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Chapter One



The wolf was watching her again.

Mara Calloway didn't see it — not at first. She was crouched over a set of tracks pressed deep into the mud at the creek's edge, her field notebook balanced on one knee, her pen moving in quick, practiced strokes. Snowmelt made the ground soft here, even in late April, and the impression was clear enough to measure: a front paw, easily five inches across, the claw marks deep and deliberate. She pressed her thumb against the center pad. Big animal. Heavy. Moving slow, which meant it wasn't running scared — it was patrolling.

She made a note. Drew the outline. Added the depth measurement and the date.

It was only when she straightened and turned to photograph the track series heading north along the creek that she felt it — the particular pressure of being observed. Not human. She'd spent enough time in the field to know the difference. Human watching felt like a question. This felt like a statement.

She swept her gaze slowly across the treeline. Hemlock, western red cedar, the occasional massive Douglas fir that had escaped the logging era by pure luck of terrain. Underbrush thick with salal and sword fern, still dark with morning shadow even at nine a.m. A pileated woodpecker hammered somewhere to the east. A thrush sang twice and stopped.

There. Just inside the tree line, about forty meters north. The shadow was wrong — too still, too purposeful in its stillness, the way a predator learned to freeze while everything else moved in the wind.

A wolf. She could see the pale gold of its eyes even from here, catching the slant of morning light.

She didn't reach for the camera. A sudden movement would break the moment. Instead she stayed exactly as she was and breathed through the observation the way her dissertation advisor had drilled into her: you are not the center of the encounter. You are data collection. Be still and let the data come to you.

The wolf looked at her for a count of fifteen — she counted, a field habit — and then, unhurried, it turned and moved back into the forest. She heard nothing. Not a branch. Not a rustle of fern. As if something that size had simply unmade itself from the world.

Mara exhaled.

She wrote: Large gray-phase wolf, solitary, territory marker behavior consistent with prior sightings 3/14 and 4/2. No fear response. Direct eye contact maintained. NOT typical lupus canis behavior.

She'd been writing that last line in increasingly agitated handwriting for six weeks.

Whatever was living in the Ironwood Falls watershed, it wasn't behaving like any wolf she'd studied before.

She packed her equipment, shouldered her field pack, and started back down the trail toward the trailhead where her truck waited. Three miles out. She'd learned quickly when she moved here eleven months ago that the trails in the Ironwood Falls wilderness area were maintained with an almost theatrical quality — clear paths, good signage, no garbage, no windfall left uncleared for long. The county didn't maintain them. She'd checked. Some organization called the Wren Land Trust was the registered steward, which she had assumed meant a wealthy conservation family — she'd seen plenty of those — until she learned that the "land trust" was entirely staffed and funded by locals. By Ironwood Falls people. By people who lived in the small, half-wild town at the edge of this forest.

She'd come here for the wolves. She'd stayed — or part of why she'd stayed — was Finn.

The thought of her son pulled at her chest with the particular sweetness and terror that had become the baseline of her existence for the past two and a half years.

Finn, who was two years and four months old. Finn, who had her dark hair and her stubbornness and a laugh that seemed to vibrate the air around him. Finn, who had, two months ago, in the middle of a tantrum over a broken cracker, done something that had stopped Mara cold in the kitchen doorway.

His eyes had gone gold.

Not hazel. Not a trick of the light. Gold — bright and flat and inhuman — for exactly three seconds, and then they'd been brown again, and Finn had burst into real tears over the cracker, and Mara had sat down on the kitchen floor and stared at the wall and thought about his father.

She hadn't called Cael Wren in two and a half years. She hadn't sent a message. She hadn't knocked on the door of the enormous old farmhouse at the edge of town that she'd since learned was the Wren family seat, because when she'd come to Ironwood Falls the first time — a research visit, fourteen months before she moved here full-time — she had met Cael at a bar, and they had talked until last call, and she had made the worst and best decision of her life in a motel six miles down the highway.

She had not known he was something other than human. She'd had three days of — something that wasn't just a fling, something that hummed in her bones like a tuning fork struck just right — and then she'd driven back to Portland, and two months later she'd stared at a pregnancy test in a gas station bathroom and understood that her entire life had just divided itself into before and after.

She hadn't gone back. She'd told herself it was her right. She'd told herself she could raise Finn alone, that whatever Cael was, her son would be human, that the gold-eye moment was a trick of the light, an artifact of fever, a thing that could be explained away.

The gold eyes had looked at her, patient and flat as a predator's.

She could not explain them away.

She walked faster.

The trailhead parking area held only her truck, a mud-splattered Tacoma she'd bought with her postdoc stipend and named, privately, after her grandmother. She pulled off her gaiters at the tailgate and tossed her pack in the bed and stood for a moment looking back at the tree line.

The forest looked like forest. Still. Patient.

She thought she could feel those gold eyes from forty meters away. But that was projection. That was sleep deprivation. That was what happened when you were raising a supernatural toddler alone and trying to pretend nothing unusual was happening.

She got in the truck and drove the twelve miles to town.

Ironwood Falls existed in the way that small Pacific Northwest towns exist — with a kind of grudging permanence, as if the forest had been tolerating the human settlement for a few generations and might revoke the privilege at any moment. Main Street was four blocks of storefronts, half of them original early-twentieth-century brick, half of them tasteful renovations that showed a degree of civic care that surprised her when she first arrived. There was a hardware store, a diner, a pharmacy, a library, a bar called the Timber, a small grocery, two coffee shops. There was a school. There was a clinic.

There were, according to the 2020 census, 847 full-time residents.

In her experience, at least a third of them knew things they weren't telling her.

She'd moved here for the research position — a two-year postdoc funded through the Cascade Carnivore Project, studying the reestablishment of wolf populations in the watershed. She'd taken it for that reason. She'd also taken it because she'd needed to come back. She'd needed to understand what Finn was. She'd told herself she could do both without ever actually confronting Cael Wren directly.

That plan had worked for eleven months.

She pulled into the driveway of the small rented house on Birch Street where Finn was waiting with her neighbor and part-time sitter, Dolores Pacheco — sixty-four years old, originally from Oaxaca, grew extraordinary tomatoes in a climate that shouldn't support them, and loved Finn with a fierce and uncomplicated devotion that had made Mara cry in her truck exactly once.

She could hear him before she reached the porch.

"MAMA."

He was in the front yard, streaking toward her with the particular abandon of a toddler who has not yet learned to distrust the ground, arms out, face lit up like she'd been gone for years instead of four hours. She crouched and caught him and stood, and he locked his arms around her neck and said "I see a bird" very seriously into her ear.

"What kind of bird?"

"A big one."

"Big like this?" She spread one hand as wide as it would go.

"Bigger." He spread both his arms as wide as they would go. "Like the whole sky."

"Wow." She kissed his hair. He smelled like grass and apple juice and the particular sun-warmed warmth of small children. "What did it do?"

"It looked at me." He pulled back to look at her with her own dark eyes — mostly. Mostly her eyes. "I looked at it back."

Dolores appeared on the porch with a dishcloth over her shoulder and a look on her face that Mara had learned to read over eleven months: concern kept politely in check.

"Good morning," Mara said.

"He had a dream last night," Dolores said. Not  good morning . Straight to it.

Mara kept her expression even. "What kind of dream?"

"He told me." Dolores watched Finn squirm down from Mara's arms and run back toward the middle of the yard to resume whatever he'd been doing before she arrived — circling in a way that was only slightly peculiar. "He said he dreamed he was running on four feet."

Mara said nothing.

"He said his feet were paws," Dolores said. "He was very specific about that. Paws. Like a wolf."

Finn was circling faster, arms stretched out, making an almost sub-audible sound that Mara recognized now as his approximation of the sound the forest made at night.

"He has a big imagination," Mara said.

Dolores looked at her the way a woman looks at someone she respects too much to call a liar to their face. "Mara."

"I know." She let out a breath. "I know, Dolores. I'm working on it."

"There is something in this town," Dolores said, very quietly. "I've lived here thirty years. I know what this town is. I know what the Wrens are." She paused. "I think you know too."

Finn stopped circling. Looked at the tree line. His eyes caught the sun.

They were, for just a moment, gold.

"Yes," Mara said. "I know."

She went inside to make coffee and face the thing she'd been running from for two and a half years.


She called the Wren Land Trust number from the county records that afternoon, while Finn was napping, standing in the kitchen with her heart hammering in a way that was professionally embarrassing given that she studied apex predators for a living.

The phone rang four times. She was composing herself to leave a voicemail when it picked up.

"Wren Land Trust." A woman's voice, brisk, slightly amused in a way that suggested she found most things slightly amusing.

"I'm looking for Cael Wren," Mara said. "My name is Mara Calloway. I'm the Cascade Carnivore Project postdoctoral researcher working in the watershed, and I need to speak with whoever manages the land stewardship for the northern parcel. We have overlapping interests."

A beat. Then: "Dr. Calloway. Yes." Something in the woman's voice shifted — not alarm, exactly, but attention sharpened. "I'll let him know you called."

"Can I speak with him now?"

"He's in the field." A pause. "He'll know to find you."

The line went dead.

Mara stared at her phone and thought:  he'll know to find you  was a strange way to say  I'll have him call you back. 

She thought about those tracks in the mud. Five inches across. An animal that moved without sound.

She went to check on Finn and found him still asleep, one small fist pressed against his cheek, his chest rising and falling with the totality of trust that sleeping
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