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            Introduction:
 
Most mysteries don't expect to be solved by three siblings.
But most mysteries haven't met Shaun, Jim, and Bree.
Shaun is the oldest at twenty. He's easygoing, practical, and usually the first to suggest there's a normal explanation for anything strange. If someone reports glowing eyes in the woods, Shaun will probably check for foxes, flashlights, or someone playing a prank before believing anything unusual. Still, while he may be skeptical, he's also calm under pressure—which turns out to be a very useful quality when things get weird.
Jim, who is sixteen, sees the world very differently. He's convinced that strange things really do exist and that the world is full of hidden mysteries waiting to be discovered. Curious, optimistic, and always ready for an adventure, Jim is usually the first one running toward the mystery while everyone else is still deciding if it's a good idea.
Then there's Bree.
Bree is Jim's identical twin, though she likes to remind everyone that being identical doesn't mean they think alike. Bree is independent, quick-witted, and almost always ready with a joke—especially if it's at one of her brothers' expense. While Jim is eager to believe every strange story he hears, Bree prefers to figure things out her own way. She's brave, clever, and often the first to notice details the others miss.
Together, the three of them make an unlikely team: a skeptic, a believer, and someone who enjoys teasing both of them while helping solve the mystery.
Their adventures began completely by accident when they stumbled into their first investigation—a very unusual creature that nobody else seemed to believe existed. Solving that mystery brought them to the attention of a man who takes unusual events very seriously.
His name is Steve Kendrick.
Mr. Kendrick is a wealthy businessman and the head of the Kendrick Financial Group. While most people know him for his business empire, he also has a private interest in strange and unexplained happenings around the world. After hearing about the siblings' first adventure, he decided they might be exactly the kind of people he needs.
So whenever a mystery appears that doesn't quite make sense—a strange creature, an impossible sighting, or something nobody else can explain—Mr. Kendrick sometimes sends for Shaun, Jim, and Bree.
Of course, they don't solve these mysteries alone.
Dr. Louise Bennet works in a special science laboratory funded by the Kendrick Financial Group. She studies unusual samples, analyzes evidence, and helps the team understand the scientific side of whatever mystery they're facing.
And when an investigation needs official information, case files, or a little help from the police, Detective Ben Richards is often willing to quietly lend a hand—especially when a case gets strange enough that normal explanations stop making sense.
Together, this unusual group investigates mysteries that most people would rather ignore.
Some of the stories turn out to have perfectly ordinary explanations.
Others… don't.
Either way, when something strange appears somewhere in the world, there's a good chance three siblings—and a few helpful friends—won't be far behind.
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Chapter One: Three Siblings and a Tent
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The car died twice on the way up the mountain, and both times Shaun got out, lifted the hood, and stared at the engine with the focused expression of a man who understood exactly what he was looking at. Jim sat in the passenger seat watching him and suspected, based on considerable evidence accumulated over years of brotherhood, that Shaun understood nothing at all but was constitutionally incapable of admitting it.

“Is it dead?” Bree called from the back seat, not looking up from the magazine she’d produced from somewhere around mile forty, when the radio signal had begun to crumble.

“It’s fine,” Shaun said, from outside the car.

“You said that the first time.”

“And I was right the first time.”

“The car stopped.”

“And then it started again. I was right.”

Jim watched a hawk turn lazy circles above the tree line and wrote hawk in his notebook, then crossed it out because he wasn’t sure what he’d do with that later. Bree reached over the back of his seat and helped herself to the last of the gas station coffee they’d bought in Medford, despite the fact that it was technically his and she had her own. He let it go. There were battles worth fighting on a road trip with his twin sister and none of them involved coffee.

Shaun got back in. The engine turned over with a sound like an old man getting out of a low chair, and they pulled back onto the highway.

“I’ve been thinking,” Jim said.

“Oh no,” said Bree.

“About the region we’re heading into.”

“Jim.”

“Did you know that the area around the Cascade Range has one of the highest concentrations of reported Bigfoot sightings in North America? Like, per square mile, it’s—”

“Jim.”

“—statistically significant, if you take the dataset seriously, which I think we should at least consider doing on the grounds that—”

“James Arthur Calloway,” Bree said, in the voice she reserved for moments of particular sisterly authority, “if you say the word Bigfoot one more time before we’ve even put the tent up, I am going to throw your notebook out the window.”

“You’d have to open the window first.”

“I will open the window.”

Jim considered her in the rearview mirror. She had their mother’s dark eyes and their father’s stubborn jaw and she was absolutely going to open the window.

“I’m just saying,” he said, more quietly, “that it’s interesting.”

“Everything is interesting to you. That’s your whole thing.”

“Is that a criticism?”

“It’s an observation.”

Shaun said nothing. He had the particular silence of an eldest sibling who had learned, through long experience, that the path of least resistance ran directly through the middle of his brother and sister’s arguments without stopping.

They reached the campsite at half past four, which Shaun announced was perfect timing in the tone of a man who had been quietly worried about their timing for the last two hours. It was a Forest Service site — a clearing in the Douglas firs with a fire ring already there, a wooden bear box for food storage, and the particular holy quiet of a place that had almost no cell signal and absolutely no neighbours. The nearest other campsite was half a mile up the trail. The road they’d bumped down to get here had been optimistically described on the map as a forest access track, which in practical terms had meant seventeen minutes of Shaun leaning forward over the steering wheel like he could steer better if he got closer to the windshield.

“Okay,” Bree said, stepping out of the car and looking around. “Fine. I’ll allow it.”

This was high praise.

The light came through the firs in long cathedral columns, and the air was the kind of cool that didn’t feel cold — the kind that felt clean, like the world had been rinsed. Late August up here had a particular quality to it, a sharpness, like the year was beginning to think about turning. The undergrowth along the tree line was still thick and green but starting to bronze at the edges. Somewhere not far off, water was moving. Jim stood with his hands in his jacket pockets and looked up through the canopy and felt the complicated happiness of being somewhere that didn’t have WiFi.

Shaun was already unloading the car with the systematic efficiency of someone who had read the same camping guides enough times that they’d become reflex. He had a system, as he had a system for most things, and it was a good system, and the way to have a peaceful trip was to let him execute it without commentary. Jim knew this. Bree apparently needed to relearn it each time.

“Should the tent go there or—”

“There’s good,” Shaun said, pointing at the flat ground near the fire ring without looking up from the tarp he was laying out.

“I was thinking maybe more toward the—”

“Bree.”

“I’m just saying it might be nicer—”

“The ground slopes that way. Slight incline. You’ll roll.”

Bree looked at the ground. It appeared, to any reasonable assessment, to be perfectly flat. Jim had learned that Shaun could detect slopes that were invisible to the untrained eye, and that he was always right about them, and that pointing this out to Bree would not help anyone.

He wandered toward the tree line instead.

There was a birch at the edge of the clearing, which was unusual — birches were lower-elevation trees, mostly, and this one had the slightly defiant look of a thing that had ended up somewhere it wasn’t quite supposed to be. Jim stood next to it and looked into the forest beyond. The firs went back a long way, thick-trunked and dark between, the ground beneath them carpeted in needles and the occasional burst of sword fern. The light didn’t penetrate far. It wasn’t darkness exactly — it was a kind of deep green shade that swallowed distance, made it hard to say where seeing ended and guessing began.

He wrote forest — depth, not dark in his notebook, and then wrote birch (wrong elevation?), and then stood there a little longer than was strictly necessary.

“Jim!” Shaun called. “Tent.”

Jim went back to help with the tent.

They had the camp set up by six — tent, tarp awning, camp chairs arranged around the fire ring, food bag hung from the bear box — and Shaun had the fire going by six-fifteen, which Jim noted with private admiration. Shaun made fire the way other people breathed, which was to say he did it without appearing to think about it, and it caught the first time, and within twenty minutes it had become a proper fire, the kind that warranted sitting down next to.

Bree had connected her portable speaker to her phone via Bluetooth in the last few minutes of signal they’d had on the way up, cueing up a playlist in advance with the pragmatic foresight of a woman who had learned from experience. It played at a volume that felt right for the clearing — present without being intrusive, something with guitar and a voice that suited the early evening light.

Jim had the camping chairs positioned to his satisfaction and his copy of Unexplained America balanced on his knee, though he wasn’t quite reading it. He was doing the thing he always did in new places, which was sitting with it a little while — letting the scale of the trees and the sound of the water somewhere in the middle distance and the smell of the fire settle into him.

“This is good,” Bree said. She had her legs over the arm of her chair, eating a handful of trail mix with the satisfied look of someone who had decided to grant nature her approval. “I’ll admit. This is actually good.”

“You always say that,” Shaun said.

“I always arrive at it. That’s different.” She shook the bag of trail mix. “I don’t know why I keep buying the kind with the papaya chunks. I always eat around them.”

“Then stop buying the kind with the papaya chunks.”

“But I might want them. That’s the thing. I never know in advance.”

Jim was looking at the tree line again.

“There have been,” he said, in the tone of a man who had been waiting for a natural opening in the conversation and had decided to manufacture one, “forty-seven documented Bigfoot sightings within fifty miles of this location.”

Bree put a papaya chunk back in the bag. “How long have you been holding that in?”

“Since Medford, roughly.”

“You wrote it in your notebook, didn’t you.”

“I may have noted it down, yes.”

Shaun poked the fire. The gesture conveyed a very specific elder-sibling sentiment that didn’t require words, which was roughly: I can hear you both and I am choosing not to participate yet.

“Forty-seven,” Jim said. “And that’s just the ones filed with the BFRO — the Bigfoot Field Researchers Organisation. The actual number of reported sightings in the region is much higher, if you include informal accounts, local newspaper reports, Indigenous oral histories that describe—”

“Jim,” Shaun said, without looking up from the fire, “there are a lot of trees out there.”

“Yes.”

“And there are a lot of people with overactive imaginations.”

“Statistically, some of the witnesses are—”

“Big trees. Dark forest. People who want to see something and see it.” Shaun sat back in his camp chair and accepted the beer Bree produced from the cooler bag with the smooth ease of people who had shared space long enough to develop small economies between them. “Occam’s razor.”

“Occam’s razor doesn’t explain the footprint casts. The morphology of the dermal ridges on some of the casts has been examined by forensic experts who—”

“Dermal ridges,” Bree said. She had put her legs down and was looking at Jim with the expression she got when something had captured her despite her best efforts. She was easier to hook than she liked to admit. “That’s the fingerprint thing?”

“Fingerprint thing, yes, essentially — except on the foot. The cast impressions show ridge patterns that are consistent with a primate foot of significant size, but the patterns themselves are distinct from human feet and don’t match any known—”

“Nope.” She held up a hand. “No. I was almost interested and then you said consistent with a primate and I snapped back to reality.” She reached into the cool bag for her own drink. “I will believe in Bigfoot,” she said, with the gravity of someone announcing a formal policy, “when Bigfoot personally brings me a hot chocolate.”

“That’s your bar? Hot chocolate?”

“It’s cold up here at night. The bar is contextual.”

Jim looked at his book cover. A blurred photograph of trees. Something dark between them that might have been anything.

“The thing is,” he said, “that the witnesses aren’t, statistically speaking, credulous people. A significant portion of the documented cases involve hikers, forestry workers, hunters — people with substantial outdoor experience who would be very unlikely to mistake a bear or a—”

“Jim.” Shaun’s voice was gentle, the way it got when he wasn’t dismissing you so much as declining to go where you were pointing. “Eat something. Look at the fire. We’re in a beautiful place.”

Jim looked at the fire. It was a beautiful fire. Shaun made good fires.

“I’m just saying it’s interesting,” he said.

“I know you are,” Shaun said. “That’s your whole thing.”

Jim looked at Bree. She shrugged, performing innocence. He’d given her that line six hours ago and she’d already handed it to someone else. He felt, as he often did with the two of them, like the younger sibling even though he had forty minutes on Bree and technically occupied the same generational position as both of them relative to Shaun.

He ate something. He looked at the fire. The sun dropped behind the ridge and the clearing went from gold to blue in the way it did in places where there was no artificial light to slow the transition, and Bree turned the music down a little without being asked, which was how you knew she was happy — she only turned the music down when she was happy enough that she wanted to hear the quiet underneath it.

They went to bed at ten, which was later than Shaun had suggested and earlier than Bree had argued for, which meant the outcome was roughly democratic. The fire was doused properly — Shaun poured water on it and stirred the ash and poured water again and said leave no trace in the way he said things that weren’t quite directed at anyone in particular, which meant he was saying them to himself as much as anything, a quiet recitation of values.

Jim was last into the tent. He stood for a moment outside it, looking up.

The stars up here were the kind of stars that felt almost aggressive — too many and too bright, the Milky Way not a suggestion but a fact, a wash of cold light that turned the sky from black to something closer to a very dark blue. The firs made a ragged edge against it. The air had dropped in temperature and carried the water smell more strongly now, clean and mineral. Somewhere out in the forest, something moved — a small sound, a branch giving slightly, the quiet adjustment of a living world settling into its nighttime version of itself.

Jim listened to it for a long moment.

Then he got into the tent.

The tent held the three of them in the familiar geometry of old habit — Shaun on the left, closest to the door and the zip, because he was the one who’d get up if something needed getting up for; Bree in the middle, which she’d claimed on the grounds that she ran cold and they were the warmest option on either side; Jim on the right, his sleeping bag slightly unzipped because he’d always slept warm, his notebook and one of his three torches placed at the head of his mat with the care of things he might need.

Bree fell asleep quickly, the way she always did, the way Jim had always envied. Her breathing slowed and evened out within five minutes of the light going off. On his left, he heard Shaun shift once, twice, and then stillness.

Jim lay on his back and looked at the tent ceiling.

The nylon was a pale olive green, dark in the absence of light, and through it came the faint blue suggestion of the stars. The tent fabric moved slightly — the faintest breath of a breeze, barely enough to rustle it. From outside came the forest sounds: the creek, distant enough that it was a texture rather than a sound; something in the undergrowth, small, busy, indifferent to them. An owl, far off, asking its one repeated question.

Vast, he thought. That was the word for it. Not frightening. Not hostile. Just vast — the trees going back miles in every direction, the mountain rising above the tree line, the sky above that opening out in every direction into a darkness so large it had stopped being darkness and become something else. Something he didn’t have a word for. A scale that made campfires and tent zips and portable speakers feel like the most human things in the world, small and warm and brief and real.

He thought about the forty-seven documented sightings.

He thought about the forensic anthropologist who had written the paper on the dermal ridges — the careful language of it, consistent with but not identical to, the way the academic hedging couldn’t quite flatten the excitement underneath. He’d read that paper four times.

He thought about the thing that kept nagging at him, which wasn’t the blurred photographs or the disputed footprint casts but the consistency — the way the descriptions matched across decades and geography and the total absence of any reason for all these separate, unconnected people to agree on the details they agreed on. The height. The proportion of the limbs. The way it moved. The smell, which was the detail nobody ever talked about in the pop-culture versions but which showed up in the accounts over and over: like something wet and animal and wrong, one witness had written, and Jim had written that phrase in his notebook because it had the specific texture of a true thing, a real-memory thing, not a story.

Bree breathed beside him, soft and regular.

The forest settled.

Something — a branch somewhere, or the wind shifting in the upper canopy — made a sound that was not quite like the other sounds, a sound that was bigger than the others without being loud, and Jim felt his attention narrow to a point the way it did sometimes with a sentence he was trying to get right, the feeling of something just at the edge of reach.

The sound didn’t repeat. The forest resumed its quiet catalogue of small, ordinary movements.

But Jim lay there in his sleeping bag with his eyes open and his heart doing something steady and certain in his chest, and he thought about the trees going back for miles on every side of them, the sheer enormous depth of it all, and he thought about how little of it anyone had ever really seen, really looked at, really accounted for —

And he was absolutely, completely certain.

Not afraid. Not anxious. Just certain, with the clean quiet certainty of a conviction that had been building for years and had found, finally, in this particular darkness, the exact right conditions to become something solid.

Something incredible was out there.

He was sure of it.

He closed his notebook.

He did not, for a long time, close his eyes.
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Chapter Two: The Sound
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Bree woke at 2:17am for no reason she could name.

This was the part that bothered her later, when she tried to reconstruct it — the absence of a cause. There had been no bang, no shift in the tent, no elbow from Jim or Shaun encroaching on her side. One moment she was asleep, deep in the formless dark of a sleep that had been going well, and the next she was completely awake, with the particular clean-edged alertness of a power switch rather than a dimmer dial. Present. Eyes open. Staring at the tent ceiling.

She lay still for a moment, trying to locate the reason.

The forest was quiet.

That was the thing, and it took her a few seconds to understand it, because the forest had been quiet before — but it had been a full quiet, a busy quiet, the kind of quiet that was actually made up of dozens of small continuous sounds layered over each other until they became a texture rather than a silence. The creek. The wind in the upper canopy. The small unnamed movements of small unnamed things going about their small unnamed business in the undergrowth.

That quiet was gone.

In its place was something that occupied the same frequency but felt different in her chest — the way a room feels different when you walk in and realise someone else has just left it. Not empty. Expectant.

Bree sat up.

Shaun was breathing on her left, deep and even. Jim was on her right, one arm thrown over his face, his notebook sitting neatly at his head like a bedside table. The tent was very dark and very cold, and the sleeping bag she was sitting up out of was warm, and she understood with the irrational clarity of 2am reasoning that she would very much like to lie back down into it and go back to sleep and not be awake in this particular quality of silence.

She stayed sitting up.

She didn’t know what she was listening for. She didn’t know that she was listening for anything, exactly. It was more that she had been moved into a state of listening by something she hadn’t consciously processed yet, something that had arrived in the seconds before she woke — the tail end of a sound, maybe, too distant or too strange for her sleeping brain to name but present enough to trip the wire.

Then she heard it.

Movement. Through the undergrowth, off to the right of the tent, somewhere beyond the tree line — not close, but not far. Thirty metres, maybe. Maybe a little more.

She’d heard deer before. She’d grown up going to her uncle’s place in Vermont and she knew the sound of deer — the delicate, almost apologetic scatter of hooves, the way they moved in short tentative bursts with pauses between, every step a question. She’d heard foxes, the quick light rustle of them. She’d heard raccoons getting into garbage.

This was not any of those things.

This was heavy. Each movement carried weight behind it — she could hear the undergrowth not just rustling but bending, branches and ground cover displaced by something with genuine mass, something that pushed through rather than picking between. And it moved with a quality she struggled to find the right word for. Deliberate was the word that came to her in the moment, though later, trying to describe it, she’d say considered, as though whatever it was paused between movements not because it was startled or uncertain but because it was choosing — choosing where to place itself, and when.

She was sitting absolutely still.

The movement stopped.

Ten seconds. Fifteen. Long enough that she began to construct explanations — a bear, obviously a bear, the undergrowth here was bear country and the bear boxes on the campsite existed for a reason — and the explanations almost worked, and then the sound came.

It started low, below the range where sound becomes feeling, a vibration that she registered in her sternum before her ears fully caught it. Then it rose — not quickly, not like a howl that peaks, but gradually, like a note being drawn out of something by a slow bow, gaining resonance as it went. It was not a howl. It was not a call. It occupied some register between the two that she didn’t have language for, something that had length and weight and a strange internal variation, like a voice but not a voice, like grief would sound if grief were a sound an animal made and not a human one. It went on for what felt like a very long time. Long enough that she counted — four seconds, five, six — before it descended again and stopped, and the silence that followed it was absolute.

Bree reached over and grabbed Jim’s arm.

“Jim.” She said it at a normal volume, which surprised her. She had expected a whisper and it had come out wrong, too loud, but she didn’t correct it. “Jim. Wake up.”

Jim came awake in the same startled way he always had, since they were children — arms first, a half-sit, blinking. “What — is it—”

“Wake up.”

She was already reaching past him to shake Shaun’s shoulder, which required leaning across both of them, which she did without apology. Shaun woke more quietly, more completely, the way people who’d done serious camping woke — present almost immediately, threat-assessment already running.

“Bree.”

“There’s something outside.”

“How close?”

“Thirty metres, maybe. In the trees.”

He was already sitting up. “What kind of something?”

“I don’t know. Something big. And it made a—” She stopped because she didn’t have the words yet, and she was someone who generally had words. “A sound. A really weird sound.”

“Bear,” Shaun said.

“I know what a bear sounds like.”

“Do you though?”

“Shaun.”

Jim had his torch. He’d had it in his hand before anyone had said anything about torches, and Bree registered this with the distant thought that Jim had gone to sleep expecting something and had therefore already been half-ready when it came. He was the only one of them not in a state of catching up.

“How long ago?” he asked. He was pulling on his jacket over his sleeping shirt, moving with a focused economy that she didn’t usually associate with her brother.

“Minute, maybe less. The sound was—” She shook her head. “I’ll try to explain later. It was strange.”

“Describe strange,” Shaun said. He had his own torch, a larger one, the kind that was technically a camping lantern but had a setting that worked as a spotlight. He clicked it once, checking the battery.

“Low. Really low at first. Then it rose — like, gradually. And it went on too long. A proper held note. Like it was—” She heard herself saying the next part and felt faintly ridiculous. “Like it was projecting. Like it wanted to be heard.”

The two of them looked at her.

“That’s what it was like,” she said, defensively.

“Bear,” Shaun said again, though with slightly less authority.

“Elk,” he added. “Could be elk. Elk make vocalisations that are—”

“Shaun,” Jim said, in the quiet voice he used when he’d already moved past the part of the conversation the rest of them were still in. “Can we just go look?”

The three of them crouched at the tent entrance in a row, the door half-unzipped, cold air pouring in over their knees.

The clearing was silver-dark. The fire ring was a black circle of ash and the camp chairs were grey shapes and the tree line was a wall, the individual firs resolving out of the dark only where the torch beams found them, thirty feet of lit trunk and then the canopy swallowing the light. The sky above had clouded since they’d gone to sleep. No stars now. No moon. The kind of dark that existed only in places that had never needed streetlights, dense and total and entirely indifferent to how it made people feel.

Shaun swept the big torch in a slow arc from left to right.

Tree line. Tree line. The log they’d sat on to eat dinner. The bear box. Tree line.

Nothing.

The silence was holding. Not the settled silence of before, but an active silence, a waiting-room silence. Bree noticed that the creek was audible again — she hadn’t realised it had gone quiet until it came back. The undergrowth along the far edge of the clearing had stopped moving.

Had stopped moving.

Which meant it had been moving.

“There,” she said, and pointed, and both torches swung to follow.

The ferns at the tree line were settling. That was the only word for it — the slow, last movement of vegetation after something has passed through it, the same way grass comes back after you’ve stepped on it, only these were chest-high ferns and the movement of settling was large, a broad section of it coming gradually to rest. Like watching a wave in the ground after the source of it has already gone.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“Something was there,” Bree said.

“Something was definitely there,” Jim said.

Shaun said nothing for three full seconds, which was unlike him. Then: “Wind.”

“There isn’t any wind.”

“There was wind earlier.”

“Shaun.”

“Branches settle for a while after—”

“Shaun. Look at how much of it is moving. That’s not a branch.”

He looked. She could see him looking, could see the angle of his jaw and the stillness of him as he processed the calculation — size, area, duration of movement — and came to a result that he appeared, from the outside, to have some private difficulty accepting.

“Okay,” he said. “Something passed through there.”

“Yes.”

“Something large.”

“Yes.”

“Which is a bear,” he said. “Because there are bears here, and this is exactly the kind of movement pattern that—”

“Can we go out?” Jim said.

“No,” said Shaun.

“Just to the edge of the—”

“Jim.”

“Twenty feet. To the edge of the clearing. We don’t go into the trees.”

Shaun sat with this. Bree watched him run the arithmetic of it — the risk assessment and the reasonable precautions and the question of what the information would actually be worth — and come out somewhere complicated.

“Boots on,” he said. “Jackets. Stay together.”

The ground outside the tent was cold through two pairs of socks and whatever passed for the insole of Jim’s camp shoes, which Bree noted were not the boots Shaun had specified but which she decided not to mention because this was not the moment. The air was sharper than she’d expected, a proper cold that had real intention behind it. She pulled her jacket tighter and followed the two of them toward the tree line with a torch in her hand and the portable speaker still sitting on the camp chair behind her, and thought, distantly, that she was going to have a very good story for her friends and then immediately thought if and then immediately thought don’t.

The ferns had stilled completely by the time they reached the tree line.

Jim swept his torch in slow low arcs, illuminating the base of the firs, the root systems, the needle-carpeted ground between. Shaun had his big torch pointed into the trees, ten metres in, twenty, as far as the light would go, which was not as far as either of them seemed satisfied with. The forest accepted the light and gave nothing back.

“The settling was here,” Bree said, pointing at the ferns. “This section.”

Jim crouched down. He was doing the thing he did with things that interested him, the close-looking thing, moving the torch beam in careful increments as though he was reading a text. Bree stood behind him and watched and tried to steady her breathing.

The ground here was softer than in the clearing — closer to the tree line, the soil was damper, sheltered from sun, the leaf litter breaking down into something dark and yielding. Good ground for footprints, she thought, and then felt the thought move through her with a lurch, and then watched Jim’s torch beam stop moving.

The silence was enormous.

“There,” Jim said.

He said it quietly. He said it the way you said a word when the word had been waiting in the back of your mouth for years and had finally found its occasion.

They crouched around it.

It was a print. There was no other word for it — it was a footprint, pressed into the dark soil at the edge of the tree line, deep enough that the edges were clean and the detail was clear. It was oriented pointing away from them, toward the trees, as though whatever had made it had been standing facing the clearing and then turned and walked in.

Bree looked at it for a long time.

It was a foot shape. Recognisably, undeniably. The heel, broad and deep where the weight had been, the mid-arch, and then the spread of the toes — five of them, she counted them twice — wider and rounder than a human foot but organised the same way, the same essential architecture of a thing that walked upright.

And it was large.

She had a size seven foot. She’d worn Jim’s trainers once, in a moment of shoe emergency, and they were a size ten and they’d been vast and floppy on her. She looked at this print and placed a mental image of a size ten trainer next to it and came up short. Came up significantly short.

Nobody said anything.

Jim was taking photographs. He’d gone silent and methodical in the way he got when something crossed from theory into evidence, and he placed his own hand flat on the ground next to the print for scale and took three more photographs and then retrieved a tape measure from his jacket pocket — which he had apparently packed in his jacket pocket, which Bree filed away to think about later — and stretched it across the length of the impression. He took a photograph of that too.

“Fifteen inches,” he said. Barely above a whisper.

“Jim.” Shaun’s voice was careful.

“The average male human foot is ten-point-five inches. The largest reliably documented human foot in medical literature is fourteen-point-eight. This is—”

“Jim.”

“Fifteen inches. And the width—” He moved the tape measure. “Six and a half across the ball.”

Shaun crouched down.

He looked at the print for a long time. Bree watched him looking at it and watched the particular quality of his looking — the way he was trying, very visibly, to locate a different explanation, to find the angle at which the measurement became less significant. His jaw was set and his torch was very steady and he was doing the engineering of it out loud in his head, she could tell, the way he always did, and arriving somewhere that was making him quiet in a way he didn’t look entirely comfortable with.

“That’s probably just,” he said, and stopped.

They waited.

“A depression in the mud,” he said, with noticeably less confidence than usual.

The words came out and sat between them, and nobody responded for a moment, and Shaun looked at the print again and then looked at the words he’d just said as though evaluating their structural integrity, and appeared to find it wanting.

“A depression,” Bree said.

“Ground can settle in—”

“In the exact shape of a foot.”

“Bree.”

“With five toes, Shaun.”

He was quiet.

“Take a photo,” Jim said, which was directed at nobody in particular but landed on Bree because she was closest to having her phone in her hand.

She took the photo. The torch light was not ideal and the flash was not better but the print was deep enough that the detail survived both, and she looked at the image on her screen — low resolution and a little blown out but real, unmistakably a thing that had happened in the world tonight — and then she took three more from different angles the way Jim was already doing, and when she straightened up she found that she was standing very close to both of her brothers without having chosen to, which was its own kind of information.

“There could
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