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1 The First Day

INSIDE HER IMAGINATION, SYDNEY VOLKE lived through the same night nine hundred different times. In each scenario she played out, the sleepover birthday party she was supposed to arrive at in five minutes would end in catastrophe. The worst part was that she hadn’t been personally invited to the party. No, her mom had gotten the invitation for her, and she’d done so all because she was trying to be nice and help Sydney make new friends. But Sydney didn’t want new friends. She liked the two she had just fine.

Mom turned backward in the front passenger seat of their car, interrupting Sydney’s scattered thoughts. A halo of dyed blond hair frizzed around her face, as if she’d run her fingers through it on the drive. “I’m glad I was able to get you an invite for this party.”

I’m not. I hate this so much, Sydney thought.

“Can we hurry?” asked Dianette, who sat to Sydney’s left. Dianette was older than Sydney by only ten months, and right now, she flipped a page in her Dungeons & Dragons book, oblivious to Sydney’s irritation.

“I’d rather we didn’t,” said Sydney.

“I have to be at Cass’s in fifteen minutes, and it’s a twenty-minute drive from here.”

Their parents were dropping Sydney off before bringing Dianette to a friend’s house for a Dungeons & Dragons session. As dungeon master, Dianette was in charge of the whole campaign—a fact Dianette was proud of but that Sydney’s two friends thought was super weird.

“We’ll get there when we get there,” said their mom.

Their dad turned up the radio, and immediately both he and Mom started singing along to some oldies song. The car slowed and took a left onto a long gravel drive, passing a brown, iron sign that read, WILDLIFE SCIENCE CENTER: The Wild Science of Saving Lives. Panic slipped up Sydney’s sternum and into her throat. Turns out, she didn’t have five minutes before she arrived. She had about two seconds.

She knew “of” Ari, the girl whose party she was heading to, but she couldn’t help but know “of” everyone in school when there were only 112 kids in the seventh grade. Everyone had gone to the same school since first grade, which meant that friend groups had been solidified for… well, the last seven years. There hadn’t been any place for Sydney to belong when she’d moved in last September.

Not so secretly, her mom was hoping that eighth grade would be the year that Sydney would find a solid friend group. That was half the reason for the party invite. The second half was that her mom loved making friends herself, and she’d always wanted to know Ari’s mom better.

The science center was located in Stacy, Minnesota, just twenty minutes from Sydney’s house, but an hour from Minneapolis, where she’d lived up until a year ago. She’d thought last summer would be the worst one of her life, with moving from a city of skyscrapers to a town of flat fields. This summer, though, was turning out to be even worse, beginning with this party.

“We’re here!” Sydney’s dad announced. He pulled the car to a stop at the end of the gravel road, right before a tall, gated fence.

“Is it closed?” Sydney asked hopefully.

“Nope!” Her mom held up her phone and pointed to a message. “Jae Park, Ari’s aunt, messaged and said you can come in. She’s walking through the park to come and meet you. Now, out you go.”

Mom opened her car door, and at once, a sound slipped inside—wolves howling, their voices climbing on top of one another’s as they sang into the dusk. The eerie wails made Sydney feel the same as when she’d visited the ocean with her family and had gotten stuck beneath a wave for a moment too long, as if she couldn’t breathe.

“What a beautiful sound,” Mom murmured. She stood outside the car, clearly waiting for Sydney to join her.

Sydney hauled her body out of the seat, dragging her backpack and a birthday present after her. A blast of summertime humidity fogged up her sunglasses, made her armpits sweat, and glued her jeans shorts to her thighs. Far above, the sky shifted, turning a dusty lilac that spoke to the increasingly late hour. Past the fence was a squat building, as well as the fenced enclosures that held the wildlife animals she did not want to meet. As if punctuating that thought, the wolf howls rose in pitch and sent prickling goose bumps running over her arms. It made her body forget, for the briefest of moments, that it was stiflingly hot out.

“I’m sorry we can’t walk you in. Remember that Ari’s aunt is in charge. Listen to the adults.” Mom took hold of Sydney’s shoulders and brought her in close for a hug. Into her ear, she said, “Remember to stay open to new opportunities and experiences. These kids might be really nice. You might surprise yourself and have more fun than I know you’re currently expecting.”

I won’t, Sydney thought, but she pulled away and plastered a smile to her face so her mom wouldn’t know how miserable she was. It would only make her mom worry, and the last thing she wanted was for someone to worry about her.

“MOM,” shouted Dianette.

“We’ll pick you up tomorrow morning. Nine a.m. sharp!” Mom shut herself back into the car and, through the smudged window, gave Sydney a happy little wave.

Sydney gave a limp, grumpy little wave back. Nine p.m. to nine a.m. was twelve whole hours for everything to go wrong.

Pressure built in Sydney’s chest, a feeling she well knew. It expanded in her lungs and surged against her rib cage and felt like a suffocating burp she couldn’t release. She considered her choices: go to the birthday party and be humiliated because everyone knew she’d received a pity invitation, or run into the woods and disappear to live as a hermit. Somehow, the second option sounded more appealing.

As she watched her family drive away, she realized her hands were clenched into fists, fingernails etching little moon marks into her palms. She forced herself to stretch out her fingers and take a slow, steadying breath in an attempt to clear out the gross feelings that suffused her body. She turned to enter the grounds, but as she did, her eyes caught the shape of a person crouched in the woods to the left of the gate. They blended into the foliage, squatting in the shadows of long-limbed trees and razor-leafed bushes.

Unmoving. Alert. Staring at her.

Sydney stood unmoving, alert, staring back at them, and as she did, a thick, rotten scent rose on the breeze. The person shifted. What had been hidden by foliage came into view—an extended snout, wiry hair that feathered their shoulders, claws that protruded from oddly jointed fingers. The creature’s marble-black eyes fixed on her own. It leaned forward, no longer crouching on hind legs but bending over onto all fours, the stance predatory and alien.

It was definitely not a person!

A jolt of fear launched Sydney into motion. She grabbed the latch of the gate, ripped it open, and threw herself inside. With one swipe, she locked the fence back up, then bolted toward the building before her.
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THE MAIN BUILDING OF THE Wildlife Science Center was a long, one-story structure with a green roof. It had several doors down its length, but only the one in the very middle was open. Sydney darted through it without thinking, ran down a short hall, took a sharp right at the end, and then slammed through the first unlocked door she found. Panting, she braced her back against the door, only to realize she’d shut herself into a bathroom.

If Dianette were here, she would tell Sydney that she was being ridiculous, and that her imagination had run away from her again. As far as Sydney was concerned, though, she was being perfectly rational. When spooky things appeared in the woods, you ran! And hid! And stayed behind locked doors!

Musty warmth enveloped her, and as her breathing calmed, she faced the fact that she couldn’t stay hidden in the bathroom forever. Someone was bound to wonder where she was, and when she didn’t appear, they’d call her parents, and then her parents would get worried and they’d drive out to get her, and then eventually, someone would find her tucked inside a bathroom stall. She’d never live down the humiliation… especially once they learned she’d hidden all because she’d thought she’d seen something creepy in the forest.

She tightened the straps of her backpack, pressing the bag against her spine like a shield, as if the extra layer could keep her safe, then cracked open the door. Surely, if there was a creature outside, it couldn’t get past the fence. That was the point of fences, wasn’t it? To keep things out.

Stalling for time, she tightened her ponytail with its big, purple scrunchy, then forced herself to patter back down the hall and peer out the front of the building.

“Hello?” she called. Her echo shivered around her, fluttery and weak, just like the heartbeat that stuttered inside her chest. She was desperate to find someone who could tell her where she was supposed to go or explain what she’d seen in the woods. Had it been a coyote? A very large coyote? With hands that looked like they belonged to a gorilla?

“You must be Sydney!” called a voice from the shadows farther into the science center’s grounds.

Walking down a small gravel road that cut through the center of the facility was a short woman with chin-length black hair that had a slight curl at the front, while at the back, it broke into thick waves. Ari’s hair did the exact same thing, except she kept hers long and usually pulled back in a braid. This had to be Ari’s aunt—Dr. Jae Park, a veterinarian who often worked at the science center.

“The woods—” Sydney said, wanting to ask the doctor about the thing she’d seen. “In the woods—”

Dr. Park held up one hand. “I’m sorry, but you can’t explore the woods. Kids have to stay on the premises. We’ll give you all a full tour of the grounds after the Wolf Howl Bonfire, though.”

Sydney struggled to think of another way to bring up the creature she’d seen that wouldn’t sound absurd.

“I’m so glad you finally made it.” Dr. Park grinned at Sydney. “Your friends are already here and getting settled in the cabin.”

Her friends. Right.

“Well, everyone is at the cabin except for Remy; last I saw, he was walking around the enclosures, checking on the wolves. You know how he is with animals!”

Sydney tried to smile and act like she knew how Remy was with animals. She really didn’t know any of the partygoers that well.

Sydney’s two actual friends would have been upset if they’d known she was here, just like they always were when Sydney did things without them; they got jealous easily. She exhaled through a rapidly tightening throat and told herself that there was no way they would find out.

Dr. Park chattered as she led Sydney through the park, mentioning the fact that Ari had brought the camera she used to make documentaries. At school, Ari had started a filmmaking club, and the summer before, she’d made a movie about how the local animal shelters were overrun with animals and didn’t have enough money to feed them. Thanks to her help, tons of dogs and cats had been adopted. Sydney had watched the show on YouTube.

“The cabin you’ll stay in tonight is at the back of the science center’s grounds,” Dr. Park said. “There’s nothing quite like sleeping right next to wolves and hearing them howl at night!”

They were sleeping next to wolves?

Sydney had made a mistake. She should have asked her mom to take her home. She started to turn around but then remembered that her family had already driven away, and also that she didn’t want to exit the fence that surrounded the center. The creature she thought she’d seen was still out there.

She forced herself to look at the chain-link fences that rose on either side of her. Beyond the diamond-shaped links were wolves. Dozens of wolves. They prowled, the pads of their feet silent on the ground as they paced inside their enclosures.

Rationally, she knew there was plenty of space between her and the wolves, but irrationally, she felt as if she were the one who was penned in.

Before she knew it, they’d walked straight through the center’s grounds, and Dr. Park was opening the door to a two-story cabin. She patted Sydney’s shoulder and said, “I’ll leave you to it. Head back down the path in a few minutes, and we’ll get the campfire started.”

She whistled a tune as she walked away, and Sydney was left standing on the threshold of the cabin. Before her stood two of her new “friends.” They stared at her, just like the wolf-coyote-man-looking thing had.

Like she was something that was meant be eaten.
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THE CABIN ITSELF WAS SMALL, with a kitchenette to the right of the door and a living room to the left. Gus lounged on a black leather couch, while Uvie sat at an oval-shaped kitchen table. White-blond angel hair frizzed at both their temples, surrounding pale skin that had turned pink in the summertime heat.

“Um, hi.” Sydney wiped at the sweat on her forehead and tried to stand strong under the pressure of their stares. “Is Ari here?”

The Ondras were twins, which was obvious by their appearance but not so obvious by their personalities. In school, Uvie was usually silly, while Gus was usually serious; and Uvie was always filled with fast-talking energy, while Gus was always nodding off in class; and Uvie was bighearted, while Gus was—

“No.” Gus narrowed his eyes. “She decided not to show up to her own birthday party.”

“You promised you’d be nice today!” Ari shouted from somewhere close by.

“I am being nice!” Gus shouted back.

“You’re being sarcastic! And sometimes sarcasm isn’t nice!”

“I tell Gus all the time that sarcasm is mean,” said Uvie, talking almost faster than Sydney could follow, “and he always tells me that I only think sarcasm is mean because I don’t have a sense of humor, but that’s not true because I’m very funny.”

“Thinking you’re funny and being funny are two different things,” Gus said.

Uvie pulled out a pair of straws from a kitchen drawer and flicked them around like they were swords.

Ari appeared out of a doorway just past the kitchen. The yellow light bulb above her bathed her in a glow that highlighted her skin’s cool shade of tan. She was Korean, a fact Sydney had learned back in September because Ari had run for class president, and she’d written her name on posters using Korean characters. Her long black hair was tied in its usual braid that fell down her back. Draping over one shoulder was a camera on a strap and over the other shoulder was an odd-looking, horseshoe-shaped bag.

“Cool, isn’t it?” Ari said, noticing Sydney’s gaze. “I got it for my birthday. It’s called a Cinesaddle. I can rest my camera on it while I’m recording, so I don’t need a tripod. It’s part of my gear kit.”

Wary, Sydney asked, “Are you making a new show on YouTube, like the one about the animal shelters?”

“I make documentaries, not shows,” Ari corrected. “I’m recording tonight. You’ll be in the documentary with everyone.”

“I’d rather not be in it, if that’s okay,” Sydney said.

The glow in Ari’s eyes dimmed.

Sydney had stuck her foot into her mouth, and she’d only been at the party for two minutes. But if she was in the documentary, then Melody and Charlotte would know she’d been here, and Sydney did not want that to happen.

“She wrote ‘No Presents’ on the invitation.” Gus pointed to the gift in Sydney’s hands.

Sydney peered down at the birthday bag she held, then tucked the present behind her back and attempted to wish it out of existence.

“It’s fine, Gus. Leave her alone,” Ari said, though her flat expression told Sydney that everything was not, in fact, fine. “Welcome to the Frankfurters, Sydney. You know Gus and Uvie. Remy is here too, but he’s out walking around.”

“You’re saying ‘welcome to the group’ like you’re inviting her into it,” Gus said.

“Sydney might not even like hot dogs. You can’t be a Frankfurter if you don’t like hot dogs,” Uvie said carefully, as if she was concerned about what Sydney liked.

“I don’t like hot dogs,” Gus said.

Uvie was aghast, and her whole body sagged, as if Gus had just told her he wasn’t actually her twin and was, instead, an alien. “Hot dogs are all of our favorite food! That’s why we’re the Frankfurters!”

“Hot dogs were our favorite food,” Gus said. “We came up with the name in second grade.”

“Do we have to kick Gus out of the group if he doesn’t like hot dogs?” Ari asked.

“Yes!” Uvie pointed one of her sword-straws at Gus.

“You don’t like hot dogs,” Gus said.

“Maybe, but I’d still like them if I hadn’t thrown them up.”

“And I’d still like them if you hadn’t thrown them up.”

Sydney’s chest tightened as she listened to them almost argue. When Melody and Charlotte started talking like this, they’d end up in a for-real fight. Should she interrupt Uvie and Gus? Should she tell them what she’d seen in the woods? Should she tell them that she thought hot dogs were gross and not to worry about her wanting to join the group? Should she crawl under a rock and never come out again?

Uvie speared one of the straws at Gus. He snatched it out of the air and launched it straight back at her. They sword fought and continued to squabble, and Sydney couldn’t tell if it was a pretend battle or not.

Over their arguing, Ari pointed into the room she’d just come out of and said, “Uvie and I are staying in this room downstairs, while Gus and Remy are upstairs. Where’s your sleeping bag?”

Sydney had known they were staying at a cabin tonight, but she’d thought it would be like a hotel with blanketed beds. Feeling as if she were having an out-of-body experience, Sydney heard herself admit, “I didn’t bring one.”

“I have an extra blanket you can use,” Ari said, definitely annoyed with Sydney’s lack of preparation.

Mortified, Sydney headed into the room, where she found two sets of bunk beds.

“Uvie and I took the bottom bunks. You can pick whatever top bunk you’d like.” Ari took hold of the doorknob and made to head back to the kitchen, but before doing so, Sydney blurted—

“I’m sorry I interrupted all of this. Your party. I know I shouldn’t be here.”

The smile Ari wore became stiff, seeming to freeze in place. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

Too late, Sydney thought. She’d been worrying about it for days and days already. She tried to remedy things by saying, “Thank you for inviting me,” even though she knew Ari likely hadn’t had much choice in the matter, just like Sydney hadn’t had a choice in attending.

Ari left then, and Sydney tried to decide which bunk to take. In the end, she placed her backpack on the bed above Ari’s. Inside it was her Nintendo Switch; she liked using it better than her phone for video games.

She examined the room further, finding a bear fur tacked on the back wall. Refusing to look at it, she turned to look out a window on the left side of the room. Dim dusk light filtered through the glass.

Prickling unease ran up Sydney’s spine. Her gaze roamed past the fence that bordered the cabin and to the towering, old-growth trees beyond. Branches tangled together, deep shadows forming between the thick foliage. It was the perfect place for someone, or something, to hide.

She shouldn’t be here, but of course her mom had to butt into her life. Her mom volunteered with Ari’s mom at the local theater where Dianette acted, and as soon as she’d heard about Ari’s so awesome birthday party, she’d strongly hinted that Sydney would love to go.

I have an exciting opportunity for you, her mom had said when she’d first told Sydney about the invite, as if Sydney wanted her life to change. She liked her life just fine as it was!

She grabbed the curtains on either side of the window and pulled them over the glass, as if the flimsy material could fortify the building from whatever hid in the Northwoods outside.
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SYDNEY TRIED TO SET UP the top bunk in a way that felt like home, with her Switch beside her pillow and Ari’s blanket tucked loosely around the mattress. She might not have known to bring a sleeping bag, but she always traveled with her pillow. She’d shoved it into her backpack, right on top of her toothbrush and a change of clothes.

“I think Sydney might be weird,” Gus said from the kitchen.

Sydney’s hands stilled on her phone as she listened. She’d automatically opened it and begun to read through her chat thread with Melody and Charlotte. Earlier, she’d told the pair that she was busy with family tonight, but that hadn’t stopped them from sending her messages. Melody’s latest text popped up:

I do not. I don’t hate anybody.

You do too. You hate Brianna, Charlotte wrote back.

I don’t hate Brianna. I just get annoyed at how quiet she is, came Melody’s response.

“Sydney isn’t weird, but her sister definitely is,” Uvie said. “I heard that she carries a pretend wand in her backpack.”

Embarrassment flooded Sydney. She didn’t understand how stories about Dianette spread. What’s more, she didn’t understand why her sister didn’t care how people talked about her.

Ari said, “I’ve acted at the theater with Dianette before. If she’s weird, she’s not any weirder than us.”

“Weird is better than boring, and I think Sydney might just be boring or shy, and that’s okay, people can be boring and shy if they want to be, like my best friend in preschool was shy, which worked great because I wasn’t shy and when we played together, I did all the talking and she did all the listening and—” Uvie sucked in a breath, which had to be the first one she’d taken in a while. How many words could she fit into one lungful of air? “I think that’s why we were such good friends, until she moved away, and I made new friends, and those friends weren’t shy at all.”

Gus grumbled something, but then the conversation shifted away.

Twelve hours. Sydney just had to get through twelve—she checked the time on her phone—eleven and three-quarters hours.

“Sydney, if you want to walk with us, we’re leaving!” Ari shouted.

Sydney forced herself to flop off the top bunk and head back to the kitchen. There, she found Gus in the process of clipping a thick black utility belt around his waist. Along it hung flashlights, rope, and other gear. Sydney stared at the flashlights. Was she supposed to have one, along with a sleeping bag? Of course she didn’t have a flashlight, much less any of the other gear Gus had. She didn’t even think she owned a flashlight.

Ari waited for them outside in the shadowy twilight. Uvie was there as well, doing jumping jacks. She was exactly like this at school, vibrating with energy in a way that sometimes frustrated teachers.

“I read an article last weekend about a Dogman cryptid. Anyone want to hear about it?” Ari said as she turned to walk down the road through the science center.

“I want to hear about it,” said Uvie.

“I don’t care about cryptids,” said Gus. “But I care that you care about cryptids.”

“That’s all I ask for!” Ari said.

Sydney peeled apart the word “cryptid.” “Crypt” sounded like something dead. Wasn’t a crypt a place where you put dead things? She said, “Is a cryptid a dead animal?”

Gus snort-laughed. “Not even close.”

Embarrassed, Sydney stared down at her shoes, which were now caked in a fine layer of dirt.

Ari explained, “Cryptids are animals like the ones from legends, like Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster. They’re usually creatures most people don’t believe exist.”

“You believe cryptids exist,” Gus said.

“I believe they could exist,” Ari said with a grin. “Anyway, recently I read a firsthand account of someone seeing Dogman in the woods around here.”

“Dog Man, like the books?” asked Sydney. She’d read those in elementary school.

“Dog Man the books are different from Dogman the cryptid,” Ari said. “Dogman has been spotted in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan. It’s seven feet tall, walks on its back legs, has the head of a dog, and it lives in the woods.”

It lives in the woods? Nervous prickles filled Sydney’s body.

“You’re definitely describing a werewolf,” said Uvie.

“A werewolf is a human that transforms into a wolf when a full moon comes out,” Ari said. “Dogman doesn’t transform.”

Uvie shrugged, then made a running-man motion and bolted, sprinting straight down the path. She ran awkwardly, with her arms jutting out at odd angles.

“And that’s why Uvie’s never going to go out for track,” Gus said with a sigh.

“And not the fact that she doesn’t have a competitive bone in her body?” Ari asked.

“That too.”

Ari and Gus continued to talk, but the conversation didn’t return to the topic of Dogman. Sydney wanted to ask more, especially to see if the Dogman cryptid smelled bad, like rotting garbage, and had wiry hair all over its body and claws that jutted out from knobby fingers and eyes that shone coal black.

Sydney shuddered.

They walked by the wolves in their enclosures. A massive wolf stalked along a fence line as Sydney passed. He watched her, and she watched him—the cavern of his mouth, the black lids rimming his eyes, the thick neck of white fur protecting his jugular. Beside him was a deer carcass with its insides pulled to its outsides, exactly where they didn’t belong.

Shortly they reached the campfire. Little glow-in-the-dark stones dotted the cement ground around the pit, like tiny, speckled stars. Flames crackled in the campfire, gobbling up
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