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 Willow’s breath puffed pale in the fading light as she jogged down the sidewalk. Buck’s 

leash swinging uselessly from her hand. The metal clasp clicked against her wrist with every 

step, too loud in the quiet evening. “Buck!”, she called, voice stretching into the trees at the edge 

of the neighborhood.  

 No bark answered—just the soft rustle of the leaves settling, as if something had only just 

slipped out of sight. She paused, kneeling to check the space under the porch where Buck usually 

hid during storms, but dust and old cobwebs were the only things staring back. The sky dimmed 

to a bruised purple, and Willow swallowed hard, fingers tightening around the empty leash.  

 She made her way down the street, porch lights flickering on, one by one. A few blinds 

shifted as she passed, but no one stepped out or offered help. The playground swings creaked 

lazily, though the air was still. Willow called out again louder. Her voice didn’t echo—it just 

dissolved. Farther ahead, near the woods, she spotted paw prints in the strip of mud by the curb. 

Small, familiar. But at the end of the line, the prints dragged, smearing into a long streak as 

though Buck had stumbled… or been pulled. Willow wiped her hands on her sweatpants and 

took a shaky step toward the trees.   

 The woods were darker than they had any right to be. Maybe it was the heavy clouds, 

maybe the way the branches knotted overhead—but it felt like stepping into a room where 

someone had just turned off the lights. Leaves cracked under her shoes, sharp and loud. The air 

smelled of wet soil and something metallic that stung the back of her throat. She switched on her 

phone flashlight; the beam wavered in her trembling hand.  
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 “Buck?” she whispered.  

 Something far off answered. Not an echo—more like the woods muttering the names 

back in a deeper voice, slow and dragging: “Buuuuuuuckkkkkkkkk…” 

 Willow jerked her head towards the sound, her heart hammering. That wasn’t him. But it 

was something. She stepped in deeper. More paw prints dotted the ground—pressed deep, as if 

Buck had been running hard. The trees thinned for a moment, revealing a small clearing. At the 

center was a patch of disturbed leaves flattened in a circle. Willow crouched to touch it, and the 

smell of that metallic tang sharpened, burning her nostrils. A low growl rolled from somewhere 

behind her. Not a dog’s growl—longer, layered, like several voices rumbling at once. Willows 

skin crawled. She spun around, shining her light through the trees. Two glowing eyes were 

staring right back at her. They were too high off the ground to belong to Buck, but to still to 

belong to a normal animal. The flashlight beam quivered over them, and then—blink—they 

vanished, slipping into the dark with a rustle of leaves.  

 Willows breath hitched. She stumbled backward, nearly tripping over a tree root. 

Something crackled to her right—dry branches snapping beneath weight. Heavy weight. Her foot 

struck something soft. She pointed the phone downward. It was Bucks collar. Its fabric was torn, 

threads sticking out like whiskers. The buckle hadn’t come undone—it had been ripped straight 

through. Mud caked the edges, and Willow’s shaking fingers smeared more across it as she lifted 

it into her hands. Buck never slipped his collar. Never.  

 A soft wine drifted through the trees. Bucks whine. Willow’s heart leapt.  

 “Buck?” she called, voice breaking.  
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 “Buuuuuuuccckkkkkkkk…” the woods answered again, too slowly, like something 

practicing the name.  

 Willows’ entire body went rigid. The branches above her rustled—once, twice—then 

something large moved across them, shifting weight from one limb to the next with sickening, 

deliberate thuds. Dust drifted down as the tree groaned. She backed up, breath shallow. Leaves 

crunched softly behind her, like something had just landed.  

 “Please…” she whispered without meaning to, without even knowing who she was 

begging.  

 Warm air brushed the back of her neck—long, slow, sniffling breaths. She spun around, 

flashlight bobbing wildly. Nothing. Just trees. Just shadows. Just… not alone. A twig cracked at 

her left. Then another, closer. Footsteps. Heavy. Then lighter. Then heavy again, switching 

between two legs and four, like something couldn’t decide how it wanted to move. Willow didn’t 

wait. She ran. Branches clawed at her jacket, whipping her arms and legs. Roots snagged her 

shoes. Her lungs burned from the cold air. The collar slapped against her palm with every step as 

she clutched it like a lifeline. Behind her, huge shaped flitted between the trees—too fast, too 

tall. Something snarled, a warbled, watery sound, like a bark dragged underwater. A distorted 

imitation.  

 Her phone flickered. Once. Twice. Then the light shut off completely, plunging her into 

blackness. She skidded to a stop, chest heaving. Somewhere ahead, a silhouette rose—tall, 

spindly, head cocked at a strange, listening angle. It moved forward without a sound, limbs 

shifting like broken branches dragged by an unseen hand.  
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 “Willowwww…” it whispered, shaped almost like her own voice.  

 She bolted again. Her legs trembled but kept moving, powered by terror she didn’t have 

time to name. Through the darkness, she saw it: faint orange glow from the streetlights ahead. 

The edge of the woods. She hurled herself towards it. Willow burst out of the trees, stumbling 

into the street and dropping to her knees on the pavement. The sudden brightness felt harsh, 

artificial, safe. Behind her, the tree line loomed like a mouth she’d barely escaped from. 

Something paced just inside the shadows—she couldn’t see it fully, but she could feel it. 

Watching. Breathing. Learning her shape.  

 A sound drifted. A bark, Buck’s bark—but stretched wrong, too deep at the end, twisted 

like someone mimicking it without knowing what a dog really is. Willow’s stomach clenched. 

The pacing stopped. Leaves trembled. Then the darkness swallowed everything again, the woods 

falling silent, as if nothing had ever stood there. Slowly, she rose and walked back toward home, 

legs wobbling. Her front porch light glowed warm and familiar. She climbed the steps, set 

Buck’s torn collar on the welcome mat, and fumbled with her keys. Her fingers slipped twice 

before she managed to shove the door close behind her. The lock clicked. She leaned against the 

wood, breathing hard, eyes squeezed shut. Silence settled.  

 Then—scratch. Soft. Rhythmic. Right against the other side of the door.  

 “W… Willow…” a voice rasped.  

 Not in Buck’s tone. Not in its own weird tone. In hers.  

 


