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			CHAPTER ONE

			Gunner could see the white wisps of his breath as he methodically trekked his way through the dark forest. His only light was cast by a half moon that crept its way through a silhouette of outstretched limbs. He could see just fine after waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, but a flashlight sat tucked away in his front pocket nonetheless. Gunner was trying to keep a steady pace without causing too much of a stir. He made sure to avoid fallen branches and bigger piles of noisy leaves as he tentatively meandered toward his destination. He brought his wrist up to his face and looked at the greenish glow. The watch said 3:54. 

			The diligent young man had made sure to park the SUV a good two miles off the main highway before strapping his rifle over his left shoulder and heading out on foot. He didn’t want anybody to know where he was or what he was up to, at least for this particular hunt. In fact, he didn’t even bother telling his wife. His night began by sneaking out of the house a little before 3:00 A.M.; that special time when even the drunks were getting home and crawling into bed, or at least passing out. 

			Gunner didn’t mind rising so early. He liked the solitary moments and found a sense of tranquility, knowing he’d have some alone time. His real name was Jan Gunnar Sorensen. His father took tremendous pride in their Norse heritage and wanted the world to know what type of stalk they came from. “Jan” seemed like a decent enough name until fifth grade. The other boys’ interpretation of Jan meant “boy with a girl’s name,” so he started going by Gunnar. As he got older and started to take up hunting, people just assumed that guns were his thing, so the spelling and pronunciation sadly changed to Gunner. He really didn’t care. It was just a nickname to him anyway. 

			The disciplined hunter had been tracking the relatively unfamiliar territory for a good forty minutes now. He was close. Gunner laid his gun against a massive tree and pulled a special set of binoculars from his bag. He also pulled a bottle that contained a deer musk scent, which was reapplied quite liberally to himself and the surrounding area. The gag-inducing smell always made him nauseous, but he took a couple of deep breaths through his mouth and tried to calm his mind. 

			Gunner lifted the binoculars and combed the seemingly lifeless landscape. If memory served correctly, a small stream flowed about a half mile to the north, so he searched the hilly terrain to the east just ahead. After a few sweeps, he found what he was looking for about two hundred yards from where he sat: a small opening to a den he had scouted a few weeks earlier. A slight rush of adrenaline gave a jolt to his heart, but he trusted his instincts and waited perfectly still.

			* * *

			During one of his annual trips to stock up on firewood for the winter, Gunner had stopped on the side of the road to fix one of the tarp straps that covered the logs. It had been just before dusk, and the breeze was swirling the leaves around the ditch. One of them rose like a flimsy paper airplane and caught Gunner square in the eye. 

			The sting made him venture off the side of the road toward the edge of the forest to get away from the wind and swirling debris. He let his eye swell with water for a few minutes, and then he cleared the pesky fragments from his face. When he looked up, he locked eyes with the beast for only a brief second. Even with the sun fading over the horizon and an agitated eye, he had known exactly what he was seeing. During what seemed like a millisecond, Gunner’s memory took a photograph and burned it into his brain. A wild gray wolf had stood in front of a fallen tree about fifty yards from where the man had been standing, an unmistakably defunct calf in its mouth. Before Gunner could react, the wolf had eerily disappeared without making a sound, as if disintegrating into the wind. 

			Throughout the rest of the drive home, the gears in Gunner’s brain had been running at Mach 3. He just couldn’t extinguish the image of the wolf from his head. That one picture had served as the perfect surveillance photo as if a private detective had hand-delivered it in a manilla folder. 

			First, the wolf had been alone. That in and of itself didn’t mean very much. It could have easily meant that Gunner didn’t see the rest of the pack, or the wolf had been caught scouting the area, or any other number of possible scenarios. Second, the fact that it had a dead calf in its mouth denoted that the wolf had been hunting. Wolves usually hunt in packs at night, and it would be highly unlikely that one of them would venture off by itself with a fresh kill almost entirely intact. Third, the prey says a lot about the hunter. The calf had probably been grazing with a herd of cattle nearby. Wolves don’t typically hunt cattle unless their food supply is scarce and they have limited options. It does happen, but not as often as most people think. Their fear of humans is quite considerable. Which brings us to the fourth fact: Gunner had seen the wolf with a fresh kill at only about 150 strides away. Any healthy wild gray wolf would not wander that close to a human. Wolves are highly elusive, and their sense of hearing makes it almost impossible to sneak up on them even while they are asleep. 

			Something must have been wrong with this particular wolf. The most likely scenario was that it had some form of disease or illness. Wolves usually leave the pack when this happens in order to protect the others. The problem is they are better hunters as a pack. The illness that this lone wolf was most likely suffering from was affecting its hearing, so hunting other wild animals was on the brink of impossible. Desperation was probably why it had resorted to hunting grazing cattle during daylight hours. 

			 Gunner had spent the next few weeks scoping the area and asking around to see if there were any recently documented livestock attacks. Aside from the usual foxes and badgers roaming the area, no one had seen or heard of any wolves on the prowl. In fact, none of the local ranchers had even reported any missing calves. If Gunner’s instincts were correct, the wolf had just started preying on livestock.

			* * *

			Black clouds took the moon hostage for a few silent minutes. Gunner sat astonishingly still within a gnarled thicket of branches, the tip of his gun aimed through a small opening. His legs were a little stiff, and his neck felt like a brick had been dropped on it, but nothing was going to deter him from this avocation. He waited for the clouds to release what was left of the moon before he lifted the binoculars back to his eyes. Still no sign of his feather in cap. 

			This kind of opportunity only presents itself in a once-in-a-lifetime sort of way. The mysterious animal had probably developed a taste for cattle, and it was becoming increasingly less intimidated by humans. It wouldn’t be long before DNR was on its trail to capture and destroy it. They tended to do that with desperate and dangerous game. Gunner was just doing everyone a favor, even though the law wasn’t in one hundred percent agreement.

			The sun would be coming up soon. He would have to be on his way back before his wife woke up to an empty bed. A warm bead of perspiration dripped onto his steady hand. He calmly wiped it onto the side of his pants. With the gun perched in the crook of his arm, Gunner meticulously shifted his weight from one foot to the other and used his free arm to wipe the sweat from his forehead. He rubbed his eyes for a few seconds, letting the sting from fatigue and sweat slowly dissolve. A soft breeze rattled his eardrums as his eyes readjusted to the thin sliver of orange on the horizon. 

			The unwavering hunter put the binoculars back up to his eyes. His blood froze, and his body tensed. Something moved in front of the den. The binoculars were now a part of his body as he trained them like a laser on the narrow location in the distance. The breeze may have been playing tricks on his eyes. All Gunner could see was the black tree branches gently swaying back and forth. He didn’t blink for nearly two minutes. Waiting. 

			Maybe it was just the breeze. He was scared to even breathe, just in case. As he gently allowed himself to exhale, the breeze began to die down, and the branches fell to rest. Within the protection of darkness and the ever-shifting shadows, two faint yellow glowing eyes emerged like embers in a dying campfire. 

			In one efficient motion, Gunner replaced the binoculars with the scope of his gun. He could see the entire outline of the animal. He lined the crosshairs just below its front leg, in the area of the heart. His finger found its way to the trigger as he applied mild pressure. He took one deep breath, held it for half a second, and then breathed out and relaxed the barrel of the gun in his firmly outstretched hand. He pulled the trigger the rest of the way, and a deafening shot left the familiar ringing in his ears. 

			The wolf flew backwards and dropped to the forest floor immediately. Gunner breathed a sigh of relief because he knew his aim was true, and the animal didn’t suffer. As he looked through the scope of his gun, he could see that the animal was not moving. It had suffered enough already. 

			Even though this was an act of mercy in the young man’s eyes, the law wouldn’t view it in the same light. He decided to wait before going to retrieve the kill, just to be absolutely sure nobody else was in the area. The last thing he needed was to have to try and explain himself to Johnny Lawman. People that lived in a black and white world just wouldn’t be able to understand. 

			The forest was still silent as dawn began to vanquish its shadows. Gunner read 6:09 on his watch. It would take him about forty minutes to get back to his SUV by himself, closer to an hour with the body draped over his shoulders. He decided he would wait ten more minutes before going to collect his kill. 

			He carefully strapped his gun over his shoulder and collected his things. Before putting his binoculars in his bag, the hunter decided to sweep the area one last time. He scanned through the trees to the south and then over to the west, the direction he had come. Nothing important was moving. He scanned to the north near the stream and found nothing. He decided the coast was clear and went to gather the body. 

			The journey back to the SUV was harder than expected. Gunner had to stop twice to readjust his gun strap. The sun had peaked its head up by the time he made it back to the rendezvous point. He laid his kill behind the back of the vehicle and searched for his keys. It took him several moments before he found them in his binocular bag. Out of paranoia, he used the binoculars to sweep the remote area, just to be safe. Nothing was moving behind to the east or to the south. He quickly looked west and then to the north. He felt a pit in his stomach as movement caught his eye. 

			Way off in the distance in an opening through the trees about three hundred yards out, Gunner saw a hunched-over figure dragging something through the grass near the stream. What the hell was it? The thing doing the dragging had to be a person. Gunner squinted hard through the binoculars and slightly moved his head back and forth as if willing the shadows and massive tree trunks to dance around and let the morning light be used as a spotlight. 

			It was definitely a person pulling a large indeterminate object with what looked to be a rope. Gunner couldn’t quite make out exactly what it was, but the person looked to be expending a lot of energy pulling it. Could someone else have been out poaching this morning? He was sure the only gunshot he’d heard was his own. This person was dragging something in the opposite direction, so Gunner couldn’t get a glimpse of the face. Slowly but surely, whoever it was was welcomed back into the arms of the forest and disappeared out of sight. Gunner didn’t want to wait around to find out who they were or what they were doing, so he decided to just leave it alone. He had more important things to attend to. 

			The hunter quickly packed up his things, placed the wolf’s body in the back of his vehicle, and drove off in the opposite direction with the lights off for a quarter mile. He was feeling a little bit exposed but not panicked just yet. He had to get back home and hide the evidence in case anyone caught his license plate. 

			* * *

			Jamie kicked the sheets off her legs. The cool air felt refreshing on her bare skin. She could feel the heat trying to escape like steam evaporating from a boiling pot. Her throat felt like it was coated in dust every time she tried to swallow. She must have forgotten to gulp down a large glass of water before curling up next to the body pillow on her edge of the bed. 

			Her fingers brushed a few tangled strands of blonde hair out of her face as she reached across the nightstand to pull the dim glow of her digital clock closer to her face. The numbers were fuzzy, but she squinted long enough to make out 5:03 in large block numbers. The young woman could already feel the slight twinge of pain beginning to pulsate in her forehead. She closed her eyes and laid there for a few minutes, contemplating if she should make the effort to go downstairs and rehydrate. The thought of leaving the comfort of a warm bed was unbearable, especially if she had to wander around in the darkness. 

			Jan had already been in bed for who knows how long by the time Jamie had come upstairs around two or so. Or was it later? He may or may not have been sleeping, but she was sure he had been awake by the time she finally fell into bed. Jan hadn’t said anything when she got under the covers. He had just laid on his side of the bed facing the bedroom door. She knew he was awake because he usually stirred and rolled over when he was rudely plucked from the ever-elusive dreamland, but tonight he hadn’t moved. 

			Jamie had tried to wait for him to drift off because she liked to focus on the sound of his steady heavy breathing, but she must have fallen asleep first. That seemed to be happening more often than not lately. If she got up to grab a glass of water right now, it would probably just wake him up again and give him another reason to be pissed off. 

			Jamie could feel her body start to ease its way back into a dream, but her head kept reminding her that she would pay for it later if she didn’t get up right now. She opened one eye and stared out the window into the empty blackness. The sun would be up soon. Maybe if she just laid here long enough, she could wait for the comforting rays of sunshine to light her path to the kitchen.

			The young woman shifted her gaze under the window to where she thought the electrical outlet might have been. She had insisted a few times that they plug some night lights into the unused outlets, but Jan always complained that he needed complete darkness to get a good nights’ sleep. He refused to wear any kind of mask over his face either. He said he couldn’t get used to wearing something on his face while he slept. So Jamie usually made sure her phone was plugged into the outlet near her nightstand in case she had to get up to use the bathroom or something. She glanced at the spot where she usually put it, but she must have left it downstairs on the kitchen counter before she came to bed. 

			Jamie could still taste that third shot of cheap whiskey underneath the toothpaste. She had reluctantly slammed it at the behest of her friend, Allie, right before their Lyft had shown up to drive them home from the bar. They had gone out to meet some coworkers for a drink after their shift had ended at the clinic and ended up nearly closing the place down. Jamie remembered the ride home but couldn’t remember if she had laid her phone on the kitchen counter next to her keys when she attempted to gracefully slip in the back door.

			The thought of feeling her way through the darkness made her pull the covers back over her bare legs. She was sure she was probably sweating through her favorite pair of green shorts, but she still felt a shiver run through her legs. She promised herself just a few more minutes, and then she would make herself get up and go down to the kitchen. 

			Jamie closed her eyes and listened for the sound of her husband’s rhythmic breathing to lull her back to sleep, but there was no sound coming from his side of the bed. She carefully moved her elbow behind her, hoping to gently make contact with Jan’s back, but all she felt was a crumpled sheet and a cool pillow. She rolled over and put her hand on the empty space of his side of the bed. He must have gotten up and gone downstairs. Maybe he couldn’t get back to sleep. That probably meant he would be pissed off. 

			Jamie just sighed and pulled the covers tightly over her whole body. She wrapped her arm around her large body pillow and snuggled it close to her face. The twinge of pain in her head intensified as her heart pounded a little bit faster. The last thought that drifted through her mind before she fell back to sleep was that tomorrow morning was probably going to suck.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Gunner sat in the safety of his detached garage staring at the clock on the dashboard of his SUV—7:40. He had a difficult decision to make: quickly skin the wolf hide so he wouldn’t have to worry about bacteria rendering it useless, or cover his tracks and duck into the house to check on his wife.

			He looked through the rearview mirror that caught a reflection of the two-story country house and then behind his seat at the lump under the blanket. “Sorry, but you’re going to have to stay hidden just a little bit longer,” he whispered toward the blanket. Better to be safe than sorry at this point.

			The young hunter hit the garage door button and silently crept over the driveway and onto the lawn, being especially mindful of leaves and other potentially loud debris. The air was perfectly crisp when it touched his face, sparking reminiscence of caramel apples and hayrides of his youth. This just added fuel to his already simmering excitement. The usually stoic man almost skipped the rest of the way into the house. He slid inside and quietly closed the door while taking off his shoes. 

			His wife tended to be a bit of a night owl, but she slept soundly once finally in bed. She was in bed around 1:30 last night, earlier than most Friday nights. The two used to go out and party quite a bit when they were first married, but Gunner eventually needed to make a choice about which relationship suited him best: the one with his wife, Jamie, or the one with Jack Daniels. He decided Jack just couldn’t love him back, so the two parted ways.

			As he methodically avoided every little creaky floorboard as if they would set off a land mine, Gunner realized he hadn’t used the bathroom since he snuck out of the house in the middle of the night. He went through the kitchen, bypassed the stairway to their bedroom, and went into the half bathroom. It was beside the great room where the fire had almost died. He flicked on the light, and before he could close the door, the young man noticed the hand towel was damp. There were specks of water in the sink too. Gunner’s excitement immediately began to fizzle. 

			What was he going to tell his wife if she noticed he wasn’t in bed or on the couch? Dammit! he thought to himself. Why didn’t I stop and get bagels or doughnuts or something on the way back? I could have had an alibi. 

			He reached into his pocket and looked at his phone. No calls or unread texts. Maybe she was too out of it to notice he wasn’t there. But why did she use the downstairs bathroom? She was probably in there no more than twenty minutes ago, hopefully. He could just say he couldn’t sleep and decided to go get some firewood from the garage. 

			After he finished up in the bathroom, Gunner went upstairs to their bedroom with no real plan in mind. He peeked his head into the room and found Jamie lying on her side of the bed, seemingly in a deep slumber. Her breathing was slow and heavy. Gunner waited in the doorway for a few minutes. He was deciding how he would deal with his whereabouts if it came up later. As he stood and watched her, he noticed that she seemed pretty out of it. 

			As far as he was concerned, he hadn’t really done anything wrong at this point. But if he told her the truth, that he was out poaching a wolf, she would probably get upset about it. She never understood the whole hunting thing, especially the part about being alone in the woods waiting to kill a defenseless animal. She sure as hell wouldn’t understand poaching a majestic grey wolf. It wasn’t in her nature. So Gunner would just avoid the issue altogether and hope nobody would find out. He thought about the wolf pelt sitting in the back of his SUV. He should really take care of that while the coast was clear. 

			The husband gently closed the bedroom door and went straight to the garage. He opened the side door this time and pulled out his phone. He searched “how to skin a wolf” on his browser. He had a pretty good idea of how to do it because he had been hunting wild game ever since he was old enough to shoot a gun, but he wanted some notes from people who had done it firsthand. A website came up that was more of a message board containing posts from hunters in Alaska. It was a rather primitive site that seemed to be a way for them to share ideas about hunting. Sure enough, Gunner came across a couple of posts about skinning wolves. 

			It looked like the best way to save the fur was to start the cut from the inside. That was the case with most big game furs if the hunter wanted to reduce hair trimmings on the meat. Gunner read a few more posts that said roughly the same thing, then closed his phone and went over to his bench to grab his cutting utensils. He opened the back of the SUV and carefully pulled the body out of the blanket. The wolf’s temperature had dropped a bit, but it was still warm from being under the blanket. It was time to go to work, but it would have to be done in the shed, the small unit that sat alone down on the edge of the tree line in the backyard. The decrepit structure creeped Jamie out, and she had aptly named it the “Slaughterhouse.”

			* * *

			Gunner met Jamie shortly after his father, Fredrick, had become very ill. Gunner was nineteen and had come home from his job in Detroit when he heard his father was in the hospital because of a rare blood disease. The son had been in the hospital visiting his father one night, and the two got into a heated argument about Fredrick’s stubbornness to not go to the doctor sooner. The doctor had explained that by the time Fredrick was finally in enough pain to go to the hospital, the disease had progressed significantly. 

			Gunner got angry and needed to go somewhere to blow off some steam. He irritably left the hospital and went to a dive bar where he knew the bouncer would let him in, even though IDs were supposed to be checked at the door. The two were mutual acquaintances from high school who had run into each other at a party or two back in the day, but that was enough for the bouncer to know he wouldn’t cause any trouble. Gunner never really needed to be the center of attention, and he often liked to observe before participating in social gatherings. 

			On this particular night, the social gathering was an especially crowded bar. The fall college semester had started back up, and people were in the mood to rekindle their friendships. The packed bar happened to make Gunner a little anxious, more so than usual. 

			He decided to grab a seat near a small table toward the dimly lit back wall. A jumbled mess of dollar bills that had been defaced with colorful ink and crude drawings were glued to
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