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Chapter 1: The Long Road      North
 
The highway cut through the Minnesota wilderness like a scar that refused to heal. Blacktop, old and weathered, patched with ice that caught the Jeep’s headlights and threw them back in fractured diamonds.
 
 Sarah Callahan’s hands ached on the steering wheel, knuckles white, though
the heater rattled on full blast. The cold had teeth tonight.It pressed against the windows, seeking a way in, the same way the hotel had once pressed against her husband’s mind until something inside him cracked open.
 
In the back seat, Ethan huddled under a blanket, nine years old and already carrying the quiet weight of a boy who had lost too much too soon. 
 
He stared out at the endless wall of black pines sliding past, their branches heavy with early snow. “Mom,” he said softly, “do you think Uncle Mike is sick?”
 
Sarah swallowed. The question had been circling her own mind for hours, like the low whispers Jack used to hear in the empty corridors. “He’s just been alone up here a long time, honey. The cabin’s isolated. No cell service, no neighbors for miles. Isolation does things to people.” She tried to laugh, but it came out brittle.
 
 “Remember those stories your dad used to tell about the big hotel in Colorado? Sometimes places get into your head. Sometimes the woods do the same.”
 
Ethan didn’t laugh. He just nodded and went back to watching the trees, his small face pale in the dashboard glow. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jack had been gone three years 
now, alcohol, the divorce, then the accident that the police called a single car wreck but Sarah had always suspected was something colder.
 
Something deliberate. The hotel had broken something in him that never mended, had turned his love for them into something sharp and dangerous. Now here she was, driving their son into another kind of nowhere, chasing family like a fool.
 
Mike’s last call had come at 2:17 a.m. three nights ago. His voice had been thick, almost syrupy, like he was speaking with his mouth full. “Sarah. You gotta come up before the real snow locks the road.
 
 Bring Ethan. The woods… they’re generous this year. So much game.
 
 The boy needs to learn how to provide.” 
A wet chuckle. “Family should stick together when the hunger comes.”
 
She should have asked more questions. Should have remembered the old stories their grandfather told by the fire tales of the Wendigo, 
 
the spirit that walked the northern forests when winter bit deepest. A creature born of starvation and greed, a man who ate forbidden meat and became something that was never full, its body stretching taller and thinner with every stolen life.
But Mike had always been the steady one. Ex-Marine, logger, the uncle who taught Ethan how to skip stones and field-dress a rabbit. If anyone could handle a lonely winter, it was him.
 
 
 
 
The radio had died fifty miles back.Nothing but static now, occasionally pierced by fragments of old gospel music that sounded like distant wailing. 
 
Sarah clicked it off. The silence was worse. It let the thoughts creep in—the same way the hotel’s silence had let the voices find Jack.
 
 
“Mom, I’m hungry,” Ethan said.
“We’ll eat when we get there. Uncle Mike probably has stew going.”
 
But the truth was, she felt it too an emptiness gnawing behind her ribs that had nothing to do with the granola bars they’d finished hours ago. 
 
A hollow ache that made her eyes drift to the tree line again and again, as if something out there was already looking back.
The turnoff appeared so suddenly she almost missed it. A narrow logging road, halfswallowed by snowdrifts. 
 
The Jeep lurched as the tires lost traction, fishtailing before she corrected. Branches
scraped the roof like claws testing for weakness. 
 
Ethan gripped the seat belt until his knuckles showed white.
 
“Almost there,” Sarah whispered, more to herself than to him.
 
The cabin emerged from the darkness like something that had been waiting all along.
 
 Low slung, built of heavy logs by their grandfather in the 1970s, it crouched against the hillside as if trying to burrow into the earth for warmth. 
 
 
A single lantern burned in the front window, throwing a sickly yellow glow across the porch. 
 
Mike’s old Ford truck sat crooked in the drive, driver’s door open, keys dangling from the ignition like an invitation. 
 
Snow had drifted onto the seat, already starting to bury it.Sarah killed the engine. The sudden quiet pressed down like a hand over her mouth.
 
 
“Stay in the car for a second,” she told Ethan, but he was already unbuckling, drawn forward by the same invisible thread she felt tugging at her chest. 
 
That shine, Jack used to call it in their son.
The ability to sense what shouldn’t be sensed.
 
 
The front door stood ajar. Warm air spilled out, carrying a smell that made her stomach clench woodsmoke, yes, but underneath it something metallic and spoiled.
 
 Like old blood left too long in the cold.
“Mike?” she called, stepping onto the porch. The wood creaked under her boots,
 
 The sound too loud in the frozen air.
He appeared in the doorway without a sound.
 
At first she didn’t recognize him. Mike had always been broad-shouldered, solid as an oak. 
 
This man was gaunt, almost skeletal, his flannel shirt hanging loose over a frame that seemed stretched unnaturally tall.
 
 
 
 
 His skin had a grayish pallor, eyes too bright, reflecting the lantern light like an
animal’s. When he smiled, his teeth looked longer, sharper at the edges.
 
 
“Sarah,” he breathed, the word almost a sigh of relief. “You brought the boy. Good. Come in.
 
Come in before it sees you out here.”
Ethan slipped past her before she could stop him. “Uncle Mike! You look… different.”
Mike’s hand landed on the boy’s shoulder, fingers long and thin, the nails darkened.
 
 “Winter takes its cut, kid. But it gives back too. You’ll see.” His gaze met Sarah’s over Ethan’s head. 
 
 
 
 
 
There was something ancient in those eyes. Patient. Starving. 
 
“Shut the door. The wind carries voices… and other things.” Inside, the cabin felt both familiar and profoundly wrong. 
 
The big stone fireplace roared with a fire that should have made the room cozy but somehow sucked the warmth away instead.
Shadows danced in the corners, too deep, too purposeful. 
 
 
On the kitchen table sat a large pot, lid
slightly askew. Dark liquid had spilled over the side and dried in streaks that looked like old fingerprints. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sarah set her bag down. 
 
“Mike, what happened? You sounded strange on the phone. 
 
 
And your truck”
 
“Truck’s fine,” he said, waving a hand. The motion was too fluid, joints bending in ways that seemed unnatural. 
 
 
“I’ve been hunting. The deer this year… they practically walk into camp. So much meat. You’re both going to eat well tonight.”
 
 
 
He ladled stew into bowls without asking. Chunks of dark meat floated in the broth.
 
 
 
 Sarah’s stomach growled even as her mind recoiled from the smell rich, gamey, with an undercurrent of something sweeter and more intimate.
 
 
Ethan dug in immediately, spoon scraping the bowl with hungry urgency. Sarah ate more slowly, watching her brother-in-law. 
 
He didn’t touch his own bowl. Just sat there, elbows on the table, watching them with that bright, unblinking stare, as if measuring them.
 
 
“Tell me about the drive,” he said. His voice had dropped lower, almost conversational, but with a wet undertone.
 
 
 
 
 
She described the roads, the dying radio, the cold. Mike nodded along, but his fingers drummed a slow rhythm on the table. Tap-tap-tap. Like bones knocking together in the dark.
 
 
 
Later, after Ethan had been tucked into the loft bedroom, Sarah sat by the fire with Mike. The boy’s soft snores drifted down, but they sounded uneasy. Outside, the wind had picked up, whispering through the pines like secrets long buried.
 
 
 
“You remember Grandpa’s stories?” Mike asked suddenly.
 
“The Wendigo ones?” Sarah forced a laugh. “The cannibal spirit that possesses people when they resort to eating forbidden meat in the winter? Yeah. Scared the hell out of me as a kid.”
Mike’s smile returned, slow and wide, splitting his face like a wound. “They’re not just stories,Sarah. 
 
 
The woods remember. When the hunger gets bad enough, when the snow cuts you off and your belly gnaws at your spine until you can’t think straight… something answers. 
 
 
Offers strength. Offers fullness that never ends. But it takes your name first. Then your shape. 
 
 
 
Then everything else.”She stared at him. The firelight painted deep hollows under his cheekbones, making his face look
like a skull wearing thin skin.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 “Mike, you’re scaring me. Have you been drinking? Taking something?”
He leaned forward. 
 
His breath smelled like iron and old snow. “I haven’t been hungry in weeks. Not really. Not since I found the tracks.
 
 
 Not since I followed them to the old burial ground up the ridge. Something there… woke up when it smelled me coming. Or maybe I woke it. 
 
Hard to tell now. The line gets blurry when the cold settles in your bones.”
 
 
 
 
 
Sarah stood, heart hammering against her ribs. “We’re leaving in the morning. 
 
First light. This place isn’t good for you. Or for us.”
 
 
 
Mike didn’t move. “The Jeep won’t start. Battery’s dead. I think the plugs are gone too. 
 
And the snow’s coming heavier tonight. Look outside.” She went to the window. Fat flakes swirled in the lantern light, thick and relentless. 
 
 
The road they
had driven in on was already gone, buried under fresh powder. 
 
 
 
 
The trees seemed closer, crowding
the clearing as if they had taken a step forward while she wasn’t looking.
 
 
 
From the tree line came a sound not quite a howl, not quite a scream. A long, drawn-out moan that rose and fell like wind through a hollow ribcage. 
 
 
It carried hunger in it. Ancient, patient
hunger that had waited centuries. Ethan’s voice called down from the loft, sleepy and afraid. 
 
“Mom? What’s that noise?”
“Just the wind, baby,” she called back, but her eyes never left Mike.
 
 
 
 
 
He was smiling again, wider now. “It knows you’re here now. 
 
Both of you. Fresh blood. Fresh names. The Wendigo doesn’t rush. It lets the cold do half the work. 
 
Makes you grateful when it
finally comes for you. Makes you open the door yourself.”
 
 
Sarah’s hand found the poker by the fireplace. Heavy iron. Solid. “Go to bed, Mike. 
 
We’ll talk in the morning.”
He rose slowly, unfolding to his full height. For a moment he seemed taller than the room allowed, his shadow stretching across the ceiling like branching antlers.
 
 
 
“Sleep well, Sarah.Dream of running meat. The boy will dream it too. It always starts with dreams.  
 
Just like the hotel started with dreams for Jack.”
 
He climbed the ladder to the loft. Sarah waited until she heard him settle, then dragged the heavy oak table in front of the door. 
 
She checked every window latch twice. The fire burned lower, but the cold crept in anyway, settling deep into her bones like an unwelcome guest. 
 
 
She tried to sleep in the big chair by the hearth, the poker across her lap.
 
 
 
 
 
 But sleep brought dreams vivid and starving. In them, she ran through the snow on legs that no longer felt entirely human. Her breath steamed
white. 
 
Behind her came the sound of pursuit long, loping strides, claws scraping ice. She was
hungry. So hungry it burned. And the small figure ahead of her, stumbling through the drifts, smelled like warmth and life and family. 
 
 
Like everything she needed to fill the emptiness. She woke with a gasp, mouth watering, Ethan’s name on her lips like a prayer and a curse at the same time.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Outside, the wind had stopped. The silence was absolute, the kind of silence that pressed on the ears until they rang.
 
 
Then, from directly beneath the floorboards, came a slow, deliberate scratching. Nails too long for human hands testing the wood.
 
 
 Seeking weak points. Seeking entry.
Sarah gripped the poker until her knuckles bled white. The hunger in her stomach answered with a growl of its own.
 
 
The night stretched on like a living thing, patient and eternal. Sarah paced the main room, listening. 
 
 
 
 
 
The scratching moved from under the floor to the foundation logs, then up the exterior
wall. It circled the cabin methodically, patient as winter itself. 
 
 
Every few minutes it would pause
directly outside a window, and she would see or imagine a silhouette against the glass. Tall.
 
 
 
 
Emaciated. Shoulders hunched, head crowned with something branching and sharp that scraped the eaves.
 
 
 
At one point she heard Mike’s voice from the loft, murmuring to Ethan. 
 
 
 
Low words she couldn’t quite make out, rhythmic and coaxing. The boy answered once, a soft “Yes,” that sent ice down
her spine.
 
 
 
She climbed the ladder halfway. “Mike. What are you telling him?”
 
Her brother-in-law turned his head. In the dim light his eyes reflected red for just a second. “
 
 
Just old family stories, Sarah. The ones that keep you warm when the fire dies. Go back to sleep.”
 
 
 
 
 
But sleep was impossible now. The hunger had settled in fully, a living presence coiling in her gut like a serpent. 
 
 
She found herself staring at the pot on the table. The meat in the stew had been
dark, almost purple. 
 
 
Venison, Mike had said. But there were no deer bones outside. No antlers hung on the walls like usual. 
 
Only empty hooks and the faint smell of something older. Around 4 a.m., Ethan cried out in his sleep.
 
 Sarah rushed up. The boy was sitting up in the bunk, eyes wide, sweat beading despite the cold that leaked through the roof.
 
 
 
 
“I dreamed I was chasing you,” he whispered. “But I had long legs. And I was so empty inside it hurt. 
 
Uncle Mike says the hunger is a teacher.”
Sarah pulled him close, feeling how thin he already seemed, how his bones pressed against her like they were trying to reach out. “It was just a dream. 
 
 
We’re leaving at first light. We’ll walk if
we have to. Stick together, no matter what.”
Mike’s bunk was empty. She hadn’t heard him leave.
 
 
 
Downstairs, the front door stood open again. Snow blew in, piling on the floor in soft drifts.
 
 
 
 
Mike’s footprints bare feet now led out into the yard and disappeared into the trees.
 
 
 Each print was larger than it should have been, toes elongated, pressing deep into the fresh snow as if the earth itself was making room.
 
 
 
Sarah barricaded the door again. She found the
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