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      MIRA

      The wolf is a ghost.

      Silver-gray fur catching the last of the winter light, she moves through the snow like she was born from it. Which, technically, she was. F-14, the breeding female of the Copper Ridge pack, three years old, sixty-two pounds of apex predator that most of Montana would rather see dead than thriving.

      I press my binoculars tighter against my eye sockets and track her path along the frozen creek bed. She's heading northeast, which is wrong. Her pack's territory ends at the ridgeline. Beyond that is private land, and private land means ranchers, and ranchers mean the kind of phone calls to Fish and Wildlife that end with someone saying the words lethal control.

      "Don't do it," I mutter. "Stay on your side, girl."

      F-14 stops. Lifts her nose. Tests the wind with the kind of deliberate patience I've spent six years studying and still can't fully explain. Then she drops her head and crosses the creek.

      Directly onto private property.

      "Damn it."

      I shove my field notebook into my jacket pocket and start moving. The snow is knee-deep in places, crusted on top from last night's freeze, and every third step my boot punches through and I sink to my thigh. Elegant, this is not. But I need to document where she goes, how long she stays, and whether she's hunting or just passing through. My quarterly report is due in eleven days. The grant committee wants data, not guesses, and right now my data has more holes than a moth-eaten sweater.

      The tree line thins as I crest the low ridge behind F-14's trail. Below me, the terrain opens into a wide meadow backed by a timber-and-stone cabin with smoke curling from the chimney. There's a truck parked out front, a German Shepherd lying on the porch with its head on its paws, and what looks like a half-constructed equipment shed to the left of the main structure.

      Someone lives here. Recently, by the look of it.

      F-14 is fifty yards ahead of me, trotting along the fence line like she owns the place. I pull out my GPS unit, mark her coordinates, and keep moving. If I can document her route and confirm she's using this as a travel corridor rather than a hunting ground, I can include it in my territory analysis and maybe head off the inevitable complaint before it turns into a bullet.

      I'm twenty yards from the fence when the cabin door opens.

      The man who steps onto the porch is not what I expect.

      I've been in Montana for eight months. I know what ranchers look like. Weathered, practical, usually in their fifties or sixties with opinions about wolves that predate the Endangered Species Act.

      This man is none of those things.

      He's maybe mid-thirties. Compact build, but there's nothing small about him. His shoulders fill out his thermal shirt like he was designed for hauling weight uphill, and he moves off the porch with a kind of efficient grace that reminds me of the animals I study. Deliberate. Aware. Every step placed with purpose. His hair is dirty blonde, lighter at the ends like he's spent years in sun stronger than Montana's winter offers, and even from this distance I can see the tension in his jaw.

      The German Shepherd lifts its head, spots me, and lets out a single low bark.

      The man's gaze snaps to me like a rifle scope finding its target.

      I stop walking. Not because I'm intimidated. Because I've learned that approaching territorial creatures requires a certain protocol, and the look on this man's face says I've already violated several of his boundaries just by existing on his horizon.

      "You're on private property." His voice carries across the snow, flat and clipped.

      "I'm aware." I hold up my binoculars and GPS unit. "I'm tracking a wolf. She crossed onto your land about three minutes ago, heading northeast along your fence line."

      He stares at me. Then he looks past me, scanning the tree line, and I watch his expression shift from irritation to something sharper. He's assessing. Not just the situation. Me, the terrain, possible threats. It's methodical and fast and I've seen it before in the military veterans who rotate through Fish and Wildlife's volunteer programs.

      "There's a wolf on my property," he says.

      "A breeding female. Copper Ridge pack. She's GPS-collared and part of a federally funded recovery study. She's not a threat to you or your dog."

      "I didn't say she was a threat."

      "Your tone did."

      His eyebrows lift a fraction of an inch. The German Shepherd has come down the porch steps and is sitting at the man's heel, ears forward, watching me with polite interest.

      "You're the wolf researcher," he says. Not a question.

      "Mira Ubanks. Wildlife biologist, Montana Wolf Recovery Project." I close the distance between us to something more conversational, though I stop on my side of the fence. "And you are?"

      "Ryan Cole."

      He doesn't offer a handshake. Doesn't smile. Just stands there with his arms crossed and winter light catching the scars on his forearms, rope burns layered over older marks that look like they came from something rougher than ranch work.

      "I need to follow her route," I say. "Document where she travels on your property, how long she stays, what she's doing. It's relevant to the recovery data and it helps protect her from landowners who'd rather shoot first and check the law later."

      "You want to walk my land."

      "I want to track a wolf across your land. There's a difference." The words are out before I remember that most people find my directness off-putting. My graduate advisor once told me I had the social skills of a feral cat, which I took as a compliment and he did not intend as one.

      Ryan Cole's jaw tightens. For a long moment he just looks at me, and I get the uncomfortable sensation of being read. Not checked out. Read. Like he's cataloging details and filing them somewhere behind those brown eyes that are warmer than his voice but carry shadows that don't belong on a face this young.

      "She went northeast," he says. "Along the fence, past the equipment shed, then cut into the trees at the property corner. She's been through here before. I've seen tracks."

      I blink. "How often?"

      "Three times this week."

      "You've been counting?"

      "I notice things."

      I pull out my notebook. "Can you show me where exactly the tracks were? If she's establishing a regular travel route, that changes my corridor analysis significantly."

      He looks at me like I've asked him to explain gravity. "You want me to walk you around my own property to show you wolf prints."

      "Yes."

      "Right now."

      "The snow's going to warm in about ninety minutes and I'll lose the track definition. So yes, right now would be ideal."

      Something shifts in his expression. It's not softening, exactly. More like the irritation rearranges itself to make room for something else. Curiosity, maybe. Or the particular resignation of a man who's realized this conversation isn't going to end the way he planned it.

      "Atlas, stay," he says to the dog, and steps off the porch.

      He leads me along the fence line without speaking. I match his pace, which is faster than most people walk in knee-deep snow and exactly right for someone who's spent years moving through difficult terrain under pressure. I know that pace. I've worked with search and rescue teams, wilderness firefighters, military trackers. This man's body remembers something his mouth isn't telling me.

      He stops at the property corner where the fence meets a stand of lodgepole pine. "Here." He points to a set of prints in the snow, partially filled but still readable. "And here, two days ago." He indicates a parallel line of tracks ten feet to the left, older, almost gone. "And the first set was last Monday, right along the fence post."

      I crouch down and study the prints. He's right. Three separate passes, all following the same general route. F-14 is establishing a corridor. This is significant. This could reshape my territory map entirely.

      I look up at him from my crouch and find him watching me with an intensity that catches me off guard. Not predatory. Just focused, like I'm a puzzle he's working through.

      "You really just walked onto a stranger's property to follow a wolf," he says.

      "She's more predictable than most strangers."

      The corner of his mouth moves. Not quite a smile. But the ghost of one, and it transforms his face for half a second from guarded to something almost warm before he shuts it down.

      "Your research," he says. "The grant you're on. Is it solid?"

      I stand up, brush snow from my knees. "Why?"

      "Because I've been hearing things in town. People aren't happy about the wolves. Couple of ranchers on the south side lost calves last fall and they're blaming the packs
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