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Selena

The red recording light blinked at me from across my desk, a tiny cyclops eye keeping watch while the rest of Seattle slept. 3:47 AM. My third energy drink sat sweating through its cardboard sleeve, leaving rings on the printouts I'd spread across every available surface.

"So here's what doesn't add up," I said into the microphone, pulling up the file I'd been obsessing over for weeks. "March fifteenth. Bucharest. Five victims, all found with identical throat wounds. Authorities blamed feral dogs. April second. São Paulo. Seven dead, same MO. Wild boar, they said." I clicked through the photos I'd scraped from international news sites, the ones they'd pulled down within hours. "May ninth. Portland, Oregon. Three bodies. Coyotes, supposedly."

I leaned back in my chair, letting the silence stretch. My subscribers lived for these pauses.

"Here's the thing, I've been tracking large predator attacks globally for two years now. Cross-referencing weather patterns, lunar cycles, migration routes, urban development. And these three incidents? They don't fit any biological pattern. But they do fit something else."

My hands trembled slightly as I pulled up the emails. All from the same encrypted address. All arriving exactly forty-eight hours before each attack, down to the minute.

"Someone knew. Someone always knows."

I'd built my channel, Nightshift Truths, on finding connections the mainstream media missed. Started junior year after my best friend vanished during a camping trip and the police wrote it off as a runaway case within seventy-two hours. They'd stopped looking. I hadn't.

Now I had forty thousand subscribers who couldn't sleep either.

My phone buzzed against the desk. The screen lit up with a new message from the same encrypted number that had been feeding me breadcrumbs for three months.

Check Pier 47 tonight. Bring camera. Trust no one.

I read it three times, my pulse ticking up with each pass. Pier 47 sat in the industrial district, a rotting collection of warehouses the city had been threatening to demolish for a decade. Nothing happened there except drug deals and the occasional body dump.

Tonight, the message said. I glanced at the clock. Technically, tonight was already becoming this morning.

"I'm going to have to cut this episode short," I told my future listeners, reaching for the mic. "Something just came up. But before I go—if you're in the Seattle area and you hear about anything happening at the waterfront, anything at all, send me a message. I'll update soon."

I hit stop, saved the file, and stared at my reflection in the darkened window. Pale skin, purple shadows under my eyes, hair I'd forgotten to brush yesterday. Or the day before. My parents thought I was taking morning classes at the community college, coming home to sleep while they worked. They had no idea their daughter spent her nights cataloging atrocities and chasing ghosts.

The smart move would be to ignore the text. Forward it to the police, maybe, though they'd already flagged me as a nuisance after I'd called in seven tips last month. But I'd been doing this long enough to recognize the difference between a trap and an opportunity.

This felt like the latter.

I grabbed my camera bag, checked the battery levels on my equipment, and pocketed the canister of pepper spray I'd bought after the last stakeout went sideways. My laptop went into my messenger bag along with my backup recorder and the file folder labeled "Predator Attacks - Physical Evidence."

The drive to the waterfront took twenty minutes through empty streets. Seattle looked different at this hour, stripped of its tech-bro veneer to reveal the bones underneath. Homeless encampments clustered under overpasses. Delivery trucks rumbled past, their drivers' faces slack with exhaustion. A cop car sat outside a 24-hour doughnut shop, and I held my breath until I'd passed it.

Pier 47 loomed against the pre-dawn sky, a skeletal silhouette that smelled like rust and rotting fish. I parked three blocks away, killed my headlights, and sat in the darkness, watching.

No movement. No vehicles except a single black SUV with tinted windows parked near the largest warehouse.

I gave it ten more minutes, then grabbed my gear and headed in on foot.

The chain-link fence had a gap near the south corner, just wide enough for someone my size to squeeze through. Metal scraped against my jacket, and I froze, listening. Nothing but waves lapping against the pier's support beams and the distant hum of the highway.

The warehouse door hung slightly ajar. Not enough to see inside, but enough to tell me someone had been here recently. I pulled out my camera, checked the settings, and stepped closer.

That's when I heard it. A sound that lifted every hair on the back of my neck.

A whimper. Low and animal, but somehow wrong. Too human.

My hands shook as I pushed the door open another few inches and aimed my camera through the gap. The viewfinder showed shapes in the darkness, large containers stacked in rows. I adjusted the ISO, letting more light in, and my stomach lurched.

Cages. At least a dozen of them, the kind you'd use to transport large dogs or zoo animals. But the things inside them weren't dogs.

One of the creatures pressed against the bars of its enclosure, and I caught the shape of a wolf, massive, gray-furred, with eyes that reflected my camera's tiny indicator light. Except wolves didn't have hands. This one did, or something like them, human fingers tipped with claws, reaching through the gaps in the metal.

The whimper came again, and I realized the creature was trying to speak.

My brain couldn't process what I was seeing. Couldn't reconcile the wolf's muzzle with the human intelligence burning in those eyes. I took three photos in rapid succession, then switched to video, my breath coming in short gasps.

Another cage held something mid-transformation, its body a grotesque fusion of human and animal. Fur sprouted in patches across bare skin. Its face was elongated but not quite a snout, mouth frozen open in either a scream or a howl.

This wasn't trafficking. This was something else entirely. Something my conspiracy theory brain had danced around but never quite believed.

I needed the laptop. Needed to document everything, cross-reference with the attack patterns, figure out—

"Hey!"

The shout came from behind me. I spun, camera still rolling, and saw a guard rounding the corner of the building. Big guy, definitely armed, definitely moving fast.

I ran.

My messenger bag slammed against my hip as I sprinted back toward the fence, his footsteps pounding behind me. The gap in the chain-link seemed impossibly far away, and I could hear him gaining, could hear his radio crackling to life.

My foot caught on a piece of rebar. I went down hard, palms scraping across concrete, and my bag flew open. The laptop tumbled out, skidded across the ground.

No. God, no. Two years of research, every file, every connection I'd made—

"Don't move!" The guard towered over me, one hand on his weapon. "You're trespassing on private property."

I scrambled backward, leaving the laptop where it had fallen. "I'm sorry, I was just—"

A snarl cut through the night. Not from the warehouse. From everywhere.

The guard's head snapped up, his hand moving to his gun, but he never cleared the holster. Something black and massive hit him from the side with enough force to crack ribs. I heard them break, heard his scream cut short as jaws closed around his throat.

A wolf. Bigger than the ones in the cages, bigger than any wolf had a right to be. Its fur was dark as oil, and when it raised its head from the guard's body, blood dripped from its muzzle.

Its eyes found mine. Gold, flecked with amber, undeniably aware.

I should have run. Should have been scrambling for the fence, for my car, for anything that wasn't here watching a wolf the size of a small horse stalk toward me with human intelligence gleaming in its gaze.

But I'd spent two years chasing this. Two years trying to prove something existed beyond the mundane explanations, beyond the comfortable lies.

The wolf's form blurred. Bones cracked and reformed with sounds that would haunt my dreams. Fur receded into skin. In less than thirty seconds, a man stood where the creature had been.

Naked. Covered in blood that wasn't his. Tall, with dark hair and those same gold-amber eyes.

"Ms. Bardona," he said, his voice rough but controlled, like he'd done this a thousand times. "I've been monitoring your podcast."

I couldn't speak. Couldn't move. My brain was trying to reboot, trying to reconcile what I'd just witnessed with every law of nature I'd ever learned.

He took a step closer, seemingly unconcerned by his nudity or the corpse cooling ten feet away. "We need to talk."
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Asher

Three years ago, I'd made a mistake that should have gotten someone killed.

I'd been tracking a Genomex transport through Seattle when I caught her scent for the first time. Coffee, rain, and something sharper. Obsession, maybe. The kind that burned hot enough to leave marks. She'd been crouched in an alley with a camera, photographing the same warehouse I'd been casing, muttering into a voice recorder about shipping manifests and off-book transfers.

Selena Bardona. Eighteen years old, community college dropout according to her social media, true crime podcaster according to her website. She had seventeen subscribers and a theory that connected three pack disappearances across the Pacific Northwest.

She was going to get herself killed within a week.

I should have scared her off. Should have let her parents' worry do the work, let her investigation dead-end like all the others. Instead, I'd gone home and set up an encrypted email account. Sent her one line: Check the manifests for Pier 23. They're cooking the books.

That was three years ago. Now she had twelve million subscribers, and I'd spent a thousand nights making sure none of them became her last.

The girl staring at me from the concrete wasn't in shock. Her pupils were blown, sure, and her hands trembled where they clutched her phone, but she was still recording. Still trying to document, to understand, to fit what she'd witnessed into some framework that made sense.

I respected that. Hated it, but respected it.

"Put the phone down, Selena."

"You know my name." Her voice came out steadier than I'd expected. "You've been monitoring my podcast. Which means you've been listening for a while. Which means—" Her eyes widened, that analytical brain making connections faster than I could interrupt. "The anonymous tips. The encrypted emails. That was you."

"We need to leave. There will be more guards, and you've seen enough for one night."

"I've seen enough?" She let out a laugh that bordered on hysterical. "I just watched you murder someone. I watched you transform from a wolf into a—you're naked."

I glanced down. "Clothes don't survive the shift."

"The shift. Right. Of course. The shift." She was spiraling now, her gaze darting between me and the body cooling on the ground. "This is real. This is actually real. Werewolves are real, and you've been feeding me information for three years, and I need to, I need to think."

A howl cut through the air. One of the captives in the warehouse, calling for help or warning of danger. Either way, we were out of time.

I moved fast, scooping up her laptop and messenger bag with one hand and gripping her arm with the other. She tried to pull away, but I was stronger. Always would be.

"Let go of me!"

"In the car. Now. You want answers, I'll give them to you. But not here."

She must have heard something in my voice, some urgency that cut through her shock, because she stopped
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