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What kind of crazy person moves his 14-year-old son out to the middle of nowhere with no friends, no internet, no cell phone service, and no fast food within miles? My dad—that’s what kind.

PEOPLE SAID HE WAS crazy when he sold our house in the city and brought me out here to Deville Falls. Now I wonder if I’m the crazy one.

I wake up to that sound again. My bedroom window is black with country night—no city lights glowing in. Back home, I would have thought the noise was a truck out on the freeway. But that doesn’t match the noise. This sounds like a sick animal, but one bigger than any I’ve ever heard of or seen on video. It fills my head and vibrates my bones in a sick way.

I sit up in bed and put my feet on the floor, listening. There it is again—the howl. I jump up and open my door, cross the hallway, and push Dad’s bedroom door open. I hear him pulling in a light snore and hissing out the breath. I don’t want to wake him, but I’m kind of freaked out.

I step into his dark room and see his big shape covered by a thin blanket rising and falling over his chest.

“Dad,” I whisper, as if there’s anyone else close enough to disturb. It’s only the two of us here, for miles around.  

At times like this I kind of wish my mom was here. She’d say something that helps. But she died one year, ten months, and six days ago. Dad says it was her dream to move here, but she never mentioned that to me. 

He was going off the rails even before she passed on, trying to get her to do all kinds of different stuff to get well, including moving to the country. But she’d accepted that she didn’t have long, and was okay with it in the end. I think her attitude helped me deal with her dying. But I didn’t know how empty my life would feel afterwards. I think that’s what hurts the worst now—the empty space where she’s supposed to be.

Dad doesn’t show signs of letting it go, though. And if moving to the end of the Earth was her dream, it’s turned into my nightmare.

“Dad,” I say louder.

He sputters and groans, then raises his head off the pillow. “Jack? What time is it?” He fishes for his phone on the nightstand. The thing is practically useless out here. There’s no cell service except right around Brimstone—the nearest real town, 30 miles south. We don’t even have cable internet out here. He pays for a little bit of satellite service, but hogs most of it for his farming research.

“I heard it again.” I take another step toward his bed. “Didn’t you hear it?” I know he didn’t. It would have woken him up like it did me.

“It’s just an animal,” he slurs drowsily. “Just... ignore it. Go back to bed.” He’s asleep and is snoring again in five seconds.

I think about ignoring it. I’ve tried. All the pillows I have in my bedroom stacked on top of my head won’t muffle the sound. It’s not an animal.

I go back to my room, sit on the edge of my bed, and look around into the shadows. I stare at the window, listening.

There it is again, that dreaded howl.
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MORNINGS ARE WAY WORSE in the country than they were in the city. Same hatred of getting up early, but—lucky me—now there’s tons of work to do, too! I was seriously looking forward to summer break, which in my mind included more sleep—a lot more. But I wasn’t free even for a week before Dad announced our move. Now my summer vacation is starting like a sentence to a prison camp. This insanity has me fantasizing about the fall, when school starts at Middle of Nowhere High and I can lay my head down on a desk and catch up on the Z’s I’m missing.

From the pickup truck parked in our long dirt driveway, I carry a heavy bundle of green steel fence posts that nearly breaks my shoulder. Dad is 50 yards away, hammering a post into the ground with a steel pipe with handles on it. I’ve seen something like it in cop shows where they use it to bang through a door. The CLINK! CLINK! CLINK! pounds against the deepest part of my tired brain. Dealing with that nightly howl makes the mornings even harder. 

When I get to him with the posts, he’s ready to move ten feet and pound in the next one. I follow him.

He wants to buy goats and raise them here for milk. He claims it was Mom’s dream to live the country life and for me to see something other than the city. She died before she could see it come true, making me feel guilty for not wanting to be here. 

But I never heard her say anything about country life. Dad has never even touched an animal other than a dog. Neither have I. Now we’re going to be goat farmers? Either I’m missing something or he really is crazy.

I shuffle along behind him. Once we get the posts in, we’ll string the rolls of wire fence. Then, I guess, come the goats, and maybe this place will feel a little less lonely.

“You’re moving a little slow today,” Dad says, not looking at me.

“Tired.” One-syllable words are all I can muster.

“Up all night, spooked by every animal in the woods?”

I grunt my disagreement. It’s not an animal I’m hearing. No way it can be. What animal could invade the inside of your brain with its howl?

He takes the post from my hand, glances back at the one he just pounded in, judging the distance.

“You’ll get used to it,” he says.

I roll my eyes and look off across the field at the line of trees a hundred yards away. I picture a soccer field, a goal at the end. There are goats kicking the ball around with their hooves, knocking into each other, butting the ball into the goal with their heads. Oof! I’m playing soccer with goats. I wish Freddy was here to kick a ball around with. We spent a lot of time at the park pretending to be World Cup champions. Now, I can’t even get a text to him. I might have to go old-school and write a letter. How did anyone survive in the old days?

Dad goes on about our new, simple life in the country, but I’m not listening. On the other side of the field, I spot a shadow stalking along the tree line. It shocks me, because we’ve been here almost two weeks and I haven’t seen a single other soul.

I interrupt Dad’s lecture. “Hey.” I point to the trees. “Someone’s out there.”

Dad stops mid-pound and looks, shifts his head this way and that. “I don’t see anything.”

“There’s someone out there. A man.”

“Hunters. That’s our property line,” he grumbles and gives me a sideways glance. “Go out there after supper and post some more signs.”

I don’t see him anymore either. But someone was just there.

The first thing Dad did when we moved to this old farm was take me out to the middle of nowhere to walk our property line and put up NO HUNTING NO TRESPASSING VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED signs on the trees. Fifty acres. We didn’t even bother with the woods at the property line, and it still took all day. I was so covered with bug bites when we got back to the house I thought I was having a full-body acne attack. “You’ll get used to it,” Dad said. I’m already sick of getting used to things around here.
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AFTER SUPPER I RIDE across the field to the tree line, learning the hard way that my bike has no shock absorbers as my butt and other important parts take a beating. There’s an old broken-down minibike in the barn, covered in dust. If we could fix it, I could get around the farm faster. It’s not a priority for Dad, though. He’s more likely to fix the old tractor in there, covered in a thicker layer of dust and probably even more broken down. But he doesn’t even know how to change the oil in his truck, so I don’t have high hopes.

The hammer and nails in my backpack threaten to self-install the signs on my back with every jostle. I’ll be a walking NO HUNTING NO TRESPASSING VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED sign. No one would ever come near me. 

This will be the last part of our property line to warn people away from, and I’m so bored that I actually want to do this little project. 

Suddenly, the ground drops away and I’m weightless for a confusing split-second. Before I can think, Uh oh! my front tire finds the ground again and the bottom of a ditch is coming faster than I can react. 

FACE PLANT! 

I manage to twist and take most of the crash on the shoulder, but my cheek burns with a harsh gravel scrape.

I sit there a minute, catching my breath and studying the banks of a ditch I had no idea was here until three seconds ago. I’m glad it hasn’t rained in the past couple days, or I’d be covered in mud. I hate this place just the same. It’s not fair hiding a ditch from a kid on a bike. I wonder for a quick, twisted second if Dad knew about this and sent me out here to learn another lesson about the country. Another thing to “get used to”?

I stand up and pull my bike upright, dust off, and look up at the trees on the other side of the ditch. Perfect. Now I have to drag my bike up there or go on foot. I choose the bike. The tall grass catches in the bike’s chain and spokes. I harvest a bushel of hay on my way up—farming is so easy!

At the top, I bend over the seat and pull weeds from the chain, certain that the countryside is actively working against me. But at least there’s a trail on this side of the ditch, well-worn and mostly smooth. Someone’s been traveling this way for a long time—maybe the person I saw out here earlier. But something doesn’t look right. If it was a hunter I spotted earlier, there should be footprints. Instead, it looks like someone dragged a loosely rolled-up garden hose along the path. It’s one long, thin mark overlapping another and headed in the direction I saw the guy walking. Was he a hunter, or a farmer dragging a water hose? I didn’t see him carrying anything.

I forget about posting signs for a minute and get back on my bike. I pedal in the walker’s direction, kicking the rest of the weeds from my bike chain and wheels. The trail isn’t paved, but it’s worn hard under the layer of dirt and a lot smoother than that field.

I stop at the top of a short hill where the trail curves and look down at the descending path. It’s about an hour until sunset, and it’s getting pretty shadowy in the woods. Argh! What am I doing out here? A few weeks ago, I was riding the streets of my neighborhood, playing soccer with Freddy, and playing video games on the couch. But here I am in the middle of nowhere, posting STEP ACROSS THIS LINE AND GO TO PRISON signs.

I should head back the other way and nail the signs up, but there’s something irresistible about that little shadowy valley. I wonder if the person I saw out here was headed that way. If it’s a neighbor, I’d like to know who they are, maybe make a middle-of-nowhere friend.

I push off and roll down, trying to duck the low branches. Only a couple catch my face and sting my scraped cheek, so I’m feeling pretty good about becoming a competent mountain biker.

I roll a few yards into the bottom and stop. It’s darker down here than a city alley at night. The treetops fold in on each other, and the leaves are as thick and dark as a storm cloud. And there’s something else. 

A shadow hunches on the trail ahead of me, rippling and making a sickening, wet sound that triggers one half of my brain to say, “Hey, look!” and the other half to scream, “Get out of here!” I don’t know which voice to listen to so I just freese, lean over my handlebars, and squint into the murky shade. 

The thing—not a man, not a hunter, not a person at all—steps onto the trail 30 feet away. Hey, look! Get out of here! Shut up! My eyes haven’t adjusted to the darkness yet, so I can only see an outline that seems to be undulating like a wavy video. But I can make out the shape of a dog, a big dog—huge, the size of a man. “Hey, doggie,” I say, cautiously. What else are you going to say to a dog you don’t know when you should be afraid but don’t have the brains to run? 

My mind scrambles to make logical connections. Was it actually a man I saw walking this way earlier, or was it this man-sized dog? Maybe this pet—it has to be a mastiff, based on its size—was following the man. Or maybe the man was out looking for his lost hound. But there’s no man around here now. The uncanny valley opens up in my mind, the gap between logical and crazy grows, both equally possible as I fall down the middle. Something is really wrong here.

The dog-shaped thing takes a step toward me, head low. I recognize the profile—I’ve seen it in books and videos. It’s not the shape of a dog, exactly. Even as the shape wavers a bit at different spots, losing and reforming its profile, I can see that it looks more like...a wolf!

Run, idiot! RUN! my brain demands. It’s not cool for my brain to insult me at a time like this, and I would do as it tells me, but I can’t. I’m frozen in place. My breath has stopped mid-inhale, and I feel the electric wave of terror surge through my body. 

I can still move my eyes, and now I can see what the wolf was hunched over. A pile of fur and bloody bones lays in the dust behind it, making things infinitely more dreadful. At one end of the gory lump, the shocked eyes of a deer stare blankly in my direction, warning, “Get out of here, fool, or you’ll end up like me!” But my body is not fully getting the message.

As my eyes start to adjust to the shade I can see more of the apex predator from which I should be running for my life. There’s no fur. It has a sort of rubbery body with a sheen, more like skin. And it’s not a trick of the light or my eyes; the body does sort of slither, like it’s not a wolf at all, but a wolf-shaped pile of—

A high, harsh buzz rips through the air like a wicked drone zooming overhead. Something flies across the path in front of me, five feet off the ground, so fast it’s a blur, and disappears into the thick trees. Instantly, like an echo, a second screaming shape arcs across the path and disappears.

I cringe. 

The wolf-shaped thing backs away.

The mechanical whines and grinding come back my way, louder and louder until the woods spit out two dirt bikes painted all black and spattered with orange mud. One rider is my size. The other one is smaller. Both wear heavy black, padded riding pants and jerseys, thick boots, and black helmets open only around the eyes—or where golden-mirrored goggles cover the eyes.

Beyond them, the wolf-thing is moving quickly away, but not exactly running.

The motorcycles spin onto the path, throwing dirt in my face. The bigger rider stops and looks over their shoulder at me. The back of their jersey is streaked with mud but shows some letters that spell a name across the top—a name that doesn’t make sense. They rev their engine and pop a wheelie, heading for the wolf-thing. The other rider follows, the black jersey completely covered in mud.

Through the thickening dust, I see the outline of the wolf-thing as it waddles quickly away with a slithering style that I’ve never seen before. 

The bikers chase after it, the high whine of their motors fading into the woods, gone as fast as they appeared.

I sit here a minute—way longer than a sane person who just encountered a wolf of mythical proportions should—if that smooth-skinned, wolf-shaped thing really was a wolf. Then my brain and my body wake up. I should go. I get off my bike, turn it around, and point it up the hill. Before I know it, I’m running, not even trying to ride the bike.

That just happened, right? Saved from a wolf-shaped beast by anonymous motorcycle riders! Was it a wolf—or just something resembling a wolf? 

I get back to the tree line and fall down into the ditch. I don’t waste a heartbeat getting back on my feet, scrambling up the other side, and running into the grassy field, dragging my bike toward the house.

Yes. That happened. My hammering heart proves it. It happened.

And between the streaks of mud on the back of the bigger rider’s jersey, I did read the name. It said—Devil.
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I BLAST INTO THE HOUSE, banging the kitchen door against the wall. I slam it shut, lock it, and press both hands into it, hoping my weight will stop anything trying to follow me in. I gulp a breath, brush back the curtain, and look out at the driveway, scanning for wolf-shaped, man-shaped, motorcycle-shaped shadows. Nothing. 

I turn around to lean my back against the door. CLINK! I just about jump out of my skin, then remember the heavy pack on my back with the hammer, nails, and signs. They make noise. They scare. I don’t want to be scared.
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