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​Chapter 1: The First Lamb
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The fog came up from the hollows like it always did, slow and thick as old milk, curling through the hemlocks and pooling in the low places where the road turned to mud. It settled over the Monastery of the Holy Transfiguration on the Ridge the way fog had settled over that particular spur of West Virginia mountain for as long as anyone could remember, which was a good while. The monastery itself was newer than the fog, though not by as much as you might think. Thirty-seven years of prayers had soaked into those walls, and the timbers smelled of beeswax and frankincense and the particular damp of altitude that never quite dried out, even in August.

Father Moses stood in the nave before the iconostasis, his lips moving in the cadence of the Jesus Prayer. Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner. The prayer beads clicked softly in his left hand, each knot passing through fingers that were thick and calloused and did not belong to a man whose primary occupation was prayer. His shoulders filled the width of his riasa in a way that suggested the black robes had been let out more than once, and his hands, even clasped in devotion, looked like they could crush a walnut without involving the other one. His beard was full and dark, streaked with early grey at the corners of his jaw, and it covered most of his face in the manner prescribed by the monastic rule. But it did not quite cover his ears.

The ears were the tell. Swollen and gnarled, the cartilage thickened into permanent knots of scar tissue that no amount of hair or skufia could fully hide. Cauliflower ears. The mark of a man who had spent years with his head pressed against another man's ribcage, grinding for position, fighting for leverage, learning the hard geometry of the human body under stress. Michael Gainer had earned those ears at Parkersburg South High School, had refined them at West Liberty University, and had carried them into the Monastery of the Holy Transfiguration like a birthmark he could not wash off.

He did not think about wrestling during prayer. That was the discipline. The morning office was for the Lord, and the Lord did not require a double-leg takedown. Moses breathed the prayer in through his nose and out through his mouth, feeling the familiar weight of his silver pectoral cross against his sternum, and watched the candlelight play across the face of the Theotokos in the icon above the altar. The gold leaf caught the flame and seemed to breathe.

Behind him, in the stall nearest the door, Elder Varnava sat motionless on his wooden seat. The old monk was so still he might have been part of the furniture, a small and fragile thing draped in black, his white beard pooling in his lap like spilled milk. He smelled of incense and age and something faintly metallic, like old keys. His eyes were closed, but there was nothing sleepy about the set of his jaw. Elder Varnava prayed the way some men sleep: completely, and with an intensity that made you nervous to interrupt.

The chapel bell had not yet rung for Matins when the screaming started.

It came from down the mountain, carried on the fog like a second, uglier kind of weather. A man's voice, high and cracked with panic, the kind of sound that turned heads and tightened stomachs. Moses opened his eyes. Elder Varnava did not move.

The screaming got closer. There were words in it now, ragged and breathless, torn up by the grade of the mountain road and the undergrowth that clawed at a man running uphill in the dark.

"Father! Father Moses! Lord have mercy, Father, you gotta come! You gotta come see what it done!"

Moses crossed himself three times, bowed to the icons, and turned toward the door. His boots were by the entrance, mud-caked and practical, and he pulled them on without sitting down, a habit from years of early mornings. The monastery door was heavy oak, and it opened onto a porch that looked out over the Ridge like the bridge of a very old, very quiet ship.

Old Man Halloway was coming up the path at something between a run and a collapse. He was seventy-three years old, built like a fence post wrapped in denim, and he had not run anywhere since the Carter administration. His face was the color of wet ash. His eyes were too wide and too white, and his hands were shaking so badly that the flashlight he carried threw a strobe of yellow light across the trees.

"Halloway," Moses said, stepping off the porch. His voice was low and steady, the kind of voice that came from the bottom of a chest built for physical exertion. A thick West Virginia drawl softened every consonant. "Halloway, slow down. What happened?"

"It got my Beulah," Halloway said, and his voice broke on the name the way a man's voice breaks when the thing he's lost is more than property. Beulah was his prize Dorset ewe. She'd won at the county fair three years running. "Something got her, Father. Something come out of them woods and it..." He stopped. He put his hands on his knees and breathed. "You gotta come see."

Moses looked back at the chapel door. Elder Varnava had not appeared. The Jesus Prayer would continue without him, steady as a heartbeat in an empty room.

"Let me get my coat," Moses said.

They went down the mountain in Halloway's truck, a '94 Ford that smelled of hay and diesel and the particular funk of a man who kept livestock. The headlights carved yellow tunnels through the fog, and the road was a series of switchbacks that Halloway took at a speed that suggested he had forgotten what brakes were for. Moses gripped the door handle and said nothing. The dashboard clock read 4:47 AM.

Halloway's farm sat in a narrow bench of flat ground halfway down the Ridge, a few acres of cleared pasture hemmed in by black timber on three sides. The barn was old but maintained, the fences were tight, and the whole operation had the look of a man who took his work seriously even when the work didn't pay. There were six other sheep in the upper pasture, huddled together in a knot of wool and fear, their eyes catching the truck's headlights like small, dull coins.

Beulah was in the lower pasture, near the fence line where the woods began.

Moses smelled it before he saw it. A heavy, copper-bright reek that cut through the fog and the damp earth and the coal smoke that always hung in the hollows. Blood, and a lot of it. Halloway had stopped walking. He stood ten feet back, his flashlight aimed at the ground, his jaw working like he was trying to chew through something that wouldn't break.

Moses took the flashlight from the old man's hand, gently, and walked forward.

The sheep was destroyed. That was the only word for it. Not eaten, not scavenged, not worried by coyotes pulling at the soft parts and leaving the rest. This was something else entirely. Beulah had been opened up with a precision that made Moses's stomach clench, and not because of the gore. He had butchered his share of animals. He knew what a knife did to flesh, what teeth did, what claws did. This was none of those things and all of them at once.

The ribcage was sprung open like a book, the bones cracked at angles that suggested enormous lateral force. The limbs were displaced, the joints popped from their sockets with a technical efficiency that turned Moses's blood cold. Not torn. Popped. The way a wrestler pops an elbow, controlling the joint and the angle and the pressure until something gives. The wool was soaked black, and what was left of the animal was arranged, somehow, in a pattern that suggested not feeding but demonstration. As if whatever had done this was making a point.

Moses crouched beside the carcass and held the flashlight steady. The fog pressed in around him, and the mountain was silent in the way mountains are silent when something has recently happened that the trees don't want to discuss.

"When did you find her?" Moses asked.

"Twenty minutes ago," Halloway said from behind him. "I heard her screaming. By the time I got my boots on and got down here..." He trailed off. "What kind of animal does that, Father?"

Moses did not answer immediately. He was looking at the ground around the carcass, the mud churned and smeared. There were prints, but they were confused, overlapping, pressed deep in places and smeared in others, as if the thing that made them had been moving fast and changing direction. They were large. Larger than a dog's. Larger than a coyote's by a factor that made the comparison absurd.

"I called Mills," Halloway said. "He's coming."

Moses stood up and handed the flashlight back. He wiped his hands on his robes, a gesture that would have earned him a sharp word from Elder Varnava about the treatment of liturgical garments, and looked out at the tree line. The fog was thinning at the edges, and through it, the first grey light of dawn was seeping into the hollow like water filling a bowl.

Sheriff Miller Vance arrived twenty minutes later in his county cruiser, the blue lights off, because Mills Vance did not see the point in announcing himself to an empty mountain. He was a man of medium build and considerable fatigue, the kind of tired that accumulates over decades of answering calls about stolen chainsaws and domestic disputes and the occasional meth lab that needed to be reported to the state police because the county didn't have the budget to deal with it. His uniform was clean but not pressed, and his belt held a sidearm that he had fired exactly twice in the line of duty, both times at a rabid raccoon.

"Halloway," he said, nodding to the old man. Then, with a slightly different nod, the kind you give to a man you respect but don't entirely understand: "Father."

"Sheriff," Moses said.

Mills walked to the carcass, looked at it for a long time, and then took off his hat and rubbed the back of his neck. This was Mills Vance's version of a full emotional display.

"Bear," he said.

"That's not a bear," Halloway said immediately.

"I said bear," Mills repeated, with the patient tone of a man who had already decided the answer before he arrived. "Big one, probably. Come down from the high country looking for easy calories. Happens every fall."

"Mills," Moses said quietly, "bears don't pop joints."

The Sheriff looked at him. There was no hostility in the look, just the weary skepticism of a man who had heard too many theories from too many people with too little evidence. "They do if they're big enough and mean enough. You remember the Hoskins place, two years back? Bear tore the door off a chicken coop like it was cardboard."

"A chicken coop door ain't a shoulder joint," Moses said. "And this animal wasn't fed on. Whatever did this didn't eat. It just..." He looked back at the ruined ewe. "It just worked."

Mills put his hat back on. "I'll file the report. State DNR might send somebody out if they've got the manpower, which they don't. In the meantime, Halloway, I'd keep your stock in the barn at night." He paused, and then added, with the resigned air of a man delivering a theory he didn't entirely believe but preferred to the alternatives: "Could be a meth bear."

Halloway blinked. "A what?"

"Meth bear. Bear gets into a stash somebody dumped in the woods. Makes them aggressive, erratic, strong as all hell. We had one over in Mingo County ate through the side of a trailer."

"That bear ate through a trailer because it wanted the Little Debbie cakes inside," Moses said. "This is different."

"Father," Mills said, and his voice had the careful tone of a man choosing his words around a clergyman, "I respect your calling. I do. But last I checked, the seminary didn't offer a wildlife forensics degree." He looked at the carcass one more time, and something moved behind his eyes that might have been doubt, quickly suppressed. "It's a bear. A big, angry, probably chemically enhanced bear. That's my report, and that's what the DNR is going to hear."

He touched the brim of his hat, nodded to both men, and walked back to his cruiser.

Moses and Halloway stood in the thinning fog, the dead sheep between them and the tree line dark and close. The first birds were starting up in the hemlocks, tentative and unsure, as if they too were waiting to see what the mountain would do next.

"Father," Halloway said quietly, "that ain't no bear. Meth or otherwise."

Moses looked at the old farmer, at the fear carved into the lines of his face, at the hands that had stopped shaking only because they had clenched into fists. He wanted to say something comforting, something pastoral, something about the Lord's protection and the peace that passes understanding. But he was looking at the tree line, and the tree line was looking back, and the thing that had done this was out there in the fog, and it was not a bear.

"No," Moses said. "It ain't."

He helped Halloway cover the carcass with a tarp and move the remaining sheep into the barn. The work was physical and simple and exactly the kind of thing Moses's body was built for, lifting bales and shouldering gates and moving through the mud with a low center of gravity that was less monastic grace and more muscle memory from a thousand mornings in a wrestling room. Halloway watched him work with the quiet gratitude of a man who needed help and had received it without having to explain why.

By the time Moses walked back up the mountain to the monastery, the sun was above the ridge and the fog had burned off to a thin haze that clung to the treetops like gauze. The monastery looked as it always looked in the morning light: small, wooden, old, and possessed of a stillness that was less the absence of noise and more the presence of something that had chosen to be quiet.

Elder Varnava was in the refectory, eating black bread and drinking tea from a glass in a silver holder, in the old Russian manner. He did not look up when Moses entered. He did not ask where Moses had been. He took a sip of tea, and then, in a voice so soft it barely disturbed the dust motes floating in the window light, he said:

"The mountain has an unquiet spirit, Michael."

Moses sat down across from him. The old monk's eyes were pale and still, like water under ice. His hands, wrapped around the tea glass, were thin and spotted with age, and they did not tremble.

"Halloway lost a sheep," Moses said.

"Yes," Varnava said, as if confirming something he had already known. He took another sip of tea. "And it will lose more."

Moses waited. Varnava said nothing else. The old man returned to his bread, tearing off small pieces and chewing them with the deliberate slowness of a man who treated every meal as a minor liturgical act. The conversation, such as it was, was over.

Moses went to his cell. He washed his hands and face, changed his muddied riasa for a clean one, and stood at his window looking out at the Ridge. The mountains rolled away to the south and west in long, forested waves, dark green shading to blue in the distance, and somewhere out there, in the hollows and the laurel thickets and the old-growth hemlock stands where the light never quite reached the ground, something was waiting for the next time the moon was full.

He touched the silver cross at his chest. It was heavy, Slavic-style, with the slanted lower bar and an inscription on the reverse from First Timothy: "Let no one despise your youth." He had received it at his tonsure, and it had hung against his sternum every day since, a cool weight that he sometimes forgot was there and sometimes felt like an anchor holding him to something he could not name.

Moses crossed himself, bowed his head, and began again. Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.

The mountain kept its silence, and the Ridge held its breath, and somewhere in the fog-choked hollows below, a thing that was not a bear licked the blood from its hands and waited.
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​Chapter 2: The Iron Skillet
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The Iron Skillet Diner sat at the crossroads of Route 14 and the road that went up the Ridge, a cinder-block rectangle with a tin roof and a neon sign that had been missing the second "L" in "Skillet" since 1987. The parking lot was gravel, the front step was cracked, and the whole building smelled of bacon grease and coffee that had been on the burner since before dawn. It was, by any reasonable measure, the most important building in the county.

Lena Crabtree had owned the Iron Skillet for nineteen years, inheriting it from her mother, who had inherited it from her mother, who had built it with cash money in 1952 and never taken a loan on it since. Lena ran the diner and the Parish Council and the annual bake sale and, in a practical if unofficial capacity, the town. She was forty-six years old, built like a woman who had spent her life carrying cast-iron pans and opinions of equal weight, and she wore her dark hair in a bun secured by a pencil that she used for both writing orders and making points. She had a face that could curdle milk at twenty paces or make a frightened child feel safe, depending on what was required, and right now what was required was getting through the morning rush without killing anyone.

"Order up," she called, sliding two plates of biscuits and gravy through the kitchen window. "Mikey, your eggs are getting cold. And wash that beard, it looks like a bird's been nesting in it."

Father Moses sat in the third booth from the door, the one with the duct tape on the seat, because it was the booth closest to the window and because no one else wanted it on account of the draft. He was wearing his black riasa and his skufia, and he was hunched over a cup of coffee that looked small in his hands, and he did not respond to the name "Mikey" because he had stopped responding to it approximately eight years ago, which had done absolutely nothing to stop Lena from using it.

"I washed it this morning," he said.

"Then you washed it wrong." Lena set his plate down with the particular authority of a woman who considered food service a form of pastoral care. Two eggs over easy, wheat toast, no meat because it was a fasting day, and a look that said she knew he'd been up since before four and she was not impressed by his asceticism. "Eat. You look like you've been dragging something dead up a hill."

"I was, more or less," Moses said, and told her about Halloway's sheep.

Lena listened with the focused attention of a woman who understood that livestock were not abstractions on the Ridge. A dead sheep was a dead paycheck, and Halloway couldn't afford to lose either. Around them, the diner carried on its morning business. Earl Perkins was arguing with his nephew about the price of fence posts. Two women from the quilting circle were discussing someone's daughter-in-law in tones that suggested the daughter-in-law was not going to come out of it well. A boy of about ten was methodically dismantling a stack of pancakes while his mother read the weekly Shopper and ignored him with the practiced discipline of long experience. The Iron Skillet held them all the way a church holds its congregation, except that the communion here was coffee and the sermon was gossip and the collection plate was Lena's tip jar, which bore a hand-lettered sign that read "Tipping Is Not A City In China."

Lena refilled Moses's coffee without being asked and didn't say anything until he was finished.

"Bear?" she said.

"That's what Mills thinks."

"Mills thinks everything's a bear." She paused. "What do you think?"

Moses wrapped his hands around the coffee mug. The steam curled up between his thick fingers. "I think I've seen what bears do to livestock, and I've seen what this thing did, and they don't look the same."

"Well." Lena straightened up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "That's comforting. Eat your eggs."

The bell above the door jingled, and Dr. Sarah Chen walked in carrying a medical bag and a look of professional exhaustion that suggested she had been up even earlier than Moses. Sarah Chen was the Ridge's veterinarian and, by virtue of being the only person within forty miles who understood how bodies worked, the county's unofficial deputy coroner. She was thirty-eight, slender, and possessed of a calm so thorough that it occasionally registered as a complete absence of emotion. She had moved to the Ridge from Morgantown seven years ago for reasons she described as "professional" and that Lena described as "that boy in the cardiology department, the one with the ears."

Sarah slid into the booth across from Moses without being invited, because on the Ridge, booths at the Iron Skillet were communal property.

"I stopped by Halloway's on the way in," she said. She set her bag on the seat beside her and folded her hands on the table. "Mills asked me to take a look."

"And?"

"It's not a bear."

Lena set a cup of coffee in front of Sarah without asking what she wanted, because Sarah always wanted coffee, black, no sugar, in the same chipped blue mug she'd been drinking from since her first week on the Ridge. Sarah wrapped her hands around it and took a sip and did not comment on the fact that it tasted like it had been brewed during the Truman administration, because on the Ridge you drank Lena's coffee and you were grateful for it.

Moses nodded. He had expected this, but hearing it from Sarah, who did not traffic in speculation, gave it a weight that settled in his stomach alongside the eggs.

"The bite patterns are wrong," Sarah said. She spoke the way she always spoke, in the flat, measured cadence of a woman reading a lab report to people who were not going to understand the lab report but deserved the attempt. "Bear bites are crushing injuries. Wide jaw, massive force, but imprecise. This animal had a narrower bite radius and significantly more lateral articulation. And the limb displacement." She paused, and something moved across her face that might have been discomfort. "The shoulder joint was dislocated before the tissue was torn. Not during. Before. That's not predation. That's manipulation."

"Like somebody popped it," Moses said.

Sarah looked at him. "That's a very specific way to describe it."

"I've popped a few shoulders in my time."

"Competitively, I hope."

"Division Two," Moses said. "But yes."

Sarah accepted this with the faint nod she reserved for information that was technically relevant but emotionally uncomfortable. She opened her mouth to say something else, but the bell above the door jingled again, and the temperature in the diner dropped by several degrees that had nothing to do with the draft.

Lumpy Rickett came through the door like a man who had been assembled from spare parts and bad decisions. He was forty years old and looked fifty-five, built with the thick, sloping shoulders of a natural heavyweight who had stopped training and started pickling. His face was a topographic map of grievance: broken capillaries across the nose, a jaw that was always clenched, eyes that were set too deep and moved too fast. He wore a canvas jacket with an oil-rig patch on the sleeve, jeans that hadn't seen a washing machine in recent memory, and work boots that were held together by stubbornness and duct tape. He smelled of cheap whiskey and wood smoke and the particular funk of a man who had been sleeping somewhere that was not a bed.

"Well, well," Lumpy said, and his voice was a rasp, dragged across gravel and soaked in something that burned. "If it ain't the Holy Roller himself." He stopped beside Moses's booth and looked down at the black robes and the skufia and the silver cross, and his mouth twisted into something that was shaped like a smile but contained no warmth whatsoever. "Nice dress, Mike."

"Good morning, Lumpy," Moses said. His voice was level. His hands stayed on the coffee mug.

"It's 'Rickett,'" Lumpy said, though everyone called him Lumpy and had since the seventh grade, when an unfortunate encounter with a concrete step had left a permanent ridge above his left eyebrow. "Only my friends call me Lumpy, and you ain't my friend, Mike. You're a man in a dress who quit when he was ahead."

The diner had gone quiet. Not silent, because the Iron Skillet never went truly silent, not as long as the coffee burner was humming and the fluorescent lights were buzzing. But the conversations had stopped, and the forks had paused, and a dozen people were suddenly very interested in the texture of their hash browns.

"I didn't quit anything," Moses said mildly.

"The hell you didn't." Lumpy leaned against the booth, one hand on the back of the seat, close enough that Moses could smell the whiskey on his breath and see the network of broken veins in his eyes. "Ninety-eight State Finals, one-seventy-one weight class. You remember that? Because I remember it every single day of my life."

Moses remembered it. He remembered the gymnasium at the Civic Center in Huntington, the smell of sweat and rubber and popcorn, the roar of the crowd compressed and amplified by the low ceiling. He remembered Lumpy Rickett across the mat, sixteen years old and furious, wrestling dirty because dirty was all he had. He remembered the cradle that ended it, the referee's hand slapping the mat, the way Lumpy's face had looked in the moment after the pin, like something inside him had been broken that would never be set right.

"That was a long time ago," Moses said.

"Not to me it wasn't." Lumpy's right hand was clenched around something in his jacket pocket, kneading it like a worry stone. His knuckles were raw, and there was a cut on his palm that looked fresh but also looked wrong, the edges swollen and dark in a way that suggested it had been there longer than it appeared. "Not to me."

"Rickett." Lena's voice cut through the tension like a cleaver through a chicken neck. She was standing at the end of the booth with the coffee pot in one hand and a look on her face that had been known to make grown men reconsider their life choices. "You want coffee, sit down. You want trouble, the door's right there where you left it."

Lumpy looked at Lena. For a moment, something ugly flickered in his eyes, something deeper and more animal than resentment, and then it was gone, smothered by the practiced mask of a man who was used to backing down from women who ran diners. He held up both hands in mock surrender, and Moses noticed that the left one was shaking.

"Just being neighborly, Lena." He smiled, and it was the worst smile Moses had seen in a long time. "Just saying hello to my old friend Father Mike."

He took a seat at the counter, three stools down from anyone else, and ordered coffee black. Lena poured it without conversation and went back to the kitchen. The diner resumed its breathing, the forks moved again, and the morning rush continued as if nothing had happened, because on the Ridge, ignoring unpleasantness was a survival skill that ranked just below firewood and just above prayer.

Sarah had watched the whole exchange without moving, her hands still folded on the table, her expression the clinical blank she wore when she was cataloging symptoms. She waited until Lumpy was settled at the counter and staring into his coffee before she spoke.

"He's lost weight," she said quietly. "Fifteen pounds, maybe twenty, since last month. And look at his trapezius muscles. They're hypertrophied. That doesn't happen from drinking."

Moses looked. She was right. Beneath the dirty canvas jacket, Lumpy's shoulders had a bunched, coiled quality that didn't match the rest of him. The rest of him looked like a man who had been sleeping in his truck and eating gas-station burritos. But the shoulders looked like a man who had been training, hard, for something specific.

"Could be working the rigs again," Moses said.

"The rigs laid off in March. And that's not rig muscle. That's grappling muscle." Sarah looked at Moses with the flat, appraising gaze of a woman who understood the difference. "You'd know better than me."

Sarah watched Lumpy's back for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she turned to Moses and spoke in a voice low enough that it wouldn't carry past the salt shaker.

"When did he get back?"

"I didn't know he was gone."

"He's been gone four days," Sarah said. "Edna at the gas station said he bought three handles of Early Times on Thursday and drove up into the high country. Nobody's seen him since." She paused. "He looks rough. Rougher than usual."

Moses glanced at the counter. Lumpy was hunched over his coffee, both hands wrapped around the mug, and even at a distance, Moses could see the fine tremor in his shoulders and the mud caked into the seams of his jacket. His neck was scratched, long parallel lines that could have been briars or branches or something else entirely, and the hand with the cut was pressed flat against the counter as if he was trying to keep it still.

"Four days is a long bender, even for him," Moses said.

"Four days lines up with something else," Sarah said. She reached into her bag and produced a small notebook, the kind she used for clinical notes. She flipped it open to a page marked with a yellow tab. "The Halloway sheep was killed sometime between two and four a.m. last night. The last full moon was Thursday."

Moses looked at her.

"I'm not saying anything," Sarah said, in the tone of a woman who was very clearly saying something. "I'm saying the bite patterns suggest a predator with significant upper-body strength and joint-manipulation capability, and the timeline correlates with a four-day absence by a man who used to be a competitive wrestler and who currently appears to have been sleeping in a drainage ditch."

"Sarah."

"I'm a veterinarian, Father. I deal in biology, not speculation." She closed the notebook. "But if I were speculating, I'd say the thing that killed Halloway's sheep knew how to work a joint. And the number of people in this county who know how to work a joint that precisely is a very short list."

At the counter, Lumpy Rickett finished his coffee in a single long swallow, dropped two crumpled dollars beside the mug, and walked out without looking at anyone. The bell jingled behind him, and through the window, Moses watched him cross the gravel lot to a pickup truck that was more rust than paint, climb in, and sit there for a long time without starting the engine.

"He's got a cut on his hand," Moses said. "His left palm. It doesn't look right."

"Doesn't look right how?"

"Doesn't look like it's healing."

Sarah was quiet for a moment. Then she gathered her bag and slid out of the booth. "I've got rounds. Two horses with colic and a goat that's eating the siding off the Perkins house." She paused. "I'll pull the tissue samples from Halloway's sheep and run a proper analysis. Hair, saliva, whatever's in the wound tract. If there's anything in there that shouldn't be, I'll find it."

"Thank you, Sarah."

"Don't thank me. If I find what I think I'm going to find, neither of us is going to like it."

She left. Moses sat in the booth and finished his coffee. Through the window, Lumpy's truck was still in the lot, still not running. Moses could just make out the shape of him behind the wheel, hunched forward, his forehead pressed against the steering wheel, his shoulders moving in a rhythm that could have been breathing or could have been something else.

Lena appeared and refilled his cup without asking. She stood there for a moment, looking out the window at the truck.

"That boy's been trouble since the day he was born," she said. "But he didn't used to be mean." She paused. "Something's different about him lately. Something I can't put my finger on."

Moses looked up at her. Lena Crabtree had known every soul on this Ridge for the better part of five decades. She could read a man's character from the way he ordered his eggs. If she said something was different, something was different.

"Different how?" he asked.

Lena considered this. "You know how a dog looks when it's sick? I don't mean hurt or hungry. I mean sick, deep down. There's something in the eyes. Like the thing looking out at you isn't quite the same thing that was looking out last week." She shook her head. "I don't know, Mikey. Maybe I'm just getting old and spooked."

"You're not old," Moses said. "And you don't spook easy."

"No," Lena agreed. "I don't." She looked out the window one more time, then turned back to the kitchen. "Eat your toast. It's gone cold."

Moses ate his toast. It had, in fact, gone cold. Outside, Lumpy's truck finally started with a cough and a rattle, and he pulled out of the lot and turned north, toward the high country, where the road turned to dirt and the trees closed overhead and the Ridge kept whatever secrets it chose to keep.

Moses left a five-dollar bill under his mug and walked back to the monastery in the morning light, his boots crunching on the gravel, his silver cross swinging with each step. The mountain was quiet around him, and the fog was gone, and the sky was the pale, hard blue of a West Virginia autumn. It was a beautiful morning. It was the kind of morning that made you forget, briefly, that something was wrong.

But something was wrong. Moses could feel it the way a wrestler feels a bad setup, the way the weight shifts just before the throw, the subtle wrongness in the angle that tells you the next three seconds are going to hurt. Something on the Ridge had changed, and it was not finished changing, and the morning light and the blue sky and the smell of coffee and bacon grease could not quite cover the other smell, the one that lingered in his memory like a stain.

Copper. Blood. And underneath it, something older and colder and worse.

He walked faster.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3: The Sasquatch Tooth
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The research blind was, by any objective standard, the most expensive structure on the Ridge, and also the stupidest. It sat three thousand feet above the valley floor on a spur of exposed granite that caught every wind that came over the mountain, a custom-fabricated observation platform wrapped in military-grade camouflage netting and bristling with equipment that would have been more at home in a NASA facility than a West Virginia deer stand. There were thermal cameras, infrared motion sensors, a parabolic microphone array, a satellite uplink antenna, and a small refrigerator stocked with kombucha and organic trail mix. The whole apparatus had cost somewhere north of forty thousand dollars, funded by a combination of university research grants, a Kickstarter campaign, and an inheritance from an aunt in Portland who had died believing her nephew was doing important work.

Dr. Arlo Finch sat in the center of this technological nest, cross-legged on a camping chair that cost more than most people's sofas, and dictated into a recording device that he held like a microphone at a press conference.

"Research log, day one hundred and forty-seven. Dr. Arlo Finch, PhD, Department of Gender and Sexuality Studies, Cascadia College. Sasquatch Behavioral Observatory, Appalachian Sector Seven." He adjusted his wire-framed glasses. "Today I address the anthropocentric bias that casts the North American Sasquatch as a solitary predator. This assumption, I believe, reflects a deeper cultural pathology."

He stood and paced the narrow confines of the blind. Arlo Finch was forty-two, lean from hot yoga and chia seeds, dressed in tactical gear so pristine it had never seen a bramble. "The Sasquatch is a social being whose retreat from human contact is a rational response to centuries of marginalization," he dictated, gesturing at the camouflaged walls. "Like displaced indigenous populations, they have been driven from ancestral habitats by the 'concrete patriarchy.' Lack of family group sightings doesn't indicate solitary behavior; it indicates trauma. Systemic trauma inflicted by an extractive colonial infrastructure that—"

He stopped. His thermal camera had beeped, and he lunged for the monitor with the urgency of a man who had been waiting five months for this exact beep. The screen showed a heat signature at the edge of the tree line, large and amorphous, moving through the undergrowth at a pace that suggested purpose.

"Contact," he whispered. "Possible contact. Bearing northwest, range approximately two hundred meters." He adjusted the parabolic microphone and listened. The sound that came through the headphones was wind and branches and the skittering of something small and rodent-like. The heat signature paused, shifted, and then resolved into the unmistakable shape of a white-tailed deer, which stepped into a clearing, looked directly at the camera, and began eating a rhododendron.

Arlo slumped back in his chair. "False positive. Cervid. Logging for the record."

He set the recorder down and rubbed his eyes. Five months on this mountain and his data set consisted of forty-seven deer, twelve raccoons, a family of opossums that had taken up residence under the blind's solar panel, and one unidentified heat signature that had turned out to be a man named Dale urinating behind a tree at three in the morning. The locals thought he was insane. The university thought he was "on sabbatical." His mother thought he was camping. None of them were entirely wrong.

The blind was cold despite the insulation, and the wind was picking up, whistling through the gaps in the camo netting and making the satellite antenna hum. Arlo pulled his jacket tighter and looked at the shelf where he kept his most important artifacts.

The shelf was a custom-built, foam-lined display case secured with a combination lock. It held a plaster cast of a footprint from a creek bed in Pocahontas County, a jar of soil samples from a "nesting site" near Spruce Knob, and in the center, in a velvet-lined depression shaped to hold it, nothing.

Arlo stared at the empty depression. He stared at it for a long time.

The tooth had been the crown jewel of his collection. Four inches long, jagged, yellowed with age, and heavy in a way that suggested mineralization over centuries. He had purchased it from a dealer in Sofia, Bulgaria, a man named Dragan who operated out of the back room of a rug shop and who had assured Arlo, over several glasses of rakia, that the tooth was genuine Gigantopithecus enamel, proof positive that the great ape's migration had extended from Asia through the Caucasus and into the Balkans, and from there, presumably, across a land bridge or ice shelf to North America. It was, Dragan had said with a straight face, the missing link in Sasquatch phylogeny.

Arlo had paid six thousand dollars for it. He had carried it back to West Virginia in a custom-padded case. He had set it in the blind as a "chemical lure," operating on the theory that a living Sasquatch might be attracted to the pheromonal residue of an ancestral tooth the way a dog is attracted to the scent of another dog. It was, by any scientific standard, nonsense. But Arlo Finch did not operate by any scientific standard. He operated by the standard of a man who had written his doctoral thesis on "The Sasquatch as Subaltern: Cryptid Erasure and the Politics of Visibility" and who had never seen a theory he couldn't make more complicated.

And now the tooth was gone.

He had discovered the theft three days ago. The lock had been forced, not picked, the hasp bent outward by something blunt and desperate. Whoever had taken it hadn't touched the plaster cast or the soil samples or the thirty-thousand-dollar thermal camera sitting on the tripod. They had taken only the tooth. Which meant they had known what it was worth, or thought they had.

Arlo picked up his recorder. His voice, when he spoke, had lost its academic cadence and taken on the flat, wounded tone of a man whose life's work had been stolen by someone who probably thought it was ivory.

"Supplemental note. The artifact is still missing. Three days now. I have filed a report with the county sheriff, who was..." He searched for a diplomatic word. "Unhelpful. His exact words were, 'You want me to find a tooth.' I tried to explain the significance. The historical, anthropological, and frankly spiritual significance of this relic. He asked me if the tooth was registered. I asked him if he registered his own teeth." He paused. "The conversation deteriorated from there."

He set the recorder down and walked to the edge of the blind, looking out through the camo netting at the Ridge below. The mountains were dark with old-growth timber, and the hollows were filling with the afternoon fog that rolled up from the valley every day like clockwork. Somewhere down there, in one of those hollows or on one of those muddy roads or in the back of some rusted-out pickup truck, was his tooth.

"The theft," he said, re-energizing, "is a microcosm of the extractive paradigm. A marginalized artifact, stolen by the dominant culture for petty gain. The Sasquatch tooth is more than research; it's a symbol of cryptid dispossession. The parallels to colonial resource extraction are—"

He stopped again, this time because his stomach was growling. He opened the refrigerator, selected a kombucha, and sat back down. The wind shook the blind, and somewhere in the trees below, an owl called once and then fell silent, as if it had reconsidered.

Arlo drank his kombucha and thought about Dragan. The Bulgarian dealer had been a strange man, even by the standards of the back-room antiquities trade. He had handled the tooth with gloves and refused to touch it with bare skin, which at the time Arlo had interpreted as professional care for a delicate specimen. Dragan had also crossed himself three times before wrapping it for transport, which Arlo had interpreted as a charming local custom. And Dragan had said something as Arlo was leaving, something in Bulgarian that the translator app on Arlo's phone had rendered as "May God have mercy on whoever bleeds on this," which Arlo had interpreted as a colorful farewell.

It had not occurred to Arlo, and would not occur to him for several more weeks, that Dragan had been trying to warn him. Outside, the deer had finished the rhododendron and moved on. The thermal cameras showed nothing but cooling rock and the slow drift of fog through the trees.

Down the mountain and two valleys over, a fact that Arlo Finch did not know and would not have believed if he had, his stolen tooth was sitting in the pocket of a canvas jacket in the cab of a '94 Ford pickup truck, wrapped in a rag that was stained with blood that would not wash out. The man who had stolen it was currently absent from the Ridge and had been for four days. The prevailing theory at the Iron Skillet was that Rickett was on another bender, up in the high country where the moonshine runners used to camp, sleeping in his truck and drinking himself into a stupor that would last until the money ran out.

This theory was comforting, and it was wrong.

What had actually happened was simpler and worse. Lumpy Rickett had broken into the blind on a Tuesday night, looking for anything he could sell. He had seen the tooth, decided it was some kind of old ivory, and pried it loose with a screwdriver. The tooth had slipped, the jagged edge catching the meat of his left palm and opening a cut that went deep and bled freely and hurt with a sharpness that seemed disproportionate to the size of the wound. He had wrapped his hand in his shirt, stuffed the tooth in his pocket, and driven home.

The cut had not healed. Four days later, it was still open, the edges dark and swollen, leaking a thin fluid that was not quite blood and not quite anything else. The skin around it was hot to the touch, and at night, when the moon was up and the light came through the windshield of his truck where he slept because his apartment had been condemned in March, the wound pulsed with a rhythm that matched no heartbeat Lumpy had ever felt.

But Lumpy Rickett was not a man who went to doctors, and he was not a man who threw away things he could sell, and he was not a man who believed in curses or relics or anything that couldn't be explained by whiskey, bad luck, and the certain knowledge that the world owed him something it had never paid.

So the tooth stayed in his pocket, and the wound stayed in his hand, and the moon continued its slow, indifferent arc over the Ridge, getting fuller by the night.

Back in the blind, Arlo Finch finished his kombucha, checked his cameras one last time, and began composing a strongly worded email to the Dean of Research at Cascadia College, requesting emergency funding for "artifact recovery and enhanced security measures." He titled the email "An Urgent Plea for Cryptid Justice" and CC'd the entire Department of Gender and Sexuality Studies.

The mountain paid no attention. It had its own business to attend to, and that business was older than universities and stranger than theories and patient in a way that academics never were.
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​Chapter 4: The Goats
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The second full moon came on a Thursday, and by Friday morning, the Ridge had two more bodies.

Hershel Dodd's prize Nigerian Dwarfs had been the most decorated goats in the county, a distinction that Hershel took seriously and that everyone else treated with the polite tolerance reserved for a man's harmless obsession. He had raised them from kids, fed them a proprietary blend of grain and minerals that he refused to share with other breeders, and driven them to shows as far away as the state fair in Lewisburg, where they had won Best in Breed three consecutive years. Their names were Patton and MacArthur, and Hershel talked about them the way other men talked about their children, with a mixture of pride and exhaustion and the certain knowledge that they would disappoint him eventually.

Patton and MacArthur would not disappoint anyone again.

Moses stood at the edge of Hershel Dodd's goat pen and looked at what was left of them and felt a cold weight settle behind his sternum that had nothing to do with the mountain air. The violence was worse this time. The escalation was not subtle. Where Halloway's sheep had been opened with a clinical precision that suggested control, these animals had been destroyed with a fury that suggested something losing control. The pen was a slaughterhouse. Blood had been thrown across the fence boards in arcs that reached four feet high. The ground was churned into a mud of red earth and worse, and
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