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      The morning mist clung to the treetops like a sleepy blanket when Brayden stepped out onto the porch in his wool socks.

      The wooden boards felt cool under his feet, and the Smoky Mountain air was so fresh it made his nose tingle.

      He stretched his arms high above his head, then bent down and touched his toes, like Grandpa always did to “wake up his body.”

      It smelled like pine, wet leaves, and something sweet.

      Brayden sniffed again. “Is that maple syrup?” he wondered aloud.

      Maybe Dad was making pancakes.

      A squirrel chattered somewhere above, and a woodpecker tap-tap-tapped in the distance.

      A single bird sang from way up high, like it was greeting the forest.

      Brayden grinned and leaned over the porch railing.

      He loved it here.

      Their family cabin wasn’t big, but it sat right at the edge of the woods like it had grown there, nestled among the ferns and mossy rocks.

      It was their last morning of the trip, and Brayden was not ready to leave yet.

      He was just about to go back inside when he saw them.

      Right there on the porch steps, muddy pawprints.

      His whole body stilled.

      The prints were not small. In fact, they were huge.

      Brayden dropped to his knees.

      He pulled the small field notebook from his hoodie pocket and flipped to a blank page.

      He brought it everywhere this week, writing down birds he spotted, weird bugs, even the time he almost stepped on a garter snake.

      But these prints were something new.

      He traced the edge of the print with his finger.

      It had a round pad with five fat toes and small claw marks at the tip.
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