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Alice knew this was posted land as she stepped through the tree line- saw the damaged yellow sign by the roadside warning her against trespassing any further. But she’d just walked her sixth moonlit mile toward the winding strip of forest separating North America, and her toes chafed through her blistered skin. The morning would break on her seventh, as the crow flew. Even though she’d rather not risk the sun exposing her crossing, should Dyson wake, he’d have a much easier time hunting her down in the daylight.

Better to brave tick-infested, soggy woodland instead.  Below black branches, grey wisps of steam rose from moss growing over the mesh of knotted roots and muddied tree trunks. Alice pulled the straps of her backpack tighter and rubbed away the sweat on her forehead with the back of her sleeve.

Next, she looked behind her, past the fence and the peeling sign that had failed to forbid her passage further. The road curved past her and over a hill before disappearing back the way she came, becoming indistinct in the night’s gloom. The nervous feeling in her chest returned as she imagined her brother’s headlights sweeping over the crest and toward her, their beam rooting her to the spot as he neared.

An animal cried out through the buzz of insects in a solitary howl: an invitation answered only by its echo. But the call distracted her from her fear, so Alice turned her back on the road and looked ahead. Warm, damp air brought the scent of dawn to her nostrils, and day would follow soon.

She retrieved her cellphone from its spot on her backpack’s shoulder strap. No signal to aid her navigation, she saw. In her haste, she’d neglected to download the map offline. Ordinarily, such an error in her otherwise thorough planning would feel foolish, but she knew if she let herself think this way, her brother would be right about her, as he always liked to claim. She might as well give up and return home, then, before he regained his senses and realized she’d even left. She doubted she’d muster the courage to risk further flight if she failed again.

Instead, she replaced the phone, squinted at the shapes ahead, and took another step. Branches scratched against her coat and legs, so she brought her hand to her face and pushed through the undergrowth until she came to a clearing that split the trees. Then she stopped, looked upwards, and saw the clouds had parted, the sky casting the earth in a starlit hue.

She grinned, because she knew this land well enough. An old smuggler’s trail lay hidden in the undergrowth. Walk in any direction (besides back the way she came), and she’d find herself in Canada, eventually. Should the remaining darkness impede her, the phone’s torch would cut a path through the mire. Assuming its ancient battery lasted through to the end of this shortcut, unlikely, given every use hastened its demise further. Neither her brother nor she had the money to replace it.

If fate favored Alice, Dyson would still be stupefied by her sedation. His blood thinned by the antihistamines she’d mixed into his drinks. More likely, though, he’d be hungover and angry. Either way, Dan and Jay (or, the Drunk and Junkie, as she thought of them, privately) were a text message away from Dyson’s fingertips. He’d rope them into looking for Alice if his stupor rendered him unable.

Christ, she hated the three of them. With their sneers and their leers and their handsy moves. Hated Dyson even more now, as she remembered how he’d laughed at her when she told him she never wanted to be left alone with-

The wolf howled again, nearer now. Its long note pierced the wind. Alice turned toward the sound and saw the patterns the leaves made across the way. Two silver pinpricks hovered low to the ground. Lightning bugs, Alice assumed, but their glow remained still like candle flames in amber, frozen mid-flicker.

A light flooded from the road behind her, and the wolf’s silhouette took shape. Alice saw daggered fangs sprout from its hungry grimace as headlights swam through the trees. Then the animal turned to run into the dense growth on the other side of the clearing.

Alice waited until the car’s engine became a distant murmur. Border Patrol, she thought. Likely looking to catch anyone hiking in the opposite direction. She’d have to be careful to avoid being seen.

She continued through the field, listening for any sign of the wolf’s return. Instead, she came to an overturned stump and hoisted herself over, taking care not to trip on the root.

The night became quiet. In the distance, in the near, the trees stood still.

Alice didn’t see the bear trap. She heard the spring release as her heel triggered its rusted plate and understood the grinding snap as its serrated edge crushed her ankle, tearing into her flesh and collapsing her bone in two. Weight bore above her foot, and she screamed, falling backward against the tree trunk.

She gripped her leg below her knee as she thrashed on the woodland floor, but she couldn’t move further: trapped by the jaws now grinding through her sinew. She screamed again as their teeth gnawed open her shin with the bite of a vacuous grin. Her cracked bone reddened by muscle exposed to bleed crimson over the rusted metal.

She began to scream a third time, but fell unconscious before her breath escaped her.

Above her broken leg, the wolf’s eyes glowed silver.
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Alice became aware of the pain first, an impossible grip flattening her limb, its fingers crawling up her thigh and curling around her waist like spiked tentacles. However, something else had roused her- a slow patter of circling footsteps. The snap of a twig brought her fully awake.

She tried to sit, but her exhausted legs refused her. Instead, she placed her hands against the roots behind her and pushed herself upright. Next, she rubbed her eyes again and let her vision become accustomed to the still-dark morning.

She saw the outline of the collapsed trap against her ankle. Two iron semi-circles thrust upwards in a short, thin V, her foot wedged between them.

Alice reached down and felt inside. The left jaw gripped the back of her calf, pinching her muscle in a gap between two dull teeth. The bear trap was old, she realized, because on this side, where it caught her, the center point was missing, perhaps rusted off after decades of weather and neglect. Otherwise, its tip would be buried in her flesh. But she needed to inspect the other side, so she tilted her knee, bringing the right-hand jaw closer to her. The trap weighed against her wound, digging deeper.

She whined, hitting her open palms against the ground to steady herself. A wave of nausea rose from her stomach, and she thought she would faint again, so she brought her lips to an “oh” through which she forced her breath. Then she sat until her sweat broke across her back, her hyperventilation subsided, and her agony thinned.

Next, she felt at her wound. A crack of bone jutted outward above an iron ridge. Was this her tibia, her fibula? She tried to remember some ancient lesson (the toe bone’s connected to the foot bone, the foot bone’s connected to the ankle bone), but she’d never paid much attention in school, on the rare days she’d bothered attending. Not that it mattered, she was bleeding either way.

She reached lower and felt at her heel, and then her arch. Both were sticky, and her foot had swollen under the trap’s pressure. Then she realized she couldn’t feel her toes, so she tried to move them, her largest first.

A spike of pain needled into her ankle, and she beat her fist against the ground once again.

I won’t be repeating that, she thought.

Then Alice remembered the wolf. At least, she believed she’d seen one. After all, she’d witnessed the passing car’s beam reflected in its pupils, heard its howl graze the grass beneath her.

Now she became uncertain. Alice pricked her ears and tilted her head toward the distant trees, unable to hear anything other than the wind in the leaves and her pulse striking fast against her eardrums. Nor could she detect any movement beyond her limited view. But wolves could see in the dark, couldn’t they? She knew this from a nature show. Or maybe Dyson had told her, she couldn’t recall. Dyson was a hunter, too. When her brother stalked the acres outside their home, he hung low and distant so as not to scare away his prey. A hungry predator would do the same.

Something else she remembered then, as she noticed her blood’s acidic scent rising from her wound to meet her: wolves had a particularly keen sense of smell.

I need to get out of here, and soon, Alice thought. She wrestled her rucksack from her shoulders (taking care not to jostle her foot accidentally), and wondered: why is it still dark? She didn’t believe she’d been unconscious long, but surely the sun should have risen by now. Instead, the horizon hung like soot behind the branches, the moon a crescent chalk line struck on a charcoal sky.

Alice placed the rucksack beside her and collected her cellphone from its clip. She lacked reception, she saw, her device too old to SOS via satellite. Not that she’d have readily signaled for such. At least, not yet, because explaining her backpacked presence on marked land this close to a known illegal Canadian crossing posed questions she couldn’t answer in her injured fatigue.

Nor would her phone reveal the time, as four square zeros blinked on and off in the center of the screen. Did I damage it when I fell? she thought. Its flashlight remained intact, she realized, so she cast her torch into the woodland depths and looked around. Ahead of her, plant life grew from uneven ground stitched together by roots sewn into the trees. But she needed to inspect her ankle now she could see, to know how badly she’d been bleeding.

Her dumb brick of pain throbbed in its metal cocoon. Fluid leaked from the gash and pooled into the grass below her, but she hadn’t cut an artery, and she hadn’t lost enough to compel another faint. Enough to rouse the senses of an angry predator, for sure.

So what do I have to work with? she thought, placing her phone beside her so its light beamed upward. Then she tipped her rucksack her way and pulled its drawstring clean from its hoop. Stretching this wide between her fingers, she found its elasticity quickly spent.

Couldn’t hurt as a tourniquet, she thought, wrapping the string above her knee, once, twice, pulling it tight as she worked. But on the third loop, the string snapped, sending a ripple of movement downward that jolted her leg to the end.

She cried out and threw the string away.

What else do I have? she wondered. This adrenaline spike wouldn’t last forever, and when it faded, shadows would swim upward to drag her down into their pit. Tipping her bag onto the ground beside her, she saw a few practical remnants of the life she had fled. A change of clothes: jeans, underwear (including a couple of pairs of period panties, not that she’d likely need these for another few months), and a flannel shirt. A half-empty thermos flask, mosquito repellent, and a spare pair of shoes (because the shin bone’s connected to the ankle bone, came an intrusion).  But something else lay at the bottom of the bag now, having worked its way down through her haphazard, panicked packing. Dyson’s switch knife tumbled outward and fell to the ground by her leg.

She collected it and unfolded the blade, taking care to point the edge away from her. Moonlight glistened against the black metal, and as she tilted the handle, the knife’s length warped and grew.

An animal panted nearby. Alice looked past her treasure into the shade beyond her and saw her unwelcome visitor take shape. Silver eyes watched her, revealing a feral intent.

She picked up her cellphone and cast the torch outward.

The wolf stood glaring at her, its head hung low on stooped shoulders that grew from jet-black fur. Its upper lip curled high above wet fangs that rose and fell as the animal breathed. One front paw stood planted before the other, caught in a cautious mid-step, a bare fifteen feet away.

Alice raised the knife toward it.

“See this?” she cried, pointing the blade toward the wolf. “Come anywhere near me and I’ll open you up.”

The wolf lowered its head further and growled. A long, low roar drifted through the woodland. Somewhere nearby, a bird flew in response to the intention, its wings striking out against the leaves.

“I will!” shouted Alice.

Seconds ticked by, unmeasured by the seemingly endless twilight. Then the wolf’s expression changed, its head rising, its grimace receding. It sat on the dirt and watched her. It didn’t move.

Alice looked around for some weapon of opportunity, some fallen branch or rock she could throw to scare her prowler away. She found nothing she could reach.

And even if I did, she thought, what would happen if I hit it? Would it flee, or would I provoke it? And if it ran, what’s stopping it from returning with its pack, later?

She looked down at her trapped foot.

Would I still be here when it did?

Then she looked back up at the wolf.

“You’ll stay there if you know what’s good for you,” Alice called.

The wolf waited.

Alice turned her attention back to the trap. Below her dented anatomy, her foot swelled out from her sneaker like a football, bulging against her shoelaces. Why hadn’t she worn her boots? Her ankle might still have broken, but at least the tough leather collar would have blocked the metal from embedding itself in her shin.

To hell with it, she thought. Reaching forward, she gripped a jaw in each hand and tried to pry them free. The mechanism stuck fast, and her arms shook at her elbows, sending painful vibrations through her leg.

Alice felt woozy. Her head swam. She bit the inside of her cheek and let the dizzy spell recede. Then she let the contraption go.

“What else do I have here, wolf?” she asked the animal, who now lay on the ground, its ears alert. Had the wolf moved? Alice wondered if it seemed closer now.

She told herself to ignore it, concentrate on the trap, and think. Then she lowered her phone to inspect the bottom where the jaws met in the middle. On one side, a chain led to a hook near the pressure plate. On the other, a foot-long metal strip jutted outwards and affixed the device to the earth.

Except that’s not what that’s for, Alice realized. Because the iron curved underneath itself and fed back into the mechanism. A gap large enough to fit her fist separated the two lengths. Where the upper piece met the jaws, a hoop enclosed everything together. She’d discovered the release mechanism. All she needed to do was push down against this lever. The circle would lower, and the crush would release.

Or at least, allow her to pry apart the teeth.

She pushed down with her palm. The metal wouldn’t give, remaining rigid after years of rust and rainfall. She used her weight, but it remained stubborn and refused her.

Alice leaned back. Christ, her ankle hurt. Wave after wave of tidal weight pinning her in place. She slapped her hands against the ground, found her flannel shirt beside her, and gripped it for relief.

The shirt, she thought. If she could tie this around the metal strips, she could apply pressure and flatten them together.

Taking the knife, Alice cut the shirt’s arm free from the rest. She inspected the length, discovering two feet’s worth of material. She could do worse than a length of flannel for a makeshift rope. Next, she dug at the dirt with her finger until she made space beneath the bottom lever. Through this, she fed the material and held the ends together around both parts of the release.

This would work. But even if Alice twisted the cloth, she lacked the purchase and the strength to reset the mechanism. She needed a branch to wind the spring.

Once again, she looked around her. There was little here: grass, moss, the tree stump to her back, and the wolf in front of her.

That wolf had almost certainly moved closer, she saw. It sat and watched her; its head cocked to the side like a domesticated pet.

“You stay there,” Alice said.

She reached behind her, sliding her hands around the base of the trunk. Something solid brushed against her fingertips, and she snatched it away. She’d found her branch. Long enough to rotate her rope, thick enough to withstand the trap’s resistance.

“Play fetch?” she asked. The wolf opened its mouth and panted, as if in playful expectation. “Perhaps not.”

Alice tied the ends of her rope together above the metal. She placed the branch in her new loop and twisted it. As she worked, the child’s refrain crept into her mind again, its lines progressing with every turn.

“The leg bone connected to the knee bone,” sang Alice as she spun the wood, “the knee bone connected to the nerve bone.”

Twist.

“Nerve bone connected to the shin bone.”

Twist.

The plates squeezed together. Their hoop ground against the jaws. Alice felt the weight on her ankle lighten. She made to turn the branch again.

“I wouldn’t,” came a voice. Alice looked up at her wolf and saw it nearer still. Had it spoken to her just now?

Never mind, you’re almost free, she thought, and twisted.

The cloth tore, unraveling her effort. There was a snap as the spring slid back into place and the jaws clamped closed around her bone again.

Alice fainted.
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“Let’s talk, you and I.”

Rain fell in black streaks through the leaves. Her senses coalesced, and she realized she’d become wet.

So too, had the wolf. The animal stood beside her, peering down at her broken figure. Water ran from its saturated coat, puddling on the ground below its belly.

“I’m cold,” said Alice.

“You have no fur,” replied the wolf. Dyson’s weapon glistened between its teeth. The wolf turned its head to the side and pointed the knife toward her injury.

“What are you doing here? In these woods?” it asked her.

Alice pointed along the path she’d sought, toward the arbitrary line where Canada met its neighbor. Then she let her hand fall. Even if she crossed the border unseen, then what? Where could she have gone? What would she have done when there? Her plan had been a desperate naivety since conception.

Still, no more absurd than a talking wolf.

“Where is here?” Alice asked. Her voice sounded low and distant, as if someone had recorded her words and played them back at half the speed. “Why’s it still dark? It’s tomorrow. It must be.”

Her head fell forward as she spoke, and she drifted.

“If you sleep again, you’ll die,” said the wolf.

“You’re going to eat me anyway,” replied Alice.

“I’m undecided.”

“Why? You’re wild. Isn’t that what wild wolves do?” Alice asked.

“Ordinarily. I might still,” came the reply. Then the animal lowered until sitting, leaned forward, and gestured its snout toward her midriff. “You have a secret in your belly. I smelled it in your blood. I tasted it when you fainted.”

“It’s no secret. Not anymore,” said Alice.

“Is that why you’re here?” came the reply.

“Can you help me, Wolf?”

The wolf dropped the knife onto the ground between them.

“What will you offer me if I do?”
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The rain stopped falling. In her weakness, Alice couldn’t cut the flannel’s remaining arm free, so she wrapped the length around her wrist and let the wolf grip the rest between its teeth. Together, they tore the shirt in two.

Alice tied another loop around the trap’s release. Then she slid the branch through like a splint securing a sling.

The wolf
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