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  Chapter one

Mitchel stepped off the train into a flurry of snow. It drifted lazily around him, not quite thick enough to hide the ‘Welcome to Huntly’ sign, but it was only a matter of time, going by the look of the clouds. The snow was set to fall for at least the next few days. Or until the weather warden got it under control. 
He pulled in a breath, enjoying the crisp air, clean despite the hint of diesel and hot metal from the train. It was a nice change from the heavy pollution-layered air that made up Glasgow.
Someone had cleared the platform’s edge, so dragging his suitcase under the station’s limited shelter was easy. The building had a wide awning, large windows that showed hard plastic seats, and a very bored-looking ticket seller behind a Perspex screen.
A quick scan showed several cars in the car park, but they were all covered with thick snow, and no one got out. Mitchel’s lift wasn’t here yet. But to be fair, he was late, and he’d only been able to get a text through less than ten minutes ago. He could wait.
Behind him, the train chuffed and ticked as the hot metal cooled, but it didn’t continue onto its next stop. It wasn’t going to for some time if the weather forecast was accurate.
‘We can’t stay here,’ a voice to Mitchel’s left said. A young man huddled in his wool coat, shivering as he grabbed the train conductor’s arm. ‘Do you know how close the Rift Scar is?’
The Highland Rift Scar was over fifteen miles from Huntly, but Mitchel didn’t correct him. It probably wouldn’t help the nervous man feel any better.
Huntly had been one of the first towns to be reclaimed after the Fae War had ended over a hundred years ago. The Scottish weren’t about to let a little thing like a corrupted beast-infested wasteland stop them from taking back their hometown.
The conductor was a squat man with a round waist that wasn’t entirely hidden by his yellow hi-vis jacket. He kept his smile as he spoke to the young man who’d grabbed him. ‘The weather ahead has blocked the line, as I’ve already said. You need to wait until it’s cleared.’ The conductor avoided responding to the Rift Scar comment altogether. Not that it helped calm the man down. ‘You’re welcome to wait on the train or at the station.’
The conductor indicated to the small station building, then frowned at Mitchel, looking him up and down. Considering that Mitchel was the only one not arguing, he didn’t know what he’d done to deserve that look.
‘We can’t stay here,’ the man said again, looking back at the small group still on the train. ‘It’s not safe. What if something escapes the Rift?’
‘I can assure you that Huntly hasn’t seen a Rift creature in decades. The local rift rangers do an excellent job keeping us safe.’ The conductor’s voice was growing cooler by the moment. Mitchel wondered how often he’d had to deal with this kind of mentality. He was certainly more patient than Mitchel would have been.
‘Great,’ the man said, curling his lips. ‘I feel so much safer knowing Mutts and Sparkles protect me.’
Mitchel tightened his grip on his suitcase handle, feeling the cold seep into his skin. He hadn’t heard that slur to describe Shifters and Elementals in a long time, and he was no happier to hear it here. It didn’t matter what they did or how long it had been; some people would never accept anything from the Rift Bloodlines.
He stepped towards the confrontation, then jumped as a hand fell on his shoulder. Mitchel turned to see a familiar man had moved up beside him. Oliver was tall, with broad shoulders, brown hair, and a wicked sense of humour. Today, he was dressed in a thick grey waterproof coat that was closed up tightly and dark blue jeans. He’d bulked up in the six months since Mitchel had seen him, not that he’d been small before.
‘Don’t give him the satisfaction of engaging,’ Oliver said as he watched the group on the train with a flash of yellow in his eyes. There was no anger in the look, just disappointment. ‘Someone like him isn’t worth the breath needed to argue.’
Mitchel wished he could have been as quick to disregard the comment, even if he knew Oliver was right. ‘After all these years, you’d think they’d appreciate the work the rangers do. They wouldn’t be impressed if the Rift creatures started raiding again,’ Mitchel said, turning away from the group as snow flurried into his face.
‘They don’t have that kind of foresight,’ Oliver said, then he gave Mitchel a lopsided grin, which turned serious. ‘You going to be okay with the weather?’
At the reminder of the weather, the air stirred, the cold pressing into Mitchel, trying to worm its way under his skin. It took effort not to allow it in. It always took effort.
‘I’ll be fine,’ Mitchel said, trying to sound confident. He’d rarely spent time in places that were this cold, but he’d learned a long time ago how to hide that he was a Frost Elemental. A little snow wasn’t going to change that.
Not that being a Frost Elemental was a problem in itself, even if it was pretty rare. But when neither of his parents were Frost, it was a secret that could ruin his family’s position. God forbid he ruin his mother’s lifestyle.
Mitchel bit down on the bitter thought before it could bring down his mood further. The decision to pretend he was a Water Elemental had been his, even if he’d been too young at fourteen to understand what it would mean. Now, he was stuck with the lie that he was so weak in Water Magic that he could barely raise a bead of water. He’d keep that secret even out here in the middle of nowhere, which meant suppressing the need to let the frost in.
Oliver gave him a look like he wasn’t convinced Mitchel’s fast answer was true. Oliver was one of only a handful of people who knew the truth. ‘And that’s why you’re not wearing a jacket?’
Mitchel bit back a curse. He hadn’t remembered to put on his jacket over his short-sleeved T-shirt. It wasn’t that he couldn’t feel the cold, he could. Every inch of snow around him pounded his senses, trying to pull him to connect. But it didn’t chill his skin. If anything, it did the opposite.
‘Thank you,’ Mitchel said as he pulled his jacket out of the backpack and put it on. If not for Oliver, Mitchel wasn’t sure he’d have made it past that first year after he’d come into his power and it had still been a secret.
The conductor blew his whistle, drawing Mitchel’s focus again.
‘The roads are still clear, so unless you want to hire a car and drive, you’ll be staying here,’ the conductor said to the broader group, his tone now far from polite. It looked like he’d had enough.
Mitchel shook his head at the shocked sounds from the passengers. He’d initially been scheduled to get a later train, but when the weather changed, he hadn’t wanted to risk getting left out. He’d switched his tickets, which had been a good decision by the looks of it.
‘Come on, let’s get you to the hotel,’ Oliver said, turning towards the car park behind them. A single car free of snow was now parked there. ‘Then we can make the most of the free afternoon.’
‘Has anyone else arrived yet?’ Mitchel asked as he threw his bag over his shoulder again, trying to tramp down on his excitement as he thought about why he was there. To find out how the Rift Scar had shrunk. He let his magic seep into the ice and snow under him, stopping it from melting into his jeans.
The Rift Scars in the UK had been monitored ever since the Rifts had closed. In the last hundred years, there hadn’t been any changes in size. Until two weeks ago, when the local rift surveyor had submitted a report that no one had expected to see. A change. New grass was growing where the Rift Scar had been.
Every scientist Mitchel knew had been discussing this trip north to discover how they could replicate what had happened in the Highland Rift Scar.
‘No idea. But your boss is supposed to be sending the list of who’s coming to Hale. No mention yet on how or when they’re getting here,’ Oliver said, glancing back at him as they arrived at his car. ‘Did they not tell you?’
‘No. But that’s not unusual. The Institute of Rift Studies and Defence isn’t exactly great at communication,’ Mitchel said, shaking his head. That was putting it mildly. Someone in the IRS&D had put together this research trip a little too quickly, and apart from a letter with instructions on where to be and when, he’d had little else. ‘Who’s on the list?’
‘I don’t know,’ Oliver said, eyes flashing to amber. This time, there was heat there as he looked around.
‘Is everything okay?’ Mitchel asked. Wolves tended towards territorial, but Oliver was usually a lot more laid back. Maybe working in the Rift Scar had changed some of those instincts.
‘You know how us wolves get when too many strangers come into our space,’ Oliver said, avoiding Mitchel’s eyes. ‘But enough of that. I’ve the perfect place to show you. You’ll love it. It’s got the best whisky.’
That Oliver wanted to go for drinks wasn’t a surprise. He liked to party and wasn’t wearing his rift ranger uniform. But it was evident that he was trying to avoid the topic of the scientists arriving.
‘No one is coming to cause problems. We just want to know what happened to the Rift Scar,’ Mitchel said, keeping his voice soft, but Oliver’s shoulders tightened further. ‘Maybe with that knowledge, we can get rid of the Rift Scars once and for all.’
‘I believe you want that, yes,’ Oliver said, giving a short huff of breath as they reached his car, and he took Mitchel’s bag to put it in the boot. After closing it firmly, he turned to look back at the train. ‘But apparently everyone but you is a Shifter. It feels a little like we’re being invaded.’
‘All of them?’ Mitchel asked. Having an entire group of Shifter scientists was unusual. Shifters tended towards more physical jobs, and there weren’t many who’d trained to be scientists. At least, not that Mitchel knew.
‘That’s what Hale thinks, though we can’t be sure without the list,’ Oliver said. Hale was the local alpha and the rift warden. There was a level of respect when Oliver spoke about him that Mitchel hadn’t heard before. Though to be fair, he’d met Oliver’s old alpha and father, and he wasn’t someone to inspire anything but fear. ‘But enough of business. We have all of tonight before work tomorrow. I want to hear about everything I’ve missed.’
Mitchel wanted to press, but there were things that happened in the pack that Oliver couldn’t talk about. It made Mitchel glad Elementals didn’t have a pack-like structure or connection. Having someone who had sway over what you could do and say sounded like a shit way to live.
The thought settled, then twisted as Mitchel realised his life was no less restricted. It was just his mum’s guilt trip that bound him, not an alpha.
He got in the passenger seat as Oliver slid into the front.
‘They sent us on a crash course on how to deal with the Rift Scar,’ Mitchel said as he clicked in his seat belt.
The tension dropped out of Oliver’s shoulders, and he smiled. ‘A crash course? Did they walk you through a PowerPoint?’ he said, smiling as he looked over his shoulder to reverse.
‘No. It was an entire half-day of field training. I got to fire a gun,’ Mitchel said, smiling despite the strange tension with the pack.
Oliver laughed. ‘Did anyone shoot themselves?’
‘Well, not exactly,’ Mitchel said, wincing at the memory. It had been a hard lesson, mainly on the group’s pride. Then a lot of frustration as none of them got picked to come north.
He relaxed further into the chair, telling Oliver the story in all its ridiculous detail. Maybe if the rest of the scientists were due to get the next train, Mitchel might have a few days to hang out with Oliver before they arrived. He’d not realised how much he’d missed his friend and being around someone who knew his secret until now.

      [image: ]The armoury was silent except for the hum of the air filtration system and the click as Amelia slotted the last piece into her rifle. It hadn’t been fired during her patrol, but the damned snow had been nonstop, and the gun had got damp and needed to be oiled. 
Between the training in London and her three months working in the Rift Scar, dismantling the SA80 A2 was nearly second nature now. But Amelia was still slower than the rest of her patrol, who’d already cleaned and returned their weapons to the armourer.
Bored, Luna, her wolf said, chuffing a breath. Claws quicker to clean.
I’m almost done, Amelia said, pushing down a sigh, patience thinning. This was the fourth time her wolf had complained in nearly as many minutes. We’re on patrol again tomorrow. We could offer to be wolf scouts? Then we won’t have to clean weapons when we get back.
Not like Rift Scar, Luna said, turning her back with a huff of air that sounded more human than wolf. The snark had, as always, gone over her wolf’s rather literal head. Smells bad. Not good hunting.
Amelia shook her head. She needed to remember that for the next time. If her wolf stayed quiet.
The room had four metal tables in the middle for cleaning weapons, a worktop that split off the armoury from the store, and a door that led out into the main building.
She picked up her rifle and put it on the worktop divider. The armourer nodded, motioning he’d be a minute. He was a quiet man, human, short, medium build, and uninterested in talking except where he had to. She nodded at him and turned back to clean up the table she’d used.
The paper she’d put down was damp with no signs of Rift dust, but she folded it up anyway and put it in the biohazard bin. Anything originating from the Rift Scar could make humans sick, so there were special procedures to dispose of the waste.
The scent of rotten meat left to go putrid in the sun rose around her as she closed the lid to the bin. There really was nothing quite like the stench of the Rift Scar. Even with the snow, the smell clung to everything that went near the place.
Run in forest. Clean nose, Luna said, sending Amelia images of doing just that.
Not tonight. Remember, I’m going out, Amelia said, though she felt the pull as well. The freedom of it. Especially since Sam had changed the land agreement. They could shift and hunt any time they wanted.
Not want drink, Luna said sulkily. Want hunt.
You had last night. Tonight, it’s my turn to have fun, Amelia said, turning back as the armourer called her name.
‘Thanks,’ Amelia said as she signed the log for the weapon he’d given her. He grunted, took her rifle and log back towards its designated cage, and locked it up.
Armour man could have cleaned it, Luna said with a huff, still unhappy.
It’s not his job, Amelia said. Though there wasn’t exactly much else for him to do between patrol shifts coming and going.
The door at the opposite end of the room opened, and Kenneth walked in. He was taller than her at six-one, but only just. Dark shoulder-length hair covered his dirt-coloured eyes. His smile when he saw her was too broad, almost predatory, as he stalked in her direction.
‘Baby, are you still cleaning? I’d have helped if I’d known,’ Kenneth said, drawing out the word baby. His scent said he wanted to help with something else altogether.
Not need help, Luna said, showing teeth, though Kenneth wouldn’t see it. Neither of them was a fan, but Kenneth hadn’t been on her patrol.
‘What do you want?’ she asked, not bothering to engage with him or the look he gave her. Her anger grew sharper, deeper. She pushed down on it, fighting the snarl that rose and loosening her cramped fingers, not realising she’d closed her fist.
Luna pushed so close that Amelia could almost feel her fur. Calm. Not hunt pack. Even stupid pack.
I know, I know, Amelia said, forcing her anger back a little further. She’d not lose her temper.
‘You have to ask?’ Kenneth said, either ignoring her anger or deliberately trying to push her buttons. With Kenneth, it was impossible to tell.
‘Not interested,’ she said, tone moderately polite.
Kenneth smiled like he didn’t believe her. ‘Next time then, baby.’ He turned away, heading towards the patrol rota that had been put up, claiming his section. They were assigned shifts already, so it was just a case of picking an area to patrol.
The armourer gave her a brief look that implied she was the one being unreasonable. Maybe she was. But she didn’t want Kenneth.
We find better, Luna said, pulling back. Not need weak mate.
Amelia turned and left but didn’t answer her wolf. They didn’t need any mate. She was happy by herself.
Outside in the hallway, she dragged in a breath to clear the lingering smells of Rift Scar and Kenneth. Old sweat, leather, and pack filled her nose, all familiar. But other scents mixed in were less familiar—hopefully temporary. Chemicals, hot metal, and brick dust. She let out the breath and headed towards the combined stink.
The building was an ugly brown-brick three-storey rectangular box that sat slightly apart from the rest of the industrial estate. Years ago, Hale had converted one half of it from an old gym into the rangers’ base of operations.
The ground floor had been converted into the armoury, storage for their gear, and a kitchen. But the upper floors still held parts of the original gym for training, showers, a small space converted to allow those on rapid response to sleep and a studio apartment at the top.
Hale had negotiated with the owners earlier this month to let them use the second half of the building for Sam’s rift surveyor machines. Since no one had wanted to rent the building next to the rangers’ headquarters, it had been an easy win all round.
Over the past month, Hale had been helping Sam move all her monitoring and analytical machines here, letting her separate work from home. In reality, the IRS&D should have done it years ago, but not having to pay rent had been too much of an appeal for them to bother.
Amelia paused at the entrance to the new section. The door was still missing, and the walls were unfinished, but most of the machines that had once lived in Sam’s garage now sat in the room.
‘Come on, you can do it,’ Sam whispered to a large machine with green writing on the screen. It beeped quietly. She was a petite woman, barely over five feet, with thick blond curls and green eyes.
Watching Sam work helped loosen some of the anger. It felt familiar, routine. Which, considering the short time they’d known each other, said a lot. Nothing had entirely turned out the way Amelia had expected when she’d come here.
‘Does talking to it help?’ Amelia asked, making Sam jump.
Sam gave Amelia a lopsided grin. ‘Rarely. But it was my last resort since hitting it didn’t work.’
‘Did it get damaged in the move?’ Amelia asked, moving closer. All the machines looked as old as this one, and Amelia had no clue what they did.
‘No, I think it’s just bitter we dared to move it at all,’ Sam said, sighing. ‘I don’t know why I’m worried. If they see it broken in person, maybe IRS&D will replace it.’
‘But you want it to be perfect for your boss coming?’ Amelia guessed. They hadn’t known each other long, barely a month, but had become fast friends, even if it was still new to both of them. In that time, she’d learned a lot about Sam.
‘Part of me wishes I’d just left them where they were. But I know Hale was right. It was just another reason to have people on my land who didn’t need to be there,’ Sam said. ‘Especially with all the scientists coming tomorrow.’
Protect pack’s second home, Luna insisted, pressing for more control.
Be calm, Amelia said, her turn to soothe her wolf as her anger sharpened again. No enemies here.
Yet, Luna said darkly. Not fighting with the pack was one thing, but invaders deserved anger as far as Luna was concerned. Danger come soon.
These people aren’t our enemies, Amelia said again. Her wolf huffed a breath and backed off a bit. The small group of scientists coming were unwanted rather than uninvited. However, it was hard for her wolf to make that distinction.
The IRS&D just wanted to know how the Rift Scar had shrunk for the first time in a hundred years. And they weren’t alone in that desire. Even now, two weeks since they’d first confirmed the discovery, Amelia couldn’t believe it, and she’d been down there and seen the fresh grass for herself.
‘Any idea who’s coming?’
‘No,’ Sam said, turning serious again. ‘They are going to be sending the list through to Hale today. He’s going to email it to me. Because, clearly, I’m not important enough for the IRS&D to tell me directly they’re even coming.’
Frustration and fear burrowed through Sam’s scent, making Amelia’s nose itch. The IRS&D didn’t know that Hale and Sam were together, and they should have been telling both of them that they were coming. These people were coming to check Sam’s findings. She should have been told.
‘It’s going to be okay,’ Amelia said. ‘They don’t know anything. They can’t.’
‘I know,’ Sam said, biting her lip. ‘I just wish …’
She didn’t need to finish. They’d spoken extensively about it over the past two weeks. It was too dangerous to tell anyone she was an Earth Elemental when Sam could lose everything. Even if she wanted to take a chance, Hale wouldn’t do anything to endanger his mate. Not even to heal the land. Amelia didn’t blame him one bit.
‘Come on, let’s get changed and get out of here. This is as good as you’re getting until the workmen come to finish the walls.’
‘You’re going to shower first, right?’ Sam said, wrinkling her nose as she pulled in a breath. She didn’t quite make it all the way through the inhale before her grin broke through.
‘Thanks,’ Amelia said, wincing as she caught a whiff of it from her own hair. She must have become more nose blind to it than she’d realised if Sam was picking it up that clearly. She only had a human nose. ‘I’d have thought the cold weather would have stopped the stench clinging to me. Clearly not.’
‘There are a bunch of papers with theories on how and why the scent buries into everything if you want me to read to you while you shower?’ Sam said as she stripped off her lab coat and grabbed a bag she’d hung in a small metal storage locker by the doorway.
‘Ask me if I ever get insomnia,’ Amelia said, snorting, feeling the calm finally replace the anger.
‘I feel very underappreciated,’ Sam said, laughing. ‘I’m looking forward to meeting Oliver’s scientist friend, especially after he’s spent the past week hyping the man up. If Mitchel is dull, I’m going to be very disappointed.’
Amelia laughed. She doubted any friend of Oliver’s could be dull. But she suspected that Oliver had invited them in the first place so Sam could talk science with someone who understood it for a change.
They headed upstairs towards the showers and changing rooms. A shower was definitely in order.






  
  Chapter two

Mitchel followed Oliver as he led the way from the hotel to the closest pub. It was still pretty early in the evening, but it looked later as the snow-laden clouds stole most of the light, making it feel like dusk. 
Huntly was a small town, but it was old. Narrow, tarmacked roads with one or no pavements wove through the buildings that still had worn-looking sash windows. Mitchel didn’t know much about architecture, but there were still parts of Glasgow that had the same look as this. Most had been ripped out and replaced with larger flats to fit as many people as possible in a small space.
Despite the weather, a few people were out walking with scarves wrapped tightly around their necks and thick jackets zipped up. They nodded and offered a smile to Oliver as they passed, giving Mitchel a curious look. It was a very different feeling than the general ignorance of the city. There, no one acknowledged anyone.
‘You get used to it,’ Oliver said, giving Mitchel a grin as they turned a corner and saw a sign for a bar.
‘The Dead Imp?’ Mitchel asked as he stared at the sign where a wolf was ripping out an imp’s throat.
‘You’re going to love it,’ Oliver said.
A bouncer stood outside, wrapped up against the weather. He nodded at Mitchel, a tiny flash of yellow in his eyes showing the man was a wolf as he nodded at them. ‘Oliver.’
‘Kenneth,’ Oliver said, tone neutral as he returned the nod, then he pushed open the door.
Oliver was usually friends with everyone, so Kenneth must have done something pretty bad to get the cold shoulder. Mitchel gave a nod as he passed, but the man had already turned away and didn’t even acknowledge him.
The Dead Imp wasn’t exactly what Mitchel had expected, especially after the tartan carpet, curtains, and stag heads at the hotel. The floor was a scarred wood, with a dozen tables scattered over it and booths at the back. Against one wall was an industrial-style bar, with metal wire crawling up the sides and a wooden top. Pictures in black and white lined the walls, showing whisky barrels being moved or large warehouses stacked full of them.
The bar was half full, with a mix of people, many looking like they’d come from work. Some in suits, some in painters’ or builders’ gear. Oliver headed past all of them towards a booth in the corner.
There were two menus on the table. One with more whisky options than Mitchel ever knew existed, and another for food. Even though the pub might have looked modern, the menu was proper Scottish. Haggis, neeps, and tatties were at the top of the list, followed by a steak and ale pie and other pub classics.
‘What’s good?’ Mitchel asked, ignoring the whisky for now, as his stomach growled. The train had been nearly five hours, and he hadn’t had anything but crisps and chocolate, which, while always good, didn’t keep you full for long.
‘Steak and ale pie’s excellent, but all of it’s good,’ Oliver said, not even bothering to look at the menu. Oliver hadn’t been much of a cook before he’d left. Living up north clearly hadn’t changed that.
‘Pie it is, then.’
‘Pie and beer, check,’ Oliver said, getting up with a grin before Mitchel could argue with him. ‘This one’s on me, next one’s on you.’
As Oliver wandered up to order, Mitchel checked his phone. The signal was spotty, with the occasional hint that data might be possible. But he’d known that coming here.
A young couple entered the bar, holding hands, ignoring everything as they moved to a small table. Mitchel felt a twinge in his chest as he watched the way they barely seemed to see anything else but each other.
Mitchel shook his head, reminding himself again that he couldn’t lose something that had never been real. It did little to make him feel better. Clara had been gone from his life for over a year, yet it still hurt to think about her. He both missed her and hated her. Hated how it ended and what she’d done. All of it twisting in his head and mixing like toxic sewage.
To top it off, he’d been taken for a fool. Clara never wanted more from Mitchel than access to his family connections. Something he should have figured out far sooner. After all, that’s exactly what his mum had done, even if it had been by mutual agreement with his dad. A deal the two had made together. Whereas Mitchel had just been manipulated.
Stupid, twisted emotions. After nearly a year, Mitchel wished he could settle into feeling nothing or hate. Missing Clara made him feel raw and vulnerable, especially after what she’d done.
A beer bottle appeared before him as Oliver took his seat. ‘It’s a local brew and not half bad.’
‘Thanks,’ Mitchel said, taking a swig as he tried to shake off the residual memory of the pain. Oliver knew how things had gone with Clara, but there was no need to drag down the mood.
The beer was sweet and bitter, giving him more cider vibes. It wasn’t the best beer he’d had, but Oliver was right. It wasn’t half bad, and he said as much.
‘I invited Sam and another friend out to have drinks with us tonight,’ Oliver said, taking a pull of his own beer as he scanned the room, a flash of amber showing. His wolf was clearly not happy still.
Mitchel paused mid-swig, nearly spilling the beer down his face. ‘Sam?’ She was the local rift surveyor who’d discovered the change in the Rift Scar. He should have realised that Oliver would know her since she’d need ranger protection to do her job.
‘I thought you might appreciate someone who understood what you were saying,’ Oliver said, a smile playing on his lips. ‘But I’d be careful how much you fangirl over her. She’s dating the alpha.’
‘I don’t fangirl,’ Mitchel said, even though that’s probably what he’d have done. He’d pulled nearly every report she’d done in the past six months, poring over them for signs that something had been changing. Something that might have been missed. ‘She’s studied the Rift Scar changes.’
‘I’ve seen the changes to the land on the border,’ Oliver said, barking out a laugh. ‘You didn’t react like this when I told you that.’
Mitchel waved the beer at him. ‘You’re not a scientist. All you saw was grass. She’s seen the changes.’ He paused, realising what he’d said, and stopped. He hoped he’d have something intelligible to say when Sam arrived.
‘So, scientist’s eyes are now better than everyone else’s?’ Oliver said, still laughing. Mitchel fought to hold on to his amusement and failed. Oliver didn’t miss the change. ‘I don’t like that look?’
Mitchel considered what he wanted to say carefully. There had been mixed reactions to the changes. ‘Not everyone believes the data,’ Mitchel said, twirling his beer. ‘Some claim it’s the result of a broken machine or mistakes. Or that a hundred years ago, when the border was measured, someone messed up.’
‘That’s ridiculous. I’ve been here six months. There wasn’t grass there before. I’ve seen it,’ Oliver said, then grew still, eyes flashing to amber. ‘They’re accusing Sam of lying?’
It wasn’t often Mitchel saw Oliver angry, let alone his wolf. But if Sam was the alpha’s girlfriend, that would change everything. ‘I don’t believe she’s lying,’ Mitchel said, not looking Oliver entirely in the eye but equally careful not to back down so his wolf knew he meant it.
Oliver blinked, eyes flashing back and forth. ‘Sorry. Sam is like pack now.’
‘It’s okay. I don’t think people are saying she’s lying. I think they just can’t believe the change. You know how we scientists like to argue and debate, especially regarding the Rift Scar.’ Mitchel sighed and took another pull of his beer, realising he’d already finished it. He hated work politics at the best of times, but this had become very divisive, often at the expense of logic. ‘It’s not about Sam; it’s about fear. Change, even something good like the Rift Scar shrinking, is scary.’
‘Is that why it’s been kept secret from the media?’ Oliver asked.
‘I had to sign an NDA before I could come up here. Not wanting to get people’s hopes up was their reasoning.’ Even the people who weren’t coming had been asked to sign it, but he didn’t bother mentioning that. Nor was he worried about talking about the Rift Scar changes since Oliver already knew.
Oliver cursed as his eyes settled into solid amber and didn’t change back. ‘Do you think that the others coming will think she’s lying? Or say she is?’
‘Without knowing who’s coming, I can’t say.’
Oliver’s jaw muscle twitched.
‘I’m sorry,’ Mitchel said, not knowing what else to say.
‘This isn’t your fault,’ Oliver said, eyes still not changing back. He sighed. ‘I’m going to go to the toilet. I’ll be back in a minute.’
Mitchel nodded but didn’t say anything as Oliver got up and left. If this was how he reacted to a perceived accusation, Mitchel didn’t want to see what the alpha would do against a direct one. Mitchel suspected the trip to the toilet was likely a chance to warn his alpha about the possibility. That and to get his wolf under control.
‘This weather is wild,’ a woman to his left said. He turned so quickly he felt his neck crack.
He froze as Clara brushed snow off her long blond hair, then stripped out of her jacket. She was petite, both in height and build, but she’d curves in all the places that mattered. Her face was heart-shaped, making her look more innocent than she was, especially when she made full use of her large hazel eyes.
She looked exactly as he remembered her. She was even wearing the same pale jeans and red strappy top she’d worn when he’d walked out of their shared apartment with only the clothes on his back and his phone.
He pressed his fingers into the leather of the booth, heart beating too fast. He tried to calm himself; his discomfort would only make this more fun for her. She smiled as she walked closer, pulling in a breath. She’d know exactly how he felt from that little inhale, yet she didn’t stop.
‘You must be in your element. You always did like the snow,’ Clara said, smiling, clearly enjoying catching him off guard.
Her words finally snapped him out of his shock, but she didn’t know his secret. Though that had been a close thing. She took Oliver’s seat, those tendrils of fear and the need to run changing to anger. He very nearly got up to leave, but Oliver was still in the toilet, and he didn’t want his friend to worry.
‘What are you doing here?’ Mitchel asked, shivering as her eyes travelled down his chest. As much as he was angry with her, maybe even hated her for what she’d done, he couldn’t stop his body from remembering how good it had been between them.
‘I’ve missed you, Mitchel,’ Clara said, leaning forward, ignoring his question. Her vest top, which was far too thin for the cold weather, strained against her breasts as she moved. He wished he could say he didn’t look, but Clara had always been very good at knowing how to draw the eye of anyone she wanted. ‘We always had the best of times together. Late nights, later mornings. The fire going as it cast the only light in the room.’
He remembered. That and so much more. Like how many times he thought Clara was going out to work or study, then finding out later all the people she’d also been seeing. If not for Oliver, he might still have been blindly oblivious to what she was doing.
Then, the last time he’d seen her—the morning after the full moon. He suppressed a shudder, not willing to show her any weakness. He was done, even if she clearly hadn’t got the message that it was over. He’d spent the last year avoiding her, which hadn’t been easy when they both worked at IRS&D. At least they weren’t in the same department.
‘I told you I wanted nothing more to do with you,’ he said firmly, looking away from Clara, eyes falling onto the cute couple again. Had he and Clara ever been like that? Had she ever taken him out in public? He didn’t remember. Apart from the fact they lived together, would anyone have known they’d been a couple? Again, it was a stupid thought considering how it ended, yet the feeling of hurt was still deep in his chest. ‘You’re not worth it.’
‘Well, you’d better figure out a way to deal with it,’ Clara said, crossing her arms. ‘We’re both here for the same reason.’
Mitchel blinked, stomach sinking as he put together what she meant. She was here to study why the Rift Scar was shrinking. But how? She wasn’t exactly the type to want to volunteer to go into the Rift Scar. Nor was she a scientist; she was just a data analyst. So, what the hell was she doing here?
‘What poor fool are you chasing this time to bring you all the way out here?’ Mitchel said, hating the pain that rose in his chest. He’d been that fool once.
Clara lifted her chin. ‘Why I make my choices is none of your business.’
‘It is if you’re putting this job at risk. Finding out how the Rift Scar border changed is my number one priority. I’m not going to let your games interfere with that.’
‘Well, it’s good to know some things never change,’ Clara said, curling her lip.
‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ Mitchel said, narrowing his eyes.
‘You were always more interested in the science than anything else. Maybe if you’d been less busy proving yourself to fucking everyone, then I wouldn’t have had to entertain myself elsewhere,’ Clara said, shaking her head.
This time, Mitchel did stand up. Anywhere was better than being here, dealing with this woman. She still didn’t get she’d done anything wrong. Any of it. ‘I was done with your games a year ago. If you think I’ll play them again with you now, you’re very much mistaken.’
‘It’s not up to you what I do, Mitchel. You’re not in charge,’ Clara said, not bothering to look at him. ‘Something else that’s just like old times.’
Mitchel gritted his teeth as he fought against replying. A few people in the pub had turned towards them, listening to them argue.
‘Mitchel.’ Oliver’s voice made Clara jump, then she turned to glare at him. ‘They really are just letting anyone in, aren’t they?’

      [image: ]Oliver stomped down on his anger as Clara jumped up from the booth to glare at him. He’d caught her scent as soon as he’d re-entered the room. Cheap perfume, overripe apples, and recent sex, though her partner’s scent was lost beneath a heavy floral perfume. 
‘Well, look what the cat dragged in,’ Clara said as she looked Oliver up and down like it was him who was the intruder.
Cat not drag me, Thor, Oliver’s wolf said. Bigger than cat. Better than cat.
Oliver tried to ignore his wolf and Thor’s indignation as he moved between her and Mitchel. Dealing with Clara was never easy, but doing so with anger usually gave her the upper hand. It let her fall back on being an omega. It told all wolves that she was weak and needed protecting.
If Oliver hadn’t just spoken to Hale about what Mitchel had said, it might have been easier to manage the anger. Part of Oliver was glad it had been over the phone. The pack bonds had vibrated with Hale’s fury, even at a distance.
Mitchel stood from the booth without a word and stalked away, heading in the direction Oliver had just come from. Not that he thought that his friend was going to the bathroom for any other reason than to get away from Clara. It was probably just as well; the temperature had noticeably dropped a few degrees.
‘Rude,’ Clara said, moving as if she was going to follow Mitchel. As usual, she seemed oblivious to his anger. Oliver genuinely couldn’t tell if she cared for Mitchel or just begrudged that he’d ended things instead of her. Either way, she eyed Mitchel hungrily, like he was a piece of meat.
‘Leave him,’ Oliver said, moving to block her. If Mitchel needed space, then he was going to get it. Any interaction with Clara was its own kind of toxic.
Toxic, Thor said, rolling the word around in his mind. Accurate. Clara toxic.
‘You know how to spoil a girl’s fun, Oliver,’ Clara said, pouting, eyes changing from a glare to something more carnal. But she’d not followed Mitchel, and that had been the goal. Now, he just had to get rid of her before Mitchel returned. ‘But maybe there’s a reason for that?’
‘No,’ he said, backing up as she stepped closer. There wasn’t much room left to move unless he wanted to step into the open space and draw more attention to them than he already had.
‘Since when have you been so discerning about who you spend the night with?’ Clara said, putting her hand on the tanned leather of the back of the bench, running her fingers back and forth. She smiled, more predatory than amused.
‘I have taste,’ he said, watching her hands carefully. Clara had been known to claw people who weren’t watching her.
Her face twisted to anger. ‘You think you’re so damned special? You’re nothing. Your own father sent you here because you’re weak. Because you can’t control yourself. You should be grateful anyone wants you.’
Not weak, Thor said. He would have snarled at another wolf for suggesting even half of what she’d implied. But he knew better than to show Clara that kind of anger, not when she was an omega.
‘And yet, here you are, in the middle of nowhere as well. Who did you piss off to be assigned here, Clara?’ Oliver said coldly. The surrounding bar had grown quieter, some of the people closer to him realising something was happening, though neither of their voices had raised. Yet.
‘Which just goes to show how little you understand of how the world works,’ she said, smile returning as her fingers stilled. ‘I was chosen to come here. Gifted with the chance to change everything.’
‘Last I heard, you were data entry,’ Oliver said. Of all the people the IRS&D could have sent, Clara had been so far down on Oliver’s list that he wouldn’t have even thought to check for her. ‘What makes your skills worthy of being “gifted”?’
‘I’ve the same qualifications as Mitchel,’ Clara said, scowling at Oliver. But he knew exactly how she’d got those grades, and it hadn’t been hard work. She let the scowl drop and leaned forward like she was sharing a secret. ‘Besides, how could I miss the chance to spend more time with Mitchel? I think he’s missed me.’
This time, Oliver couldn’t stop the snarl that slipped out. The need to protect his friend was like an iron band around his chest. He wanted to step towards her, but he didn’t move. Why had he chosen a booth table? If he’d picked a normal one, a table would have separated them rather than empty space.
As Clara always did when confronted with aggression, she hid behind her own weakness. Her wolf rose to meet his, sending him a flood of vulnerability and the feeling of pups in danger. The feel of a submissive omega wolf that needed to be protected.
His wolf responded to the change, searching for a threat. It was an instinct so deep that neither of them could stop it. His senses sharpened, and the smell of whisky and pub food filled his nose. Then, more individual scents, the residual scent of the train diesel, paper and ink, perfumes and aftershave. So many scents bombarded him that he could barely parse them.
‘And there you go, proving my point,’ Clara said, curling her lip as she looked him in the eye. ‘You can’t even control the colour of your eyes. How can any wolves feel safe near you knowing you could rip them from their pack?’
Oliver clamped down on his own energy at her words, a spike of fear rising. It had been over six months since he’d accidentally created his own pack, dragging two wolves into it against their will. The knowledge of how easy it had been scared him even now.
Except these circumstances weren’t the same. Oliver wasn’t fighting another wolf; he was arguing with Clara. But that didn’t stop her disdain.
She pulled her wolf back in and smiled, clearly knowing exactly the effect it had caused. And how easily she could do it again. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ Clara said, moving closer. ‘Maybe you’ll change your mind.’
Clara walked away, pulling her jacket back on as she reached the door and sauntered through it with an air of triumph. Though what she thought she’d won, he didn’t know.
Not care about her. Not want to protect, Thor said, but Oliver could feel his wolf’s emotions. No matter what Thor said, Clara’s wolf would always spark those instincts. The need to protect those who were weaker than him was too deeply embedded.
Unfortunately, Oliver suspected he’d need to find a way to stop whatever she’d planned with Mitchel.
Ignoring the nearly silent restaurant goers, he went to look for Mitchel just in case he’d decided to get out of dodge altogether.

      [image: ]Amelia tucked her scarf into her thick wool jacket as she stepped out the back door of the old gym into the cold wind. The whole back section was used for the rangers’ cars. 
In front of her was an eight-foot wall that marked the border of Huntly, with only a few cracks showing in the old cement. It wasn’t the original wall. That had been moved, and then moved again, years previous.
The wind picked up, sending loose snow around her in a flurry as she stepped onto the cleared path. The weather hadn’t worsened while she’d been inside, except for the expected temperature drop.
Fur better. Keep us warmer, Luna said, tone still impatient as she sent Amelia images of them running in the snow-covered woods.
It would be freezing even with fur, Amelia said, then ignored her wolf as she sent her more images.
‘I hope the weather warden gets back soon,’ Sam said, breath misting out in front of her as she checked the door was locked. ‘I heard they hired someone to help?’
‘They did,’ Amelia said, wishing the council had done it much sooner. ‘He isn’t due to arrive for a few weeks, though, and Staci is out of town until the end of the week.’
‘How’s her mum?’
‘The same,’ Amelia said, wincing. From what she’d heard, Staci’s mum was quickly slipping into dementia. The young weather warden had been having to go to hospital in Inverness with her frequently. Which was why the weather kept going wild. Or wilder than usual.
Sam’s phone dinged, and she peeled off thick gloves as they headed towards her car. It needed to be cleared of snow, but if they were lucky, there wouldn’t be ice underneath.
‘Looks like Hale finally got the full list of who’s coming,’ Sam said, eyes scanning the screen after she unlocked it. ‘I’m not recognising anyone on the list, though you might.’
‘I doubt that. I don’t know any scientists other than you.’ Amelia’s hometown hadn’t precisely been large as packs went, despite the fact a prime alpha was in charge of her pack.
‘It says they’re from your hometown, Ivybridge? Right?’ Sam said, scrolling some more, then she looked up. ‘Just the one. Someone called Dylan?’
Amelia’s heart stuttered, and the snowy road in front of her blurred. ‘Dylan?’ she asked, words trying to stick in her throat.
‘You know him?’ Sam asked, still looking at her phone.
Amelia couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. He couldn’t be coming here. He wasn’t a scientist. Memories of the last full moon with him rose. He stood in front of her naked, pulling on the familiar feel of lust between them. Tugging on her wolf, trying to force her to change her mind and have sex with him. She hadn’t wanted him, but her body betrayed her. The Full Moon Fever showing her every other time they’d had sex, making it hard to think.
She’d fought the feeling, searching for something to break the pull. Anything that would let her funnel the energy somewhere else. Anywhere else. She’d found it, but it hadn’t been the save she’d been looking for.
Something inside her had snapped. That lust had twisted into rage, and she’d lost control.
Protected self, Luna whispered at the edge of her mind as that same rage built now, coiling inside like a snake waiting to strike. Her wolf was trying to send her calm thoughts. But it wasn’t working. Dylan not here.
But the rage wasn’t listening. It coiled tighter in Amelia’s gut. She couldn’t let it. Couldn’t lose control. The pack put down Shifters who couldn’t control themselves. Or, if the government found them first, locked in cages.
Safe. Not let them put us in cage, Luna said, voice still too quiet. Too far away.
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