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​Chapter 1 — Static and Signal
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The ghost in the laundromat turned out to be a dryer sheet.

Kris stood beneath a flickering fluorescent tube with his phone raised, recording the pale shape as it shivered behind the cracked plastic cover of an industrial vent. Every twelve seconds, the vent coughed. The white thing lifted like a hand waving from the dark, then collapsed again.

Beside him, Mrs. Delaney clutched a mesh laundry bag to her chest.

“There,” she whispered. “You saw it.”

“I saw something.”

“You heard the voice too.”

The dryer across from them finished its cycle with a metallic thunk.

Kris lowered the phone.

The laundromat smelled of hot cotton, bleach, and the burnt-coffee sludge congealing in the complimentary pot near the change machine. It was two in the morning, and rain needled the front windows hard enough to blur the parking lot into a watercolor of red taillights and yellow streetlamps.

Mrs. Delaney had left three messages with the magazine in four days. In the first, the ghost had whispered her name. In the second, it had threatened to follow her home. By the third, it had apparently developed opinions about her late husband’s will.

Kris dragged a yellow plastic chair beneath the vent.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Inviting it to comment on the record.”

He stepped onto the chair. One of its legs bowed beneath him.

Mrs. Delaney made a noise in her throat.

“That was the chair,” Kris said. “Unless your ghost has strong feelings about workplace safety.”

He laughed a half-second before she did.

She did not laugh.

Kris tucked his phone between his teeth and pried at the vent cover with a flathead screwdriver. The plastic gave with a squeal. Dust spilled down his sleeve, warm and soft as ash.

Behind the grate, a dryer sheet trembled against the fan.

It had curled in on itself, the corners browned by heat. Someone had drawn a smiley face on it in blue ink.

Kris held it up.

Mrs. Delaney stared.

The fluorescent light snapped off above them, leaving the back row of machines in shadow.

She gasped.

Kris did not.

He waited.

One second. Two.

The ballast buzzed, and the tube blinked back to life.

“Old fixture,” he said.

Mrs. Delaney’s grip tightened around the laundry bag. “And the voice?”

“Ventilation carries sound.” He stepped down from the chair. “There’s an apartment over the nail salon next door. Their television is on. Crime show, I think.”

As if on cue, a man’s muffled voice drifted through the wall.

You should have told me the truth.

Mrs. Delaney’s face changed.

Not much. Just enough for Kris to wish he had been wrong.

She looked down at the bag pressed to her chest. Men’s shirts bulged through the mesh, neatly folded despite the hour.

Kris set the dryer sheet on top of a washer.

“The vent explains the movement,” he said, more gently. “The wall explains the voice. The light needs a new ballast. None of those things are going home with you.”

She swallowed. “You’re sure?”

He could have said yes.

People liked yes. It gave them something solid to carry out into the rain.

Instead, he slipped the screwdriver into his coat pocket and glanced toward the dark window. His reflection hovered there: lean frame folded into a damp jacket, hair falling into his eyes, phone still recording from his hand. A man built entirely out of evidence and too little sleep.

“I’m sure about what I found,” he said.

Mrs. Delaney nodded as though he had given her something kinder.

She offered to pay him. He refused. She insisted. He refused again until she pressed two crumpled twenties into the tip jar by the coffee machine and told him to buy better shoes.

Outside, the rain had thinned to a mist.

Kris sat behind the wheel of his hatchback and watched Mrs. Delaney’s headlights disappear down the road. Water ticked against the windshield. The dashboard clock read 2:18.

He opened the recorder app.

“Delaney Laundromat,” he said. His work voice came easily—clipped, clean, emptied of anything that might complicate a transcript. “Reported visual manifestation and disembodied speech. Visual source identified as a dryer sheet trapped behind exhaust grate. Audio likely transmitted from adjacent residence through shared wall. Electrical fluctuation consistent with failing fluorescent ballast. No evidence of paranormal activity.”

He stopped recording.

Then started again.

“Subject appeared disappointed.”

He deleted that sentence.

His phone rang before he could put it down.

MARISOL flashed across the screen.

Kris answered on speaker. “You know there are countries where this is considered an unreasonable hour.”

“There are countries where reporters turn in clean copy.”

“I’m sure they’re lovely.”

“What was it?”

“A ghost with a spring-fresh scent.”

Silence.

“Dryer sheet,” he clarified.

“I got there.”

“Then why did you make me say it?”

“Because disappointment builds character.”

Marisol’s voice came through with the scrape of papers and the staccato tapping of a keyboard. She had likely been at her desk since sunrise. Or perhaps she had never left it. The office possessed her in ways Mrs. Delaney’s vent ghost could only dream of.

Kris leaned his head back against the seat.

“Four hundred words,” she said. “Human-interest angle. Grief, suggestion, how ordinary building acoustics become supernatural after midnight.”

“She wasn’t a specimen.”

“That is why I said human-interest.”

“You said angle.”

“Kris.”

He rubbed two fingers against his thigh.

The habit began whenever a question crowded his teeth. Marisol knew it even over the phone. She knew most of his tells, which was the occupational hazard of working for someone who had edited his sentences for six years and his excuses for nearly as long.

“I’ll write it,” he said.

“No jokes about haunted fabric softener in the headline.”

“I would never.”

“You absolutely would.”

He looked through the windshield at the laundromat. Mrs. Delaney’s empty chair sat behind the rain-streaked glass.

“What else?” he asked.

Marisol stopped typing.

The pause put Kris upright.

“There’s a tip in the inbox,” she said. “Came through the encrypted form.”

“We have an encrypted form?”

“You made me approve it.”

“I like hearing that my contributions have endured.”

“Three missing people in six weeks. Same county. All last seen near the same mountain road.”

Kris pulled his notebook from the passenger seat. A coffee stain had glued two pages together. He separated them carefully and clicked his pen.

“Names?”

“I sent the file.”

His phone chimed.

“Police connection?”

“Officially, no. One hiker. One delivery driver. One local man who left a bar and never made it home.”

“Vehicles?”

“Hiker didn’t have one. Driver’s van was found with the back doors open. Local man’s truck turned up in a drainage ditch.”

Kris wrote as she spoke, his handwriting narrowing as the details accumulated.

“Any bodies?”

“No.”

“Blood?”

“Not in the reports.”

“Witnesses?”

“One woman says she saw something crossing the road near the driver’s van.”

“Something.”

“Her word.”

“Bear?”

“Maybe.”

“Mountain lion?”

“Wrong size, according to her.”

“Wrong how?”

“She said it looked like a wolf.”

Kris stopped writing.

Rainwater slid down the windshield in a crooked line.

“Wolves aren’t common in that part of the state,” he said.

“I know.”

“A dog, then.”

“She said it stood as high as the van’s side mirror.”

“People are terrible at estimating size in the dark.”

“I know that too.”

He brought the pen to his mouth and caught the end between his teeth.

Marisol exhaled.

“Locals call the area wolf territory,” she said. “Mostly as a joke. Kids spray-paint paw prints on the mile markers. Tourists buy shirts. There are stories about livestock, howling, lights in the trees. Standard rural mythology until people start disappearing.”

“And now?”

“Now the county sheriff is telling reporters the cases are unrelated.”

“Which means?”

“It means they could be unrelated.”

Kris smiled around the pen. “You hate when I do that.”

“I hate when you hear conspiracy in punctuation.”

“I hear evasion.”

“You hear what you need to keep moving.”

The words landed without force. Marisol rarely needed force.

Kris took the pen from his mouth.

On the windshield, the crooked trail of water split in two.

His father’s watch had been found beside a logging road.

Kris had been fifteen, old enough to understand that adults lowered their voices when they were lying and young enough to believe he could make them stop if he asked the right question enough times.

There had been no body.

No funeral worth the name.

Just a closed casket, an insurance document, and his mother pressing both palms flat against the kitchen table while an officer repeated the word accident until it lost all shape.

Kris still had the watch in a drawer.

The leather strap had been cut almost clean through.

“Kris?”

He blinked.

The laundromat returned around him—the humming sign, the rain, the chemical sweetness clinging to his coat.

“I’m here.”

“I need you to stay here.”

“That sounds personal.”

“It is professional. You have two deadlines, your expense report is a hate crime, and this tip came from an anonymous source with no corroborating documents beyond public police reports.”

“Three disappearances in one corridor is a pattern.”

“It is three data points.”

“That is how patterns begin.”

Marisol went quiet again.

Kris pictured her removing her glasses, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“You are not driving into the mountains alone,” she said.

“I haven’t said I’m driving anywhere.”

“You started using your interview voice.”

“I have an interview voice?”

“You slow down. It’s unnerving.”

Kris glanced at the attachment she had sent. The first page held a map with three red pins along a narrow road north of a town called Bellwether.

One pin sat near an abandoned logging route.

His thumb hovered above the screen.

“Send me everything,” he said.

“I already did.”

“Then you knew I’d go.”

“I knew you’d want to.”

“Difference without a distinction.”

“There is a distinction. It’s called judgment.”

He zoomed in on the map.

Dense green spread across the screen. Forest service land. Private parcels. A thin blue creek winding toward the county line. Near the northernmost pin, someone had drawn a black circle around an unmarked tract and typed one sentence beneath it.

ASK THEM WHAT HAPPENED TO THE OTHERS.

Kris read it twice.

“Who sent this?”

“The return address is masked.”

“Can we trace it?”

“Not legally.”

“Your principles are exhausting.”

“They keep us out of court.”

The old restlessness started beneath his ribs.

It never felt like excitement. Excitement was clean. This was a hook dragged slowly through the center of him, catching on things he kept buried—the cut watchband, his mother’s flattened hands, the officer who would not meet his eyes.

Static was not meaningless. It was only signal no one had separated yet.

“Kris,” Marisol said.

He closed the map.

The motion cost him more than it should have.

“I’ll write the laundromat piece,” he said.

“And?”

“And I’ll review the files.”

“From home.”

“Probably.”

“That word is why I drink.”

“You drank before you hired me.”

“You improved my commitment.”

The line went dead.

Kris sat for a while with the phone in his hand.

Inside the laundromat, the vent coughed. The dryer sheet lifted once, pressed its blue smile against the grate, and fell.

He opened the map again.

Bellwether was four hours away.

Three and a half without traffic.

He had half a tank of gas, two shirts in the back seat from a story the week before, a camera bag in the trunk, and no sensible reason to leave before morning.

He turned the key.

The engine shuddered awake.

“Review the files,” he said to the empty car.

He pulled out of the parking lot and turned north.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2 — Border Crossing

[image: ]


By sunrise, the rain had followed Kris into the mountains.

It thinned as the highway climbed, becoming a silver mist that erased the tops of the pines and turned the world beyond his windshield into layers of gray. His headlights caught wet guardrails, reflective mile markers, the pale undersides of leaves trembling in the runoff.

The coffee in his cup holder had gone cold somewhere after the second county line.

He drank it anyway.

Marisol called twice.

The first time, he let it ring.

The second time, he turned the phone facedown and told himself he needed both hands for the road, though the highway had been straight for six miles.

At 7:12, he passed a green sign punched through with old bullet holes.

BELLWETHER
POP. 1,846
Someone had spray-painted a black paw print beneath the population count.

Kris slowed enough to photograph it through the windshield.

The town appeared gradually rather than all at once. A row of mailboxes leaned at uneven angles beside the road. Then a church with a white steeple and a marquee announcing a potluck two Saturdays past. A mechanic’s garage stood open despite the hour, one man beneath the hood of a truck while another watched Kris drive by without pretending not to.

The main street was four blocks long.

A pharmacy. A diner. A feed store with sacks of grain stacked beneath a sagging awning. The windows of a vacant storefront had been papered over from the inside, but the old lettering remained above the door.

BELLWETHER BOOKS & SUNDRIES.

Kris parked across from the diner.

He had not slept. His eyes felt sanded raw, and the muscles between his shoulders had tightened into wire. For several minutes, he stayed behind the wheel, watching the town wake around him.

A woman in blue medical scrubs crossed the street with a paper cup and keys clenched between her teeth. A boy on a bicycle rode past with a fishing rod tied along the frame. Two older men stood outside the pharmacy talking until one of them looked toward Kris’s car.

The conversation stopped.

Kris glanced in the rearview mirror.

Nothing behind him but the wet road.

When he looked back, both men had gone inside.

He took out his recorder.

“Bellwether, seven twenty-one a.m.,” he said. “Initial impression: small, economically strained, either deeply suspicious of outsiders or unusually committed to synchronized staring.”

He paused.

“Likely the former.”

A truck horn blared behind him.

Kris flinched hard enough to hit his knee against the steering column.

The truck driver lifted one hand in apology as he passed.

Kris stopped the recording.

Inside the diner, a bell chimed above the door.

Heat and the smell of fried onions struck him at once. Every booth along the wall was occupied, but the room carried none of the overlapping noise a full restaurant should have had. Forks scraped plates. A coffee machine hissed behind the counter.

Five people turned to look at him.

Not casually.

They looked, assessed, and looked away with the same efficient discomfort.

Kris chose a stool at the counter.

A waitress approached with a pot in one hand. She was in her fifties, perhaps, with iron-gray hair twisted into a knot and a name tag that read JO.

“Coffee?”

“Please.”

She poured without asking whether he wanted room.

Kris wrapped both hands around the mug.

The heat hurt. He kept holding it.

“Passing through?” Jo asked.

Her tone made it clear that this was the preferred answer.

“Something like that.”

The man two stools down shifted his newspaper.

Kris smiled at Jo. “I’m looking for County Road Nine.”

The pot stopped above the counter.

It was only a fraction of a second.

Then she set it on the warmer behind her.

“Road runs north.”

“Does it have another name?”

“No.”

“I was told locals call the area beyond it wolf territory.”

The room did not go silent.

It had already been quiet.

What changed was smaller: the newspaper beside him no longer moved. A fork paused against ceramic. Somewhere in the kitchen, a cook dropped something metal, and the sound rang too long.

Jo wiped a clean patch of counter with a cloth.

“Tourist nonsense.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“You writing about the shirts?”

Kris glanced toward the cash register. A rack beside it displayed postcards, keychains, and black T-shirts printed with a moon over pine trees.

WELCOME TO WOLF COUNTRY.

“I’m a journalist,” he said.

The man with the newspaper folded it once, sharply.

Jo’s face did not change. Her wiping slowed.

“For who?”

“The Lantern.”

No recognition.

It usually went one of two ways. Either people had never heard of the magazine, or they had read one article online three years ago and wanted to explain his profession to him.

Jo only said, “Never heard of it.”

“We cover unusual local stories.”

“Nothing unusual here.”

Kris lifted the coffee.

It tasted like scorched pennies.

“Three people missing in six weeks is unusual.”

The man beside him put money under his plate and left through the front door without finishing his breakfast.

Jo watched him go.

When she looked back at Kris, something in her had closed.

“You talk to the sheriff?”

“Not yet.”

“You should.”

“I will.”

“Then you don’t need to ask people in here.”

Kris set the mug down.

“I’m not trying to cause trouble.”

“That what reporters say before they spell your name wrong.”

Her voice stayed flat, but the cloth twisted between her hands.

Kris noticed a faded scar along the heel of her right palm. Four pale lines, evenly spaced, disappearing beneath her sleeve.

He looked away before she could see him catalog it.

“Do you know any of the missing people?” he asked.

Jo dropped the cloth into a bucket beneath the counter.

“Breakfast or no?”

He almost pushed.

The question waited inside him, fully formed and sharpened: Which one were you afraid for?

Then Jo glanced toward the back booth.

A young woman sat there with a little girl. The child was coloring a picture of a wolf with a red crayon, pressing so hard the paper had begun to tear.

Jo did not look frightened for herself.

Kris felt the question dull.

“Just coffee,” he said.

She brought the check before he finished it.

Outside, the mist had burned off enough to reveal the lower ridge behind town. Pines crowded the slope in a dark, unbroken wall.

His phone showed six missed messages.

Three from Marisol.

Two from the office line.

One from an unknown number.

Kris opened the unknown message first.

TURN AROUND.

No punctuation.

No signature.

He stared at it until the screen dimmed.

Then he took a screenshot.

Marisol’s first voicemail began with a silence long enough to count as restraint.

“Kris. Call me.”

The second was less restrained.

“I know you’re in Bellwether because you used the company card at a gas station fifty miles south of it. This is either fraud or insubordination, and I am hoping for your sake it is insubordination.”

The third had arrived fourteen minutes ago.

“Do not go near County Road Nine until you have spoken with the sheriff, checked in with me, and arranged somewhere to stay. Preferably somewhere with walls.”

Kris returned the phone to his pocket.

He stood beneath the diner awning while water dripped from one corner in a steady rhythm.

Across the street, a dark SUV was parked outside the pharmacy.

He could not see the driver through the tinted glass.

When Kris crossed toward his car, the SUV pulled away.

No turn signal.

It took the north road.

“Coincidence,” he murmured.

The word felt weak in his mouth.

He drove to the sheriff’s office next.

The building was a converted bank with bars still fixed over the narrow side windows. A paper sign had been taped to the front door.

BACK AT TEN.

It was 7:58.

Kris photographed the sign, the building, and the empty cruiser parked around back.

Then he checked the map.

The gas station sat at the north edge of town, where the houses thinned and the forest pressed closer to the road.

He told himself he needed fuel.

This was true.

He told himself he needed directions.

Less true.

The station had two pumps beneath a rust-striped canopy and a handwritten advertisement for night crawlers taped beside the door. A wooden cutout of a howling wolf leaned near an ice freezer. Someone had painted its eyes yellow.

Kris filled the tank.

The pump clicked off at twelve gallons.

Behind him, the forest breathed fog between the trunks.

He could smell wet bark and gasoline. Somewhere farther uphill, water rushed over rock.

A bell rang as he entered the store.

The clerk sat behind the register reading a paperback with a cracked spine. He was young—maybe twenty-two—with a buzz cut and a silver chain visible above the collar of his sweatshirt.

He looked up at Kris.

Then at the camera bag over Kris’s shoulder.

“You lost?”

“Frequently.”

The clerk did not smile.

Kris set a bottle of water and two protein bars on the counter.

“County Road Nine keeps going past the old logging turnoff, right?”

The clerk’s fingers tightened around the paperback.

“Road’s closed.”

“The county site says it’s open.”

“County site’s wrong.”

“Washout?”

“No.”

“Construction?”

“No.”

Kris waited.

The clerk looked toward the window.

A pickup had pulled beside the far pump. Its driver remained behind the wheel.

“You shouldn’t go up there,” the clerk said.

“Why?”

“Nothing for you.”

“That’s more of a philosophical answer.”

“I’m serious.”

The young man lowered his voice.

It changed his face. Until then, he had looked annoyed. Now he looked like someone trying not to be overheard.

“Leave before dark.”

Kris tapped two fingers against his thigh.

“Is that what you told the delivery driver?”

The clerk went still.

The refrigerator compressors hummed along the back wall.

Kris saw the moment the young man decided to lie.

“Don’t know who you mean.”

“Mateo Rivas. Thirty-three. Van recovered six miles north of town.”

“I said I don’t know.”

“Did he stop here?”

The pickup driver outside opened his door.

The clerk shoved Kris’s change across the counter.

“Get out.”

Kris did not move.

The young man’s eyes flicked past him.

Not toward the pickup.

Toward the road.

The same dark SUV from town rolled by slowly.

Its brake lights glowed at the intersection, then vanished north.

Kris picked up the water and protein bars.

“What’s your name?”

The clerk stepped back from the register.

“Go.”

Kris left.

The pickup driver watched him cross the lot.

He was broad-shouldered, with a gray beard and one hand braced on the open truck door. Mud covered the lower half of the vehicle. In the truck bed, a coil of chain lay beside a blue tarp.

“You the reporter?” the man asked.

News traveled quickly in a town with nothing unusual in it.

Kris opened his car door.

“Depends who’s asking.”

The man spat into the gravel.

“That road eats people.”

Kris looked toward County Road Nine.

The asphalt narrowed beyond the station, climbing between walls of pine.

“Roads don’t eat.”

The man’s gaze moved over Kris’s face as though measuring how much effort it would take to change his mind.

“No,” he said. “They don’t.”

He got into his truck.

Kris stood with one hand on the car door.

The sky had lightened, but little sun reached the ground. The forest beyond the station seemed untouched by morning, black between the trunks. A gust moved through the canopy.

The sound came down the slope like a whisper passed through a crowded room.

He checked the time.

8:24.

Hours before dark.

Plenty of time to drive to the logging turnoff, photograph the place where the van had been found, and return before the sheriff’s office opened. He could conduct interviews after. Arrange a motel. Call Marisol from somewhere with walls.

It was not reckless.

It was efficient.

Kris put the camera bag on the passenger seat.

His phone buzzed again.

Marisol.

He watched her name pulse across the screen.

Then another sound rose above the wind.

Low.

Distant.

A single note held long enough to tighten the skin along his arms.

Kris turned toward the trees.

The sound ended.

A dog, he thought.

Sound distortion over distance. Wind moving through a narrow valley. Machinery from a logging operation farther north.

Any of those would fit.

He opened the recorder app.

“Possible animal call heard from ridge,” he said. His voice came out slower than before. “Source undetermined.”

He stopped the recording.

Across the road, the wooden wolf watched him with its yellow eyes.

Kris got into the car and turned north.

The pavement began to crack a mile beyond town.

Houses gave way to fenced fields, then scattered trailers, then nothing. Cell service dropped from three bars to one. The road followed the shape of the mountain, bending around ravines where mist hung beneath the trees.

At the fourth mile marker, he found another spray-painted paw print.

At the fifth, the paint was red.

At the sixth, there were no markings at all.

The forest crowded close enough that branches scraped both sides of the car.

Kris slowed.

Ahead, two weathered posts stood on opposite sides of the road. No gate connected them. No sign hung between them.

Only a strip of black fabric tied around the right post, snapping softly in the wind.

His GPS lost the route.

The screen rotated once, searching.

Then went blank.

Kris stopped the car between the posts.

For the first time since leaving the laundromat, he considered turning around.

Not because of Jo’s silence or the clerk’s warning or the message from an unknown number. Those were people. People lied for ordinary reasons every day—fear, shame, loyalty, money.

The forest was different.

The quiet inside it had shape.

No birds moved in the brush. No insects struck the windshield. Even the wind seemed to stop at the posts.

Kris placed two fingers against his thigh.

Once.

Twice.

He looked in the rearview mirror at the empty road behind him.

Then at the unmarked road ahead.

He drove through.
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The road narrowed until it stopped pretending to be a road.

Pavement broke into gravel. Gravel surrendered to two muddy tracks divided by a spine of grass. Branches swept the roof of Kris’s car with the dry scrape of fingernails, and every few yards he had to steer around potholes filled with black water.

His GPS remained blank.

No route. No service. Just his blue location dot floating in an empty gray grid.

Kris set the phone in the cup holder and kept driving.

The trees pressed closer here, trunks packed so tightly that the forest beyond them became a single dark wall. Rainwater gathered on cedar boughs and dropped in heavy bursts. Somewhere uphill, something moved through the undergrowth with enough weight to shake leaves loose.

Deer, Kris thought.

Then, because the thought came too quickly: probably deer.

He reached for his recorder.

“Eight forty-one,” he said. “Approximately seven miles north of Bellwether, though GPS coverage is unavailable. Road conditions poor but passable. No barriers indicating private land.”

He glanced in the rearview mirror.

The track behind him curved out of sight.

“Local warnings appear cultural rather than legal.”

The recorder picked up his breathing.

Kris stopped it.

Another half mile brought him to the drainage ditch where Mateo Rivas’s delivery van had been found.

He knew the location from the county photographs: a steep embankment, a split-rail fence collapsed at one end, three pale birches leaning over the ditch. Without the van, the place looked smaller. Ordinary.

That bothered him more than it should have.

He parked on the shoulder and took his camera bag.

The air outside carried the mineral smell of wet stone and something greener underneath—crushed fern, damp moss, sap bleeding from a broken branch. It was colder than it had been in town. The chill slipped beneath his collar and settled between his shoulder blades.

Kris photographed the road from several angles.

Tire marks remained in the mud, blurred by rain and traffic. He crouched beside the ditch, careful not to step where the police markers had been in the original images. The grass was flattened in two broad strips where the van had slid down.

No skid marks before the drop.

He took another picture.

That suggested the driver had not braked.

Mechanical failure. Medical emergency. Distraction.

Or he had stopped before the ditch and the van had been moved afterward.

Kris shifted farther down the slope.

A strand of blue plastic caught beneath a root. He eased it free with the tip of his pen.

Packing tape, maybe. Torn from a parcel.

He sealed it in an empty evidence envelope from his bag, then paused.

He was not law enforcement. The site had already been processed. He had no chain of custody, no authority, and a rapidly developing habit of making Marisol’s blood pressure someone else’s problem.

He labeled the envelope anyway.

A sound came from across the road.

Not a howl.

A click.

Kris looked up.

Nothing moved between the trees.

He listened until the muscles in his thighs began to ache from crouching.

Water ticked from leaf to leaf.

A raven called once in the distance.

Then the click came again, farther to his left.

Two stones striking together.

Kris rose slowly.

“Hello?”

The forest held still.

He crossed the road.

The ditch photographs showed a trail on this side, barely visible behind a curtain of fern. According to the report, search teams had followed it for nearly a mile before losing Mateo’s footprints in rain.

Kris stepped over a fallen branch.

The path was soft beneath his shoes. Mud pulled at the soles, and thorny vines snagged his jeans. He took photographs as he went—bent stems, disturbed leaf litter, a strip of pale bark peeled from a tree at shoulder height.

Fifty yards in, the road disappeared behind him.

He stopped.

The silence had returned.

Not absence of sound. He could hear water, his jacket moving when he breathed, the small electrical hum of his camera.

But the forest seemed to be withholding itself.

Kris took out his phone.

No signal.

The unknown text sat open on the screen.

TURN AROUND.

He locked the phone and put it away.

Ahead, something pale showed between the roots of an old pine.

He moved closer.

A shoe.

Men’s hiking shoe, gray with orange laces, half buried in mud.

Kris’s pulse struck once, hard, at the base of his throat.

The missing hiker, Daniel Cho, had been wearing gray trail shoes in the last photo posted by his family.

Kris crouched without touching it.

The shoe lay on its side. The laces were still tied.

Dark brown stained the fabric near the heel.

Mud, perhaps.

He lifted the camera.

The shutter clicked.

Something exhaled behind him.

Warm air touched the back of his neck.

Kris froze.

His finger remained against the shutter button.

The rehearsed explanations dissolved before he could choose one.

He turned.

The animal stood fifteen feet away.

At first, his mind reduced it to pieces.

Black fur, rain-dark and coarse along the shoulders.

Long legs.

A muzzle lifted enough to show the pale edge of teeth.

Wolf.

No.

Too large.

Its back would have reached the hood of his car. Its head sat almost level with Kris’s chest. The body beneath the fur was not the lean frame he had seen in wildlife photographs but something heavier, dense through the shoulders and rib cage.

The animal watched him with yellow eyes.

Kris forgot to breathe.

The camera hung between his hands.

This was distance distortion. Exhaustion. A large dog crossbred with—

The wolf stepped forward.

Its paw sank into the mud with a sound like a fist closing.

Kris raised the camera.

The shutter snapped.

The wolf lunged.

Kris threw himself sideways.

Teeth closed where his forearm had been. He hit the ground hard enough to knock the air from his lungs. The camera flew from his hands and struck a root.

The wolf wheeled with impossible speed.

Kris scrambled backward, palms slipping in mud. He reached for anything—a branch, a rock, the small utility knife clipped inside his bag strap.

The animal came again.

He got one forearm up.

Its weight slammed into him.

Pain tore across his shoulder. Not teeth. Claws, maybe. His jacket split, fabric opening with a wet rip.

Kris drove the utility knife upward.

The blade struck fur, then something solid beneath it.

The wolf snarled.

The sound entered him through the ribs.

It knocked the knife from his grip with one sweep of its paw. Claws opened the back of his hand. Heat followed, then blood.

Kris rolled toward the pine.

The hiking shoe pressed beneath his knee.

Still tied, he thought absurdly.

The wolf lowered its head.

Its lips drew back.

Kris saw saliva string between the teeth.

There was no explanation large enough to stand between them.

A second animal hit the first from the side.

Black fur and brown blurred together.

The impact shook the ground.

Kris flung one arm over his face as the wolves crashed through the ferns. Snarls ripped across the clearing. Branches snapped. One body struck the trunk above him, showering bark over his hair.

He dragged himself backward.

The second wolf was even larger.

Dark brown, nearly black along the spine, with a broad chest and a pale scar cutting across one flank. It drove the first animal into the ground and closed its jaws around the other’s throat.

The black wolf thrashed.

The brown wolf held.

For one suspended second, both animals went still.

Then the black one tore free, leaving blood bright across the brown wolf’s muzzle. It backed toward the trees, shoulders low.

The brown wolf snarled.

Not wild.

A warning.

The black animal looked at Kris.

Recognition moved through its face.

Not animal recognition. Something colder.

Then it vanished between the trees.

The brown wolf took two steps after it and stopped.

Kris pressed his injured hand against his chest. Blood slipped between his fingers. His shoulder burned beneath the torn jacket.

The wolf turned toward him.

Every muscle in Kris’s body tightened.

The animal approached slowly.

Rainwater ran from its fur. Up close, it was too enormous to fit inside the word wolf. Its paws pressed deep into the earth. Its eyes were not yellow like the first animal’s.

They were dark.

Almost black.

Kris’s fingers closed around a stone.

The wolf saw the movement.

It stopped.

A low sound vibrated in its chest.

“Don’t,” Kris whispered.

His voice shook.

The wolf’s ears shifted forward.

Kris gripped the stone harder. “I mean it.”

He had no idea what he meant.

The wolf lowered its head.

Its bones moved.

Kris heard the first crack.

The animal’s front legs buckled. The shoulders twisted inward, fur rippling as if something beneath the skin had seized hold and pulled. The muzzle shortened with a series
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