intervened in a domestic violence situation between mother and step-father. Intra-cranial trauma, possibly TBI, multiple fractures to arms and ribs. Step-father’s a biker. Took to the boy with a chain.”

      One ambulance had phoned ahead, so she’d been expecting the last detail; still, she winced at the sight of it.

      Beside her, the nurses babbled vital sign figures in support of the paramedic’s bleak narrative: BP, O2 levels, heart rates. None of them encouraging for either patient.

      “Child is Willie Anderson, four years of age,” the paramedic continued. “Step-dad’s Michael Ormond, mid-thirties. Mother stabbed Ormond in the chest with a screwdriver before calling 911. Mom’s with the cops currently.”

      Gabby sidled out of Gwen’s way as she moved from Curtain 4 to Curtain 5, from the child to the man who’d beaten him to within an inch of his precious little life. Like Willie, Ormond had been stripped to the waist. His muscular chest, shoulders and arms sported a catalog of tattoos, smeared with blood. The screwdriver’s handle jutted from the pressure bandages holding it in place. Ormond was looking wildly about and one hand kept darting up to push at a nurse.

      “Restrain his hands,” Gwen snapped. She checked the catheter inserted by the paramedics to relieve pressure from fluid building up around the lung.

      The paramedic’s narrative continued while helping strap Ormond’s wrists to the bed. “His vitals improved a little when we put the catheter in to relieve the tension pneumothorax - much to the displeasure of the badges who followed us in,” he added with a glance over his shoulder.

      She noticed the uniform then, lingering across the walkway, keeping an eye on proceedings. She’d seen this cop a few times around the hospital, hitting on nurses - a man with a young Eddie Murphy’s looks but without the charm. His nametag said Holland but she’d always thought of him as Officer Jerk.

      He caught her eye and called, “Leave this piece of shit, Doc. See to the kid.”

      As if she could make that choice.

      She pushed a stethoscope to Ormond’s chest, listened to the straining heart and lungs for a moment, consulted his blood pressure then told a nurse: “Get him to OR.”

      As the nurse began wrestling the bed from the cubicle, the heart monitor in Curtain 4 shifted to a flat tone and Gwen’s heart leapt.

      “Code blue!” Gabby and Jan shouted together.

      Shit.

      Gwen pushed her way back to Willie Anderson’s bedside while Jan scrambled for the crash cart. Gabby pumped up and down on the boy’s already bruised ribs. If they were fractured as the paramedics had suggested, this’d make them worse, but it might also save his life. Gwen got in a position to watch both the monitors and Gabby. Officer Jerk was a brooding presence nearby, glaring at Ormond as the biker’s bed passed him by. The crash cart arrived and Gabby lifted her hands to allow the placement of pediatric pads on the patient’s chest. She resumed CPR the moment they were fixed.

      Gwen barked, “Charge to sixty. One milligram of epinephrine in.” The two assisting nurses complied while Gabby pumped away. Gwen consulted the monitor. “We have a shockable rhythm now!”

      “Clear,” Jan called, finger on the button, and Gabby stepped back. Willie’s body arced then fell back. Gabby immediately resumed compressions while Jan looked to Gwen.

      The monitor showed nothing encouraging so Gwen ordered another shock. Thirty seconds later, she ordered another. And then another. This time Gabby didn’t return to her CPR. Gwen slid in, taking over compressions, aware of Gabby’s hard gaze. A waft of urine-stink hit Gwen’s nostrils and she noticed the stain spreading along the sheets beside the boy. “Goddamnit!”

      “Doctor,” Gabby snapped.

      “Shit.” Gwen stepped back. Her fists clenched. Like she could punch the universe in the mouth for this.

      Jan sighed and slowly peeled the pads off the boy’s chest. The third nurse hurried off with the crash cart.

      “Clean him up,” Gwen said.

      Gabby - older, seasoned, used to dealing with abruptness from doctors and unwilling to concede to it - continued to eyeball her. She reached for a clipboard instead. “Time of death?”

      “I said clean him up,” Gwen said, louder.

      “You’re the attending physician. You need to call time of death.” Gwen unfurled her fists and wiped her palms on her scrubs.

      Little Willie’s eyes perfectly captured the grotesquery of death, bulging slightly beneath parted lids. She wanted to touch them, make them see again. She wanted to stroke that fine blond hair. She wanted to wash the blood from his chest. She wanted him to take a breath.

      “You do it,” she told Gabbie and stormed off.

      By the time she was out of Emergency and into the hospital reception area, she was moving like an Olympic power-walker, headed for the elevator. Up in the locker room, there’d be cool metal surfaces to press her throbbing head against and at least one trash can to kick. She stabbed the elevator button repeatedly, her forehead against the wall above it - and jumped when a hand touched her shoulder. Expecting Pam, she jumped again when she found Officer Jerk’s bovine eyes close to hers.

      “Think you need a drink, Doc,” he said. She jerked away, gaping at him. “You know, debrief?”

      Was he for real? Was he actually trying to pick her up? This was not how professionals behaved. Professionals - decent human beings! - didn’t pick up exhausted doctors immediately after they’d lost a small child. And professionals didn’t run away from their work just because it didn’t go well. Like Gabby, they switched off their feelings, turned on their cold-hard-bitch-at-work selves and moved on to the next patient. Only, Gwen could no longer find that self and sustain it. But she did have patients. She did have duties.

      This life - the job - had her trapped. That was her story.

      And Willie Anderson’s story needed an ending.

      Abandoning all thought of the locker room, she shoulder-charged Officer Jerk, forcing him to duck aside. She glanced off his arm, hard enough to hurt him if the sudden jolt of pain in her own shoulder was any indication. Marching back the way she’d come, the words assault on a police officer swam up into her forebrain.

      They made her feel a little better.
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      “Gwen!”

      She had almost made it out the main entrance at the end of her shift when Pam’s fingers curled around her bicep, or at least the flab where she used to have one.

      “You okay, hon?”

      People die who shouldn’t. While people live who shouldn’t…

      “I’m fine, Pam.” She turned her face from the older doctor’s scrutiny, wriggling her arm free and adjusting her bag on her shoulder. She looked wistfully toward the doors. So close. So close. “Just another day at the office.”

      “Mm. Right. You been down a lot lately. Even before this happened today. When’s the last time you talked it out?”

      She ignored the question. The last thing she wanted to do was chat about how she felt, about how screwed-up life had become. Halfway through her residency, there was still so far to go. She’d worked her ass off for a decade and her dream job had turned about to be a really bad fit.

      Oh, yeah, and a kid died.

      She dug her finger nails into her palm. “I’m just tired. Really need a good night’s sleep.” That much was true.

      Pam scrutinized her for a moment longer then gave it up. “Subject change. You hear what I heard about him?”

      “Him? Him who?”

      “Him-him, stupid.”

      “Okay. And what rumor would that be?”

      Pam gathered her thin cardigan around her plump middle. Gwen wondered if she would look like that in ten years’ time. “Apparently Doctor Barry’s been trying it on with Denali.”

      “In Radiology?”

      “Mmh-hm.” Pam’s jowls bounced as she nodded. “Denali told Gabby. Gabby told me.” She put a hand back on Gwen’s arm. “That sumbitch needs a hard kick where the sun don’t shine, you ask me.”

      “It’s okay, Pam.” Gwen forced a smile. It was ok, wasn’t it? “We’re not together. Haven’t been for weeks.”

      “For good this time? Okay. Well. You’re better off without that sack of crap, you ask me. You can do a whole lot better.”

      Then why don’t I? Oh, that’s right: I’ve got a flab everywhere, my hair’s terrible, I work double-shifts so no time for a social life, I’m as grumpy as hell…

      “So what did Denali do?” she asked. “I hope she said yes. I’d like Barry to move on. Actually, I’d like Barry to swallow a scalpel. Oh, did I say that out loud?”

      Pam drew herself up, dragged Gwen through the doors into the driveway for privacy even though it was busier out here than within. The thick August air was a shock after the hospital’s crisp air conditioning. “He bothering you? If he’s bothering you and you don’t want him to—”

      “Pam. Look at me. I mean look at me. I’ve put on twenty pounds in the last two years. I’m addicted to coffee—”

      “There’s worse things—”

      “And I hate my job!”

      Heads turned. She quieted down, returned to the safer subject. “Barry’s not bothering me, he just won’t let it go. I’m past believing he cares; he just thinks I’m an easy lay. Especially when people like Denali have too much class to give in to him. He keeps looking for ways to talk to me. To keep the contact alive.” Pam was giving her that look. “Ok, so that adds up to bothering me. Ya got me.”

      “Well, if there’s anything I can do about that, you let me know.” Pam wiped a fresh sheen of sweat from her brow, slipped out of her cardigan, jaw working. Gwen waited her out. “So, you hate your job? You’re looking for a new one? That’d be a shame, because you’re a solid emergency physician and we need you. Find a way to see your residency through. Please.”

      Gwen saw blood smeared across the bruised and battered ribs of a child and tried to blink it away but couldn’t. Willie Anderson would join the honor role of dead that often played like a slide show before her eyes when she travelled home, when she tried to sleep, when she raised a glass, when she raised a bottle. “I’ve an application in for Quality Control.”

      “Okay. That’s something. I guess.”

      It was something, all right, something other than this. But Quality Control would be a temporary fix at best. Gwen couldn’t see how moving to an administrative role was going to improve her life other than get her away from the deluge of brain-damaged children, beaten spouses, violent meth-addicts and teenage stab victims.

      Besides…

      “Guess who’s on the selection panel?” she said.

      “Barry?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Shit.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “So, has he actually said to you ‘Sleep with me one last time and I’ll get you the job?’ Because we could nail his ass for that.”

      They paused while two paramedics wheeled past a gurney. The old man on the trolley flashed panicked eyes above his O2 mask. Gwen turned her back.

      “No,” she said. “He’s too cunning for that. And I don’t wanna give him the chance. Far as I’m concerned, Denali is welcome to him.” She smiled and pulled back the sleeve of her scrubs, but she’d left her watch in her locker. “Listen, we’ll do coffee tomorrow.” She leaned in for a peck on the cheek and took to her heels with Pam’s disgruntled expression seared into her memory.

      Better that than Willie Anderson’s dead bug eyes.

      Home time.

      She turned right along Saint Antoine Street. People were everywhere, lingering over conversation in the balmy evening or hurrying from one place to another, just like her. She was always hurrying. Gwen had hurried through her childhood, desperate to be an adult. She’d hurried out of Carrington the second she’d finished high school. Hurried to college and med school. Hurried toward a “better life” saving the world. Hurried into the relationship with Barry. Now she was hurrying home. And it wasn’t like there was much there to look forward to. Not even Sam anymore: Barry had taken him when she ended the relationship, which was probably for the best since she really had no business looking after a cat. But there was wine. And probably a CSI or Bones marathon, something banal enough to help her sleep.

      Barry had taken the car too, which was fine since it was technically his. And it forced her into a small amount of exercise a day: home-to-work, work-to-home. Detroit was awash with cheap second-hand cars. She’d buy one soon. She would. When she had time. When she had energy. Besides, the walk wasn’t all that bad on a warm afternoon. Her street was tucked into the maze behind the hospital and around the university precinct; it wasn’t that far and it wasn’t dangerous. Unlike much of the city, the area was busy, middle class and as friendly as any other American suburb.

      Walking, too, was shown to be a great stress management technique.

      Yeah, that’s been working real well for me so far.

      At the corner of Mack, she turned right and fell into introspection, body operating on autopilot. She had several unkind thoughts about Barry, about Pam for stopping her at the door … and many more violent thoughts about what she’d like to do to the vile slime who’d beaten Willie Anderson.

      What’s that little oath you made about doing no harm?

      But it was so fricking unfair, so wrong. She knew she should have developed the thicker skin of other emergency professionals, and it had been there for a time, maybe the first year of residency when she’d joined in with the black humor and hadn’t woken up every night thinking work thoughts. But the constant horrors, the injustices, had worn through that carapace, and begun eating at her soul.

      Near the corner of South Thomas Ave, she snapped out of it and cut through the Gimmler Apartments parking lot. Home was less than ten minutes away. She’d shopped recently and her pantry was stocked with all the things she needed: cheese, bread, chocolate, booze.

      Gwen’s four food groups.

      A service alley ran off South Thomas along the back of the apartments and a white delivery van was tucked inside it, engine idling. A man in a baseball cap stood by the driver’s door and she hurried past, not wanting to make eye contact.

      She was just past the alleyway when shoes scuffed the pavement behind her. Something - an arm! - snaked over her right shoulder and across her left breast. Her bag slipped from her shoulder. Jerked from her feet, clamped against her attacker’s torso, she slid backwards, heels scraping against cement. She scratched at the arm, but her stubby nails failed to penetrate the man’s sleeve. Her hand stretched for his face, but he pulled his head out of reach. She smelled beer and sweat and halitosis.

      It was only when he dragged her back into the alley that she truly realized the danger she was in. The van’s engine rumbled ominously, a lion in waiting. Someone else - a second man? - slid open the side door.

      It was then Gwen screamed.
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      Radio chatter announced a patrol car coming up behind him. It was all Jake could do to keep from bolting. He kicked himself for holding onto the gun, now wrapped in his spare t-shirt within his back pack. If they stopped him, if they searched him…

      He gave them a glance over his shoulder, nodded politely and walked on, being cool, being innocent. The car shadowed him the half block to the corner, then sped away, leaving him to turn into the narrower side street.

      A couple of kids tossing a football moved to the other side of the street to let him pass, doing what Normals did: distrusting strangers, distrusting freaks. They were smart to do so. Their parents watched him with wary eyes and he picked up his pace so the kids could get on with their game. Moments later, one of the kids congratulated the other on a great throw. Jake wondered why folks called it a football when he never saw anyone kicking one.

      Sweat coated his scalp like a cap beneath his dreads, running in rivulets down the gully of his spine to soak his shirt. All he wanted was to curl up somewhere dark and cool - maybe load his veins with sweet relief, just for the hell of it this once. But what would that make him? If he started using for the same reasons other people did ? A junkie. And junkies didn’t go to Heaven; he felt sure Momma would’ve agreed if she was here.

      To continue doing this one wrong thing, it had to be for the right reason.

      And with four days to score, he had to keep trying the decent way to get money: by earning it. The shame of it was, in the past he’d occasionally resorted to burglary and even muggings, but most of the time he’d been able to get a little work. A day here, a day there. Just enough money for three nights of oblivion each month while the moon was largest. Other towns and cities had places a guy could work for a day and not get asked for a social security number, places like Huntsville, Jackson, Topeka, De Moines—

      Rockford.

      He didn’t want to think about Rockford.

      Detroit had no work, not even for educated people, clean people, Normals. Detroit had been a mistake. But leaving wasn’t easy. Without the bucks for bus fare, he was stuck here. And winters were colder than in Illinois, he’d heard, though he couldn’t imagine anything colder than that. He’d almost died there.

      Jake didn’t want to die. Not until he knew for certain he’d be joining Momma. Not until he turned it all around, did enough good things to rub out all the bad…

      Hunger pangs tightened his gut as he neared the corner of Mack and South Thomas. He had protein bars in his pack, food he’d been saving. Savin for what? he wondered and reached around behind him. The zipper was between his thumb and forefinger when a woman screamed. Probably someone arguing with her boyfriend - that kind of bullshit happened all the time. Better to stay out of it. But a flash of movement at the edge of an alleyway down South Thomas made him pause. A woman’s shoes kicking and jerking around, disappearing backwards? Someone was dragging her into the lane!

      Jake broke into a run. He dropped his pack where a handbag lay outside the alley with its contents bleeding onto the sidewalk. A young guy was coming around from the front of the apartments and he shouted a question. Jake ignored it as he swung into the alley.

      A man dressed in sweats and a hoodie was grappling with a woman in the loose-fitting clothes of hospital staff. He had her beside a van, grunting curses and trying to get a leg up behind him so he could pull her inside. She shrieked again; her shoes scratched against the cement as she tried to get purchase. A second man began climbing from the van just as Jake arrived.

      Jake’s shoulder hit the driver’s door, smashing it into the driver’s face. He skidded to a stop by the woman and launched a flurry of punches at her startled attacker, striking arm, ribs, an ear. The woman fell, connecting hard with the road. The guy also toppled back, swearing, legs flailing as he disappeared into the van. As Jake reached to drag the woman up, the driver barreled into him. Arms wrapped around Jake’s shoulders, he rode Jake into the ground. They landed hard and rolled free of each other. Spitting and cussing, the driver rose to his feet, nose gushing blood, and pulled a short, nasty blade from the back of his shorts.

      Jake put a little more distance between them, moving across to guard the woman’s retreat as she scuttled away. The punk danced sideways and waved the blade as he sized Jake up, pressing his other sleeve against his nose. He jerked his head as if asking Jake to step aside, but the next instant he was moving, blade whipping toward Jake’s gut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Gwen scurried away from the van. After a few yards she got to her feet, hands stinging where her fall had scraped flesh from her palms. A young guy was standing at the corner where she’d come from, his cell phone out, videoing. She moved to stand by him.

      The man who’d rescued her was dressed in a button-down shirt and grimy denims, his long hair wild, his shoulders hunched and tight with aggression. His opponent was half his size, dressed in a thin hoodie-shirt and cargo shorts; a blade appeared in his fist.

      “Call the cops,” she snapped at the guy with the phone.

      Light flashed from the knife as it lashed out. Gwen gasped. With reflexes just short of miraculous, the stranger caught his attacker’s wrist and wrenched it sideways. Gwen heard a pop.

      Dorsal radiocarpal ligament, she thought, automatically.

      Yanked forward, the scrawny guy stumbled into the stranger’s chest, bounced back and swayed on his feet. He stared wide-eyed at his hand as his blade clattered to the sidewalk..

      Pain’s yet to register.

      She hoped when it did, it would be the most excruciating thing the brutal little shit had ever felt.

      The stranger drove his fist into the driver’s gut, folding him like a cheap tent, then took a couple of steps backward, still wary, still braced for further violence.

      Gwen felt a ridiculous urge to cheer. Instead, she gasped in shock when the man who’d grabbed her appeared at the wheel of the van and put it in gear. She and the cell phone guy had just enough time to scramble out of its way as it careened out of the alley and down South Thomas.
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      The van had roared away and the fight was over, but Jake stood above the moaning driver curled-up on the ground, vision tunneling, heart thundering in his ears. The little bastard’s blood smelled sweet. The Animal howled for a taste while Jake sucked in air, reached for control. He shouldn’t have let himself get this angry.

      He shouldn’t have tried to cut me!

      It was all he could do to take another step away, to not reach down and wrap his hands around that puny throat.

      The nurse or doctor or whatever she was had retreated out the end of the alley, standing with the other guy who’d come to investigate. He shouted something jubilant, waving a cell phone in the air. Someone came out of the building behind Jake. He spared them a glance: just a kid and his girlfriend, edging around toward the nurse. He wondered if anyone had called the cops. A car pulled over on the opposite side of the street beyond the laneway, but it was just people. No police. Not yet.

      The weedy punk on the ground tried getting up, but failed, cursing Jake as he cradled his injured arm.

      “You tried to take her!” The Animal roaring in his chest, Jake threw himself onto the man and pinned his cheek to the ground with a hand on his neck. He paused, teeth only inches from the punk’s pulsing carotid. The man’s eyes were white around the iris. Nostrils flared, he whimpered like an injured puppy.

      The man was signaling submission, Jake’s instincts told him. But he was also injured, weak, unable to defend himself. The Animal wanted nothing more than to rip the bastard’s throat out, to cherish the rush of salty blood, to make him suffer …

      Jake sprang away, chest heaving, shoulders and hands trembling.

      His opponent crawled in the other direction.

      And then the lady was talking to him, her words muted by the rush of blood in his ears. She clutched her bag to her belly. She looked wary, chest heaving, but her chin was up as if in defiance of the men who’d try to take her. Her gaze was direct, her irises gray. An ironic half-smile creased one cheek, even after an ordeal such as she’d just suffered.

      He dropped his head as shame settled over him like a clinging mist. He was bad, as bad in his own way as these kidnappers were in theirs. And she would see it if she looked too long at him. His peripheral vision tracked the would-be kidnapper slinking down the alley away from the gathering crowd, breaking into a shuffling run. With the woman close, Jake wanted to leave too.

      With the bloodrush fading, the sounds of the street became clearer, as if earmuffs had come off his head.

      “That was awesome, man,” said the phone guy. He’d ventured closer, his focus on his screen. Jake turned his shoulder to him, hair swinging across his face as he searched around for his pack. The guy kept on prattling as people climbed from their cars, and as the teenage couple came closer, asking over and over, “Did you see that?”

      Sure they’d seen that. But none of them had helped. Jake would have liked to maybe shove that cell into his throat, or somewhere even tighter.

      “I didn’t see them coming,” the nurse said, and Jake met her eyes again.
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      Gwen drew a deep, juddering breath and continued, “They blindsided me. Holy shit, if you hadn’t …”

      She swallowed and glanced back at the teenage couple picking up her belongings; she found she could care less if they made off with them. She’d nearly been raped, and probably murdered.

      If he hadn’t…

      She considered him, the stranger who’d come to her aid from out of nowhere. The shiver that raced along her spine and shoulders had more to do with the prospect of her vanishing forever than with the stranger’s sour odor. She’d smelled far worse in the ER. She forced herself not to wrinkle her nose, to touch his arm by way of thanks.

      His head was down, and he startled at the contact. The response was odd, out of sync. Socially awkward? Or a homeless man not used to middle class people acknowledging him, let alone touching him?

      “Thank you,” she offered, catching his eyes beneath their veil of dreadlocks. They were nice eyes, she realized, almost caramel in color, the kind of eyes that had overloaded on pain and turned that pain into strength, into compassion, rather than hate and bitterness. On impulse she raised herself up on her tiptoes, moved some hair aside and brushed her lips against his cheek above his stubble where the skin was clean and smooth.

      The teenage boy wolf-whistled. His girlfriend clapped, calling, “You go, girl!”

      Suddenly self-conscious, she let go of his arm and stepped back. He shot their audience an angry look and made to move past her, to escape, as if it were he who’d assaulted her.

      “Wait,” she said, reaching out a hand but well short of grabbing him this time.

      He paused, half turned. His posture was guarded, as if she posed further danger to him. His eyes flashed. Those startling eyes …

      Gwen realized she didn’t actually have anything in mind to say. It just seemed wrong to let him go with a peck on the cheek and a polite thank you.

      “Let me buy you food.” She winced and hurried on. “Dinner. I’ll buy you dinner.”

      A ghost of a smile flickered across his face before his expression sobered. He shrugged and studied the car parked opposite them, the gawkers leaning against it. “That’s okay.”

      His voice had a pleasant resonance, comfortably deep like a radio announcer’s but with a mild Southern burr. What might it be like to listen to him talk about his life, his struggles, his pain? She realized with a start she’d prejudged him, thought him a bum. For all she knew, he had a job, a family, a normal life.

      He just had thick dreads, stank like a laundry basket, and fought like an animal in defense of complete strangers.

      The injured kidnapper had vanished. The camera guy was playing his footage to the young couple who made appreciative noises as if watching ice-hockey.

      Vultures.

      The stranger continued, “Restaurant wouldn’t let me in, lookin’ like this.” He brushed his knuckles across his grimy jeans. “Better ask those folk over there to drive you home.”

      And with that piece of sage advice, he was gone, jogging back in the direction of the hospital. While a woman came over to see if she needed anything, Gwen hugged her bag to her chest and tried not to replay the last three minutes of her life over and over in her mind.

      The woman and her daughter drove Gwen home. Numb, she heard little of what they said during the short trip, except their insistence that she call the cops and see a doctor. She nodded as she climbed out— “I will” — and stumbled to her front door. When she closed it behind her, chaining and dead-bolting it, and sliding her back down it to sit hunched on the floor, Gwen kept thinking that she should at least have learned that good man’s name.
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      Jake lies curled in a nest of pine needles, surrounded by young trees, freezing his nuts off, butt-naked, a metallic taste in his mouth. Beneath the sheen of dew, stickiness mats his beard and chest hair. He rises, off balance, swaying and shivering in the dawn air. The sun chooses that moment to peek above the horizon, coating him in an orange light and revealing the tackiness on his beard and chest and belly as dried blood and mucosa.

      Hands race across his chin, his throat, his chest, feeling for a wound. But understanding hits him a moment before the sunlight touches the lump on the far side of the clearing, resolving it into a pile of human remains: torn-up limbs, intestines spilling like ruined groceries from a broken bag. The slaughterhouse stench wafts his way on the breeze.

      He Changed last night. And with the Change, a bad thing happened. Finally happened. He killed a man. Without even knowing he was doing it.
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      He awoke, curled on his side in the dark, eyes leaking tears. Even in sleep, he couldn’t escape it.

      Even in goddamn sleep…

      He’d kicked off the painter’s drop sheet he’d been using as a blanket. The night air seeping through the cracked walls of his squat was cool; maybe that had prompted the dream.

      Dream, hell, he thought and turned onto his back. He pulled the sheet up to his chest. Memory.

      The mattress beneath him stank of mold and rodent piss despite the old tarp he’d found to cover it. The paint spots on the drop sheet smelled much better, and up until a few nights ago they’d mostly covered the mattress stink - but this close to Big Moon, scents and odors became clearer, separating into distinguishable units.

      Jake lay that way for many minutes, tracking the drone of a searching mosquito, slowing his breathing and heart rate, his gut rumbling. The peeling wallpaper of the squat’s living room showed in the ambient nighttime light as flayed skin. His hand reached from beneath the sheet, fingers brushing dusty bare floorboards until they reached his pack. There was no reason for it not to be there, but he checked it anyway. Old habits.

      Habits.

      His fingers roamed farther out to touch his rig, finger pricking on the needle. The spoon and square of folded foil beside it were cool, the disposable lighter a smooth plastic lump. Just objects, useless without the heroin. Inside him, It smiled. He felt It smile, hating Its smugness. It knew; the Animal knew.

      The mosquito’s whine drew closer as if attracted to the tiny wound on his fingertip. He put the finger to his lips, sucked at the salty dot.

      The Animal’s smile vanished, stirred by the taste of blood.

      Jake pulled the finger from his mouth. His hand lashed out, caught the mosquito from the dark and squished it. He kicked off the drop sheet, sending dust into the air and setting his nose itching. He emptied his backpack into the bright square made by the street’s solitary working streetlamp, spreading his things in a neat circle around him. Again, it was an old habit, formed during many nights in shared squats when it was sensible to check and recheck things weren’t missing.

      Inventory.

      A little clothing and food, enough to get by. He’d survived with less.

      His gear intact and waiting for H to fuel it. A reminder he had mere days to score, or his dream of the torn-up body in the woods might repeat itself in the real world.

      The plastic sleeve containing three clippings torn from stolen newspapers. He hesitated over that, then pulled out the oldest and angled it toward the light. It had faded as badly as his own memories of the event, but the married couple still stared out at him with accusation in their eyes. As if they knew he’d be looking at this.

      Jane and Alec Armstrong, he knew the caption read, speak out about the darker side of foster care.

      The darker side. Meaning Jake, their foster kid.

      But it hadn’t been Jake that assaulted Alec. Not really.

      The “assault” had happened on the Big Moon immediately after his thirteenth birthday. Later, he’d realized it was the first time the Animal had tried to surface. Apart from the facts of the assault, the article had been bullshit …

      The Armstrongs were heroic carers for an orphan boy, a boy thankless and troubled?

      Yeah. Bullshit.

      Jane and Alec were ordinary people, not heroes. And though they’d never physically abused him, they hadn’t genuinely cared about him. Jake had never been a true part of their lives, or their world – and their motivation for fostering him remained a mystery.

      He put their photograph away and resisted looking at the other articles. The one about werewolf “myths.” And the recent one, the one from Rockford…

      “Ah, shit,” he muttered.

      Why did he keep doing this to himself? He wanted never to think about Rockford again, about that kind woman and what happened to her. Why in hell keep this newspaper article? He needed no reminder of his own crime, any of his crimes, least of all this one! So why? As proof it happened? Proof he wasn’t crazy? It would be better to be crazy!

      What am I?

      He slid the plastic pocket back into the backpack and turned his attention to his momma’s brooch, fingers tracing its embellishments, summoning up her voice, her homey scent, the caress of her fingers against his cheek. He needed her here; he needed her with him, though she’d been taken so long ago.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, pressed the brooch to his lips, summoning a memory of her, any memory of her.

      He was back in a bare-boarded room not so different from this one, the air dusty, gaps around window frames where sunlight snuck through even with the thin shades were drawn. Momma kneaded dough as he stood at her side, clutching the frayed edge of her apron.

      “Is Papa good?” he asked her.

      She glanced toward the closed cellar door, squinted as if trying to hear past it. He was down there, Jake knew it. The chains across it said so. As did the bread she was making for their regular three-day journey into the woods where they’d wait out Big Moon.

      “No, my beautiful boy, no, he’s not,” she replied in a whisper. “That’s why you gotta be careful round him, specially this time-a month.”

      “Am I bad, too?”

      She dropped the dough on the board, crouched and faced him. “You are not! You are good, good to the bone.” Her finger pressed his breastbone as if to locate that goodness, to glue it down. Her touch left flour on his shirt. “You remember all the things I been tellin you. Remember God, remember Heaven and Hell, remember the way to both, so as you choose the right one. Remember to care for folks the way I been carin for you.”

      Jake’s turn to glance at the chained door. “You care for Papa too.”

      “Sure I do.” She brushed hair off her face with the side of one hand. “Somewhere in the good book, it says to love them as don’t love us.”

      “Why, Momma? Why don’t Papa love us?”

      She had no answer for that, no response except to return to her frantic kneading.

      Back in his derelict Detroit house, Jake sucked in a lungful of cool night air and opened his eyes. He didn’t know how much of the remembered conversation was actual and how much he’d added over the years, like the fine scratches around the brooch had been added by him stuffing it down deep in various bags and packs. But the heart of the conversation, his momma’s truth, remained.

      hate you, whispered the Animal.

      Jake didn’t know if It meant him or Momma, but he told it, “Right back atcha.”

      He carefully wrapped and put the brooch behind him on the bed and picked up the next piece of inventory. His single EpiPen was a reminder that danger was always close by. A single touch from silver and he could start swelling and choking.

      Silver, he thought and rubbed his tired eyes. What am I, Momma? What am I, God? A monster? A man? Which is it?

      Most times after a change, he was a mess, that’s what he was. A man waking from one nightmare to another, blood and dirt all over him, sometimes injured though those injuries always healed quickly. But sometimes after a Change, Jake had come to himself, naked but clean, and standing upright. Like he’d already wiped himself down. He’d wondered about it: did that mean his human side was somehow awake and aware before his actual mind switched back on? Did that mean his human side worked with the Animal?

      When he picked up his spare shirt, Jarhead’s pistol fell out with a thump on the floor that made him wince. He wrapped his fingers around the grip, turned it this way and that. Its weight was seductive. In the streetlight, it glinted. This was power. This could end a life. This could earn a man respect. He popped the chamber open and emptied the shells and spent casings onto the floor, separated them. Three bullets left. Plenty enough to march up to Zee, blow his head off and steal all his blow.

      No. That was the Animal speaking, not Jake. The Animal might kill someone, but Jake never would.

      Reloading it, he wondered about hiding it in the drywall. But this was something he could pawn. It might make him some serious dollars. It went into his pack.

      Jake swept the small pile of belongings in with the gun, burying it at the bottom. He rocked back on his heels and rubbed his palms together, felt the Animal shifting within him, straining toward the moon outside.

      The night before full moon, the night of, the night after. Those three nights, Jake had no hope of resistance. Not without chemical help.

      What am I? A monster? A man? How can I be both?

      The few churches he’d been into all taught that humans could be saved, while monsters burned eternally, unforgiven and unforgiveable. In the side pocket of the pack, he had three coins. He took one out and turned it one way, then the other, flipped it and watched it clatter across the floor until it stopped outside the rectangle of streetlight.

      One side always faces up. Well, right now, I’m man.

      not for long, It told him.

      He needed work tomorrow. He needed money.

      His drug gear went inside the cavity in the drywall, safe and ready for the night before full moon. Stretching on the bed, he took up the brooch and kissed it. He turned the brooch over and over, called up Momma’s voice in his mind. She said, It’ll be okay, my beautiful boy. You’ll see: it’ll turn out fine.

      “I hope so, Momma,” he whispered and crossed himself the way he’d seen her do. Tears stung his eyes. “I sure hope so.”
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      The courtroom reminded Carter Moffat of church. The pine paneling. The hushed environment. The insiders playing by unspoken rules which kept tripping him up. He suddenly had a new empathy for non-believers visiting a church for the first time, for the sense of alienness and confusion they must experience.

      There’d been no sign of Elijah at the hearing, and there wouldn’t be. The case worker from the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services had told him his son remained with the foster parents to spare “the little boy” the stress of the hearing.

      What about my stress? Carter had wanted to scream. What about Elijah’s stress over losing contact with his father so soon after his mom’s murder?

      But he’d kept it in, bottled it up while the case worker and her agency lawyer began arguing facts with his lawyer, and the judge watched with the keenness of a cat waiting for a bird to slip up. Not one of them seemed to care about what he was going through, about what he’d been through: a wife eviscerated; the assailant never brought to justice; his son removed because Carter was “unfit to care for him.”

      He’d done his best, damnit. He’d fed the boy, clothed the boy, got him to school on time - most days. It was his prick of a boss: if he’d cut Carter a little more slack, understood what he was going through...

      “Mr. Moffat.”

      The judge had been trying to get his attention for a few seconds, he realized. He blinked himself into the present and offered an apologetic smile. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Geez, if she didn’t remind him of the actress off that old TV show, the one Beth had loved: he saw her, his darling wife, his soulmate, legs tucked beneath her on the sofa, a steaming mug of peppermint tea resting on one thigh, eyes glued to the screen. He fought a sudden constriction in his throat.
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