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T
CHAPTER	ONE

he	 smoke	 rose	 straight	 up	 in	 a	 single	 black	 column,	 vertical	 and	 roiling,
true	as	a	plumb	line	and	dead	as	a	wire.	The	cinders	of	her	house,	her	life,

her	hopes,	flew	up	as	ash	into	the	cold	Wyoming	sky.	It	was	a	clear	morning,	no
white	meandering	clouds	of	coming	snow	or	high	watchful	wisps	to	remind	her
that	now	was	not	forever.

At	some	height	the	smoke	cooled	and	the	heavens	barred	its	further	ascent;
the	gates	were	closed—this	far	and	no	more.	There	the	smoke	pooled	and	spread
like	a	black	blood	puddle	above	Jamesford.	For	miles	around,	perhaps	as	far	as
Dubois,	 surely	 as	 near	 as	 the	 Wild	 River	 Reservation,	 Eleanor’s	 destruction
could	be	seen	as	an	ugly	pillar	of	soot	against	the	dazzling	blueberry	sky.

It	 stank	 of	 toxins	 and	 tars,	 upholstery	 on	 fire,	 shingles	 ablaze.	 A	 vomit	 of
black	oily	fumes.	Books	and	photos,	makeup	and	quilts.	A	gold	plastic	trophy,	a
silver	tiara—all	became	nothing	but	poison	to	add	to	the	column.	Bulbs	popped;
glass	shattered.	A	wall	 fell	 in.	The	roof	gone.	Timbers	 that	had	held	a	home	a
hundred	years	became	embers,	food	to	the	fire.

The	 smells	 altered	 and	 transformed	 like	 a	 scented	 kaleidoscope,	 reflecting
whatever	new	 fuel	 the	 terrible	 and	 final	blaze	 fell	upon.	 It	 fed	on	houseplants
and	smelled	of	a	brush	fire.	It	fell	onto	gasoline	and	smelled	of	a	car	wreck.	It	fell
onto	clothes	and	hair	and	mounds	of	flesh	and	smelled	like	hell	itself.

The	fire	sucked	the	air	from	the	street,	dragging	the	screams	of	the	onlookers
into	the	rising	smoke	as	a	hungry	wind.	Shouts	and	orders,	cheers	and	prayers,
curses	and	cries	mixed	and	were	lost	in	the	conflagration.

One	 cry,	 a	 small	 one—a	 desperate,	 lost,	 and	 lonely	 whimper—reached	 her
ears	across	a	chasm	of	despair.	Wendy	Venn,	still	in	her	pajamas,	sat	holding	her
knees	in	the	middle	of	the	road.	Six	years	old	and	broken,	she	looked	not	to	her
left	where	her	 brother	David	 lay	 unmoving	beside	 a	murdered	 dog,	 nor	 right
where	her	father	lay	in	a	clump	of	snow	and	blood.	She	did	not	look	up	to	see
the	 plume,	 nor	 down	 to	 see	 the	 ice.	 She	 paid	 no	mind	 to	 the	 screams	 of	 her
mother	 behind	 her,	 cursing	 the	 police	 who	 dragged	 her	 away.	 Her	 eyes	 held
fixed	at	a	distance	beyond	the	crowds,	beyond	the	hills	and	houses.	Beyond	this
day.	Whether	she	 looked	forward	or	back,	Eleanor	could	not	know.	The	tears
that	 poured	 down	 her	 cheeks,	 the	 sounds	 that	 escaped	 her	 clenched	 jaw,
represented	 only	 that	 anguish	 which	 she	 could	 not	 yet	 bury	 in	 the	 vast
expanding	 void	 Eleanor	 knew	 was	 opening	 beneath	 her.	 Soon,	 too	 soon,
horribly	soon,	it	would	be	big	enough	to	hold	everything.



He	awoke	in	the	sunlight	and	blinked	his	one	eye	to	orient	himself.	He	stretched
out	under	the	table,	safe	beneath	a	dining	chair,	and	yawned.	He	arched	his	back
and	dug	his	claws	into	the	carpet,	feeling	his	muscles	warm	and	limber.

He	never	felt	refreshed	after	his	morning	naps.	The	dreams	were	unsettling
and	they	always	came	then.	They	were	terrible	dreams	of	people	and	death.	But
they	weren’t	as	bad	as	they	used	to	be.	They	were	fading	and	less	painful	by	the
day.

He	 looked	around	 the	 room,	 squinted	at	 the	window,	and	 tensed.	 In	a	 tree
just	beyond	the	glass,	a	robin	hopped	from	branch	to	branch.	It	craned	its	neck
and	moved	in	starts	and	jerks,	looking	at	the	lawn	and	chirping.

He	watched	with	his	one	eye	and	flicked	his	tail,	made	stuttering	mews	until
the	bird	flew	away.	He	followed	it	to	the	window	and,	standing	on	his	hind	legs,
surveyed	 the	 little	 courtyard	 searching	 for	 the	 robin.	 He	 saw	 the	 dog	 in	 the
apartment	across	 the	way	dozing	 in	his	white	plastic	 igloo,	 already	keeping	 to
the	shade.	The	day	would	be	hot.

He	remembered	the	hot	days	of	last	summer,	the	unbearable	days	where	the
ground	burned	his	feet	and	he	could	not	shed	fur	fast	enough.	Only	in	the	man’s
room	could	he	sleep	comfortably.	The	man	did	not	 like	him	there;	he	sneezed
and	suffered	because	of	him.	But	the	man	let	him	sleep	in	his	room	nonetheless
and	kept	open	and	clear	the	vent	that	blew	the	cool	air.

When	they	first	arrived,	the	man	had	not	let	him	go	outside	for	many	days.
But	 to	 be	 fair,	 he	 had	not	wanted	 to.	He	had	nowhere	 to	 go,	 no	 desire	 to	 do
anything	 at	 all.	 If	 he’d	 have	 been	 able	 to	 vanish,	 to	 disappear	 from	 the	world
forever—to	die—he	would	have,	but	an	unyielding	drive	as	old	as	 life	 itself	 led
him	to	his	water	dish	daily	and	bent	his	neck	over	the	food	dish	and	kept	him
going	despite	himself.

Then	one	day	he	went	mad.

Lightning	and	thunder	ripped	through	the	sky	outside.	Sheets	of	rain	ran	like
ghosts	 in	 the	 yard,	 chasing	 each	 other	 into	 oblivion.	 He	 was	 inside,	 safe	 and
warm	with	his	tummy	full,	and	he	hated	himself	for	it.	The	storm	ripped	leaves
from	trees	and	snapped	boughs	and	blew	patio	furniture	in	cartwheels.	It	was	a
killing	storm,	and	the	lightning	invited	him	like	a	kiss.

He	had	no	right	 to	be	dry,	no	right	 to	shelter	or	 food	or	air	or	 life,	and	he
hissed	 and	pulled	 at	 the	wire	 screens	 in	 self-destructive	 rage.	He	 tore	 at	 them
with	claw	and	tooth	until	the	wires	cut	his	gums	and	stabbed	his	pads,	until	he’d



ripped	a	hole	large	enough	to	fit	through	and	only	the	glass	kept	him	from	the
tempest.

He	 ran	 at	 the	window	head	 first,	 rushing	 at	 it	 to	 break	 through.	He	 dazed
himself	once—twice—in	his	mad	fury	to	be	outside,	to	catch	the	lightning	and,	in
its	 burst	 of	 power,	 receive	 his	 long-overdue	 justice.	 Each	 thunderclap	 was	 a
promise	 from	 whatever	 god	 watched	 him	 that	 if	 only	 he	 could	 be	 outside,
sheeted	by	the	rain,	frozen	by	the	wind,	then	the	lightning	would	come	and	he’d
be	free.

It	would	be	enough,	he	knew,	to	end	the	dreams.	One	bolt.	Fitting.	There’d
been	other	bolts	in	his	life,	electric	kisses—chemical	connections	that	had	taught
his	 heart	 to	 hope,	 only	 to	 fail.	 Now	 another	 bolt—an	 overloaded	 kiss—would
end	 the	 hope,	 the	 heart.	 The	 dreams.	 And	 in	 the	 thunder-madness,	 he	 shut
down	that	part	of	his	mind	that	drove	real	animals	to	shelter,	and	barreled	into
the	glass	with	all	he	had.

At	the	third	vault,	the	man	stopped	him,	snatched	mid-sprint.

He	scratched	and	bit,	twisted	and	kicked	and	fought	as	best	as	his	body	could
manage,	 but	 the	man	was	 stronger.	The	man	 gripped	 him	by	 the	 nape	 of	 his
neck	as	he	had	that	dream	day	long	ago,	smoke-stained	and	horrible.	The	man
stroked	his	fur	while	he	hissed	and	spit	before	putting	him	gently	into	the	silver
metal	cage	he	had	used	to	bring	him	there.

After	a	time,	when	he	had	rested,	when	the	storm	was	long	gone,	when	he
was	quiet	and	calm	and	the	fury	had	leeched	out	of	him	into	the	forgetful	air,	the
man	opened	the	door	to	the	cage.

He	 watched	 the	 man	 suspiciously.	 Then	 he	 walked	 out	 as	 if	 nothing	 had
happened,	as	if	he’d	wanted	to	be	in	the	cage	the	whole	time	and	now	it	suited
him	to	be	elsewhere.	He	was	a	cat	and	acted	like	it.	The	madness	was	gone;	his
chance	had	passed.

The	next	afternoon,	the	man	threw	open	the	front	door,	filling	the	hall	with
Arizona	sunlight	and	smells	of	a	hot	summer	day.

The	man,	Sikring,	Conrad	Sikring,	held	the	door	open	and	said,	 “Eleanor,	I
won’t	keep	you.	If	you	want	to	go.	Go.”

The	man	was	always	talking	to	him.	Always	calling	him	Eleanor.	Telling	him
to	 trust	 him.	 Telling	 him	 he	 could	 help.	 He’d	 heard	 and	 he	 understood	 the
words,	but	he	would	only	stare	at	the	man,	unblinking	and	suspicious.



Memories	 of	 madness	 and	 dreams	 of	 the	 lightning	 gripped	 him,	 and	 he
dashed	 through	 the	 door.	 He	 ran	 across	 the	 grass	 and	 into	 the	 street,	 the
blacktop	hot	and	mushy	under	his	paws.	He	hid	 in	a	bush	across	 the	way	and
waited	for	the	man	to	chase	him.	But	he	did	not.	He	stood	in	the	doorway	and
watched	 and	waited.	 Finally,	 he	 turned	 and	went	 inside,	 but	 he	 left	 the	 door
open.

It	was	a	hot	afternoon,	troubling	to	move	in,	so	he	stayed	put	until	dark.	He
knew	patience.	When	 it	was	cooler	at	night,	he	 took	a	 step	out,	 first	 this	way
and	then	that,	stopping	to	imagine	where	he	would	go.	Then	he	returned	to	the
bush	 to	 think.	By	morning,	he	was	hungry.	The	door	was	 still	 open,	 the	man
still	inside.	Across	the	road,	over	the	grass,	and	up	the	stairs	he	walked	back	into
the	house.	He	drank	water	while	the	man	opened	a	can	of	fish	for	him.	He	ate	a
little	and	fell	asleep	in	front	of	the	cool	air	vent.

So	many	days	had	come	and	gone	since	he	hid	beneath	 that	bush.	He’d	hid
there	 many	 times	 since,	 stalking	 the	 squirrels	 that	 taunted	 him	 from	 their
branches,	chasing	mice	that	nested	under	the	roses.	A	summer	had	gone	and	the
fall	too	had	passed	like	a	breeze,	though	it	was	hard	to	delimitate	the	seasons.	A
Christmas	tree	told	him	he’d	seen	December,	a	drunken	party,	New	Year’s.	The
warming	days	told	him	it	was	now	spring.

He	had	 left	 Jamesford	kidnapped	and	captured,	but	grateful	 to	be	away.	He
had	 had	 only	 one	 thought	 after	 seeing	 the	 fire,	 after	 living	 the	 dream	 that
haunted	him	still:	he	wanted	to	forget.

His	 survival	 instinct,	 deeper	 than	 even	 his	melancholy,	 kept	 him	 alive	 and
made	him	draw	breath	and	eat	his	fish	and	keep	away	from	the	dog	in	the	plastic
igloo.	Only	the	tempest	had	silenced	it	long	enough	for	him	to	dream	of	another
escape.	After	that,	all	he	could	do	was	to	try	to	forget.

Staring	out	at	the	grass,	searching	for	the	bird	he	had	seen,	he	remembered
his	dream	and	was	unusually	troubled	by	it.	Today,	he	did	not	force	the	visions
away,	 but	 instead	 made	 himself	 remember	 who	 he	 had	 been,	 who	 he	 had
known,	and	what	had	happened.	Not	 since	 that	day	had	he	allowed	 it	 all	back
into	his	mind.

He	faced	the	daily	dream	with	his	conscious	mind.	It	all	flooded	through	like
a	breach	in	a	dam.	The	dreams	had	been	increasingly	hazy,	and	to	his	horror	he
realized	 his	 waking	 memory	 too	 was	 compromised.	 He	 was	 forgetting.
Eventually	 he	 would	 have	 a	 day	 when	 his	 recollection	 was	 muted	 beyond
recognition,	his	feelings	obscured	beyond	meaning,	the	names	themselves	lost	as



they	 had	 been	 before.	 David.	 He’d	 forget	 David.	 His	 mop	 of	 black	 hair
untamable	and	wild,	his	eyes	as	embracing	as	a	blanket	and	just	as	warm.	David,
the	 source	 of	 the	 passion	 that	 gave	 hope	 when	 even	 the	 dream	 of	 it	 was
forgotten.	David.	He	would	forget	David.

The	blurring	would	 increase	and	then	he’d	have	a	day,	 then	a	week,	 then	a
month,	then	a	year	when	his	thoughts	would	not	even	touch	Jamesford	or	his
family	or	his	friends	or	his	love.	He	would	succeed	and	forget.

But	 first,	 before	 that,	 he	 feared,	 before	 even	 that	 unspeakable	 danger,	 he
would	forever	lose	what	he	had	been.	She	would	be	gone.

He	leapt	up	on	the	counter	and	bent	into	the	sink	to	drink	from	the	dripping
faucet.	 It	was	 fresher	 and	 tasted	 better	 than	 that	 in	 his	 bowl.	He	 felt	 the	 cool
water	slide	down	the	back	of	his	throat,	past	the	pocket	in	his	neck	that	had	held
the	pattern	of	the	cat	he	was	now.	And	that	was	what	worried	him.

He	had	never	understood	what	he	was,	seldom	tested	the	limits	of	his	nature,
but	 he	 knew	 instinctively	 that	 Eleanor	 was	 slipping	 away.	 Locked	 in	 his
memory,	or	maybe	his	cells,	or	even	his	soul,	was	the	pattern	of	Eleanor	Anders,
the	 girl	 he	 had	 been.	 And	 each	 day	 it	 faded	 like	 his	 eroding	 memories,	 only
faster.	 His	 body	 ever	 strived	 to	 more	 perfectly	 mimic	 the	 maimed	 cat	 he
pretended	to	be,	replacing	old	cells,	the	old	patterns	with	the	new.	Soon	the	old
pattern	would	be	gone	forever.	Already	he	could	feel	its	decay.

He	liked	who	he	had	been.	He	liked	Celeste’s	form.	If	he	lost	it,	he	might	be
able	to	find	her	again	one	day,	take	a	kiss	from	her	and	begin	again,	but	it	was	a
long	shot.	He	was	small	and	feline	and	time	was	running	out.

He	could	become	the	man,	Sikring.	He	could	do	it	the	old	way,	kill	him	and
take	his	place.	He’d	watched	him	 long	enough	 to	be	a	perfect	mimic.	Sikring’s
body	would	provide	the	meat	he	would	need	for	the	change.	It	would	take	a	long
time,	a	long	painful	time,	but	it	could	be	done,	provided	he	could	kill	him.	But
then	Eleanor	would	 be	 lost	 forever.	That	 form	 forever	 erased,	Odin	 the	 one-
eyed	cat	in	its	place.	It	was	a	juggling	act	whose	limits	she’d	never	explored	and
was	afraid	to	press.	She	could	recall	only	this	shape	and	the	last	one.	One	shape
in	existence,	one	in	fading	memory	available	for	return.	For	a	while.	It	was	the
same	before	as	the	coyote,	the	reason	she	had	had	to	find	Celeste	in	the	woods.
Faster	 than	 she’d	 forgotten	 her	misery,	 she’d	 forgotten	 her	 old	 shape,	 her	 old
self.	By	the	time	she	was	ready	to	rejoin	humanity,	there	was	nothing	in	her	to
become.



The	fallback	shape,	the	one	that	crept	and	slithered	in	the	unlit	recesses	of	his
ancestral	mind,	was	another	thing	entirely.	That	form	he	could	never	unlearn.
Though	 he	 tried	 not	 to	 think	 about	 it,	 he	 suspected	 that	 the	 clawed	 and
toughened	 monster	 inside	 him	 was	 his	 true	 form.	 It	 was	 the	 shape	 to	 get
another	shape.	A	weapon	to	gain	a	better	weapon.	It	was	terrible	and	effective
and	even	small	as	a	cat,	he	knew	it	was	deadly	enough	to	kill	a	man.

But	then	he	would	lose	Eleanor	forever.

He	could	be	many	things,	but	he	wanted	only	to	be	Eleanor.	As	impossible	as
it	was—as	crazy	as	it	was—he	knew	he	could	not	let	her	go	because	she	was	the
best	of	him.	To	 lose	her	would	be	 to	 lose	Tabitha	and	David	and	Wendy	and
Celeste	 and	 himself.	 Forever	 himself.	 He	 had	 defined	 himself	 by	 that	 shape,
allowed	himself	to	dream	and	live	and	love	as	he	had	never	dreamed	before.	As
terrible	as	was	the	plume	of	mushrooming	black	smoke	over	his	beloved	life,	it
was	a	 fair	 and	well	 struck	bargain	 for	 the	days	he	had	had	as	Eleanor	Anders:
daughter,	friend,	and	lover.

Once	before,	 faced	with	death,	knowing	 it	was	 close,	he	had	 fought	off	his
own	 survival	 urges.	 He’d	 focused	 his	 energies	 away	 from	 fatal	 wounds	 and
instead	healed	his	grotesque	claws	back	to	Eleanor’s	plain	pale	fingers.	And	so,
broken	 and	 bleeding,	 gunshot	 and	 blind,	 wholly	 spent,	 he	 as	 Eleanor	 had
staggered	into	the	night	to	die,	but	to	die	on	his	own	terms.

Now	 he	 was	 dying	 again.	 Biology	 might	 argue	 against	 him,	 since	 all	 was
according	to	plan:	air	and	food,	shelter	and	water.	Life.	These	things	he	had	as
Odin,	 the	 maimed	 copied	 cat,	 but	 dying	 inside	 him,	 as	 surely	 as	 a	 drowning
child,	was	Eleanor	Anders.

It	 bothered	 him	 that	 he	 had	 begun	 thinking	 of	 himself	 as	 a	 he.	 It	 was
unsettling,	a	further	indication	that	he	was	losing	his	previous	identity	forever.
He	did	not	like	being	male.	It	never	suited	him.

He’d	lost	everything	that	morning	in	the	fire	on	Cedar	Street.	He’d	left	it	all
to	burn	and	bleed	and	die	and	he’d	run,	wanting	to	forget	it.	It	was	not	the	first
time	and	he	knew	it	was	of	no	use.	 It	hurt	to	remember	but	after	this	 long	he
could	bear	it.	Longer	and	he	might	lose	more	than	he	could	endure.

He	leapt	from	the	counter	and	strolled	to	his	food	dish.	He	ate	as	much	as	he
could.



“S
CHAPTER	TWO

o	will	 you	 come	 tomorrow?”	 she	 asked,	 wheeling	 a	 cooler	 through	 the
door.

“To	The	Tavern?”

“Yes.”

“Drinks	with	Ray’s	students?	Undergrads?”	said	the	man.	“I	don’t	think	so.”

“They’re	old	enough,”	she	said.

“Doesn’t	sound	like	fun	to	me.	Besides,	I’ve	got	all	this	to	deal	with.”

He	dropped	an	armful	of	groceries	on	the	counter	and	left	to	fetch	more	from
the	 car.	 The	 man	 was,	 of	 course,	 Conrad	 Sikring.	 Eleanor	 made	 himself
remember	 the	 name	 and	 use	 it	 as	 a	 human	 would.	 Parts	 of	 his	 mind	 were
atrophying	from	lack	of	use.	Vocabulary	was	one	of	them.

Sikring	wore	his	usual	costume	fashioned	after	the	culture	he	studied:	faded
blue	 jeans	 cinched	with	a	hand-worked	 leather	belt	 and	a	 silver	 and	 turquoise
buckle.	His	boots	were	worn	and	dusty,	though	Eleanor	knew	he	worked	mostly
inside.	His	 shirt	was	 casual,	 red	plaid	 and	buttoned.	A	bolo	 tie	 held	 the	 collar
together	with	a	black	arrowhead	pendant	clasp.	His	long	gray	hair	was	kept	in	a
thick	 braid	 down	 his	 back	 and	 was	 tied	 with	 a	 piece	 of	 tawny	 twine.	 Tall,
slender,	and	tan	skinned,	his	pale	eyes	made	him	look	more	the	wise	ranch	hand
than	a	tenured	professor.	Eleanor	knew	him	to	be	in	his	late	fifties,	but	he	wore
his	age	well	for	a	Caucasian	smoker	living	in	the	desert.

He	 didn’t	 see	 Eleanor,	 didn’t	 even	 look	 for	 him.	 Long	 gone	were	 the	 days
when	Sikring	would	come	home	and	immediately	search	the	house	for	evidence
that	Eleanor	had	done	 something	no	 cat	 could	do.	But	Eleanor	displayed	only
perfect	 feline	 behavior,	 knowing	 that	 this	 consistency	 eroded	 the	 professor’s
certainty	 that	 the	cat	he	had	 taken	 from	a	burning	house	 in	Wyoming	was	 in
fact	 something	 else.	 Though	 he	 still	 talked	 to	 Eleanor	 in	 complete	 sentences,
offered	 to	 help,	 begged	 for	 his	 trust,	 little	 pet	 noises	 had	 begun	 to	 enter	 his
dialog,	high	tones	and	chirps,	baby-talk,	to	attract	the	attention	of	an	animal	and
not	a	“something	else”	pretending	to	be	one.

The	woman	with	him	was	Suzanne	Fosser,	Sikring’s	graduate	assistant.	She
was	 in	 her	 late	 twenties,	 closer	 to	 thirty	 than	 twenty-five,	 and	 had	 brown,
shoulder-length	hair	and	pale	skin	that	made	her	look	more	like	a	tourist	than	a
University	of	Arizona	faculty	member.	Eleanor	had	seen	her	before;	she	visited



Sikring	 often,	 always	 with	 work-related	 projects,	 grading,	 and	 editing	 papers
mostly.	Whenever	she	saw	Eleanor,	she	invariably	tried	to	pick	him	up,	cuddle
him,	offer	him	treats	and	toys,	while	he	invariably	ignored	her.	Catlike	indeed.

“Conrad,	you’re	leaving	the	door	open,”	she	said.

“It’s	okay,”	he	called	from	the	porch.	“Eleanor	can	come	and	go	as	he	pleases.”

“Since	when?”

“A	long	while.	Since	last	year.	You’re	not	very	observant.”

“That’s	a	fine	thing	for	you	to	say	to	me,”	she	said.

“Well	you	weren’t	looking.	Make	room,	these	things	are	heavy.”

In	 the	weeks	since	his	decision,	Eleanor	had	 inventoried	all	 the	 food	 in	 the
house.	Unless	he	was	willing	 to	kill	 someone,	he’d	have	 to	 look	elsewhere	 for
the	food	he	needed.	For	what	Eleanor	had	to	do	there	could	be	no	half	measures.
He	needed	fuel—proteins	and	fats.	He	didn’t	know	how	much	he	needed,	but	it
was	 a	 lot.	 It	was	 a	 question	of	mass.	He	had	 to	 go	 from	 a	 ten-pound	 cat	 to	 a
teenage	girl	in	one	go.	He	could	convert	fuel	into	energy,	energy	into	mass,	mass
into	a	new	shape	with	nearly	perfect	efficiency,	but	he	couldn’t	pull	energy	out
of	 the	air.	Even	 in	Jamesford,	he’d	had	to	acquire	 food	before	a	drastic	change
and	 there	he	had	had	 a	 full	 pantry.	 Sikring,	 the	bachelor,	 couldn’t	 eat	 in	 for	 a
weekend	without	a	trip	to	the	store.

His	options	were	few.	Though	he	was	patient,	 time	was	slipping	away,	and
with	it	Eleanor.	In	his	weaker	moments,	he’d	had	to	fight	back	an	urge	to	release
the	 monster	 upon	 Sikring.	 He	 still	 didn’t	 trust	 him.	 Of	 all	 the	 people	 on	 the
planet,	Sikring	probably	knew	or	 suspected	more	about	his	kind	 than	anyone.
He	was	 dangerous.	Or	 rather,	 he	 could	 be	 dangerous.	 Sikring	 had	 been	 kind.
He’d	warned	him,	offered	him	an	 escape	 and	 then,	 ultimately,	 helped	him	get
away.	The	professor	had	done	nothing	to	deserve	death,	and	though	Eleanor’s
needs	could	easily	be	fulfilled	by	the	deed,	he	could	not	do	it—would	not	do	it.
To	do	so	would	be	to	lose	Eleanor	in	another	way.

He	 was	 about	 to	 abandon	 the	 apartment,	 seek	 out	 a	 grocery	 store	 or	 car-
struck	deer	when	he	had	overheard	a	phone	call	where	Conrad	agreed	to	host	a
party.

“We	 need	 a	 place	 for	 a	 big	 barbecue	 and	 you	 have	 that	 clubhouse	 in	 your
complex,”	Suzanne	had	said.

“Who’s	paying	for	it?”



“Ray’s	folks,”	she	said.	“They	gave	me	a	credit	card.”

“Then	why	not	the	Bahamas?”	said	Conrad.

“Cute,”	said	Suzanne.	“I	know	it’s	short	notice,	but	can	you	do	it?”

“Sure,	why	not?	 I	never	use	 the	pool.	 I’m	due.	 Steaks,	 hamburgers	 and	hot
dogs,	beer	and	boxed	wine.	A	great	kick	off	for	the	summer.”

When	Suzanne	talked	Conrad	 into	shopping	with	her	and	storing	the	 food
for	 a	 couple	 of	 days	 before	 the	 party,	 Eleanor	 felt	 that	 Providence	 itself	 had
smiled	on	him.

“Put	 the	 steaks	 in	 the	 fridge	 not	 the	 freezer,”	 Suzanne	 said.	 “Wow,	 you’re
right.	You	have	plenty	of	room.	How	old	is	this	takeout?”

“You	don’t	want	to	know.”

“We	should	have	bought	premade	patties.	We’re	going	to	be	elbow	deep	in
hamburger	all	morning.”

“Who’s	coming	exactly?”

“The	entire	department.”

“What’s	that?	Thirty	people?”

“Fifty	 with	 cross	 affiliations.	 And	 they’re	 bringing	 their	 families.	 And	 I’ve
invited	all	of	Ray’s	friends.	I’m	guessing	a	hundred.	It’ll	be	nice.”

“He	has	friends?”

“Cute,”	she	said.

“I	mean	besides	you.”

“We	don’t	have	enough	potato	salad,”	she	said,	critically	appraising	a	gallon
bucket	of	it.

“The	Home	Owners’	Association	won’t	like	that	many	people	in	the	pool.”

“Don’t	 get	 faint-hearted	now,”	Suzanne	 said.	 “You	pay	dues,	 you	get	 to	use
the	facilities.	Tell	them	that.”

“It’s	an	HOA,”	Sikring	said,	stacking	packaged	hot	dogs	and	buns	by	the	sink.
“You	don’t	tell	them;	they	tell	you.”

“Way	too	late	to	cancel,”	she	said.	“Besides,	it	sets	a	good	precedent	for	when
I	get	my	doctorate.”



“Who’ll	pay	for	that	one?	This	thing	cost	a	fortune.”

“The	same	people	probably.”

“Ray’s	folks?”

“Maybe,”	she	said	demurely.

“That	serious?	Has	he	asked	you?”

“Not	yet.”

“Eh-huh,”	he	said.	“We	better	plan	on	a	potluck	for	you.”

She	glared	at	him.	“He	loves	me	even	if	he	doesn’t	know	it	yet.”

“How	can	you	not	know	something	like	that?”	he	asked.

“He’s	distracted.”

“He’s	spoiled.”

“Is	that	a	compliment	about	me	or	an	insult	on	Ray?”

“Yes,”	Sikring	said.

“Well	look	who’s	here?”	she	said.	“Here	kitty-kitty.	Come	here,	Eleanor.”

Eleanor	stood	in	the	hall	watching	them	unload	the	food,	mentally	preparing
himself	for	the	coming	ordeal.

“He’s	looking	at	the	steaks.	I	think	he’s	hungry.”

“Not	a	chance.	He	hardly	eats	at	all.”

“His	dish	is	empty.”

“What?”

“Most	of	his	water	too.”

Eleanor	meowed.

“And	he’s	talking,”	said	Suzanne.	“Is	that	the	same	cat?”

Suzanne	opened	a	package	of	cheese	and,	crouching	down,	offered	Eleanor	a
morsel.

He	 strolled	over	and	 took	 it,	 savoring	 the	 fat	 and	protein.	Suzanne	 stroked
his	back.

“And	he	let	me	touch	him,”	she	said	amazed.	“And	he’s	purring.”



“Yeah,	he’s	been	weird	this	week,”	said	Sikring.	“How’s	his	eye?”

“Fine.”

“The	other	one?”

“The	missing	one?	Looks	fine.”

“It’s	not	back?”

“Ah,	no?”	she	said.	“Should	it	be?”

“Just	wondering.”

“And	he	weighs	a	ton,”	she	said	picking	him	up.	“Seriously.	It’s	like	he’s	made
of	lead.”

Eleanor	hissed.	When	she	didn’t	put	him	down	immediately	he	growled,	low
and	menacingly.	She	dropped	him.

“Moody	thing,”	she	said.	“I	think	he’s	sick.	You	should	take	him	to	a	vet.”

Another	hiss.

“I	think	he	understood	me,”	she	said.

Sikring	 apprised	 the	 cat	 for	 a	moment.	 “No.	No	 doctors.	 He	wouldn’t	 like
that,”	he	said.

Suzanne	returned	to	organizing	the	groceries.

“What	is	it	with	that	cat?”	she	said,	piling	steaks	like	bricks	in	the	recesses	of
the	fridge.

Sikring	 threw	 away	 the	 expired	 take-out	 carton	 and	 the	 fridge	was	 all	 but
empty.	“Just	a	pet.”

“You	know	it’s	a	boy,	 right?”	Suzanne	asked.	 “And	Eleanor	 is	a	girl’s	name?
What’s	up	with	that?”

“I	didn’t	get	to	name	him.”

“Who	did?”

“Tabitha,”	he	said.

“What?”

“Long	story.”

“I’ve	got	time.”



“You’re	going	to	have	to	take	the	potato	salad,	I’ve	no	room	for	it.”

“Keep	it	in	the	cooler	with	the	dogs,”	she	said.	“And	don’t	change	the	subject.”

“About	the	cat?	What?	What’s	there	to	say?”

“Why	 do	 you	 have	 it?	 It’s	 not	 affectionate,	 it’s	 handicapped,	 and	 you’re
allergic.	What	gives?”

“I’m	keeping	him	for	a	friend.”

“You	have	friends?”

“Cute,”	he	said,	smirking	as	she	had	done,	but	when	she	turned	her	back	he
gave	Eleanor	a	long,	inquiring	look.	Eleanor	held	his	gaze	with	his	one	eye	until
the	professor	shrugged	and	went	back	to	work.

Sikring’s	 schedule	 was	 as	 regular	 as	 clockwork.	 It	 changed	 every	 quarter,	 but
once	begun,	he	was	as	punctual	as	the	tides.	Eleanor	watched	him	from	beside
the	vent	when	he	woke	up	a	minute	before	his	alarm	went	off.	He	watched	him
get	 ready	 and	 followed	 him	 into	 the	 kitchen	where	 he	 drank	 a	 cup	 of	 coffee
before	collecting	his	things.

“What’s	got	you	up	so	early,	Eleanor?”	he	asked	noticing	him	in	the	hallway.

Eleanor	meowed	 and	 thought	 that	 this	would	 probably	 be	 the	 last	 time	he
would	ever	see	Conrad	Sikring.	He	had	been	very	kind	to	him,	and	he	felt	truly
indebted.	 Before	 he	 could	 catch	 himself,	 he	 walked	 over	 to	 the	 table	 and,
purring,	rubbed	against	his	leg,	something	he	had	never	done	before.

Conrad	reached	down	and	scratched	his	back.	Eleanor	let	him	and	purred	the
more.

“What’s	up,	girl?”	he	asked.	“Are	you	all	right?”

He	 looked	 up	 into	 his	 face,	 towering	 so	 high	 above	 him,	 and	 saw	 concern
written	 around	 his	 wrinkled	 eyes.	 Quickly,	 but	 not	 too	 quickly,	 he	 strolled
across	 the	 room	 under	 the	 dining	 room	 table	 and	 flopped	 into	 a	 square	 of
sunlight	where	he	stretched	out,	unconcerned.

He	listened	to	the	garage	door	close	and	the	car	drive	away	before	he	got	up
and	went	into	the	kitchen.

His	heart	 raced	 as	he	pried	open	 the	 fridge	door	 and	 leapt	onto	 a	 crowded
shelf.	He	pushed	and	pulled	at	the	Styrofoam	boards,	spilling	them	one	by	one
onto	the	floor	like	falling	cards.	It	was	harder	to	get	the	hamburger	down,	but



he	did	it.	He	pushed	open	the	cooler	lid	exposing	the	hot	dogs	and	cheese,	potato
salad	and	condiments,	but	couldn’t	topple	it	over.	Open	would	have	to	do.

He	surveyed	the	pile	of	meat	and	took	a	deep	intake	of	breath	before	hopping
down	amongst	it.

One	never	grows	accustomed	to	pain.	It	is	not	something	you	can	get	used	to,
not	 real	 pain	 like	 he	 was	 about	 to	 face.	 The	 memory	 of	 it	 only	 made	 the
anticipation	worse.	He	had	never	felt	an	agony	like	he	had	that	January	day	in
Jamesford	when	 he’d	 copied	Odin,	when	 he’d	 shed	 over	 a	 hundred	 pounds,	 a
gender,	and	a	species	as	fast	as	he	could.	What	he	faced	now,	the	reverse	of	that,
promised	to	be	worse.	It	was	always	worse	going	up	in	mass	and	for	a	moment,
he	balked,	afraid	of	 the	hours	ahead	of	him	and	the	 lonely	suffering	he	was	to
endure.

Why	not	go	in	stages?	The	dog	across	the	way,	then	a	child,	then	a	teenage
girl	again	if	that’s	what	he	wanted.	That	was	a	safer,	less	terrifying	path.	But	he
could	not.	It	was	now	or	never	for	Eleanor.	He	could	not	be	sure	he’d	ever	find
Celeste	again,	the	master	to	her	copy.	And	if	he	did,	after	so	long,	what	would	he
have	 lost	 of	 the	 inner	 Eleanor?	 He’d	 been	 a	 coyote	 so	 long	 he	 could	 not
remember	his	brother’s	name,	not	his	parents’,	not	his	own.	What	of	Eleanor’s
would	he	lose?	Eleanor’s	life?	Her	dreams?	Her	loves?

What	was	left	to	love?	He	didn’t	even	know	if	David	was	alive	or	any	of	the
Venns.	If	they	were,	would	they	want	to	see	Eleanor	again?	The	urge	to	forget
hit	him	hard	and	deep	then.	The	drive	that	had	kept	him	in	Tucson	for	over	a
year	 trying	 to	 kill	 the	 past	 reared	 up	 and	 showed	 him	 the	 logic	 of	 that	 path.
Flavored	with	the	anticipation	of	the	torture	he	was	about	to	undergo,	it	made
that	path	look	appealing	as	never	before.

But	he	stopped	himself.	Forgetting	would	only	dishonor	those	things	he	had
loved.	He	would	not	forget	Jamesford,	Tabitha,	or	David.	He	was	a	she	and	she
was	Eleanor.

He	bared	her	claws	and	tore	at	the	plastic	wrappers	holding	the	meat	to	the
Styrofoam.

He	took	another	breath,	concentrated,	and	remembered.

A	shudder	ran	down	his	back.	His	muscles	began	to	spasm.	His	nerves	split.
He	howled	once	and	let	it	come.	He	fell	over	on	his	side,	shaking	and	rattling	in
a	 fit,	 bulging	 and	 stretching.	 The	 pain	 ripping	 at	 his	 mind.	 He	 felt	 his	 flesh
dissolve	in	fire	and	reform	in	steel—bend	and	reshape	and	then	do	it	all	again.



There	were	brief	moments	of	respite	where	he	would	catch	his	breath,	only
to	have	it	squeezed	out	of	him	in	a	gasp	or	an	unholy	grunt.	His	flesh	stretched
and	snapped.	Bled	and	oozed.	Sudden	hunger	pains—true	starvation—scorched
him	 like	 acid	 inside	and	out.	Half	 formed	and	broken,	he	 could	only	drive	his
face	 into	 the	 food	 around	 him.	 He	 ripped	 at	 the	 steaks	 and	 lapped	 at	 the
hamburger.	Between	convulsions	and	blackouts,	he	ate	as	fast	and	as	much	as	he
could.

In	an	unlikely	moment	of	clarity	he	remembered	it	had	taken	him	nine	hours
to	 go	 from	 Eleanor	 to	 Odin,	 and	 this	 was	 harder	 than	 that.	 If	 he	 stayed	 on
schedule,	if	he	refused	the	drink	with	Suzanne	and	Ray	at	The	Tavern,	Conrad
Sikring	would	be	back	in	eight.

He	threw	himself	back	into	the	fire	and	screamed.	Across	the	way	the	dog	in
the	plastic	igloo	barked	in	sympathy	and	alarm.



A
CHAPTER	THREE

lone	and	forsaken,	the	young	girl	wept.	All	she	had	known	was	gone.	Her
whole	 family	 torn	 asunder,	 broken.	Bleeding.	Dead.	Alone	 she	wept	 and

howled	at	the	universe.

Eleanor	 could	 hear	 the	 cries	 across	 the	 years,	 across	 the	 miles,	 across	 the
lifetimes	 she	 had	 known.	 In	 a	 riverbed	 in	 the	 dark,	 in	 a	 frozen	 street	 at	 the
dawn,	in	the	flames	of	all	she	had	loved,	consumed	and	gone.	Weep.

It	 echoed	and	 roiled	 in	her	mind.	The	 flames	 licked	at	her	 flesh,	 congealed
and	hardened.	Glass	through	her	nerves,	stones	to	her	bones.	Mindless	in	grief,
pain	 beyond	 tolerance.	 Sorrow	 beyond	 bearing.	 Sleep.	Come	 the	 sleep.	Come
the	end	of	the	crying.	Darkness.

When	she	could	hear	again,	there	were	new	voices	but	the	distress	lingered
like	a	stain.

“What’s	that	smell?”

“Oh	my	god.”

“You’ve	had	a	break-in.	What	is	that?”

“Oh.	Oh	my	god.”

“Who	is	it?”

“She’s	uhm	…	I	know	her.”

“You	know	a	drugged-out	teenager	burglar?”

“Oh.	Oh.	Oh	my.”

“What’d	she	do	to	the	food?”

“She’s	freezing.	I	think	we	should	warm	her	up.”

“Of	course	she’s	freezing.	She	passed	out	in	the	fridge.	Call	the	cops.”

“There’s	a	blanket	in	the	closet	there.	Get	it	for	me.”

“How	about	pulling	her	out	of	the	spoiled	meat?”

“Just	get	it!”

“Okay,	relax.”	Footsteps	receding.

Whisper:	“Eleanor.	Eleanor,	can	you	hear	me?	Eleanor,	are	you	alive?”

“Eleanor?	Like	the	cat?”
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