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Chapter 1: Strange Encounters

“Oh shoot!” Madison cursed lightly, swerving toward the turn off that had remained camouflaged until precisely three seconds ago. The tiny marker that signaled the exit from the main highway was almost entirely engulfed in scraggly vines and brush. 

“Oh sure. The town lets that grow wild but chops down an entire forest,” she thought dryly. She'd been a restoration specialist for the past three years and in that short amount of time had clearly developed a preference for the type of job she got involved in. When fire, flood or other natural disasters wiped out an ecosystem, Madison was the first to volunteer to venture however far and to whatever ends necessary to restore the system and nurse it back to health. But when years of neglect and abuse have been responsible for the degradation of an ecosystem she found herself hiding at the back of the line. It wasn't that she didn't care about those particular parcels of land or felt them any less worthy of her efforts. But rather, when people have been responsible for ruining something, it was her experience that they seldom got on board with making things right. In fact, they generally tended to fight her every step of the way. 

But despite how much she had tried to hide at the back of the line this time, her boss knew exactly who he wanted for the job. Though, she did wonder if perhaps he felt she had wronged him somehow and this was retribution for the unknown injustice. Regardless of the reason, there she was in Angle Inlet, Minnesota. The town was the northernmost point of the United States—she actually had to drive into Canada to reach the tiny town of no more than one hundred inhabitants. She'd been sent to evaluate the area as a habitat for its native species and to create a detailed plan to rejuvenate the thirty two miles of forest that laid between Angle Inlet and Warroad—the nearest American town.

She'd checked in at the motel in Warroad—the only accommodation in the area—and had made the drive to Angle Inlet early to make sure she had plenty of hours to invest in her evaluation, which would take her back in the direction of her motel by the time she was finished.  Madison came to a stop at the end of a gravelly road, having reached the small community. Stepping out of her vehicle, it seemed that absolutely everyone there had heard her pull up and had come out, or peeked out their windows, to investigate the new arrival. Fortunately, her boss had gotten in contact with someone in the community—a Mr. John Brady—who would be able to get her oriented and started on her evaluation.

It was Mr. Brady, she presumed, who made his way over to her, extending his hand in welcome. Though she noticed no other citizen there ventured out to greet her, nor did they look particularly happy that she was there.

“Good morning, Ms. Wade. I'm John Brady and I'll be happy to help with anything you need while you're here,” he offered cordially.

“It's nice to meet you, John. Please, call me Madison. And thank you for your offer, but I should be alright on my own for now. I'll just grab my equipment and get started.”

She released his hand then, walking around to the trunk of her vehicle and retrieving a carefully packed bag that contained a camera, video camera, soil, water, air and temperature testing equipment and a multitude of notepads for her to keep track along the way.

“Um, could it be you're forgetting something, Madison?” John queried, quickly surveying her trunk.

“I don't think so,” she replied, going over her regular checklist in her head.

“From what I understand, you plan to be investigating on foot. And it isn't a very safe prospect without a weapon. While we don't have a substantial problem with bears, there has always been a fair number of wolves occupying the area,” he cautioned.

“I'm sure I'll be quite alright. I don't generally wander too far on foot. And I'll stop for the day long before dark,” she assured him. 

“I'd feel better if you didn't mind me tagging along.”

“Suit yourself,” she replied, knowing that rejecting his offer was probably futile and not minding the idea of a little company. It was the only part of her job she didn't relish; oftentimes she would spend hours upon hours alone. The few times she worked with others in the restoration field, every member was so involved in their own work that it was just as silent as if she'd been there by herself.

And so the two headed off toward the woods that encircled the small town of Angle Inlet. The forest immediately surrounding the town remained intact, meaning it wasn't until further out that the deforestation had taken place. They must have walked at least twenty minutes through dense trees and brush before signs of any problems became more evident. The heavy brush gave way slowly to an increasingly large number of tree stumps and empty soil. No trees had ever been planted in the place of those that had been cut down, and it was obvious that a substantial number of them had been harvested some time ago—maybe as much as fifty to seventy-five years. Madison wasn't entirely sure what the urgency was now, given that so little of the damage looked like it had been done recently. 

But she still had a job to do, regardless of how long overdue the project was. She started with her camera and then the video camera, recording the area at large and then particular items of note. What struck her as somewhat odd was the entirety of the bleakness of the area, even though natural disaster had never wiped it out. There was very little vegetation, just weeds peppering the forest floor. Even the wildlife seemed to have abandoned any attempt to make a home here, finding nothing but insects. There weren't even any birds flying overhead, crossing the empty expanse. And the vast emptiness that surrounded Madison was the reason why when she glanced up suddenly, the feeling of being watched putting her on alert, she could so easily spot the gray wolf not more than thirty yards away.  

It looked relatively harmless from such a distance, the animal unmoving as it seemed to be sizing her up in the same way she was trying to determine what danger it posed. The two remained frozen for some time—it felt like an eternity to Madison, but it couldn't possibly have been more than a moment or two. Suddenly, it was John who took action, spotting the wolf up ahead and bringing his shotgun to his shoulder almost instantly.

“Don't,” Madison whispered. 

She had no idea why she felt it so vital to spare this animal's life. She didn't relish the idea of an animal dying, but she did, by necessity, understand the need to protect oneself. But somehow it seemed so much worse, as if John had pointed his weapon at another man. And the man's only crime thus far had been walking into the same space of land they occupied. The way the wolf looked at her was not an animal sizing up its prey.

John didn't seem inclined to ignore the potential threat; he didn't pull the trigger but nor did he lower his weapon. 

“The wolf is far enough away. If we head back now it will be fine. We'll keep an eye out as we go,” she told him, bending down slowly to collect her equipment while keeping an eye on the wolf at the same time. 

It took a moment, but John finally nodded, lowering the gun to his side and glancing up at the wolf one more time before turning. He motioned for Madison to take the lead, and she did, presuming that if he had wanted to shoot the animal, he would have done so already. They walked back toward Angle Inlet for a moment before turning back around only to find the wolf hadn't moved an inch, and each moment after that, looking back over their shoulders, the wolf remained just as still. It wasn't long before it was out of sight and both Madison and John breathed a sigh of relief, making their way back to the town more relaxed now that it appeared the threat was gone. Once back, Madison thanked John for his assistance and headed to her car, depositing her equipment back in the trunk.

Chapter 2: Golden Eyes

She drove away soon after, heading back to Warroad to review her findings and create a plan for restoration. She pulled back onto the highway and began to speed away, but something caught her attention from the corner of her eye. There by the side of the road, she was certain it was the exact same wolf she'd spotted earlier. It wasn't alone this time, another wolf was there by its side. Both were large, at least six feet long. She could see now that the gray wolf she had seen earlier was not gray at all, but rather almost metallic silver with a single, deep gray marking across its chest, while the other's coat was a near iridescent alabaster. The silver wolf's golden eyes met hers, and she slowed, captivated by the intense gaze. There was something so human about its eyes, or perhaps it was the way those eyes looked at her, piercing, heated. It looked hungry, but not in the way that necessitated a meal. It looked hungry for something else. 

She forced her eyes back to the road, increasing her speed as she drove past and tried to turn her attention elsewhere. It was disturbing to say the least. She'd encountered animals in her line of work before, but never had one shaken her this way. Madison forced her thoughts onto the task at hand, surveying the deforested site in her mind and attempting to devise a plan to nurse it back to health. Still the
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