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## ACT ONE - THE ATTACKS
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### Chapter 1 - First Light on the Whitaker Ranch

The coffee was still too hot to drink when Sarah Whitaker saw the first body.

She had been standing on the porch in the predawn dark, both hands around the mug, watching the way the sky above the eastern ridge had begun to pale - not light yet, not quite, just a softening of the absolute black, the kind of change you could only see if you'd been staring at the same piece of sky long enough. She did this most mornings. It was a habit she'd picked up from her father, who said you couldn't know a piece of land unless you watched it wake up.

The cattle were in the south pasture. She could see their shapes in the dim - the slow dark bulk of them moving against the fence line - and she registered automatically that there were fewer of them than there should be. Thirty-eight head in that pasture. She could see maybe twenty from the porch. She didn't panic. Cattle drifted, leaned through gaps, sometimes piled into corners in the dark. She set the mug on the railing and pulled on her boots.

The grass was wet. The cold came up through the soles of her boots and the morning smelled of pine and the iron smell of the mountains before the day warmed them. She crossed the yard, unlatched the pasture gate, and walked south along the fence line toward the cluster of animals that had pressed themselves into the far corner.

She found the first one twenty feet from the fence.

A two-year-old heifer, lying on her side, already rigid. The grass around her was dark with blood, almost black in the low light, and the wound along her flank and shoulder was deep enough that Sarah could see the white of exposed bone when she crouched down. She did not flinch. She had grown up on this land. She had seen dead animals before and she had processed them with the practical matter-of-factness that the land required - but she stayed crouched beside this one for a long moment, one knee in the wet grass, and felt the particular heaviness that came with an animal you had raised from a calf.

She found three more within forty meters of the first. Two calves near the tree line at the south end of the pasture and a mature cow who had apparently tried to go through the fence - two of the wire strands were snapped outward, bent back into the timber, and the cow was on her side half in and half out of the gap, her neck twisted at an angle that told Sarah she had broken it in the wire.

Sarah straightened up and looked at the tree line. The timber was dark, the spruce and fir beginning to resolve into individual shapes as the light grew. She listened. Nothing moved in the trees.

She took out her phone and photographed each carcass carefully before she touched anything else - the wounds, the surrounding grass, the fence damage. Her father had taught her that too. Document first. You can always clean up, but you can't un-clean a scene.

The bite wounds were on the haunches and throat, which was consistent with what she knew about wolf predation. But there was something wrong with the picture that she couldn't articulate clearly yet - something about the carcasses that didn't fit. The heifer near the fence showed deep bites but almost no tearing, which was not what a feeding pack looked like. The ground around the bodies was disturbed - hoofprints, churned earth - but she couldn't find the drag marks she would have expected if the wolves had been actively feeding. It looked more like the cattle had been run and killed and then left.

She crouched near the tree line where the two calves lay and studied the soil. Paw prints in the mud along the fence post, clear and recent. Large. Wolf, certainly. But the stride between the prints was long and spaced in a way that read to her as agitated movement - an animal running or being driven rather than the deliberate, circling print pattern of a predator working a kill.

She almost didn't register the other thing. She was standing to leave and her boot came down on a patch of disturbed soil at the edge of the treeline where the ground softened, and she looked down out of habit, and there it was: the faint parallel impression of a tire. Not an ATV tire - wider, heavier, the tread of a truck or an equipment vehicle. The impression was faint, half-washed out by the overnight dew, and it sat between two root buttresses of a large spruce where it would be invisible unless you were standing right over it.

She photographed it three times, from different angles, crouching low.

The wind shifted and she caught it then - diesel, faint and dissipating, already almost gone. Not exhaust from a running engine. The residual smell of machinery that had been nearby recently and was not nearby now.

She stood up and looked into the trees for a long moment. Nothing moved.

She walked back to the porch and picked up her coffee. It had gone cold. She called the county wildlife line and got an automated message about reporting predator activity using their online form. She called the sheriff's non-emergency line next and got a dispatcher who was polite and asked her to hold. She held. She looked out at the south pasture where the surviving cattle had drifted back toward the center of the field, away from the bodies at the fence line, the way animals always positioned themselves - as far from death as the fencing allowed.

The dispatcher came back and told her a deputy would be in contact and that a wildlife officer would be notified.

"Thank you," Sarah said.

She hung up and looked at the mountains. The sun was just cresting the eastern ridge now, the first real light of the day cutting cold and flat across the valley floor. Somewhere up there in the dark timber above the fence line, whatever had driven four of her animals into the wire was gone.

She went inside to make fresh coffee. She left the porch light on.
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### Chapter 2 - The Call

Ethan Calder had been awake since four-thirty, which was not unusual, and had been in the field since five-fifteen, which was not unusual either.

He was parked on a two-track in the high meadows above the Forest Service road that ran east along the base of the Ridgeline, his windows down despite the cold, his binoculars resting on the door frame while he glassed the far edge of the meadow where the timber broke. He was watching for the elk herd that had been reintroduced here eighteen months ago - sixteen animals, all radio-collared, doing well by the telemetry but he preferred to do his own counting. Numbers on a screen told you an animal was alive and roughly where. They didn't tell you if it was thin, or limping, or being harassed by something.

He found the herd at five-forty. Fourteen animals at the timber edge, moving slowly north through the meadow's shadow line. He counted twice, wrote the number in his field log with the time and location, noted that two of the younger bulls appeared to be favoring their left hindquarters - probably the same two he'd flagged last week, likely from a fall on the wet shale above the creek - and that the herd otherwise looked good, relaxed, moving with the easy pace of animals that felt safe.

He watched them for twenty minutes. This was the part of the job he could not fully explain to people who asked about it - the watching, the stillness, the patient accumulation of data that looked, from the outside, like doing nothing. His ex-wife had called it his disappearing act. He supposed she wasn't entirely wrong.

The radio on his dash crackled at six-eighteen. His supervisor's voice - Director Hollis, calling from the state wildlife office in the valley.

"Ethan. You up?"

"In the high meadow. Watching the elk."

"I need you to break off. Got a call through from Sheriff's dispatch - livestock kills on the Whitaker ranch, south pasture. Predator attack overnight. Rancher is requesting wildlife assessment."

Ethan wrote the name in his log. "Whitaker. That's the old Whitaker place off County Road Eleven?"

"That's the one. Third generation. Sarah Whitaker, current operator. Four head down, preliminary report."

"I'll head that way."

"Ethan." Hollis paused in the way he did when there was more to say and he wasn't sure how to say it. "The Cattlemen's Association has already been in contact with the commissioner's office. Just so you know the temperature before you get there."

"Understood."

He drove down from the high meadow as the day came on around him - the light moving across the valley floor below in broad, slow panels, the ranch corridor taking shape against the dark base of the mountains. He knew this country the way he knew his own handwriting. He had grown up in a small house eight miles east of here, the son of a man who ran cattle and a woman who taught fourth grade in town, and he had spent most of his childhood ranging the same ridgelines he now patrolled for the state. He'd left for college, come back with a wildlife biology degree, and taken a position with the state wildlife division that he had not left in seventeen years. He had watched this valley change - more ranches subdivided, more seasonal homes, the wolf population growing since reintroduction - and he had learned to work in the space between what the ranchers wanted and what the conservation rules required, which was frequently not a comfortable space.

He was not a large man but he was solid - broad-shouldered, with the kind of compact density that came from years of physical work in demanding terrain. His hair was going silver at the temples, which he had noticed without particular feeling. He drove with one hand on the wheel and thought about what he was going to find.

Livestock kills were common enough. He'd worked dozens over the years - wolves, bears, mountain lions, coyotes, occasionally dogs, occasionally disease misread as predation. The great majority of them were straightforward: you read the scene, you identified the predator, you filed the report, you worked through the state compensation program if applicable. The rancher was angry and sometimes the rancher had reason to be angry and sometimes not. You did the work and you tried to be fair to both sides of it.

Four head was a significant kill. He would take it seriously.

He turned off the highway onto County Road Eleven and followed it west toward the base of the mountains, the road dropping into shadow as the high timber closed in on both sides. The Whitaker gate was visible from half a mile - a wooden frame with the ranch brand burned into a cross-beam, the driveway running straight between two rows of lodge pole that had been planted decades ago and were now tall enough to create a tunnel of shadow in the early light.

A woman was standing at the end of the driveway when he pulled in. Boots caked with mud to the ankle, jeans, a canvas work jacket. She had her arms crossed and she was watching him get out of the truck with an expression that was not hostile, exactly, but was evaluating in the particular way of someone who had decided to withhold judgment until there was a reason to make one.

He shut the truck door and walked toward her and put out his hand.

"Ms. Whitaker. I'm Ethan Calder, state wildlife."

She shook his hand. Her grip was brief and firm.

"Sarah," she said. "The bodies are in the south pasture. I haven't moved anything."

He followed her through the gate. The morning smelled of damp grass and the cold that came down off the ridge each night and didn't fully lift until mid-morning. He had his field kit with him - cameras, sampling bags, his notebook, measurement tools. He watched the ground as they walked.

"When did you find them?" he asked.

"Just before six. I was up around five-thirty."

"You heard anything overnight? Dogs bark, anything unusual?"

"Nothing. And my dog sleeps in the barn. She'd have raised hell."

He nodded. He noted that as he walked.

"You said four head."

"Four that I've found. I haven't gone through the whole south pasture yet. I wanted someone here before I disturbed more."

He looked at her. There was something careful in how she'd said that - the instinct to preserve the scene - that he recognized as the mark of someone who thought practically and trusted process. It was not what he always found when he arrived at livestock kill sites.

"That was the right call," he said.

She didn't respond to that. She unlatched the pasture gate and held it for him.
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### Chapter 3 - The Kill Site

He worked the scene the way he always worked a scene: from the outside in, slow, noting everything before touching anything.

He started at the perimeter, walking the fence line in a wide arc around the area where the bodies lay, keeping sixty feet of distance while he looked at the ground. He was reading the field the way you read a page - not for individual words but for the sentence they made together. The pattern of disturbed ground, the direction of the cattle's movement before the attack, the way the blood had spread or not spread depending on where each animal fell.

The morning had enough light now. He could see clearly.

The two calves near the south tree line were his first focus. He crouched ten feet from them and studied the wounds from distance before moving in. Deep lacerations to the haunch and lower flank, consistent in placement with a wolf attack. The throat of the nearer calf showed a killing bite - crushing pressure, the neck vertebrae likely fractured. He'd seen that many times. That part was consistent.

What wasn't consistent was the ground around them.

A wolf pack feeding on a kill was not clean. It was one of the things people who hadn't seen it didn't understand - the messiness of it, the way a pack fed with urgency and chaos, the drag marks and the scattered evidence of competition between animals pulling at the carcass. You found the central kill and then you found a radius of dispersal around it: blood spray, drag marks going in multiple directions, cached meat pulled into the timber, scat within a hundred meters.

He did not find any of that here.

The calves had been killed within twenty feet of each other. The ground around them was churned - clear evidence of cattle in distress, hoofprints turned deep into the soft soil - but there were no drag marks leading away from the bodies. No evidence of feeding. The wolves, if it was wolves, had killed these animals and not eaten them.

He moved to the heifer near the fence. Same finding. Killing wounds - deep, authoritative - and then nothing. No feeding sign. He measured the wound depth on her flank with a probe and wrote the number down. He photographed from six angles.

"You find anything in the tree line?" he asked without turning around. He knew she was standing at a distance, watching.

"Paw prints in the soft ground along the fence post. And tire tracks. One set, faint, between the roots of that big spruce at the south end."

He looked up at her. "Tire tracks."

"Large vehicle. Not an ATV."

He finished with the heifer and walked to the tree line. She was right: the paw prints were clear in the mud, large canid, consistent with wolf in size. He photographed them and then he measured the stride between prints and wrote it down and sat back on his heels and looked at the pattern.

The prints were wrong.

Not in what they were - wolf prints, no question - but in what they said. A wolf hunting moved with a deliberate, efficiency of stride, even in a pack scenario. You found dense, overlapping prints at the kill site where animals circled and competed. What he was looking at was different: the prints read as straight-line movement, tight grouping, the stride too long and too uniform. Animals running in formation. Animals driven.

He moved south along the tree line until he found the tire impression Sarah had photographed. He crouched over it for a full minute. It was faint but readable - the compression lines of a tread pattern he associated with a heavy truck or equipment vehicle, not a passenger pickup. The impression sat in a natural pocket between the root buttresses of a large spruce, which would have hidden the vehicle from the pasture during darkness.

He looked up through the spruce canopy at the logging road that ran along the ridge above the property. From up there, at night, you'd have a clear sightline to the south pasture.

He almost missed the smell. He was already standing and stepping back when the breeze shifted - coming down from the tree line, from the north - and it was there: diesel, faint and already dispersing, but not absent.

He stood very still and breathed it in. It was the smell of a vehicle that had been here recently. Not running - the smell of a machine recently at rest.

He took out his notebook and drew a rough map of the kill site - the four bodies, the fence damage, the tree line, the tire impression. He marked the position of the paw prints and drew the direction of stride. He noted the diesel smell and the compass bearing of the wind.

When he was finished he walked back to where Sarah stood and looked at his notes for a moment before he spoke.

"Tell me about the overnight. You said your dog didn't bark."

"She didn't. She's a stock dog - Australian shepherd - sleeps in the barn with the cattle when they're inside, in the loft when they're on pasture. She's territorial. Something comes into this yard, she knows it."

"What about above the pasture? The logging road on the ridge?"

Sarah looked toward the ridge. "You can hear trucks on that road sometimes during the day. Not often. Drake Timber has some units up in the north corridor."

"At night?"

"Not usually." She paused. "Three nights ago I saw headlights. Up on the ridge, above the north pasture. Two in the morning, something like that. I was up with a sick calf."

"You note that?"

"I thought about calling the sheriff. Seemed like nothing - people drive those roads for all kinds of reasons. Hunters. Hikers."

"But you thought about calling."

"I thought about it," she said.

He looked at the ridge. The timber up there was dense and the road was invisible from the valley floor, but he knew roughly where it ran. He knew the sightlines.

He turned back to the kill site and did the thing he'd been resisting doing - the thing he'd been withholding final judgment on while the evidence accumulated.

He added it up.

Four animals killed and not fed upon. Wolf prints showing driven movement, not predatory circling. A tire impression from a heavy vehicle concealed at the tree line. Diesel smell. Headlights at two in the morning above the property three nights prior.

"Ms. Whitaker," he said.

"Sarah."

"Sarah." He closed his notebook. "Something killed your cattle."

She looked at him and he could tell she understood exactly what he meant and what he was declining to say yet, and she appreciated the precision of it.

"Okay," she said.

"I'll need to come back with better equipment. I want to take soil samples and cast those prints before the weather changes."

"Come whenever you need."

He walked back to the perimeter, photographing as he went. Behind him the surviving cattle moved slowly in the warming light, grazing their way toward the far end of the pasture, as far from the south fence as the field allowed. He watched them for a moment. Thirty-four animals, moving in the loose, comfortable way of cattle that had no reason to be afraid.

Not yet.
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### Chapter 4 - Sarah Whitaker

Her kitchen was the kind of room that accumulated history without intending to - the cast iron pan hanging by the stove that was older than she was, the calendar on the wall from the feed supply company in town with handwritten notes crowding the margins of each week, the coffee maker that had seen better days but was still making coffee, which was the only qualification that mattered.

She poured without asking. He sat at the kitchen table and accepted the mug and wrapped his hands around it the same way she'd been holding hers at five-thirty that morning on the porch, and she thought that said something about both of them.

"Third generation," he said, not asking.

"My grandfather broke ground in nineteen forty-one. My father ran the south and east pastures through the eighties and nineties. I took over when he died. Twelve years ago now."

"You run it alone?"

"I have a hired hand - Ramon. Good man. Part-time spring and summer, full-time during calving." She sat across from him. "You know how this ranch works, Mr. Calder."

"Ethan."

"You know how this works, Ethan. Four head is not a catastrophe. Four head with a wildlife agency investigation and the cattlemen's association getting involved - that's a different thing. That becomes a story."

"I understand that."

"Do you? Because the last time the state sent someone out here, two years ago, there was a sheep kill over on the Pryor place and the wildlife officer who came out told Chet Pryor it was probably dogs, wrote it up that way, and then two months later there were more kills and the officer had to revise his report and the interim report had already been used by a conservation group to argue that local predator pressure was overstated." She said it without heat but she said it precisely, which told him she'd been holding it for a while. "So I have limited patience for preliminary assessments."

"That's fair," he said. "I'm not going to give you a preliminary assessment. What I can tell you is what I found this morning, and what I found doesn't give me a complete picture yet."

"What did you find?"

He told her. All of it - the wound patterns, the feeding absence, the stride measurement on the wolf prints, the tire track, the diesel. He watched her face as he talked. She was a careful listener; she didn't interrupt.

When he finished she was quiet for a moment.

"The tire track," she said.

"Faint. Single set. I can't tell you more than that until I get a cast."

"I'm going to tell you something and I want you to hear it charitably." She looked at him directly. "I don't trust the state wildlife office. I don't think you specifically are untrustworthy - I don't know you well enough to have a position - but the office, the policy apparatus behind you, has consistently prioritized the interests of the wolf population over the interests of the ranching families in this valley. I say that not because I want the wolves gone. I don't. I grew up knowing there were wolves in these mountains and I made my peace with that a long time ago. I say it because I need you to understand what it means when I tell you something on this property. I'm not exaggerating to make a political point. When I found those cattle this morning and I called the wildlife line, I called it because I want the truth of what happened documented, not because I want wolves culled."

"I understand," Ethan said.

"All right." She turned her mug. "What else do you need from me?"

"Chet Pryor - you mentioned him. He had sheep kills?"

"Six weeks ago. He wrote it off as coyotes. I didn't think so at the time, but Chet doesn't like to make a fuss."

"I'll go see him. Anyone else in the corridor with recent livestock losses?"

"Burl Hatch, north of here, has been complaining about missing cattle for two months but Burl complains about everything so nobody paid attention." She paused. "My neighbor to the east, the Lennon place, they've had problems with their dogs barking at the tree line every night for the past three weeks. Drove them crazy. They ended up kenneling the dogs inside."

He wrote all of it down.

"One more thing," she said. She picked up her phone from beside the coffee maker and turned it toward him. On the screen was a photograph - taken through her bedroom window, slightly blurred by glass, but clear enough. Headlights. Two of them. Above the north pasture on the ridge road, the dark shape of a vehicle barely visible behind the beams. The timestamp read 2:07 a.m., four nights ago.

"You mind if I photograph that?"

She held the phone steady while he took the shot with his own camera. He expanded the image on his screen, trying to get more detail from the vehicle shape. It was too dark, too distant. But it was there.

"I'll be back tomorrow," he said, rising. "I want to cast those prints before the weather changes."

"Rain's coming tonight," she said. "Be here early."

He took his mug to the sink and rinsed it, which she noticed, and then he went out through the back door. She heard his truck start and listened to it back out of the driveway and then she stood at the kitchen window with her coffee and looked at the south pasture where Ramon would be coming soon to deal with the bodies. Beyond the fence, the tree line. Beyond the tree line, the mountains rising sharp and dark and indifferent to everything that happened at their feet.

She thought about the tire track in the soft ground between the spruce roots, and how long it would have taken someone to learn that particular pocket of ground could conceal a vehicle.

Long enough to have been here before.
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### Chapter 5 - Tracking North

He went back that afternoon.

He left his truck at the county road gate and went on foot, following the fence line north from the kill site and then climbing into the timber where the terrain rose steeply toward the logging road on the ridge above. He carried his kit on his back and took his time. The soil was still damp from the previous night's dew and the prints would be good.

He found the wolf sign a quarter mile into the timber - the first track impressions where the ground flattened briefly on a small bench above the main slope. He followed them east, noting direction and pattern, stopping frequently to photograph and measure. The pack had come down from the high country to the north and east, which was consistent with their known territory. They had moved south across the bench and then dropped toward the ranch corridor below.

The way they had moved was what held his attention.

He sat on a log at the edge of the bench and looked at the track pattern spread before him in the soft earth. A wolf pack moving through familiar territory had a particular signature - loose, exploratory, individual animals ranging out to investigate and then returning, the overall movement following the path of least resistance through the terrain. What he was reading was something different. The tracks showed a tight cluster: multiple animals moving close together, the way a pack moved when something was pushing them. Not panic - the stride wasn't panicked - but pressure. Controlled, sustained pressure from behind.

He followed the tracks back north, upslope, following the direction the animals had come from. He climbed for twenty minutes, the timber getting thicker, the light filtering down in columns through the spruce canopy. The tracks became less clear in the drier soil above the bench, but he found them intermittently - prints in soft spots, the occasional scat, once a patch of guard hair caught on a low branch where an animal had pushed through.

He found the bedding area in a sheltered draw on the north side of a ridge spur - a depression in the leaf litter where several animals had lain, the ground pressed flat and slightly warm-feeling when he crouched and held his palm above the soil. They'd been here last night. Left in the early hours and moved south.

He worked the draw for twenty minutes, reading every detail. Normal so far - the pack had rested here, which was consistent with their known behavioral range. But at the eastern edge of the draw, in a clearing where the canopy thinned and sunlight occasionally reached the ground, he found something that was not normal.

A fire site.

Small - the blackened circle was eight inches across, the kind of fire you made with a handful of tinder and a few small sticks and a single match. It had been extinguished thoroughly, the ash scattered, the site tamped down with a boot. The attempt at concealment was not perfect: he could see the ash concentration in the soil and the faint thermal discoloration of the dirt beneath. He photographed it and then opened a sampling bag and collected soil from the center.

He stood and looked at the draw from this point. The fire site was at the upwind edge, where the prevailing air movement would carry anything burned here directly south, through the draw, toward where the pack had bedded.

He thought about what would drive a resting wolf pack from its bedding ground and send it moving south in tight formation in the small hours of the morning.

Heat. Sudden, proximate heat and smoke - enough to trigger flight instinct in an animal that lived by its nose. A small fire, lit and left to burn and then extinguished, would do it. The
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