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​The Last Broadcast

Six years earlier

Danny Rourke saw the first footprint at 8:43 p.m., three minutes before the tornado warning.

It began in the weeds beside County Road C, where his headlights caught a strip of mud shining between the pavement and the trees. He had been watching the sky, not the ground. The storm west of Black Hollow had developed a hook on radar so quickly that the local station's meteorologist sounded offended by it, as if the atmosphere had broken an agreement.

Danny slowed his truck. The anemometer fixed above the cab clicked in the gusts. Warm rain flecked the windshield, each drop wide and dirty. Beyond the road, the forest stood black and close beneath a sky the color of bruised iron.

The print lay at the edge of the headlights.

It was shaped like a bare human foot, but no human foot was twenty inches long. Mud had risen around the heel. Five blunt toes pressed deep enough to hold rainwater. Another print waited farther across the ditch, then another on the road itself, dark against the wet gravel.

Danny stopped.

His volunteer spotter badge hung from the rearview mirror. Beside him, a weather radio muttered through static. He reached for his phone and took three photographs through the glass.

The radio tone sounded.

“The National Weather Service has issued a tornado warning for southern Clayborne County, including Black Hollow, until nine fifteen p.m.”

Danny looked west. Trees concealed the horizon, but the clouds above them were moving in opposing directions. The lowest layer raced north. Higher scud streamed east. Between them, something immense turned in darkness.

He keyed his handheld radio. “Black Hollow base, Spotter Seven. I’m on County C, four miles west of town. Strong inflow, power flashes southwest. I cannot confirm a funnel.”

Static answered. Then Ray Dodd's younger voice broke through. Ray had been a deputy then, new enough to answer every call as if speed could make up for uncertainty.

“Copy, Seven. Sirens are activating. Get east.”

Danny did not move. The tracks crossed the road toward the forest on his right, but the final print faced the wrong direction. It pointed back toward his truck.

“Ray,” he said, “has anyone reported an animal out here?”

“What kind?”

A branch cracked in the woods.

Danny turned off the radio. He lowered the passenger window two inches and listened.

Rain hissed in leaves. Thunder rolled without a clean beginning or end. Beneath it came three knocks, evenly spaced and heavy enough that he felt them through the steering wheel.

Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

He raised the window.

The truck rocked once on its suspension.

Danny's hand found the gearshift. He put the transmission in drive and pressed the accelerator. Gravel spat behind him. The truck surged east as the first power pole flashed blue in his mirror.

The weather radio issued another alert. Radar had confirmed debris in the air. The tornado was rain wrapped and moving northeast at thirty-five miles per hour.

Danny knew the numbers. He knew the road. At his present speed, he could reach the low concrete bridge over Tanner Creek in less than two minutes, then follow the highway into town. The tornado should pass behind him.

Should.

Something ran between the trees.

He caught it in fragments, first a shoulder above the brush, then a long arm swinging pale at the hand. It kept pace with the truck while Danny pushed past fifty. The forest strobed white with lightning, and for one impossible instant he saw a broad, furred body moving upright among the trunks.

The shape vanished.

Danny's mouth went dry. He lifted the radio.

“Black Hollow base, this is Seven. I have a large animal moving east beside County C.”

“Seven, say again?”

“Upright. At least eight feet.”

The reply drowned in static. Wind struck the truck from the south. Danny corrected, tires sliding on mud washed over the pavement. Leaves flew horizontally through the headlights. The bridge appeared ahead, its rails silver in the rain.

A cedar tree crashed across the road.

Danny hit the brakes. The truck slewed sideways and stopped with its front bumper buried in branches. He threw the transmission into reverse.

The tornado emerged behind him.

It was not the clean gray funnel shown in safety brochures. It was a moving absence, blacker than the storm, crowded with pieces of the world. Power flashes pulsed inside it. The roar arrived through the truck's frame, a grinding pressure that made his teeth ache.

Danny reversed hard. The rear tires spun.

Something struck the passenger side.

Glass burst across the cab. The truck lifted onto two wheels, hung there, then slammed down. Danny's shoulder hit the door. His radio flew beneath the pedals.

Through the empty passenger window, a hand gripped the frame.

It was wider than Danny's head. Black nails curved over the metal. Dark hair streamed from a wrist thick as a fence post.

The hand pulled.

The door folded outward with a scream of hinges.

Danny grabbed the radio from the floor. “Kate.”

He had changed frequencies without remembering it, turning to the private channel he and his sister used when they chased together. She was ninety miles away, safe in Springfield, but her radio sat on the desk beside her scanner every storm night.

“Kate, answer me.”

Static swelled. The tornado crossed the road behind the truck, close enough to fill the rear window. Danny heard another sound within the roar, a low call that seemed to rise from the earth under him.

The huge shape bent toward the open door. Lightning showed a broad face, deep eyes, and rain coursing through dark fur. A pale scar crossed its chest. It looked at Danny with no confusion at all.

It knew what the truck was.

It knew he was trapped.

“Danny?” Kate's voice came through, thin and broken. “Where are you?”

The creature seized the door frame with both hands.

Danny watched the tornado advancing through the trees and understood that the thing outside was not trying to escape it. The creature had waited for the wind to cover its approach. It had driven him toward the blocked bridge. It had chosen the moment when no one could come.

“County C,” he said. “West of Black Hollow.”

“I’m calling Ray. Stay in the truck.”

The creature pulled. Metal tore along the roof.

Danny pressed the radio to his mouth. “Listen to me. It hunts inside the storm.”

The truck rolled.

Sky, road, and trees traded places. Danny's head struck the ceiling. The radio flew from his hand as the windshield collapsed. For a moment he lay upside down, held by his seat belt, hearing the tornado and the creature together.

Then a hairy arm reached through the broken glass.

At dawn, searchers found the truck fifty yards from the road, crushed against a sycamore. They found Danny's blood on the seat, his volunteer badge in the mud, and his weather radio broken cleanly in half.

They never found Danny.
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​Return to Black Hollow

The sky over Black Hollow had the greenish cast of old copper, and Kate Rourke knew better than to call it tornado weather.

People wanted storms to announce themselves with colors. Green meant hail. Yellow meant trouble. Black meant run. The atmosphere respected none of those rules. It could produce a killer beneath a blue horizon or spend a whole sickly afternoon threatening violence that never arrived.

What mattered was motion.

Kate watched the low clouds race north above fields flattened by three days of rain. Her phone displayed a radar loop from the Springfield station. Warm, wet air pushed into southern Missouri from the Gulf while a cold front knifed east across Kansas. Between them, wind changed speed and direction with height. The ingredients were arranging themselves.

Noah Pike leaned over the dashboard of their dented utility vehicle and squinted at the windshield. “You have the face.”

“What face?”

“The one that says the atmosphere has committed a personal offense.”

Kate enlarged the velocity scan. “It has poor boundaries.”

“So did our creditors.”

The utility vehicle rattled across the Black Hollow town line at one in the afternoon. A sun-faded sign showed a black bear beside the words GATEWAY TO THE WILD OZARKS. Someone had painted a red X over the bear and added a crude pair of enormous feet.

Noah twisted in his seat to film the sign with a handheld camera. “That is production value we can afford.”

“Turn it off.”

“It is off.”

The red tally light glowed.

Kate reached across and pressed the power button. Noah lowered the camera without complaint, which told her he understood this was not ordinary irritation.

Six years had changed less than she expected. The same service station leaned beneath the same rusted roof. The grain elevator still rose above town like a concrete headstone. Storefront windows looked smaller, and more of them were boarded, but the streets followed the map she had tried to forget.

County Road C lay four miles west.

She kept her eyes ahead.

Noah tapped his tablet. “We are at thirty-two thousand subscribers, down eleven percent this quarter. Last night's stream peaked at eight hundred live viewers. The sponsor wants twenty thousand by the end of the month or they walk.”

“A tornado outbreak is not a subscriber drive.”

“No, it is weather, which is the subject of our weather channel.”

“Our channel explains weather. It does not cheer for destroyed houses.”

“I know that. You know that. The algorithm is a raccoon with a slot machine.”

Kate glanced at him. Noah's humor usually arrived before fear and lingered after good judgment. He was twenty-nine, narrow shouldered, permanently under-rested, and better with cameras than most people were with their own hands. He had spent two years turning Kate's regional forecasts into a credible streaming operation. Then a bad call outside Wichita had clipped their reputation at the knees.

Kate had forecast a storm to weaken. It had strengthened, crossed an interstate, and thrown a delivery van into a drainage basin. No one died, but her live words had been replayed beneath footage of the wreck until uncertainty sounded like incompetence.

Black Hollow could change that, Noah believed. A significant outbreak, useful coverage, undeniable footage. A clean return.

He did not know the date.

“We document,” Kate said. “We warn. We help if we can do it without becoming another rescue.”

“That speech is why I keep working for half my rate.”

“You keep working because nobody else lets you fly a drone into hail.”

“That is also true.”

They parked outside the sheriff's office, a low brick building joined to the volunteer fire station. Pickup trucks already filled the lot. Town employees carried cases of bottled water through an open bay while firefighters checked chainsaws and rescue ropes.

Kate stepped into air so humid it felt handled. Wind lifted her dark hair across her face. She tied it back and studied the cloud base. Small ragged fragments formed and vanished under the main deck.

Noah opened the rear hatch. Their equipment occupied fitted racks: cameras, tripods, portable weather instruments, medical kit, drone case, satellite hotspot, and an armored laptop that had survived two rollovers Kate had not.

The sheriff's office door opened.

Ray Dodd came out fastening the throat tab of a rain jacket. He was taller than Kate remembered, or perhaps six years had reduced everyone else. Gray touched his temples. A pale line crossed his chin where flying glass had cut him during the search for Danny.

Ray stopped three paces away.

“Kate.”

“Sheriff.”

Noah looked between them. “I’ll assess the roof-mounted instruments.”

He moved with impressive speed toward the far side of the vehicle.

Ray's gaze settled on Kate's equipment. “You chasing?”

“Monitoring. The southern cells may stay isolated long enough to rotate.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“Then ask what you mean.”

Wind pushed grit across the lot. Somewhere behind the fire station, a loose metal panel knocked against a wall.

Ray lowered his voice. “Why today?”

“There is a moderate risk with a strong-tornado parameter over six.”

“Six years today.”

Kate looked past him into the station. A county map covered one wall, bright with marker lines. County C was visible through the open doorway.

“Storms do not observe anniversaries,” she said.

“People do.”

The words held no accusation, which made them harder to answer. Ray had been the last official voice on Danny's radio. Kate had heard his name during the final transmission, and for years she had treated that fact like a door she could choose not to open.

A man in a pressed white shirt emerged from the building. Curtis Vale had inherited his father's silver hair, careful posture, and talent for appearing freshly dressed in bad weather. He had served on the town council when Danny vanished. Now TOWN MANAGER was embroidered above his pocket.

Recognition tightened his mouth.

“Ms. Rourke,” Curtis said. “We are not permitting media inside the emergency operations area.”

“I
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