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Chapter 1

The GPS died three miles outside of Blackpine.

Sloane Avery took it as a sign. Not the good kind.

She coasted to a stop on the gravel shoulder, engine ticking in the late-afternoon quiet, and stared at the black rectangle of her phone screen. No signal. No bars. Not even that desperate single-bar ghost that sometimes materialized to deliver a text from someone she didn't want to hear from. Nothing.

She thought of Trent, briefly, the way you thought of a bad fall on icy pavement. He would have had something to say about the GPS. He would have had something to say about all of it, including her decision to drive four hundred miles east to a mountain town she'd never visited, to claim a dead grandmother's cabin she'd never known about. He had plenty to say about most things. That had been one of the problems.

Sloane rolled down the window. Cool air slid in off the tree line, carrying pine and something deeper underneath, dark soil and cold water and a smell she didn't have a name for that seemed to reach back past the year she'd spent in Trent's carefully arranged orbit and touch something older. She breathed it in, twice.

The road ahead curved and disappeared into the trees. She had a printed email from a lawyer named Galbraith, a hand-sketched map attached as a scanned document, and a full tank of gas. She had less than that emotionally, but she'd been managing on less for a while now.

She put the car in drive.

*  *  *

Blackpine announced itself without fanfare, which Sloane respected.

No welcome sign. No quaint painted archway. The gravel road simply widened, became paved without ceremony, and then there were buildings on either side: a hardware store, a post office the size of a garden shed, a diner with a hand-lettered sign in the window that read OPEN and meant it. The town had the density of a place that had never tried to be bigger than it was. A few trucks sat along the main strip. A dog slept in a patch of sun outside the hardware store and didn't bother to lift its head as she passed.

She parked in front of the diner because the lawyer's map had a note at the bottom: Hazel's Diner, ask for Hazel, she has your key.

Sloane sat a moment before she got out. She still caught herself running a brief internal risk assessment before walking into unfamiliar places, a leftover of Trent. She was working on it.

She got out of the car.

The bell above the diner door was quiet, just a soft knock of brass. Inside: four tables, a counter with six stools, a pie case with two offerings. The smell of coffee and cinnamon overlaid with the kind of grease that meant genuine short-order cooking rather than performance. An older man at the counter didn't look up from his newspaper. A woman in her sixties moved behind the counter with the efficiency of someone who had worked the same space for decades and knew every inch of it by feel.

She had silver hair pinned back, brown skin, and eyes that went straight to Sloane's face the moment she walked in. Not unfriendly. Just direct in a way that said she did not miss much and had no particular interest in pretending otherwise.

"You'd be Sloane," the woman said.

Sloane stopped walking. "Is it that obvious?"

"We don't get a lot of strangers mid-week. Ruth's granddaughter, the lawyer said. I'm Hazel." She was already reaching under the counter. She produced a key on a plain ring, old brass, and set it on the counter between them. "I've got your key. You want coffee while I get you situated?"

Sloane sat and said yes to the coffee and yes to the piece of pie that Hazel produced alongside it, because she had not eaten since a gas station in the early afternoon and she was operating on caffeine and stubbornness. The pie was peach. It was the best thing she'd eaten in months, and that was only partly because of how thin the last year had worn her.

"You knew Ruth?" she asked.

Hazel poured her own coffee and leaned against the back counter. "Long time. She was here before most of us." She said it in a way that seemed to mean more than it said, but she didn't elaborate. "You'd never met her?"

"No." Sloane kept her voice level. "We were estranged. I didn't know she'd passed until Galbraith called." Two sentences over a rift she'd never fully understood, her mother's careful silence on the subject of Ruth Avery, the grandmother who had existed at the edge of a mountain forest and left behind a cabin and a name and nothing else Sloane knew how to hold.

Hazel nodded once, without judgment. "The cabin's sound. I've had someone checking on it. You'll want to air it out, but the water runs and the roof's solid." She paused. "How long are you planning to stay?"

"I don't know yet," Sloane said. Staying had been the only plan she'd been able to form. Her lease in Portland had ended. Her job had been the kind you could do remotely or not at all, and she had chosen not at all. Trent was not going to follow her four hundred miles into the mountains, because Trent was the kind of man who required an audience and there was no audience here.

"Good answer," Hazel said, and almost smiled.

*  *  *

The man in the corner booth had been watching her since she sat down.

Sloane noticed him the way she'd learned to notice most things in the last year: peripherally, cataloguing the information quietly. Early thirties maybe, with the kind of build that made her think outdoor work, broad through the shoulders, an ease in how he sat that didn't match the stillness of his attention. Light brown skin, dark close-cropped hair. She clocked him and looked away, then found her gaze drifting back despite herself. He had a coffee he wasn't drinking and no phone out. He was watching her, careful and measuring, and something under that she couldn't name lifted the hair at the back of her neck.

She caught his eye.

He didn't look away.

Sloane was the one who turned back to her pie, and was aware it was not the move she'd have preferred to make. She finished the coffee, asked Hazel for directions to the cabin in addition to the map notation, and listened while Hazel told her to turn left at the old mill and follow the forest road two miles to a reflector post with orange tape.

"You'll know the driveway because it's the only one back that far," Hazel said. "Quarter mile through the pines. House'll be on your right."

Sloane left money on the counter, more than the pie and coffee cost, because the diner looked like the kind of place that ran on locals being decent to it.

She didn't look at the corner booth on her way out. She felt the man's attention like a hand between her shoulder blades, steady and specific, until the door fell shut behind her.

Outside, the light had shifted. The afternoon was leaning toward evening, the sun pulling sideways through the trees on the western ridge, and the air had dropped five degrees while she was inside. She stood beside her car for a moment and looked at the town again, at the mountain rising behind it, at the line where the forest began.

Two women across the street had paused their conversation to watch her. An older man in the hardware store doorway was looking her way. The dog that had been sleeping had woken and sat upright, watching her with more intensity than a stranger unlocking a car door should earn.

Small towns watched strangers. That was what they did.

She got in the car.

*  *  *

The cabin sat at the end of a gravel drive that curved through the pines and delivered her to a clearing just large enough for the house and a small outbuilding and the breathable sense of open sky overhead. Log construction, old but not deteriorating, with a porch that wrapped around two sides and windows that still held their glass. Someone had maintained it with the steady attention you gave a thing you wanted to last.

Sloane sat in the car and looked at it.

She had driven four hundred miles to stand at the edge of a stranger's life. A grandmother she had never been allowed to know, a house full of someone else's choices, a town that already knew her name before she'd said it. All of it settled across her shoulders and sat there.

She got out of the car.

The key turned in the front door lock without resistance, smooth in a way that said recent maintenance, and the door swung inward on a single room with a kitchen at one end and a living space at the other and a staircase going up to what she assumed were the sleeping quarters. It smelled of cedar and something faint she couldn't place, not quite floral, not quite green.

There were photographs on the mantelpiece.

A woman, perhaps sixty in the most recent one, gray hair and Sloane's own jaw, exact. Ruth. It had to be Ruth. Sloane stood in front of the photograph and looked at her grandmother's face for the first time in her life, and thought about a lot of things she was not ready to say out loud.

She opened the windows. She found towels and sheets in the upstairs cupboard. She made the bed in the room that had the best view of the mountain and unpacked what she'd brought, which was not much: a duffel bag, her laptop, Galbraith's paperwork, a photograph of her own that she set on the nightstand more by habit than sentiment.

By the time she'd done all of this, the last light of the day was doing something remarkable to the tree line. She stood on the back porch with her arms crossed against the cold and watched the way the light went amber and then deep orange between the trunks, the shadows of the trees stretching long across the clearing.

That was when she felt it.

Not a sound. Not a movement. Her attention sharpened the way it did when you turned and found someone standing closer than you'd expected. The hairs on her arms lifted under her jacket sleeves. She looked up, toward the ridge where the tree line crested and the slope steepened into rock, and couldn't have said why she looked there rather than anywhere else, only that her gaze went straight to it.

The wolf was on the ridge.

It was large, larger than she had any reference for, large enough that her mind tried briefly to find another explanation and found none. Gray-coated, the color of storm cloud at the tips and pale charcoal underneath. It stood absolutely still, as though it had chosen stillness rather than arrived at it.

It was looking at her. Not with the skittish assessment of an animal clocking distance and threat. It looked at her the way a person looks at someone they recognize. Steady. Specific.

The last light caught its eyes.

She should have been afraid. She took account of herself and found that she was not, not quite, though something moved through her that would have been fear under another name. The wolf held her stare for one breath, two, three. The clearing was absolutely quiet. The trees did not move.

Then it was gone. Not running, not startling away. One moment it was there, and the next the ridge held nothing but empty rock and last light. She stood on Ruth's porch with her arms wrapped tight around herself and the cold pressing in from every direction, and she knew she had not imagined it.

Something in Blackpine had just looked at her and made a decision.

She went inside and locked the door. Then she stood in the kitchen a long moment, listening to the silence of the mountain, already thinking about the color of those eyes.
Chapter 2

Ronan was elbow-deep in a cracked pump fitting at the lodge when Wade found him.

"Got word from Hazel. Someone's moved into the Avery cabin."

He didn't look up from the fitting. The threads had stripped, which meant a half-day job had just become a full one, and he wasn't in the mood for complications. "Who?"

"Young woman. Drove in yesterday. Hazel says she's renting month to month."

Month to month. So she wasn't planning roots. That was something. He handed the wrench to Del, who'd been crouching beside him with the patience of a man who'd learned not to hurry an alpha, and straightened up.

"I'll go."

Del raised an eyebrow. "Send me."

"I'll go," Ronan said again, and that ended the conversation.

He had his reasons and they were pack business, not personal: the Avery cabin sat exactly where pack territory pressed against the public land boundary. Ruth had lived there for forty years with a sanctioned knowledge of what ran those woods, what the shadows between the trees sometimes were. She'd kept the secret as well as any Conclave-approved human ever had, and when she died in June she'd taken her caution with her. Whoever was in her cabin now didn't have that knowledge, and Blackpine's eastern perimeter was not a forgiving stretch of terrain for someone who didn't.

He told himself that was the whole of it.

*  *  *

He took the truck as far as the fire road allowed and walked the last half-mile through the pines. October had stripped the understory down to gray and bone, and the afternoon light came in at a low angle that turned the frost on the needles to copper. His breath clouded in the cold. The temperature up here was running a month ahead of the valley, the kind of mean northern chill that crept into joints and didn't leave, and whoever this woman was, she'd picked a hard season to arrive in an uninsulated cabin at the tree line.

The Avery place came into view through a gap in the trees: a low, dark structure with a covered porch and a stone chimney already trailing smoke. Firewood stacked against the south wall, neat rows, not the careless pile a person made when they planned to leave soon. Ronan slowed. The front door stood open behind the screen, and a battered red sedan sat in the gravel with the trunk still up, a cardboard box balanced on the lip.

He was fifteen yards out when the wind shifted.

The scent reached him and he stopped walking.

It was not a complicated scent. Pine resin and something warmer underneath, cedar and the faint edge of citrus, entirely human, entirely female. It should have meant nothing. He had walked into towns, into crowds, past a thousand humans over the course of his life, and he processed and dismissed their scents the way a person blinked: automatic, unremarkable, constant. That was the basic discipline of the wolf, the first thing a pup learned to manage. You smelled everything. You reacted to nothing. You stayed in control.

His wolf did not receive the message.

The animal surged up from the locked-down place where he kept it during the hours he lived as a man, and it did not surge gently. It hit him the way a thing hits when it has been coiled and waiting a very long time and just found a reason to move. His heartbeat shifted. His hands went still at his sides. Fifteen years of patient, deliberate work, the whole careful architecture of a man who had decided not to want a particular thing, shuddered at its foundations at once.

He breathed through his nose, which was a mistake, because it brought more of the scent and not less.

The screen door opened. She came out carrying the box and looked up and saw him.

*  *  *

For a long second neither of them moved.

She was younger than he'd assumed. Late twenties, maybe twenty-nine. Dark hair pulled back in a knot that was losing the argument with the wind. She wore a canvas jacket too light for the altitude, and she had a look on her face that said she'd startled and was deciding, quickly and without much drama, not to show it. The box was full of books. That was the second thing he registered, after her face, which was not the order he'd intended.

"You're standing on the porch path," she said.

"I am," Ronan said.

"Is there a reason for that?"

He was aware, in some distant and increasingly unreliable part of himself, that this was not how he normally operated. He had a prepared version of this conversation: introduce himself, mention the terrain, gesture toward the tree line, say something measured about wildlife and property lines and how the previous occupant had understood the lay of the land. He had done this exact conversation three times over the years with newcomers who'd wandered too close to pack range, and it had always been brief and forgettable.

He located the prepared version of himself and used it.

"Ronan Cross. I'm a neighbor. Wanted to introduce myself and mention that the woods up here carry some risks a person from out of town might not expect."

She tilted her head. The box rested on her hip like she'd forgotten it was there. "What kind of risks?"

"Bears ranging for food this close to the tree line, especially going into winter. Drop-offs on the north face of the ridge that aren't marked on any of the public trail maps."

She considered him. Her eyes were a clear, direct brown with something watchful behind them, and he kept his own gaze at a neutral middle distance, in the manner of a man who was not cataloguing every detail of her expression.

"Okay," she said.

"Okay," he said.

"Bears and cliffs. I'll keep it in mind." She moved past him toward the trunk of the car and set the box down with the efficiency of someone who had been moving things without help all day. "Are you going to tell me I shouldn't be here, or are you just going to imply it?"

"I'm not implying anything."

"You've got the stance of someone implying." She reached into the trunk for another box. "I'm Sloane. Sloane Avery. I'm renting from the estate."

The name landed differently than he'd expected. He had known the cabin belonged to the Avery estate. He hadn't known the renter shared the name. He kept his face still. "Related to Ruth?"

Something crossed her expression, quick and then gone. "Her granddaughter."

Ronan looked at the cabin, then back at her. Ruth had lived at this tree line for four decades and had never, as far as any of them had known, brought family anywhere close to Blackpine. She'd been careful. She'd understood, better than most sanctioned humans ever did, what it meant to keep two worlds cleanly separate. And now her granddaughter was standing in the gravel with her arms full and a coat that would be useless by November, watching him with the precise, measured patience of someone deciding whether he was a problem.

"Then you've got more local knowledge than I assumed," he said. "I'm sorry about Ruth."

Sloane held still for a moment. "Thank you."

"Did she ever talk to you about the property lines?"

"She mentioned the creek." She leaned against the car. The wind came off the ridge and pushed a strand of hair across her jaw and she tucked it back, impatient with it. "She didn't mention a welcoming committee, but I guess that's a small-town thing."

"Blackpine's a small town. People notice."

"I've noticed that." She was watching him the way he imagined she watched most things: steadily, without telegraphing what she was weighing. He wondered what she saw. A large man standing in her gravel, probably. Someone who hadn't smiled once in the conversation. He'd been told, more than once, that he had a face that discouraged small talk, which he considered a feature rather than a flaw.

His wolf was not sharing the assessment. The animal held in a state of focused, unreasonable attention, the way it locked onto a sound in the trees before a threat arrived. But there was no threat here. There was only her scent on the wind and Ruth Avery's granddaughter watching him from ten feet away.

He needed to leave.

"There's a general store on Main, Garner's, that carries weather gear. Canvas and wool. The temperature up here drops faster than the valley forecast will tell you." He took a step back. "And if you need anything, Hazel at the diner knows the town."

"Already met Hazel." The corner of her mouth moved, not quite a smile but the shape one leaves behind. "She fed me pie and told me the peony beds need dividing in spring."

"Hazel knows what the town needs."

"I'm getting that impression."

He nodded once, which he had always found passed adequately for a farewell. She didn't call after him. He walked back through the gap in the trees, and he did not look back, because looking back was a thing a man did when he was leaving something he wanted to stay near.

*  *  *

The truck sat on the fire road where he'd left it. He got in, shut the door, and sat with his hands on the wheel.

He ran the facts the way he ran all problems: methodically, without sentiment. A young woman, late twenties, renting month to month. Ruth's granddaughter, which explained the name and the presence both. She seemed capable. She'd stacked firewood correctly, driven into a remote mountain town alone, and held her ground against an unannounced stranger without once raising her voice. Neutral observations. They had no weight.

He started the truck.

His wolf lay quiet now, but the quiet was not ordinary. It was the stillness of an animal that had located something and was waiting for the man to catch up. Fifteen years ago, at twenty, he had made a decision with the cold clarity of someone who had just watched grief take his father apart from the inside: that the mate-bond was something he did not have the architecture to want. An alpha's life was not his own. Thirty-two people lived inside the radius of his judgment, and every choice he made vibrated outward through all of them. He had watched his father after his mother died and understood, with a certainty that had never softened, that he would not be that man. He would not build something the world could use against him. He would not hand that power to anyone.

He had been thorough. He had not looked. He had not allowed himself to look.

And now Ruth Avery's granddaughter was stacking firewood at the tree line, and his wolf had lost fifteen years of work in the space of a single shifted wind.

It was nothing. She was human. She was renting month to month and would be gone before December.

He pressed the accelerator and let the fire road unspool under the wheels.

The pack radio crackled. Del's voice came through flat and careful. "You're taking the long way back."

"Road check," Ronan said.

A pause. "Uh-huh."

"The eastern perimeter needs flagging before the full moon. Cabin's occupied now."

"Done. Hazel called." Another pause, the kind Del used when he was deciding whether to push. "Says she's got the Avery girl coming in for breakfast tomorrow. Seems pretty interested in her."

Ronan said nothing.

"Ronan."

"I heard you."

He set the radio down.

Hazel had taken an interest. That was not, on its own, unusual. Hazel fed every newcomer and had their full history inside forty-eight hours. It was generosity and pack instinct both, and the long memory of a woman who had lived through enough Blackpine winters to know what happened when the wrong person arrived without anyone watching over them.

But Hazel had known Ruth. Had known her for decades, had stood at her grave in June and been the only one there who wept without trying to hide it.

The valley road opened up ahead of him. The peaks were going dark against a sky that was losing its color fast. Whatever Hazel was doing, whatever she had seen or decided in the hours since a red sedan pulled into Ruth Avery's gravel, he would know tomorrow. He would handle it the way he handled everything: with patience, with control, as a man who did not make decisions on instinct alone.

The wolf stayed quiet and watchful at the bottom of him, and had not believed a word of it since the wind changed.
Chapter 3

The diner had one of those hand-painted signs above the door, the kind where the letters had been touched up so many times the original color was anyone's guess. HAZEL'S, it read, black on cream, and below that in smaller script: EAT GOOD FOOD OR DON'T.

Sloane pushed through the door.

The bell above it gave a single, decisive clang, and every head in the place turned. Not dramatically. Not all at once. Just the small-town audit that says we see you, we know you don't belong, we are reserving judgment. Six booths, a counter with eight stools, a pass-through window into the kitchen where someone was doing aggressive things with a cast iron pan. The smell hit her before her feet moved: coffee, bacon, something sweet with cinnamon. Her stomach made a decision without consulting her.

She took a stool at the counter. A laminated menu appeared in front of her within seconds, and then the woman behind it.

Hazel was not what Sloane had expected. She was sixty at least, with silver hair cut short and practical, forearms that spoke of decades lifting things heavier than plates, and eyes the warm brown of walnut shell. She looked at Sloane the way you look at something you've been waiting for and didn't realize it until it arrived. Then she went very still.

Not suspicious still. Something else.

"You're Ruth Avery's girl," she said.

Sloane's throat did a complicated thing. "Her granddaughter. Yeah."

Hazel set both palms flat on the counter and studied her for a long moment. Not unkindly. Just reading something.

"I knew Ruth forty years," she said. "She talked about you."

"She talked about you too." Ruth had called her Hazel from the diner without elaborating, which was Ruth's way. My friend Hazel. She'd said it with the warmth she reserved for people she trusted completely, and Sloane hadn't thought much about it, and now here she was.

"Coffee?" Hazel asked.

"Please."

The mug appeared. The coffee was black and real and tasted like it had been made within the last hour, which put the diner immediately in Sloane's top ten places she'd ever been. She wrapped both hands around the mug, and her shoulders came down half an inch, the way they did when you'd been braced against something a long time and forgot for a moment to keep bracing.

She ordered eggs and toast and more coffee, and while she ate, Hazel talked about Ruth. Not the official version. Not the careful one people reached for at funerals, all polish and distance. The real one. Ruth who had kept three separate bird feeders stocked through the worst winter anyone could remember. Ruth who had driven old Carl Henley to the hospital in a snowstorm and waited six hours to make sure he was stable and then driven home without ever mentioning it to anyone. Ruth who had appeared at Hazel's door when her husband passed with four containers of food and no words at all, just a hand squeeze and then gone.

Sloane ate slowly and listened and felt her grandmother more clearly in these minutes than she had in the months since the funeral. She hadn't expected that.

The door opened twice while she sat. First a man in a work jacket who glanced at her and nodded with the measured welcome of someone who would need more data before committing. Then two women who slid into a booth and whose whispered conversation included the words Ruth's cabin, too low for the rest to land. Hazel leaned toward them and said fine in a tone that closed the subject, though it seemed to Sloane to open something else she wasn't yet in the room for.

"Is there something I should know about the cabin?" she asked, when Hazel came to refill her mug a third time.

Hazel paused. Not hesitation exactly. More like selection, sorting through what she had and deciding what to put on the counter.

"The cabin's solid," she said. "Ruth kept it well. You'll want to check the woodpile before October, and the flashing on the east side of the roof could use attention before the snow."

"That's not what I was asking."

Hazel looked at her. Something moved through her expression.

"The forest is different here," she said finally. "People who don't know it get turned around. We've had hikers go out the back of their property and not find their way until morning. Sometimes longer. The tree line behind Ruth's property runs deep."

"I've done backcountry hiking."

"I'm sure you have." Hazel's voice was warm and absolute, both at once. "Still. Don't go past the marker posts after dark. And if you hear something in the trees that sounds wrong, don't go toward it."

Sloane set down her mug. "Sounds wrong how?"

"Like something that wants you to," Hazel said simply, and moved away to take an order.

Sloane sat with that for a moment. She'd lived in cities long enough to forget how seriously people who actually lived near wilderness took it. Every remote place had its folklore, its local cautionary story about the dark. Maybe this was Blackpine's version, passed down through enough winters that it had refined into something that sounded more like fact than fable.

But Hazel had not said it like a story. She had said it like instructions.

Sloane was still turning it over when the door opened again and the quality of the room changed.

She felt it before she registered it: that shift when a space rearranges itself around someone entering. The two women behind her stopped talking. The man in the work jacket straightened. Hazel looked toward the door and her face did something complicated that resolved into neutral before Sloane could name it.

Then she looked up.

Ronan Cross stood in the entrance, and the morning light behind him was doing her ability to form coherent opinions about him absolutely no favors. He wore a dark jacket, a gray shirt underneath, his hair slightly damp, and he had the look of someone who had been up before dawn doing things that would never involve an alarm clock. His eyes found hers immediately.

She still didn't understand how he did that. Located her without searching, as though the search was complete before he walked through the door.

"Ms. Avery," he said.

"Mr. Cross." She turned back to her coffee. "I'm starting to think you're following me."

"You're at the only diner in Blackpine."

"There could be another one."

"There isn't."

"Then somebody needs to open a competing establishment so I have somewhere to be that you aren't."

She heard him sit down. Two stools away, at the edge of her vision, and the distance was both sensible and irritating, and she declined to examine why.

Hazel set a mug in front of him without being asked. He wrapped one hand around it, and Sloane noticed, with more attention than it deserved, that he'd started with two and adjusted to one, the same way she had. Which meant nothing. Lots of people held hot mugs the same way.

"Ruth Avery was your grandmother," he said.

"Hazel told you?"

"Hazel didn't have to. I knew Ruth."

Sloane looked at him then, because the statement had weight in it that moved her attention whether she invited it or not. He was looking at his mug, not at her, his profile very still.

"She was a good woman," he said. "She looked after this town in ways most people didn't notice."

"That was her style," Sloane said. The edge had gone out of her voice without her deciding to let it go. "What kind of ways?"

"She understood this place," he said. "The land. The boundaries of it. Not everyone who comes out here does." He shifted slightly on the stool. "The cabin sits at the edge of hunting territories. Different families have different sections of the forest, and those lines matter even when they're not marked on any official map. Ruth understood that. She never caused trouble."

Sloane absorbed this. "Is that your polite way of adding to the warning Hazel already gave me?"

He looked at her. Direct and unhurried.

"What did Hazel tell you?"

"Don't go past the marker posts after dark. Don't follow sounds that want me to follow them." She paused. "I want the version you'd tell an adult, Cross. Not the version you'd give someone you think needs protecting."

Something moved through his expression. There and gone.

"The forest has risks," he said. "Some of them are the kind you can walk out of if you're careful. Some aren't."

"Helpful."

"I'm not trying to be cryptic. I'm trying to be accurate."

"Then be more accurate."

He turned toward her on the stool. Not all the way, just a quarter turn, and it changed the geometry of the space between them. Her pulse did something. She chose not to catalog it.

"There are people who come through this area," he said. "Not hunters, not hikers. People with reasons for being here that don't include anything on a park map. And some of what lives in that forest, you don't know how to handle it. That's not a judgment. It's just true."

"I don't need rescuing," Sloane said.

"I didn't say you did."

"You implied it."

"I said you don't have the knowledge yet." He picked up his mug. "That's not an insult to you. It's a fact about information you don't have. I'm not equipped to remove an appendix. That's not an insult to me, it's just an accurate statement about what I know and what I don't."

She stared at him. "That's a genuinely strange analogy."

"It's accurate."

"Everything you say is accurate. It's one of your most infuriating qualities." She said it before she thought it through, and it came out more honest than she'd intended, more like something you'd say to someone you'd known for a while rather than someone you'd technically met once. She did not look at him to see if he caught that.

"I'm not trying to make decisions for you," he said, and his voice had gone quieter, not softer exactly but more careful. "The cabin is yours. The land around it is yours. You can walk wherever you want to walk."

"I know that."

"I'm asking you not to go past the marker posts after dark. As a favor to me."

Sloane looked at him then. She looked for longer than was strategic, and he met it, and he did not fill the silence with anything, just let her look and waited.

She had told herself on the drive up here that she was finished with men who thought they knew what she needed. Trent had been an encyclopedia of her alleged needs, always one step ahead of her, always translating her into a version of herself he found more manageable. By the end she hadn't been able to tell her own mind from the version he'd constructed of it. She had made herself a promise: no more men who arrived with instructions.

Ronan Cross had opinions. He had weight. He occupied space in a way that made rooms notice him.

But three times now he had said the cabin was hers, the decision was hers, and then stepped back and let her have the space. He'd said it like he meant it, and looked at her and waited, and not once leaned into the gap she hadn't offered.

"A favor," she said. "Not a rule."

"I don't get to make you rules," he said. "You're not mine to make rules for."

The sentence landed and stayed. She did not examine it.

"Fine," she said. "After dark, I stay in."

He nodded once. Something in his shoulders let go.

"Why does it matter to you?" she asked. "You knew my grandmother. You don't know me."

He considered this. Outside, wind moved through the pines, and the light through the diner windows shifted and resettled.

"Ruth asked me to look out for this town," he said. "The cabin is part of this town. You're in the cabin."

It was a reasonable answer. It covered all the logical ground. She believed it and also did not quite believe it was everything.

*  *  *

Hazel appeared with Sloane's check and a small brown bag. "Muffin for the road," she said. "Blueberry. Ruth's favorite."

Sloane took it with both hands, and her throat did the thing again that she was getting tired of it doing. "Thank you. I'll come back."

"I know you will," Hazel said, the way you say something that's already settled.

Sloane put on her jacket and stood, and she was aware as she did of Ronan Cross not watching her leave. Which was somehow more noticeable than if he had been.

Outside, the mountain air hit her clean and sharp after the warmth of the diner. She stood on the sidewalk for a moment, the muffin bag in her hand, and looked down the main street of Blackpine. Three blocks of it visible from where she stood, storefronts and a gas station and a hardware store and the deep green wall of the forest rising at every edge where the town stopped trying.

She was about to walk to her car when she noticed the man across the street.

He was leaning against the corner of the hardware store, not doing anything in particular. Jacket, dark boots, a studied patience that did not match a man waiting for a shop to open. He wasn't looking at the storefronts. He was looking at her.

When he saw her see him, he didn't look away. He watched, like someone who had decided she was the thing worth watching.

The skin on the back of Sloane's neck pulled tight.

She looked away first, and hated that she did, and walked to her car at exactly the pace she would have walked anyway, and did not look back at the corner.

She thought about Hazel's voice. If you hear something in the trees that sounds wrong, don't go toward it.

She thought about Ronan's voice. The forest has risks. Some of them are the kind you can walk out of if you're careful. Some aren't.

She started the engine and pulled out, and in her rearview mirror the man on the corner watched her go, still not moving, still not looking away.
Chapter 4

The map on Ronan's desk had seen better decades. Its edges were soft from handling, the territorial markers worn pale by fingers that had traced the same ridgelines season after season. Blackpine's borders ran north to the high saddle where the snowpack never fully melted, east along Bitter Creek to where it forked into federal land, south to the highway that kept the town invisible to anyone driving through too fast to look. Ronan knew every inch of that ground the way he knew his own pulse.

Wade Tully knew it too. That was why he stood on the other side of the desk instead of sitting: standing meant he could tap the center of the map with one blunt finger the way he was doing now, a habit that had developed somewhere around the third year of his second-in-command tenure and one Ronan had never broken him of.

"The Conclave's letter was not a suggestion," Wade said. "Silas Drummond has been petitioning them for six months. Six months, Ronan. Whatever he's offering them in exchange for Ironclaw expansion rights, he's getting closer to a yes."

"I know." Ronan kept his voice level.

"An alliance with the Ironclaw pack would close the northern exposure. Their alpha has a daughter, bloodline going back four generations on the West Ridge line. It would be a clean pairing." Wade's finger lifted from the map. "You'd have their numbers at your back before the Conclave makes any formal ruling."

The word pairing sat in the room and did not improve with age.

Ronan picked up the Conclave's letter from the desk corner and read the second paragraph again, not because he needed to, but because it kept his hands occupied and his expression neutral. The language was bureaucratic and careful, courtesy dressing a warning in good wool. The Conclave had been managing the First Law across a dozen territories for longer than most packs had standing records, and they were not patient when they identified what they called structural vulnerabilities.

Blackpine's structural vulnerability, according to three pages of careful language, was its alpha's lack of binding political ties.

"I heard you the first time," Ronan said. "And the second time, last Thursday. And the time before that, when you put it in writing."

"The writing was so you couldn't later claim you hadn't been told."

"Wade."

"I'm your second. My job is to say the things you don't want to hear until you hear them." Wade crossed his arms, not backing down. He never backed down, which was exactly why Ronan had chosen him. Most days that quality was useful. "The Conclave is not going to hold off Silas indefinitely. He has been chipping at our southern grazing range for two seasons, and if they give him even a provisional expansion, we lose the buffer. Then it's not just territory. It's a precedent."

Ronan turned from the map. Through the window behind his desk, Blackpine's main street showed three cars parked outside Hazel's diner, a dog nosing along the gutter, a sky the color of pewter settling toward afternoon. The town looked quiet. Towns always looked quiet from a distance.

"I will meet with the Conclave representative when he arrives," Ronan said. "I'll make our case."

"Your case is stronger with an alliance."

"My case is our decades of clean record. Zero Veil breaches. Zero Venator incursions traceable to us. The First Law holds in Blackpine because this pack holds it. That is not nothing."

"It's also not a political marriage."

"No," Ronan agreed. "It isn't."

The door to the back office opened and Del leaned in, one shoulder against the frame, wearing the look he always wore when he had information he was enjoying withholding. Del Cross had been Ronan's brother for thirty-four years and his pack enforcer for nine, and Ronan could read every register of his silences.

This one meant he'd been listening at the door long enough to have opinions.

"Don't," Ronan said.

"I haven't said anything."

"You're about to."

Del stepped fully into the room and helped himself to the chair Wade wasn't using. He was big enough that chairs never quite looked built for him, but he sat easily, elbows on knees, watching Ronan with the expression their mother used to call the Del look: patient, faintly entertained, waiting for something to confirm itself.

"Drummond's sister," Del said. "What's her name?"

"Sienna," Wade supplied.

"Sienna Drummond." Del nodded as if storing this away for later. "Solid bloodline. Decent territory. The Conclave would approve it inside a week." He looked at Ronan. "Would solve the problem."

"I'm aware of what it would solve."

"And yet."

"Del."

"There's something I heard," Del said, "from Maren, who heard it from the Fosters, who run the eastern perimeter Wednesday nights. Someone's been at the Avery place." He paused, which was theater, because Del never paused for any other reason. "Human. Woman. Drove in three days ago in a car that barely made the grade."

Ronan's wolf went very still inside him. Not the stillness of sleep. The stillness of attention, of a creature that had been half-listening all morning and had just heard the thing resolve into words.

"Ruth Avery's granddaughter," Ronan said. He kept his voice the same as it had been. He had no idea if he succeeded.

"You knew?" Del's amusement sharpened into something more focused.

"I know what moves through this territory."

"You know what moves through this territory," Del repeated, as if tasting the phrasing and finding it interesting. "And does this piece of what moves through your territory have a name?"

Ronan looked back at the map. "Sloane."

The silence that followed lasted four seconds. He counted.

"Sloane," Del said.

"She came to settle Ruth's estate. She'll be gone inside two weeks." The words came out clean and certain. He believed both of them. He was also aware, at a level beneath language, that his wolf believed neither, and had been doing the same thing since yesterday morning: orienting south, the way a compass needle orients, patient and absolute and entirely unconcerned with what Ronan wanted to think about the situation.

Wade had been watching this exchange with the expression of a man doing arithmetic. "If she's a civilian and she's staying at the Avery place, we should confirm she has no idea what Blackpine is."

"Ruth kept her granddaughter out of it," Ronan said. "Deliberately."

"How do you know that?"

Because Ruth had told him, ten years ago, sitting on her cabin porch with her hands wrapped around a mug and her eyes on the tree line. She'd said it plainly: Sloane doesn't know, and she's not going to, and you'll leave it that way, Ronan Cross, or we'll have a very different conversation. He had agreed and meant it. Ruth Avery had been one of the few people in his adult life he had never once considered arguing with.

"Ruth told me," he said. "And I trust that."

"Trusted," Del said quietly. Not unkind, for once. "Ruth's been gone four months."

"Her word doesn't expire."

Del let that sit, which was its own kind of answer. He pulled himself to his feet, slow, the way big men moved when they weren't in a hurry, and he crossed to the window and looked out at the same thin street Ronan had been watching.

"She was at Hazel's this morning," Del said.

"I know."

"Do you know what she ordered?"

"Del."

"Just making conversation." His brother's reflection in the glass was doing something that on a less controlled face would have been a smile. "She looked tired. Hazel liked her. You know how Hazel gets when she likes someone."

Ronan knew exactly how Hazel got. The old woman had been feeding and sheltering and quietly arranging the lives of the Blackpine pack for longer than Ronan had been alive, and when she decided something about a person, the pack felt it like a shift in weather. Hazel's approval did not attach easily, and the fact that it had attached now to a woman who had been in town three days was something Ronan was choosing not to examine too closely.

"She's here to clean out a cabin and sign some papers," Ronan said. "She's not pack. She's not a concern."

"Then why do you know her name like that?"

He looked at his brother. Del was still watching the street.

"Because I make it my business to know who is in this territory," Ronan said.

"Mm." Del turned from the window. "Wade, do you know what I think?"

"I try not to," Wade said.

"I think our alpha, who has been presented with a very reasonable political solution to a genuine problem, is stalling." Del looked at Ronan with the expression that had survived unchanged from childhood, the one that said he saw exactly what he was looking at and had decided to be entertained by it instead of merciful. "I think something has complicated his
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