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CHAPTER ONE

The Stranger on the Trail

The body of the elk had been dead for three days.

Mara Voss crouched beside it in the blue pre-dawn light, one knee in the damp Oregon soil, reading the kill the way her mother had taught her to read sentences — not for what was written, but for what was left out. The carcass lay in a clearing off the Ridgeback Trail, forty meters from the nearest path marker, half-hidden beneath a stand of old Douglas fir. Something had dragged it here. Something large and deliberate.

She pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves and leaned closer. The hide over the elk's shoulder was torn clean — not the jagged rip of a cougar or the scattered marks of a bear, but a single, long puncture pattern. Three pairs. Deep and evenly spaced.

Mara sat back on her heels and let out a slow breath.

She'd been guiding trails in the Cascade foothills for six years. She had a working knowledge of every apex predator in the region, every track pattern, every territorial marker she was likely to encounter between Ridgeback Summit and the lower river flats. This was none of those things.

She photographed the site with her phone — six angles, one close on the wound pattern — then stood, stripped the gloves, and tucked them in the chest pocket of her fleece. The sky above the fir canopy was the color of pewter turning slowly gold. In two hours, she'd have the first group of the season on the trail behind her: a corporate team-building retreat, eight people, none of them experienced hikers. She'd reroute them off the Ridgeback loop and onto the river flat instead. No point alarming anyone.

She was halfway back to the trail when she heard the sound.

Not a footfall. Not the snap of a branch. Something lower and more ambient, the way sound changed when a large body displaced air nearby. Mara stopped walking. She had spent enough years alone on these trails to know that standing still was usually wrong — movement was information, and whatever was watching her would see that she'd noticed.

She kept walking.

The sound followed her. She adjusted her route casually, stepping off the secondary path and looping back through a stand of young hemlocks, then cutting across a rocky ridge shelf and doubling south. Standard evasion. The kind of route a hiker might take by accident but that would expose a tail within a hundred meters.

He stepped out of the trees ahead of her.

He was tall — well over six feet, broad through the shoulders, dressed in dark clothing that was wrong for a hiker and right for someone who didn't want to be seen. He had close-cropped dark hair and a face that looked like it had been arranged for authority rather than warmth: strong jaw, straight nose, eyes that caught the early light and reflected nothing back. He stood on the ridge shelf with his hands in his jacket pockets, watching her approach with the particular stillness of a man who was used to being the most dangerous thing in any given space.

Mara stopped six feet from him.

"You're not a hiker," she said.

"No," he agreed.

"This is a managed trail system. You need a permit to be in this sector before six a.m."

"I have a permit."

"Then you know the staging area is half a kilometer south."

He looked at her with those flat, unreadable eyes. Something in the quality of his attention made the skin on the back of her neck prickle — not fear exactly, more like the feeling she got during electrical storms, when the air pressure changed and every nerve in her body said: pay attention.

"Mara Voss," he said. Not a question.

She felt the prickle sharpen into something colder. "You have me at a disadvantage."

"My name is Caelum Ashford." He paused, as if the name should mean something to her. When her expression didn't shift, he said, "I work with the Cascade Wildlife Authority. We've been monitoring unusual predator activity in this sector for the past two weeks."

"The elk," she said.

Something moved behind his eyes — a fractional surprise, quickly controlled. "You've seen it."

"Twenty minutes ago. Three sets of puncture wounds over the left shoulder, single strike, significant force." She tilted her head. "I've never seen a bite pattern like that in this range."

He was quiet for a moment. He had a very deliberate quality about him, she noticed — each pause felt considered, not hesitant. Like a man choosing his words the way a surgeon chose instruments.

"The CWA is going to ask trail management to close the Ridgeback sector for the next ten days," he said finally. "As a precaution."

"That'll be a problem for Ridgeback Outdoor's spring schedule."

"That's why I came to talk to you directly."

She studied him. The Cascade Wildlife Authority was a real organization — she'd had interactions with them before, permit reviews and predator incident reports. But something about this man didn't fit the profile of a wildlife officer. They came in with clipboards and careful language. They deferred to trail management and asked permission before they walked off-path. This man had been in the trees before dawn, watching her move, and he'd known her name before she said it.

"How do you know who I am?" she asked.

"You've filed three predator incident reports with the CWA in the past year. Your name is on the permit for this sector." A beat. "You're the best guide in the range."

She didn't say anything to that.

"I'd like to work with you," he said. "As a resource. I may need to access areas of the trail system that require local expertise, and I'm told you know the Ridgeback terrain better than anyone."

"I have a group starting in two hours."

"I know. I'll be in contact after." He reached into his jacket and produced a card — plain white, just a phone number. "Any activity you notice. Any unusual tracks, kills, territorial markers. Call that number."

She took the card because it was easier than not taking it. She looked at it once and looked back up at him. He was already turning, moving back into the trees with a particular efficiency that struck her as less like a man walking and more like a man becoming less visible.

She stood on the ridge shelf alone. The morning light was strengthening, pouring gold between the firs, and the forest had resumed its ordinary sounds — a varied thrush calling somewhere to the north, the distant percussion of a woodpecker. Everything normal. Everything as it should be.

She looked at the card in her hand.

She'd lived alone in these mountains for six years and she was very good at reading the things that were out of place. Caelum Ashford was out of place in ways she couldn't yet name, and that bothered her in a deep, physical way she hadn't felt in a long time — a kind of full-body alertness, like standing at the edge of a drop in low light, knowing the ground was there but not being able to see it.

She put the card in her pocket and went to meet her group.


The corporate group was exactly what she'd expected: eight people in expensive new gear, half of them already complaining about the 6 a.m. start time and the other half taking photographs of themselves against the tree
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