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Chapter One — What the Rain Washed In
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The first thing Deputy Ranger Corwin noticed was the silence.

Not the ordinary silence of Ashfall Hollow at three in the morning, which was full of small sounds — the creak of pines, the tick of a cooling truck engine, the distant hush of the river swollen with autumn rain. This was a different silence. The kind that made the hair rise on the back of your neck before your mind had caught up to why.

He had been called out to Route 9, the logging road that curled along the ridge above the old Kessler orchard, because a trucker named Dale Pruitt had radioed in something about a body in the road and then, less than a minute later, had stopped answering.

Corwin found the truck first. Its headlights were still on, twin cones of white cutting through the drizzle, illuminating nothing but wet asphalt and a curtain of falling rain. The engine was running. The driver's door hung open.

Of Dale Pruitt there was no sign at all.

Corwin drew his weapon — he would tell Sebestien Holt three days later that this was the only time in eleven years on the force that he had done so before he had even stepped fully out of his cruiser — and walked forward into the twin beams of the idling truck.

That was when he saw the marks.

They began at the tree line, some forty feet off the shoulder, and they came toward the road in a pattern that no professional trapper, hunter, or animal behaviorist Corwin later consulted with could fully explain. Two channels of disturbed leaf litter and gouged mud, roughly parallel, spaced like the stride of something that ran on four limbs and yet — this was the detail that would keep Corwin awake for months — occasionally, for two or three strides at a time, collapsed into a single channel, as though the creature had risen onto two legs and continued forward without breaking pace.

He followed the tracks to the edge of the orchard, where the old Kessler trees stood black and skeletal in the rain, and he found what remained of Dale Pruitt.

The county coroner's report, written by a tired, overworked man named Grissom who had seen every manner of accident, drowning, and hunting mishap that a rural county could produce in thirty years, used the word "atypical" nine times. It used the word "inconsistent with known predator behavior" twice. It did not use the word that half the town of Ashfall Hollow was already whispering by the following evening, because Grissom was a careful man who did not commit himself to conclusions he could not defend in a courtroom.

But everyone else said it.

Wolf.

Except that there had been no wolves in that county for over sixty years, and the last black bear sighting was two counties over, and no known animal on the eastern seaboard left a footprint like the one photographed, half-formed in mud, near the fence line — five-toed, deeply clawed, and yet strangely elongated at the heel, as if the creature that made it had, for one terrible half-second, been trying to stand like a man.

Sebestien Holt read the file twice on the train before he ever reached Ashfall Hollow, and both times he stopped at the photograph of that footprint.

He was forty-four years old, lean in the way of men who forgot to eat when they were working, with pale grey eyes that had made more than one suspect confess simply because they could not bear being looked at that way for one more second. He had spent nineteen years as an investigator — first for the state police, then independently, called in by small departments that had run out of ideas and small budgets that had run out of patience. He did not believe in monsters. He believed in patterns, in the small inconsistencies that liars and even innocent, frightened witnesses left behind without meaning to, the way a man might leave a single unlaundered shirt in a story he had otherwise pressed and folded perfectly.

He believed the wolf story was superstition wrapped around a very human and very brutal killer. He believed it the way he believed the sun would rise the next morning — which is to say, with the specific, dangerous confidence of a man who has not yet been given a reason to doubt it.

That would change inside of nine days.

He arrived in Ashfall Hollow on a Tuesday evening, the rain still coming down in the thin, persistent way that seemed to define the town's weather more than any season did, and was met at the station by a woman who introduced herself as Sheriff Naomi Reyes.

"You're the one they're sending," she said. It wasn't quite a question.

"I'm the one they're sending."

"You believe in werewolves, Mr. Holt?"

"I believe in dead truck drivers, Sheriff. The rest is a word people use because it's easier to say than the truth, which is that they don't know what killed him."

Reyes studied him for a long moment, rain dripping off the brim of her hat, and something in her expression made Holt revise his estimate of her. Not a woman looking for comfort. A woman looking for someone who could actually help.

"Come on, then," she said. "I'll take you to the second body."

Holt had not been told there was a second body.
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Chapter Two — The Trip Into Ashfall Hollow
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The train ride into Ashfall Hollow took the better part of a day, and Holt spent most of it not reading the case file, but simply watching the landscape change through the window — cities giving way to suburbs, suburbs giving way to farmland, farmland giving way, eventually, to the dense, ancient forest that would come to define nearly every waking hour of the following weeks.

He had taken hundreds of cases over the years, and each one carried its own particular texture of arrival, its own first impression that, in hindsight, often turned out to have said more than he'd realized at the time. Ashfall Hollow's texture, even from the window of a train still an hour from arrival, was one of quiet, persistent grey — rain that seemed woven into the very geography rather than simply passing weather, hills that pressed close together in a way that felt less like scenery and more like containment.

He thought, without quite meaning to, of his sister, and of the eleven days she had once been lost to their family, and felt the old, familiar tightening in his chest that always accompanied a case involving young victims — a tightening he had learned, over the years, neither to indulge nor to entirely suppress, but simply to carry alongside everything else the work required of him.

By the time the train finally slowed into Ashfall Hollow's small station, full dark had fallen, and the rain that would come to define nearly every night of the investigation was already falling steadily against the platform, as though the town itself had been waiting, patiently, for someone willing to finally ask the questions it had spent two decades avoiding.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three — Ruth's Warning
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On his first morning at The Millpost, before the wolf-boy stories or the mention of Meridian, Ruth had studied Holt for a long moment across the counter with an expression he hadn't yet learned to read.

"You've got the look of a man who thinks he's seen everything a case can throw at him," she said, refilling a cup he hadn't finished. "I've watched enough investigators pass through this town over the years to recognize it. County inspectors, insurance men, a reporter or two after the old rumors got picked up once, years back, and dropped again just as fast." She wiped the counter with slow, deliberate strokes. "Every one of them left convinced they understood this place better than they actually did. I'd be careful about that particular kind of confidence, if I were you. This county's kept its secrets a long time, and it's gotten very good at making outsiders feel like they've found the whole truth right before it shows them how much they were missing."

Holt had taken the warning seriously enough to remember it, though not, in those early days, seriously enough to fully act on it — a small failure of humility that he would think back on more than once in the weeks ahead, each time the investigation's true scope proved larger and darker than his most recent assumption.

"I'll keep that in mind," he told her that first morning, and meant it, though it would take considerably more than good intentions to actually live up to the warning's full weight.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four — What the Coroner Withheld
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Grissom, the county coroner, had not told Corwin everything he'd found that first night, a fact that only became clear when Holt, reviewing the original case file line by line during his train ride into Ashfall Hollow, noticed a gap between the timestamp of Grissom's initial examination and the filing of his written report — nearly six hours unaccounted for, an eternity in a jurisdiction this small and this understaffed.

He raised it with Grissom directly on his second day in town, and the old coroner, visibly uncomfortable, finally admitted what he'd left out of the official record. "There was tissue under what remained of the fingernails," Grissom said, not meeting Holt's eyes. "Not the victim's own. I sent a sample for outside analysis before I ever wrote anything down, because I didn't trust myself to describe what I'd seen without sounding like I'd lost my mind."

"What did the analysis show?"

"That the tissue came from something with a genetic profile inconsistent with any known canid, and inconsistent, in several key markers, with an ordinary human profile as well — though close enough to human that the lab that ran it called me back twice to make sure I hadn't sent a contaminated sample." Grissom finally looked up, his composure fraying at the memory. "I've been doing this job thirty years, Mr. Holt. I've never once withheld something material to an investigation before this. I told myself I was waiting for confirmation before I frightened this whole town further than it already was. Looking back, I think I was mostly just frightened myself, and looking for an excuse not to have to say the words out loud."

Holt took the lab report Grissom finally produced, and understood, reading it, that the scientific mystery at the heart of this case had announced itself from the very first hour, waiting only for someone brave enough to admit what it was already showing them.
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Chapter Five — The Second Body
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The second victim was a nineteen-year-old named Casey Doyle, found that same night less than four miles from the Kessler orchard, in the parking lot behind Ferris Hardware. Unlike Pruitt, Doyle had not been alone in the woods at the wrong hour — he had been taking out the trash at the end of his shift, at 11:40 p.m., under a security light that, according to the store's owner, had been working fine the week before and was now, inexplicably, shattered.

Holt stood at the edge of the taped perimeter and studied the scene the way he studied every scene: not the body first, but everything around it. The angle of the dumpster. The scattered trash, some of it flung twenty feet in an arc that suggested violent, sweeping motion rather than a struggle contained to one spot. The single, isolated set of footprints leading away from the body toward the tree line behind the store — footprints that started as a human shoe print, size eleven, work boot tread, and then, twelve feet on, simply stopped being footprints and became something else. Three-toed impressions, deep at the front, nearly weightless at the heel, spaced with a stride that Holt paced out himself and found, to his quiet discomfort, exceeded nine feet.

"Anyone see anything?" he asked.

"Neighbor two doors down heard what she called 'a scream that turned into something that wasn't a scream anymore,'" Reyes said. "That's a direct quote. She wouldn't say more than that. We've got three more like it — people who heard something, won't describe it past a sentence, and then go quiet."

"That's not unusual. Trauma does that."

"I know trauma, Mr. Holt. I've worked domestic calls for eleven years. This isn't that kind of quiet."

Holt didn't answer. He crouched beside the last clear print, the one where flesh had, for a moment, still held some memory of its human shape, and traced its outline in the air with two fingers, not touching.

"Get me your medical examiner," he said. "Today, if you can manage it."

Dr. Milo — first name Adrian, though almost no one in the county called him that, including, eventually, Holt — was not the county's regular coroner. He was a physician from the state forensic pathology unit, on loan for what his supervisor had described, with visible relief at not having to travel there himself, as "a complicated one."

Milo was fifty-one, soft-spoken, meticulous to the point of exasperating the technicians who worked under him, and possessed of the specific, hard-won skepticism of a man who had spent three decades explaining, patiently, to grieving families and frightened juries alike, that there was always a scientific explanation, that biology did not traffic in miracles or curses, that the human body, however it failed, failed according to rules.

He met Holt in the makeshift morgue that the county had set up in the basement of Ashfall Hollow General, a room with exactly one working refrigeration unit and a ceiling fan that squeaked on every rotation, and did not offer a hand to shake. Milo rarely did, before a case; he considered it bad practice to become familiar with someone before he knew whether he'd like them.

"You're the investigator," Milo said. "I read your file. I have to say, I don't share the local enthusiasm for lupine explanations."

"Neither do I."

"Good. Then we'll get along." Milo pulled back the sheet. "Let me show you why I'm not entirely comfortable saying that with confidence anymore."
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Chapter Six — The Trucker's Route
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Holt spent part of his first full day retracing Dale Pruitt's final route, a habit he'd carried through nearly two decades of casework — the conviction that a victim's last ordinary hours often held some small, overlooked detail that mattered enormously in hindsight, even when nothing about them had seemed unusual at the time.

Pruitt's dispatch log showed a routine haul, delivery scheduled for a warehouse two counties east, nothing to distinguish that night from a hundred others in his career. But a fuel receipt, time-stamped forty minutes before his death, placed him at a gas station just off Route 9 — a stop that made little sense given his delivery schedule, since the station sat nearly ten minutes out of his most efficient route.

The station's clerk, a tired young man named Petey who clearly hadn't slept properly since his manager first mentioned the possibility of being questioned by an actual investigator, remembered Pruitt vaguely. "Nice guy. Bought a coffee, asked if I knew anything about a wellness van that was supposed to meet him nearby. Said he didn't want to be late for his appointment." Petey frowned, trying to recall more. "He seemed happy about it. Like it was something good happening in his life for once."

Holt thanked him and drove the extra distance himself, finding, at the end of a gravel turnout half a mile further on, faint tire impressions consistent with a mid-sized van, long since rained away into ambiguity but photographed in time by Holt's careful eye before the next storm erased them entirely. It was here, he now understood with grim certainty, that Dale Pruitt had kept his final appointment — not with fate, but with whoever had spent months quietly, patiently, turning a lonely trucker into exactly the kind of subject their program required.
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