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Buck Carraway wiped the sweat from his brow, cursing his newly acquired beer belly that made the trek through the forest feel like going straight up Mount Everest. The mud squelched beneath his boots, dragging Buck down like wet quicksand. Thorny brambles desperately grabbed at his legs, tearing into the fabric of his jeans as if they too were trying to escape the mud’s clutches. A few feet across from Buck, his old buddy Jackson was similarly struggling. The other man was caught between navigating the unstable ground, and keeping his prized rifle out of harm's way. Looking back, Buck realized that he should’ve said no when Jackson suggested that they go on a fall hunting trip.

That year, fall had arrived late in upstate Vermont. Summer had been particularly difficult about leaving and the warm temperatures hung around for weeks longer than they should’ve. The heat had remained in the upper seventies all throughout September, causing the older folks in North Turville, not to be confused with their perpetual rivals South Turville, to say that it was the longest summer that they’d ever seen. But by the time October came, the cool air and the slowly changing leaves won out, and fall ousted summer from its rightful place as a season. October had only begun its stay for a couple days when, after several hours and many beers at Jerry’s Bar and Grill, Jackson had suggested that this was the perfect weather to bag some deer.

They had rented a cabin in the wilderness stocked with enough beer and ammo to supply a small army, their eyes set on at least five or six deer. Jackson had insisted they venture out as far north as possible, close to the Canadian border, saying that he heard a fellow at the general store claim he bagged a whole herd up in those parts. As many things do, this seemed like a good idea at the time; but now that he was fighting his way through thick, gnarled underbrush and getting smacked by tree branches every two steps, Buck found himself cursing Jackson under his breath and wishing they’d just gone to the range instead.

“If there were any deer in these parts,” Buck said, “We probably scared ‘em off with all of our damn walking!”

Jackson , who was caught in a similar state of battling the foliage a few feet ahead of Buck, took a moment to turn around. “You weren’t there to hear that fella,” Jackson began, “ He said this place is practically swimming in game. We just gotta get to the right spot, that’s all.” 

“And how do you know he ain’t bullshitting you?”

Jackson raised an eyebrow, like that was the most preposterous thing he’d ever heard. “I’ve got a knack for spotting bullshitters, and that man ain’t one.” Buck rolled his eyes like he had listened to this whole spiel before, which as a matter of fact, he had. Jackson continued anyway. “It’s all in their eyes; if they don’t look you in the eyes, then they’re full of it. You know, like in them cop shows? The fella I talked to met my eyes at least once.” With that, Jackson readjusted the rifle on his shoulder, and kept walking, confident that he was only a few trees away from the promised land. 

After several more hours of wading through vines and prickers without seeing a single deer, Buck began doubting every aspect of his friend’s bullshit detecting. When they finally came across a clearing in the late afternoon, Buck was ready to cry tears of joy like he really had reached Jerusalem. 

The clearing was a fairly large piece of land, about five acres in size. On the surface, it looked no different than any other treeless stretch of ground, but a few peculiarities stood out if one looked closer; like a seemingly harmless spider with spots that marked it as venomous. The clearing was covered in tall grass that came halfway up to the hunters’ knees, which refused to sway despite the slight breeze in the air. It also lacked the usual dusting of fall leaves which had started to cover every other part of the forest floor. Strangest of all was the area’s center, which bore a circle of large stones big enough to sit on. They were choked with moss, yet the ground on the inside of the circle was bare dirt, like thousands of feet had trampled any nature away.

Buck was too sick of the forest to care about any little oddities, and promptly sat down on one of the center rocks. He wiped the sweat off his brow, and took a swig of water from his pack. “I’m thinking we should head back to the cabin,” he said after a moment, “The sky’s gonna get dark out real soon, and we ain’t shot any game yet.” 

Jackson stood off to the side with a forlorn expression on his face, looking like a runner who got disqualified only a few feet from the finish line. “Hmm...well, I suppose you’re right,” he replied, a bit of reluctance in his voice, “Don’t wanna stay out too long and piss off a bear or something .”

It wasn’t exactly an “I told you so”, but Buck called it a victory after hours of trekking. He put his water away, and got ready to leave. Just as he was about to get up, he noticed something odd about one of the rocks. The one across from Buck seemed larger than the others, and had a strange set of symbols chiseled into the front. Though he could barely make out what they were, and didn’t feel like doing so either, something compelled Buck to move towards the boulder. Some deeper, instinctive part of Buck’s brain that bothered to pick up on the feeling of wrongness surrounding him felt like these symbols were a big part of it all. He crouched before them, and upon closer inspection Buck realized they were animal carvings. 

He could see what appeared to be a rabbit near the bottom of the rock, shaped to look like it was about to jump. Above the rabbit was a great bear rearing up on its hind legs. In the top right corner was an eagle that soared above the rest of the animals. The only other carving that Buck could identify was engraved into the center. It looked like a skinny wolf with pointier ears, and was far larger than any of the other carvings, dwarfing even the bear. The wolf’s single eye seemed to stare straight at Buck, and that's when the nagging piece of his brain realized this was the source of the clearing’s hidden power. 

He reached out and touched the wolf carving. The second his hand made contact with stone, Buck felt flooded by a barrage of emotion: long ago feelings of mirth and laughter, a towering sense of pride, and anger that had grown as deep and rooted as tree roots. It felt like looking into someone else’s mind, or perhaps gazing into the soul of land itself. Buck jerked his hand away, feeling like he had been hit with an electric shock.

“Buck? You okay?” It was Jackson’s voice, bringing him back to reality. Buck turned away from the carvings and nodded, trying to project nonchalance that he didn’t quite feel.

“I’m fine,” he lied, too embarrassed to admit that a mere drawing had given him the creeps. “That rock just looked like it had something weird written on it. Might be Indian stuff, but it’s probably just some dumbass carving his name. Let’s get outta here. I’ve got at least three cans of Bud with my name on it back at the cabin.” 

Jackson smiled a little, the idea of cold beer distracting him from dreams of catching any game. “Now that I think about it, there’s a few cans addressed to me too. Besides, there’s always tomorrow to bag some deer.” As the two men left the clearing,  Buck couldn’t help but feel relieved. He tried to shake off his experience as the heat messing with his head, yet the hunter swore he could feel the wolf’s gaze on his back as they returned into the forest. It felt like Buck was being judged, and the verdict was very much against him. 

On the remainder of their trip, they only managed to shoot two deer between them, both bucks. It was better than nothing, but a far worse haul than what they expected. Normally, Buck would’ve teased Jackson about putting his faith in that general store man, though this time he was just glad to leave the woods. The longer they stayed, the more hostile it had seemed to grow. The underbrush got thicker, thorny brambles grew more common, and the weather turned worse. The day before they returned to North Turville, a full-blown thunderstorm broke out and flooded the cabin. When they finally arrived in town, Buck never felt more glad to be back.

His time at home felt no different than any other week after a hunting trip. Buck’s wife Linda had asked him how it went, and he told a version of the trip that conveniently left out just how much beer he and Jackson had drunk. His son Clyde told him everything Buck missed about the goings-on of Clyde’s fourth grade class. Apparently, one of the kids caught a teacher taking sips from a nip bottle at recess, resulting in an angry letter from the town’s mothers. Clyde’s eyes were practically shining with excitement when Buck told him about bagging the deer, and Buck swore as usual to take Clyde hunting when he turned 16. The domestic nature of life at home was a welcome change from the thick, almost oppressive woodlands. Pretty soon, he was back to work at the North Turville Plumbing Company, and all thoughts of wolf carvings and haunted clearings were gone from his mind.

It caught up to him only three days later. That night, Buck woke up to the sound of howling, mixed with loud canine barking. Practically jumping out of bed, he ran over and threw open the blinds to the window. Outside, he could see a pack of coyotes stalking at the edge of the Carraway’s property. There had to be at least twelve of them, and even from a distance Buck could see the green glint of their eyeshine hovering in the darkness. They were inching suspiciously close to the chicken coop, with only a thin wire fence to stop them. “Goddamnit,” Buck muttered, “I knew we should’ve gotten a better fence.”

Linda, who was still lying in bed, woke up a few seconds later. She sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Honey, I’m going out there,” Buck told her. “Where’d I leave the gun?”

As he fumbled in the dark for his hunting rifle, Linda got out of bed. “Don’t you go out there on your own Buck!” she insisted. “Someone’s got to make sure those dogs don’t kill you along with the chickens. We’ve got that old pistol around here somewhere, just give me a moment and we can both get them!”

Buck finally found his gun case somewhere in his closet. He brushed off his wife’s concern as he loaded the rifle. “Relax, Linda. I’ll just fire off a shot or two, and those bastards will wish they never came on our property.” 

“Buck, wait-” she started to say, but he walked out towards the front door before she could continue, confident in his own shooting abilities. As Buck walked onto the porch, he saw that several coyotes had gotten bold enough to approach the chicken coop. Four of them were testing the fence, circling the perimeter and pawing at the wire. Behind them stood a lone male coyote, larger than the others. While the rest of the pack had shaggy coats that were different shades of brown; this one’s fur was a steely gray color, like stone or gunmetal. It appeared to be the alpha.

Buck pointed his gun in the general direction of the coop and fired, the loud CRACK of a gunshot filling the air. It was only a warning shot, missing the coyotes by several feet and clipping a tree branch. Yet the coyotes got the message. The four stalking the chicken coop fled towards the woods at a breakneck pace. After a moment, the alpha followed them. The alpha moved with a carefree, loping pace that seemed far too relaxed for something that could’ve been shot. Buck ignored that fact; at least they were leaving, he figured. He fired once more into the woods, smiling with satisfaction when he heard the rest of the group’s howling die down. Clicking the gun’s safety on, he went back inside, sure that the problem was taken care of.

In the living room, Linda was comforting Clyde, who had woken up from the sound of the gunshots and howling. “It’s okay,” she was saying, “Your daddy ain’t gonna let anything happen. He might be more stubborn than a northbound mule heading south, but he’ll protect you.” 

The second Buck entered the room, Clyde ran up to his father. “What happened Dad? Did they get the chickens?” he asked, clearly worried.

“Nah, your old man scared them off,” Buck reassured, “A couple’ a shots in the air, and they ran off.” He caught Linda giving him a look, the disapproving, we’ll-talk-about-this-later type of look that said she still wasn’t okay with him going out by himself. He was going to catch some trouble for this, but at least no one got hurt. 

That’s when they heard the howling again, this time from the front yard. “They’re back,” Clyde said, instinctively leaning towards Linda. Buck crossed the house towards the front door, opening it slightly. This time, he could see the gray coyote with two smaller males, all standing near his driveway. The alpha seemed to meet Buck’s gaze, and Buck swore that the damn thing looked like it was wearing a cruel, mocking smile on its face. Safety off, he aimed straight at the alpha and squeezed the trigger. With a fluid motion that belied its large size, the alpha jumped to the side. It seemed entirely unharmed, and still wore that smile. Buck grit his teeth. He wasn’t going to let some overgrown dog best him on his own property. 

Throughout the night, a pattern emerged. Buck got close to shooting one of the coyotes and they would run off, only to show up a few minutes later. The standoff went on for several hours, with Buck being forced to swallow his pride and let Linda help him with her pistol. No matter what, neither of them managed to hit the coyotes as long as the gray alpha stood in their midst. Its presence seemed to bless the pack with an unnatural agility that drove Buck mad. The pack finally left around sunrise, just as Buck and Linda were running out of ammo. Both of them trudged wearily back to bed, knowing they’d likely get two hours of sleep apiece.

The coyotes came back the next night. This time, they went straight for the chicken coop. Buck fired a few rounds of useless ammo before his gun ran dry. After that, he could only watch as the two smaller coyotes from the previous night squeezed through a hole in the fence and began slaughtering the chickens. When he went to the coop the next morning, all he found were bones, dry blood, and tufts of feathers. The night after that, they knocked over his garbage cans and feasted on the trash, shredding the bags in the process. Buck had been careful to re-stock his ammo supply, but no amount of shooting, yelling or swearing could get them to go away. The coyotes seemed to sense his weakness, and didn’t take long for them to start circling the house itself. 

The whole pack would howl and snarl from right outside the family’s windows, stalking like scavengers around a dying animal. Clyde was spending more and more nights at Jackson’s house, with Buck refusing each of his friend’s offers to help; his pride still stronger than his desperation. Soon, it was just himself and Linda left to deal with the pack after sundown. Neither of them got any sleep. On the rare occasion that he did sleep, Buck’s dreams were haunted by the gray alpha. In his nightmares, the alpha chased him through a forest, with teeth like swords and paws the size of dinner plates. No matter how fast Buck ran, he could always hear the thudding of the creature’s paws behind him, and feel its hot, rancid breath on his back. There was a wicked confidence in the alpha’s eyes, like it knew that no matter what Buck did, the dream would always end with the feeling of teeth shredding into the hunter’s back.

He’d wake from these nightmares in cold sweat, heart pounding like a jackhammer. Sometimes after he woke up, as he breathed in and out as deeply as he could, Buck thought he could hear chanting. It was a deep, harmonious sound that came from a chorus of male voices. The chanting felt like a prayer, or maybe a ritual. Once he awoke to the alpha standing outside his window, watching him. The coyote’s smirk was all teeth and it let out a barking laugh that could easily be mistaken for a man’s. 

He told Linda about the encounter the next morning, as both of them nursed their third cups of coffee since sunrise. Both of their taste buds had grown sick of caffeine since the first night with the coyotes, but they forced it down anyway. “I felt like it could read my mind,” Buck muttered after another sip of bitter brew, “It knew what I was dreaming about. And that laugh...I ain’t heard a coyote laugh like that before.” Buck was aware that he sounded crazy, but at this point, he was far beyond caring.

Linda, on the other hand, still half-clung to her sense of rationality. “Something about this whole thing isn’t natural,” she admitted, half looking at Buck and half keeping an eye out the window, just in case the pack felt like returning in the daylight. “ I always thought coyotes were scared of people. Growing up, they never came near our house, not unless they were rabid or starving. But these ones, well...” She struggled for a moment to find a sensible explanation, as Linda was always the more reasonable one in their marriage. “Maybe they’ve been driven out of their home? I’ve heard now that the forests are getting knocked down, they’re coming more where people live.”
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She paused, remembering the gray alpha that had been giving them so much trouble. It was a living contradiction to the idea that everything could be explained through nice, simple logic. After a moment, Linda sighed. It felt like a small cry of defeat. “That alpha though, you’re right about it. That bastard sure ain’t normal.”

There was something about the way Linda phrased her theory though, that managed to slice through the cloud of sleep-deprived fog which hung over Buck’s mind. It reminded him of him and Jackson’s hunting trip, and the series of symbols that lined the moss covered rock. The feeling of power from laying a hand on a certain one. Maybe it wasn’t a wolf after all?

“I brought it here,” he whispered, the pieces of the puzzle finally fitting together in his mind. “I brought all of them here.”

“What?” Linda asked, stepping closer to Buck and putting a hand on his shoulder. “What did you bring dear?” He could hear the concern in her voice, making him feel like an even bigger idiot for putting her in danger.

“I touched that damn rock!” he said out loud. “I pissed the gray one off, and it followed me home!”

“What rock? Buck you’re not making sense.”

“It was on that trip with Jackson,” he explained, “There was this rock with a coyote carved into it, that must’ve been what the alpha was attached to. That’s why he’s been showing up every night.”

Linda paused for a moment, blinking owlishly. “Are you sure about this?” she asked slowly, with a tone that most people used to talk down mental patients. 

Buck let out a ragged exhale, slumping over a little in his chair. “It’s the only thing I can think of. You’ve got to believe me on this one.”

His wife, bless her, saw the bare desperation on his face and put aside her doubt for the moment. “If the coyote is something...tied to the rock, then how are we gonna get rid of it?” she asked. 

Buck’s mind drifted back to the hunting gear he had stored away in their shed. A plan slowly started to form in his head. “I’ll set a trap. If it doesn’t want to face me man to man, then I’m gonna outsmart it.” He got up from the table, coffee long forgotten. “Linda, I’ve got a few things to set up,” he said, “I’m ending this tonight.”

As much as Buck wanted to, he knew his chances of killing the alpha were slim to none. The rest of the pack, however, were fair game. He just had to separate them from their leader, and they would lose the lightning fast speed that caused the hunter to waste an endless amount of bullets. To do the job, Buck rigged an old pair of conibear traps. They were essentially a more powerful bear trap, designed to kill large animals. The second something disturbed the trap, two vicious metal bars would close down onto their head or legs. He spent the hour before work placing them in the backyard and covering them with fallen leaves. Bits of expired venison were carefully placed over the traps as bait. When night fell, Buck sat on the front porch with his rifle and waited for the pack to arrive. 

Within an hour, a cacophony of howls could be heard from around the forest. The sound echoed off of the trees and flew up into the night sky, like the woods itself was crying out. Buck could hear the quick footsteps of squirrels and rabbits from beyond the treeline, as the smaller animals fled in the face of seemingly unstoppable predators. The same twelve coyotes that had haunted the Carraways for so long emerged onto the front of the property, the alpha at their head as usual. When it saw Buck sitting there, the alpha gave a lopsided smirk and raised an eyebrow. “The gun again?” it seemed to say, “What could you hope to accomplish with that?” Buck rose to the challenge and fired at the alpha’s chest. It swayed slightly to the left, the round just barely brushing its fur. As the rest of the coyotes started to fan out and surround the house once more, the alpha stayed behind. It had the look of a cat that’s been tormenting a particularly fascinating mouse. The hunter let off a few more shots, all with the same result. Buck wasn’t really focused on the gray coyote. He just needed to distract the bastard long enough for the traps to spring.

When he paused to reload, Buck heard a sharp SNAP pierce through the air. A second later, another SNAP followed. The iron jaws of the conibear traps had closed in on their prey. A high pitched, injured whimper could be heard from the backyard. Buck’s tormenter paused at the sound, perking up its ears. The smile fell from its face, and Buck finally felt like grinning. Then the alpha looked back at Buck and gave a deep, guttural snarl. Its ears were flat against the back of its head, and the coyote’s eyes lost any hint of humor. For the first time it looked feral, a product of pure animalistic instinct instead of something halfway human. Buck wondered briefly if it was going to cross the yard and try ripping him to shreds. Instead, the alpha turned tail and stalked back into the woods, glaring. The remainder of the pack followed after it, leaving the yard empty and quiet hours before sunrise.

––––––––
[image: ]


When Buck checked the traps, he found that the two smaller coyotes had tried eating the venison. One of them had stuck its head into the trap, and had its neck broken for its troubles. The other was still alive, its front paws dangly limply in the grasp of cold metal. The coyote’s legs looked broken, and it let out a sound that was half whimper, half growl as Buck approached. At such close range, he
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