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CHAPTER ONE

Rowan

The wolves were watching her again.

Rowan Calloway felt it in the space between her shoulder blades — that particular pressure, like a thumbprint pressed against her spine, that she'd learned to associate with eyes she couldn't see. She didn't slow her pace on the gravel path that wound through Dunmore State Forest's public trailhead. She'd been a park ranger for six years. She knew how to move through unease without letting it show.

The trees here were old Douglas firs, their trunks wider than a car, their canopies lost somewhere above the fog. Late October had stripped the deciduous understory bare, leaving skeletal alder and vine maple threading between the dark columns of the firs like gray lace. The air smelled of wet earth and pine resin and something else — something musky and warm that didn't belong to any ordinary animal she could name.

She stopped at the junction where the public trail met the boundary line, a rusted steel post with a faded orange sign: RESTRICTED AREA — NO PUBLIC ACCESS — DUNMORE WILDLIFE PRESERVE. Beyond the post, the trees changed. Denser. Darker. The fog pooled between them like something alive.

Rowan pulled her field notebook from her vest pocket and uncapped her pen.

Day 14 of incident documentation. She wrote the date: October 14th. Trail cam at marker 7 destroyed — third unit this month. No evidence of vandalism (no scratches, no footprints near the mount). Camera simply... gone. Bracket still attached to tree, bolt still fastened. Camera removed cleanly from the mount.

She chewed the end of her pen. Cameras didn't unclip themselves from mounts forty feet in the air.

The preserve behind the restricted sign had been officially closed to the public for eleven years, ever since the Dunmore Land Trust had acquired the six thousand acres from a failed timber company. The trust's arrangement with the U.S. Forest Service was unusual — the land sat inside national forest boundaries but operated under a private conservation easement. Rowan's supervisor, District Ranger Bill Hatch, had given her the same answer every time she asked questions about the preserve: Private land. Not our jurisdiction. Leave it alone.

She had been leaving it alone for three years. Then the trail cameras started disappearing. Then the hiker filed a report about "massive wolves" near the boundary. Then a second hiker. Then a third.

Rowan crouched and examined the ground near the boundary post. The soil here was soft from two days of rain. She found what she was looking for immediately: pawprints. Large ones. Enormous, actually — she spread her hand beside one and her palm didn't cover it. The stride length between prints was roughly twice what she'd expect from a large gray wolf. The depth of the impression suggested an animal well over two hundred pounds.

Gray wolves in the Pacific Northwest topped out around a hundred and thirty pounds.

She photographed the prints. The fog thickened around her while she worked, pressing down through the canopy, and she was so focused on her documentation that she didn't register the sound until it was right behind her — a low, slow exhale. Warm air on the back of her neck.

Rowan stood and turned in one motion.

The wolf was eight feet away.

She had seen gray wolves before, at wildlife centers and once, thrillingly, in the wild in Yellowstone. She was prepared for large. She was not prepared for this. The animal stood nearly to her hip at the shoulder — a height no gray wolf should reach. Its coat was the color of charcoal, almost black at the spine but silvering at the flanks and throat, and its eyes were the particular amber-gold of autumn light through a whiskey glass. It regarded her with an intelligence that made her chest go tight.

"Hey," she said. Her voice came out steady. She was proud of that. "Hey, big guy."

The wolf's ears swiveled. It took one step closer and stopped. Its nostrils flared, pulling in information about her — her soap, her fear, her lunch. She stayed perfectly still, the way she'd been trained, the way every instinct in her body was screaming at her to violate by running.

The wolf looked at her for a long, suspended moment. Then it turned and stepped through the boundary post — right through the space the post was designed to guard — and dissolved into the fog without a sound.

Rowan stood at the boundary line for a full minute, heart hammering, before she remembered to exhale.

She wrote in her notebook: 11:43 a.m. Single wolf sighting, boundary marker 7. Estimated weight 200+ lbs. Black/gray coat. Amber eyes. Made direct eye contact. Did not display aggression. Retreated into preserve.

She underlined the weight estimate twice. Then she looked back into the fog where the wolf had gone and felt something she couldn't quite name — not fear, not anymore. Something that pulled like a current. Something that made the rational, trained part of her brain want to step right over the boundary post and follow.

She didn't. She capped her pen and walked back to her truck.

But she thought about those amber eyes the entire drive home.



The ranger station sat at the edge of the town of Dunmore, Oregon — population nine hundred — and doubled as Rowan's residence. The living quarters were modest: a kitchen that was mostly coffeemaker, a bedroom she'd made bearable with a good mattress and too many books, and a bathroom where the hot water ran out in exactly seven minutes. She'd lived here three years and the only thing she'd ever put on the walls was a topographic map of the forest district.

Her colleague, Petra Szymanski, was sitting on the station's front steps when Rowan pulled in, a thermos of coffee balanced on her knee and her reading glasses pushed up onto her forehead.

"You're covered in mud," Petra observed.

"Boundary marker seven."

"Again." It wasn't a question. Petra was fifty-three, had been a ranger for twenty-eight years, and had the particular quality of stillness that came from spending most of your life in the woods. She also had opinions about the Dunmore Preserve — strong ones, mostly in the direction of leave it the hell alone. "Hatch is going to notice."

"Hatch already noticed. He told me to focus on the campground audit." Rowan went inside, poured herself water from the tap, came back out. "I found prints. Canid, roughly two-hundred-plus pounds. Right at the boundary."

Petra was quiet for a moment. "That's a big dog."

"That's not a dog, Petra."

"Rowan."

"I also saw it. The animal. It walked right up to me." She kept her voice even. "It was not a gray wolf. I don't know what it was, but it wasn't within the documented range of any North American canid I can identify."

Petra looked at her over the top of her glasses for a long moment. Something moved in her expression — not disbelief, exactly. Something more like worry. "Come sit down."

"I don't need to sit down."

"Humor me." Petra patted the step beside her. Rowan sat. The older woman handed her the thermos without being asked and said nothing until Rowan had drunk half of it. Then: "Those cameras you've been losing."

"Yeah?"

"I lost cameras on that boundary stretch too. Eleven years ago, before the land trust bought it. Different cameras, same result." Petra looked out at the tree line. "Bill Hatch told me the same thing he told you. Private land, not our jurisdiction."

"And you left it alone."

"I left it alone." A pause. "My advice — which you will not take — is that you do the same."

Rowan handed back the thermos. "There are hikers reporting sightings. Unusual animals near the boundary. That's in my jurisdiction. That's public safety."

"Is it," Petra said. "Or is it something you can feel pulling at you and you've decided to dress it up in bureaucratic language?"

Rowan opened her mouth to object and then didn't. The current she'd felt at the boundary line. The amber eyes.

"Leave it alone," Petra said, more gently this time. "Whatever's in there — leave it alone."

She went inside and left Rowan sitting on the steps in the thickening dark, watching the tree line, listening for something she couldn't name.






CHAPTER TWO

Cade

The council meeting was held in the great hall of the Dunmore Pack's longhouse — a structure that looked, from the outside, like an unremarkable timber-frame lodge, and was, on the inside, the political and spiritual center of six hundred wolves.

Cade Voss stood at the back of the hall with his arms folded and let the argument wash over him.

"She's been at the boundary three times this week." That was Yara Strand, the pack's territorial warden — small, precise, and unpleasantly good at her job. She had a map unrolled on the center table, Rowan Calloway's documented visits marked in red. "Trail cam placements. Soil samples. And today she found the Blackwood prints."

"The Blackwood prints were Kira's fault," said someone at the table.

"Kira will be addressed separately." Yara's tone closed that line of discussion like a door shutting. "The point is that this ranger has been systematically documenting the boundary zone for two weeks, and the documentation is getting precise. She has photographs of the print series at marker seven, and she filed an incident report with the district office."

The Alpha cleared his throat. Gregor Voss — Cade's father, though the two of them shared less resemblance in temperament than in their height and the set of their shoulders — sat at the head of the table in the manner of a man who had occupied positions of authority so long that stillness had become its own kind of power. His hair was silver now, his face deeply
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