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To everyone that never quite left Forks, Sunnydale or Mystic Falls.

Where the hell have you been, loca?
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CHAPTER 1

ELIN

Gabriel stared at my mouth, aware that if I lost control, it would be the last thing he ever saw.

No matter how many chin-ups I completed, how many training drills he put me through – arms and legs shaking, energy spent – it would only take one moment to change everything. In that moment I’d become a creature that never tired, that wouldn’t stop until he was dead – or I was.

But I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

They all knew that.

And that’s why I was allowed to live. Even after everything I did.

‘Elin,’ he warned, his voice steady, but stance and posture whispering his fear. The tendons in his neck strained, knuckles pale as they gripped his spear. ‘Focus, now.’

I forced myself to listen, swallowing hard against the rising burn in my throat, the panic-laced ache across my gums.

‘All right, you’re not that fucking tempting,’ I murmured, shaking my head, planting the wicked blade of my spear in the earth – as though that was the dangerous weapon here.

Leaning against the smooth wood for a moment, I counted my breaths, diving down, down, until I could hear the forest again around us. The gentle creak of the pine boughs, the soft patter of pine needles coating the ground as the breeze sent them tumbling. Deeper, listening to the muted hum of life below the surface, the roots that burrowed further down, the mycelium that wove through them.

‘I blame Demon Catchers,’ I added, trying to distract both of us. ‘We watched the new season last night. They’ve fucking butchered it – total character assassination of my favourite one. Maybe it’s messed with my blood pressure or something.’

A glance up revealed his cautious half-smile in response, but the definition of his biceps, the veins running down his forearms, were no less pronounced.

‘Lena said something similar,’ he admitted, the mention of his younger sister, my only other friend, enough to steady me.

The thought that this could happen with him, the only other person I cared about, besides Lena . . . the horrifying reality of just how easy it would be to lose it again, with anyone in this miserable little town.

I swore under my breath and straightened up. Pushing back my long, tangled black hair from my face, I realized my hair tie had become lost to the undergrowth in our last sparring match. My jaw ached, and I winced at the sensation of a bruise blooming across my gums.

‘Look, Elin, I’m sorry,’ Gabriel said, stepping closer. The vice grip on his weapon remained, but now it was concern that flooded his dark eyes, not fear. ‘We pushed it too far today. I pushed it too far.’

I held his gaze, but only for a moment. He hadn’t flinched – I knew he wouldn’t, but it was instinctual at this point, a long-trained response to avoid the reactions to my strange eyes, the clearest signal of my otherness. The shade – a rich chestnut-brown that turned to a burnished gold in the light, just like a tiger’s eye stone – drew only mild curiosity from the humans. But the dryads, my own people, recognized it for what it was, and the hatred, thinly veiled, was all their own.

Shaking my head, I adjusted the strap of my gym top where it’d rubbed against my skin. Looking up, about to concede that it wasn’t his fault, it was mine – always mine – I watched as he closed the space between us.

‘I just want you to be ready,’ he said, his voice as soft as the fading light through the canopy above. ‘Although I’m not sure a lifetime of prep would truly allow you to face . . .’ He paused, flicking his own spear out and driving it into the ground.

‘The wolves?’ I added, raising an eyebrow at his hesitation to use the word. ‘Listen, if I’m supposed to be extracting information and taking down an alpha in the process, then I’m going to need to at least say the word.’

Gabriel’s hands landed on my shoulders and I tensed, eyes flaring as I stared into his. My heart rate picked up, just as it always did when he touched me, all too aware of how careful he had to be.

‘We can’t underestimate them,’ he whispered, his fingers squeezing me gently before they trailed softly down my biceps. ‘And I know you can handle this. You’re more than I ever thought I could train you to be, but—’

‘It’d help if you could sound a little less like you’re trying to convince yourself,’ I replied, unable to stifle my usual urge to defuse our tension.

‘No one fucks with werewolves,’ he countered, eyes inching down the bare skin of my arms as his fingers followed my vine-like, curling veins just beneath the surface, the only firm indicator of my half-dryad heritage. My heart picked up again as he took my hands, folding them in his. ‘I know you’ve been forced into this arrangement, that facing them to try and find your mom is terrifying.’ He shook his head as I opened my mouth to protest. ‘Elin, be real with me for a moment. No dryad has ever been among the wolves and lived to talk about it. We live in a human world, but wolves are the apex predators – why do you think the humans leave them be, appease them by handing over the whole of goddamn Yellowstone National Park? And that’s just in Wyoming and Montana, let alone the rest of the country. Why do you think so many of the vampires have retreated up and over the border into Canada and back over to Europe? There’s a facade of all four species living together peacefully, but there’s more to it than we know. The wolves hold the levers of power for a reason.’

I lowered my gaze to our hands, the contrast of my pale, long fingers in the rich, deep brown of his. Their warmth, the urgency of his grip, spoke as they always did – to concern, friendship, and . . . something else. Not something we’d ever defined, but a feeling between us that’d grown stronger this summer, revealed through increasingly frequent touch, a shared heat in our glances. But . . . the distance remained. As if he’d heard my thoughts, he gradually let go and stepped back, his frustrated sigh lost to the breeze that brushed the tips of the pines.

‘Would things be different if . . .’ I began, pulse thudding as he reached for his spear, already suspecting his answer, but chancing it all the same. ‘For you and me, I mean, if I was just a dryad?’

Half turned away, his expression was revealed only to the deep woods beyond.

‘Elin,’ he pleaded, voice low and rough.

Shame, curling upwards like steam, began to fill my entire body. The thought that I could expect him to love someone like me, both halves of my nature, was just wrong, a fucking embarrassment to even think, let alone voice aloud.

‘Right,’ I whispered, grasping my spear and pulling it out of the earth. ‘It’s fine, I won’t ask again—’

‘No – Elin, listen,’ he urged, his features pained, eyes begging me to understand. ‘It would be different, but . . .’ His eyes raked over my face, as though trying to convince himself that I could somehow be what he wanted me to be. That my soft curves were the broad, stocky physique of a full dryad. That while we both presented as human, my pale heart-shaped face and strange eyes didn’t scream of the thing they all hated and feared. ‘But there’s too much at stake. If I didn’t have Lena and my family to care for, if the clan council wasn’t set on this fucked-up revenge mission . . . I don’t know.’ His expression softened as my heart filled with cruel possibility. ‘You’re Lena’s best friend, she’s my little sister . . .’ He stopped as I raised my eyebrow.

‘I’m twenty-seven, Gabriel, and you’re thirty-five. We’re not kids.’

He sighed, his eyes pleading.

‘I know, I get it – and we have fun together and you’re beautiful. I mean, look at you, for fuck’s sake—’ He stopped, frustration turning to realization, knowing he’d said more than he should.

A silence fell, resting in the exhaustion of how many times in the past six months we’d danced around this. An impasse, a valley between two mountains, with no route between them, just a long, dark fall into nothing below.

I took a deep breath, filled myself with the reassuring scent of the trees. Resisting the urge to reach out and lay my palm against the rough bark, to feel the life pulsing underneath and reset my mind, I started walking instead.

‘We should get back,’ I said, pausing for a moment until he followed.

The silence lingered as we retraced the same invisible route we’d taken in, our intermingled scents still woven through the undergrowth, as clear as lights guiding the way. Both carried the distinct pine-edged notes of our clan, his a deeper, darker essence – born of the earth and trees. Mine was lighter, interwoven with a soft floral edge, at odds with the dank forest enclosing us. If and when the chance to face the wolves arose, I’d have to take full advantage of my dryad ability to mute it, the task of masking as a human hovering on my horizon like a storm cloud.

Eventually the trees thinned, opening onto a clearing with Gabriel’s new red Dodge truck parked in the centre. I dared a glance back, relieved when he didn’t return it, his head lowered as he tapped out a message on his phone.

Placing my spear in the truck bed, securing it to the hand-made rack, I climbed into the open cab and waited, gritting my teeth for the awkwardness to follow. What the fuck had I been thinking? That because he’d held my hands for a moment, it meant something had miraculously changed?

Naive idiot.

I huddled into the corner, my forehead on the glass as he climbed in, silent as he turned the key and let the engine idle for a moment. He leant over, fiddling with the ancient radio, waiting until it landed on my favourite station.

Lifting my head a little, I looked over to see his face was still serious, but the smallest lift was tugging at the corner of his lips.

‘You listened to my – what did you call it? Oh yeah, whiny, folksy shit on the way over,’ he said, placing his hand on the back of my seat and looking behind as he reversed the truck. ‘Figured it was your turn to depress and deafen us both with your angry, angsty shit on the way home.’

I rolled my eyes as he glanced over, but offered up a small smile in return.

My love of anything alternative, from sad and soulful lyrics to heavy guitars, jarred against traditional dryad music, his favourite – all acoustic guitars and jaunty banjos with sweet, feather-light female voices. It was a small peace offering, a temporary patch on a wound that I could never imagine healing, not fully.

No longer trusting myself with words, I rested against the cool glass again and focused on the winding road through the forest instead. Gaps in the pines revealed Silver Creek, our small town in the valley below, clusters of wood-clad houses following the water down to the centre. The floodlights surrounding the high school football field were already on, a beacon in the gathering dark and a reminder of the night’s events to follow, the reason I had to stay home when the entire town would be out.

Just a few days ahead of the harvest moon, the dryads marked the liminal shift from summer to fall – a celebration, and a mourning, in the same moment. I could feel the energy shift deep within me, as all dryads did when the seasons changed. Their evening would be full of feasting and drinking under the stars, a football game and live music, and mine . . . alone, uninvited. Not that I really minded, given it was how I’d learnt to live.

‘You’re not working tonight, are you?’ Gabriel asked, his voice low, as though he hadn’t wanted to startle me from my thoughts.

‘Uh, no,’ I replied, reaching down into my bag, left in the footwell while we trained, picking out my cell. I tapped through to my calendar and double-checked, half tempted by the thought of a long, hard shift at Carlisle’s, the human bar I waitressed at in nearby Boise. No room to think, not on a busy Friday night, and decent tips too. ‘No, I’m not – why?’

He shrugged, slowing the truck to turn off the highway and into town.

‘Just wondered.’

Confused, I tried to read his expression as we wound down further into the valley. Eventually the streets became smaller, house after house marked with harvest-themed decorations – flowers in every shade of red and orange, dried wheat and woven branches. Slowing as we approached my place – the last house on the road – the weathered white clapboard forever shaded by the pines surrounding it, I spotted the reason for Gabriel’s question.

A very old, very purple Toyota was parked outside, the hand-painted magenta lightning streaks down the side a reminder of a recent memory that made me smile – even when the rest of the world was bleak. Lena and I had decorated it together, trying to cover the worst of the rust and disguise the long dent and scratches – a very visible marker of Lena’s loose grasp on parking with care next to the trees at her family’s place.

‘But I thought you’d both be going to the celebration, with the elders?’ I started, reaching down to pull my bag onto my lap.

‘I am, but I got Lena out of it,’ he smiled. ‘Thought you might need the extra time to process the Demon Catchers travesty together.’

In an instant, I felt lighter. Instead of a quiet night alone, it’d be one of comfort and colour – and if I was lucky, her signature ramyeon. Hesitating, I pushed caution to one side and reached over to give him a brief hug, a thanks for thinking of me, despite everything else. He stilled, then after a beat, pulled me into his side, his hand drifting to the back of my head.

‘Thanks,’ I whispered, daring to look into his face as I pulled back.

The expression I met was so intense, so close to closing the small gap between our bodies again, that I froze, disbelief – hope – rising.

‘It’s nothing,’ he murmured, his voice strained. His eyes flicked from mine to my house, forcing me to turn back as my front door opened, Lena’s tall silhouette in the light behind, waving me in, her impatience clear. ‘See you Wednesday,’ he added, clearing his throat as he shifted back into his seat. ‘We’ll go further down the river, do a bit more hand-to-hand maybe.’

I paused, sensing the dampers slamming down on his energy, cutting me off. Nodding, I opened the door and slid out, swallowing every newly risen feeling right back down again.

‘Only just in time,’ Lena called, all but tapping her foot on the threshold as I strode across the yard, Gabriel turning the truck and setting off back down the street. ‘I told him to have you here no later than seven. Totally fucks with my timings – good ramyeon is an art form.’

Releasing my frustration by taking the low steps to the porch in one leap, I landed six inches from her face. Her startled expression dredged up a smile as I planted a kiss on her cheek.

‘You’re the best,’ I smirked as she swore, hand on her heart. ‘I need the world’s fastest shower first, then I’m all yours.’

‘How do you move like that?’ she grumbled, letting me in and shutting the door.

‘Blame your brother, he taught me,’ I called back as I took the stairs two at a time, reaching the bathroom at the top in seconds.

Closing the door on her continued grumbling, I peeled off my training clothes and stepped into the hot water with a groan. My body was well-adapted to our training; fighting on and off for hours with a variety of weapons was nothing new. But the relief of letting my guard down – of letting go of whatever the hell had just happened with Gabriel – was like nothing else.

Not wanting to keep her waiting, I raced through the process of washing my hair, then drying off, before slipping on pyjamas and jogging back downstairs.

‘So, tell me about your day,’ I said, desperate for some normality as I entered the tiny kitchen. A mini-hive of pots bubbling on the stove, her Bluetooth speaker underpinning the energy with K-pop, Lena grabbed a couple of bowls from the cupboard, ready to serve up.

‘Nope,’ she replied, waving me away. ‘Couch. Now.’

I all but skipped into the living room, the TV already on and paused at the beginning of our favourite fall movie. The green chunky throw that I’d crocheted last year was laid out across the tired, tartan couch and as I climbed under it, she appeared in the doorway.

‘Your favourite,’ she announced, handing me the bowl of steaming noodles, rolling her eyes at my effusive thanks, but not quite hiding her smile as she rounded the other side and sat down, arranging herself exactly as I’d done.

‘You didn’t have to do all this,’ I said, tilting my head, trying to see under her violet bangs. ‘But I’m glad you did. I’m starving.’

‘Yeah, I did have to, though.’ She shrugged. ‘Partially because your happy little face makes you look like the adorable dork I know you are, but partly because I owe you a thank you.’

I raised my eyebrows.

‘Because?’

‘Because your idea to “enhance” my car with the Demon Catchers streaks two weeks ago’—she paused, chopsticks hovering over the bowl, half-smile growing wider—‘has caused such embarrassment to my precious family that my grandfather has actually offered to buy me a new car.’

My mouth dropped open. The thought of Abe Atwood, clan elder, renowned bastard and tight-fisted grinch, actually opening that dusty-ass wallet was too shocking for words.

So I laughed, harder as she joined in.

‘Anything else of yours we can fuck up?’

‘He’s such a pretentious prick,’ she said between gasped breaths, shaking her head. ‘She looks great. Besides, I bought way too much violet hair dye to waste – colour co-ordination is no joke.’

‘But you’re still going to take the new car, right?’ I replied, tilting my head to read her expression. ‘I mean, I love her, but realistically, how many miles has she got left before she becomes a money pit to fix?’

I dug into my noodles as she considered my question.

‘I guess . . . I just don’t want to feel like I owe him, you know?’

I looked up at her between mouthfuls, raising an eyebrow.

‘C’mon, you know I know what it’s like to permanently owe people things around here,’ I countered, receiving a sheepish smile in return.

‘Exactly,’ she continued. ‘So, which is the lesser of two evils? Letting my grandfather buy me a new car, or maybe finally saying yes to a date with Dixon?’

I snorted. The thought of Lena on a date with the local mechanic, and notorious dickwad, was . . . gross, even if it might mean free repairs.

We lapsed into contented quiet as we finished the food, then began to sporadically list pros and cons of accepting her grandfather’s offer as Lena started playing the movie, calling them out as they occurred to us. Midway through, I crawled out of the cosy warmth and grabbed some ice cream and two spoons from the kitchen, coming back in to find her staring at me with unexpected intensity.

‘I know you know this,’ she started, her hazel eyes holding mine, ‘but I fucking hate that you’re forced to stay here and do this. If anything ever . . .’ She stopped, suddenly choked up, taking a moment to recover. ‘If anything happens and you . . . shift again, and one of the clan get what they fucking deserve, then you know I’ll help you get out, hide you, whatever you need.’

I gritted my teeth against the sudden prickling sensation under my eyelids, gripping the ice cream so tightly that the lid popped off, landing face up on the throw.

Blurting a laugh just as she did, I climbed over the couch arm and tucked myself back under the blanket, but not before leaning over and hugging her for a moment.

‘I know,’ I whispered next to her ear, then pulled back to take a spoonful of ice cream. ‘But if they hadn’t forced it on me, I wouldn’t have been put under Gabriel’s watch, and I wouldn’t have got to know you.’

She nodded, expression unreadable, eyes hard.

We both knew what the alternative was: the same unspeakable horror that’d happened to my father the night everything had changed, three years ago.

Because there was one rule that every dryad clan had, one they shared willingly with the wolves – and I was the only exception anyone had ever heard of.

Regardless of their intention, any vampire on dryad territory would be killed on sight.

And yet . . . here I was.
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CHAPTER 2

ELIN

Despite being over five hundred miles from the nearest known werewolf pack, the entire population of Silver Creek – and every dryad town like it – became twitchy in the days surrounding a full moon. There was an unspoken curfew, nights when the clan fighters stayed awake on co-ordinated patrol.

Tonight would be the first night. Not that I was a part of it. Contemplating things over my morning coffee, it was almost comical that they trusted me less than they did the wolves – but then, wolves’ behaviour around dryads was predictable.

Feared, yes, but a known quantity.

I was not.

The irony was, though, when it came to it, I’d be the only one capable of taking down a wolf one on one. Dryad defences, hand-to-hand combat weapons, even guns – whatever they used would buy them time, but not much else, without clan strength in vast numbers.

But me, shifted into my vampire form, using a strategic position to limit the pack’s approach as Gabriel had taught me, I could hold my ground and do serious damage before fleeing. Combined with dryad energy manipulation – the only real defensive weapon we had: our ability to calm or excite living creatures around us, or dial up our scent to seduce and distract – I posed more of a threat to the wolves than any full-blooded dryad or vampire alone ever would.

Once a way of guarding our forests, energy manipulation had served the dryads against the white human settlers over four hundred years ago, and did just enough to keep the wolves away now. Of the non-dryad species, they were most susceptible to our scent, acting as some kind of wolfy catnip, but given how they overpowered us in every other way – strength, speed, aggression – they were still a danger, especially during the volatile full moon.

So, as someone with both dryad defence and vampire offence . . . I was a problem.

For everyone.

As far as anyone knew, I was the only half-dryad, half-vampire in existence – and the potential for inter-species instability I represented was exactly the reason interbreeding was illegal. It was also another reason for the wolves to hunt me down if they heard of my existence, or more likely, given the danger I’d pose, hire a human assassin to try to kill me instead.

I shuddered, gazing out at the valley beyond from my tiny back porch. Perched on the step and wrapped in an oversized cardigan, I closed my eyes and followed the sound of the creek instead. The low rush of the water cascaded through the town, the sound echoing between the sheer slate rock face that rose on one side and the wall of pines on the other. The whole town was enveloped in low fog that hung like a greying spectre, swallowing the clifftops.

My phone buzzed on the step next to me, forcing me back to myself.

Don’t look at the news, okay?

Lena. I glanced at the time: 6.02. She must be halfway through the first shift at work, putting in the hours to work her way to the top of her family’s bakery.

I mean it. At least wait until after work when we can talk straight after?

But it was too late, my head was already spinning.

Mom.

Was it something to do with her? Surely Lena would only message if it was important?

I placed my coffee down, my hands beginning to tremble.

Shit. No, I couldn’t not look. Not now.

Don’t leave me on read, asshole. You’d better not be fucking looking.

Clenching my teeth, I knew damn well there was no way I could just get on with my day – a day off, no less, with no work to throw myself into – with something like that hovering in my mind.

It took just a few seconds to get to the home page of the local news station, scrolling for a moment until . . .

My gut clenched, hand gripping the phone so hard that my fingertips turned white.


Third woman in four months missing near Claw Ridge. Yellowstone werewolf packs under suspicion.



Before I could move, or attempt to process it, the screen changed in front of me. Lena was calling.

‘You’ve looked, haven’t you?’ she cried, the bustle and machinery of the bakery kitchen loud against her voice. When I said nothing, she continued. ‘Fuck. Look, I didn’t want to tempt you into it, I just didn’t want you to see it with no warning—’

‘It’s okay,’ I said, my voice flat, keeping it – myself – as steady as I could. ‘It’s just . . . a surprise. I didn’t know . . . How has this been happening all summer without them reporting on it?’

Her momentary silence said everything.

‘I told them it was no use,’ she hissed after a second, clearly making her way through the kitchen and out the back. ‘I swear, I just found out – just before the news broke. You know what Grandfather . . . what all of them are like. They bribed the humans to suppress it for a while, trying to prevent any panic . . . but the humans are too scared. Apparently, the wolves haven’t acted this way since . . . they took your mom.’

I winced, the feeling like ripping off a fresh Band-Aid, the skin still raw underneath. Even with the pain, I was grateful to Lena for not skirting the words, for not treating Mom like the apparition she’d become.

‘I’m not going to read any more, but . . .’ I hesitated, squeezing my eyes against the images now playing through my mind. ‘Is there anything about Mom? Please, Lena, be honest.’

‘Nothing,’ she answered quickly, a solid, sure tone in her voice that spoke to truth. ‘I swear it. I wouldn’t cover that up, not for anything.’

I nodded, allowing myself to take a breath.

‘Okay,’ I replied, knowing she caught the shaky edge to my voice.

‘Listen, I’ve got to get back to work, but come meet me at the stables afterwards?’ she offered. ‘I’ll be over there by eleven, latest. Missy rolled in something indescribable yesterday. You can come help me give her a bath.’

‘Your generosity knows no bounds,’ I said, shaking my shoulders out, knowing I had to pull myself together. ‘I’ll be there, but only if you bring a minimum of half a dozen cinnamon rolls.’

She barked a laugh.

‘Way ahead of you, already made an extra dozen. No spiralling, okay?’

I agreed and we hung up, the silence that returned almost too much to bear. A cascade of thoughts hammered against my temples, along with the ever-present sensation of rising water, of barely holding my nose and mouth above the surface.

Clutching my throat as I stood up, the cold mountain air prickling the bare skin of my legs, I gripped the porch rail with my other hand, as though grounding myself through the house. The only thing of Mom’s that remained to me, the only anchor I had.

That and the feeling that if I could just find out what happened to her, I would finally be able to either swim or . . . let myself drown. It wasn’t the thought of finding her dead that terrified me, fucked up though that sounded. In some ways, that would be easy – a simple process of shifting into vampire form, then taking out as many wolves as I could get my teeth into. I’d keep going – ripping, tearing, fighting until I had nothing left, until they eventually overpowered me and took me down too.

No, it was the limbo. Not knowing either way, that’s what kept me awake at night. I often dreamt of the fog descending over the valley, lower and lower until I was wrapped up inside it, tendrils drifting in through the windows, finding me as I lay paralysed in sleep, filling my nose and mouth, suffocating me.

Needing to kill the hours between now and the stables, aggressively rejecting the idea of the gym, or any chores around the house, I decided to make more coffee and binge-rewatch my favourite show – where humans fell in and out of love so easily, casually ignoring the presence of the other species around them.

Seeing their reality on the screen, a human view of New York – the sheer density of their species, of buildings and lights and traffic – always made me nostalgic for my childhood. Mom and I had lived among them, and I’d always be thankful she’d wanted me to see the world, rather than growing up in the confines of Silver Creek. We’d lived in various cities, west to east coast, bouncing from Greyhound buses to elderly, beat-up cars, driving until they were irreparable.

At the time she’d pitched it as an adventure – and it had been. She’d hated small-town life as much as I did now, wanting to see more of the country, learn about humans, vampires, maybe even wolves, if it was possible.

I hadn’t realized the ulterior motive, not until she told me exactly what my father was – and what that made me. The reason why we’d needed to stay away from the dryads until I was twenty or so, finally able to dampen my urges to shift into vampire form enough to return. She hadn’t wanted to return to Silver Creek, but my father had insisted – the reason why, something I’d never had the chance to get to the bottom of.

I grabbed my latest crochet project – the lavender-coloured sister to my own sofa throw, a gift for Lena – out of the basket and let it gently numb my brain instead. There were only so many painful memories I could bear at once.

——

I arrived at the stables early, armed with a bag of apples.

‘Luckily for you, I got off a little early and made a head start,’ Lena called over the stall door, sleeves rolled up and brush in hand. ‘And don’t worry, we’re the only ones here.’

I nodded, thankful to avoid anyone else – the inevitable stares likely to be more pointed than usual after the news this morning. The stables were owned by Lena’s family, like most of Silver Creek, with other elder families allowed to keep horses up here too. Located right on the bend of the river, beneath the soaring cliffs, it’d always felt like a shelter to me, as much as to the horses. The white noise of the water echoing from the rock was calming, something the horses responded well to, just like dryads.

‘So, what did she roll in?’ I asked, reaching the stall and hooking my arms over it. I held out a small apple in my palm to Missy, stroking her soft grey nose as she took it gently.

‘A biblical amount of shit – the damn cows were let into the lower field for a few days, not that I knew about it, so naturally it took all of twelve hours for her to roll around and end up covered.’ Lena paused, trying to wipe a stray hair from her forehead without using her gloved, dry-shit-caked hand. Gesturing to her, I did it instead as she stepped towards me, then rearranged her short bangs just how she liked them. ‘Thanks. I don’t think I’m putting these clothes in the wash; they’re going straight in the trash.’

She glanced down at herself, frowning, then back to her gloves.

‘Do it again and you’re dog food,’ she warned Missy, now looking over at us with lazy contentment as she finished up the apple. Then with an indulgent smile, Lena added, ‘You little asshole. Good job I love your filthy hide.’

I chuckled, wondering idly how horses would react to wolves, or full vampires. I’d seen them with humans, and a whole mixed bag of behaviours in response. Humans had no gift for being aware of or using their own energy, unlike us. Flight animals felt safe in our company, switching off their nervous apprehension of the world with us around.

‘Do you think wolves might be . . . anything like us?’ I asked, my voice low, watching Lena’s eyebrows become lost under her bangs. ‘I mean, outside of all the aggressive, murderous shit. They’re the ones that suffer the most if we manipulate them, so . . . I don’t know. Makes me wonder if they might be more in tune with us than we know – like with the forest, and the natural world?’

She considered me before turning back to Missy, working at a big shit patch on her leg.

‘I mean, maybe? Scent’s important in their packs but . . . I don’t know. They don’t seem to give a flying fuck about anything that doesn’t involve dick-swinging and keeping everyone else beneath them. Plus, pretty sure anyone that might’ve asked won’t have lived to tell about it.’ I bit my lip for a moment, feeling the words sink in as she turned, her face crumpling. ‘Fuck. You know I didn’t mean—’

‘No, you’re just saying it like it is.’ I shrugged, giving in to Missy’s hints for another apple, looking around the stall I knew so well. Lena and I had spent hours and hours here, hanging out in all weathers, discussing everything from guys to gossip, crying as much as laughing. ‘I just want to be prepared, you know? When I do have to leave all of this behind.’

She nodded, but there was an undercurrent to it, thoughts she wasn’t sharing yet.

——

After I joined in the effort, and after our own, considerable, clean-up, we spent the rest of the day eating cinnamon rolls and hanging out at Lena’s place on the opposite, more bougie side of town. After her early-shift-induced yawning threatened to crack her jaw by early evening, I left, driving home through the quiet streets. I spotted multiple clan fighters in quick succession, all positioned at carefully constructed choke points into the town, poised to either warn or engage. Each one watched, clocking me as I passed – not one among them relaxing their stance as they might for anyone else.

Finally pulling up to my place, thinking ahead to the comfort of my bed, the utter blackout from my thoughts that sleep offered . . . my phone lit up.

Gabriel.

My heart stuttered a little; he’d never called me this late before.

‘Hey, is everything okay?’ I asked, confused, climbing out into the night. Then with a horrified start, I blurted, ‘Wait? It’s not Lena, is it? I only just left her . . . Is she—’

‘It’s not about Lena,’ he answered, an undertone of stress in his voice, one that usually appeared when he was on official clan business. ‘But . . . there’s another situation. I’m sorry to have to ask, but I need you to come up to the circle.’

I froze, genuine dread pinning me to the spot.

‘Why?’ I whispered, turning as a breeze rustled the pines above the house, shafts of moonlight moving across the roof tiles like searchlights. ‘Why would you ask me to come up there, you know—’

‘The elders want you here,’ he replied, tone softening, knowing full well how I’d feel about revisiting a place where so much trauma had occurred.

I closed my eyes for a moment, the same sensation as this morning building once again, of drowning, suffocating in this place – in this tortuous fucking limbo I’d been in since Mom disappeared. The image of my father’s charred body flashed behind my eyes, the bone-deep dread that the same thing would happen to me.

‘Is it to do with the disappearances in Claw Ridge?’ I asked, voice tentative but unwavering. ‘Is it the Yellowstone wolves?’

There was a defined pause between us, a confirmation so loud in the silence that I almost winced.

‘Elin, I can’t explain—’ he began, but I was already retreating in my mind, going back into the dark recesses, guards slamming up one by one.

‘I’ll be there in ten,’ I replied, hanging up.

Was this it? Was it finally happening?

Leaving my bag in the car and taking one last look at the house, I gathered myself and instead headed into the trees behind it. The path towards the circle, the ancient meeting place for the clan elders, was no more than a ten-minute walk, but I knew I’d need every minute to focus – to prevent myself from shifting in the face of so much hostility.

Eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness, I contemplated doing it anyway, despite how much it scared me. My vision would sharpen to pinpoint accuracy, rather than straining as I was now, trying desperately to not trip and fall on my ass. I would be able to defend myself in an instant, to leave at speed when I couldn’t take it any more. But controlling it, being at the mercy of vampire instincts – terrifying and alien – that would be almost impossible. Not to mention, they would see it as an act of outright aggression, a reminder of the very reason I was under their control – forced to obey their summons.

The familiar churn of anger, frustration and resentment grew as the sounds of town receded. The trees became denser, the hip-height ferns cushioning the sound of my footfall. My thoughts tried to spiral, but the concentration required to pick a safe path, despite the intermittent shafts of moonlight, meant that a temporary calm had formed by my first glimpse of the circle. There, just around the next corner, the firelight glowed against the trunks of the vast, old pines near the centre.

A strong scent to my left preceded the sound of a low branch creaking. A male dryad, likely one of the guards. Emotions didn’t always register in scent, only when they were particularly stark – or being deciphered by a dominant family line, like mine, or Lena’s. But this one stank of fear.

‘I don’t care what they say,’ he hissed, clearly hoping to catch me off guard, his voice full of the bravado his scent belied. ‘I reckon I could take you down in less than a minute.’

Rolling my eyes in the darkness, I carried on, the elders around the fire now visible.

‘Bet it’s not the only thing that takes less than a minute for you, huh?’ I replied, noting another voice huffing a stifled laugh from the opposite side.

There was a muffled thump as the first idiot landed behind me, followed by the second to my right, just ahead.

‘Are you armed?’ the second asked, trying to form his amusement into cool professionalism, and failing. He emerged from the deep shadows, and I recognized him as one of Gabriel’s friends, Kris.

‘No weapons,’ I said, trying to spot Gabriel among those seated on the logs around the fire. ‘Although give me five seconds and I can change that.’ I spun around, sensing the first male, now approaching far too closely behind. I bared my teeth, apprehension and fear forging into my own brand of bravado. ‘Fuck around and find out.’

Both froze, clearly under the impression I was about to lose it, and they were going to end up flayed into dryad-ribbons.

I snorted at the looks on their faces, shaking my head. Some fucking protection they offered.

‘C’mon, tough guys, don’t want to keep the overlords waiting.’

Ignoring them as they flanked me, I approached the circle, every face turning to mine, the threads of their low conversation left undone.

Gabriel stood, giving a barely perceptible order to Kris and the other idiot, leaving me walking towards him alone.

Except, he wasn’t the Gabriel I knew. His face was unyielding, any natural warmth in his dark eyes swallowed by the night. He gestured for me to stand to his left, but not before I caught sight of the spear in his right hand.

We eyed each other for a moment, the same anger that’d just flared now building into the urge to snatch it away and snap it like a twig, watching as each and every one of them filled their goddamn pants. I knew Gabriel, the man beneath his official capacity as the future leader of the clan, just as he knew me. But right now, I was the enemy.

‘Elin Weston,’ Abe Atwood called, and I gritted my teeth. I waited a moment too long before turning, just enough to irritate him, but not quite enough to get called out. ‘I won’t labour this, and doubtless you’ve now heard about the Claw Ridge . . . issue. The opportunity to pay your debt to this community and fulfil the contract we signed just over a year ago, to infiltrate a wolf pack when the opportunity presented itself and investigate your mother’s fate – it has finally come.’

Cold dread welled in my gut at the memory of that forced promise – to stay in Silver Creek, learn to fight and willingly risk my life by entering a wolf den, or . . . die right there and then, as any other vampire would, like my father had. My fingertips tingled as adrenaline surged, fighting with the urge to shift, knowing full well it was only the training with Gabriel that prevented it now. I felt the sharp talons below the surface of my fingers, elongated canines begging to rip through tender gums, the ripple of supernatural muscle waiting to expand.

They knew as well as I did that I could wipe out a significant number of the clan before they stopped me. Like the wolves, it was only numbers on their side.

I managed a nod, not risking a verbal response. Gabriel watched me carefully, hiding the concern I knew he’d be feeling, doubtless recognizing my internal fight.

‘These ancient Whitman pines have witnessed almost nine hundred years of our clan on this land, including the day your mother was taken by those wolves, or packs known to those wolves,’ Abe added, glancing to the woman on his right.

My . . . aunt. Mom’s sister, Deanne.

I stiffened, reading the barely concealed disgust in her expression, the way her lip curled as I caught her eye.

‘We’ve never fought back against those . . . monsters,’ she spat. ‘The discovery of your . . . abnormality allowed us to pursue a different strategy. But now, thanks to the outrageous behaviour of the wolves this summer, taking those human women, a way into a pack is on the table. The humans are terrified, and the mayor of Claw Ridge has invoked the old sacrifice mechanism to try and stop them.’

I looked back, startled.

‘The what?’ I blurted. ‘A “sacrifice mechanism”? What does that even—’

‘The wolves are savages,’ Abe cut in, his heavy brow adding to his scowl. ‘It’s the only kind of depraved language they speak. It’s an old tradition, going back to the time when the white humans first settled here and discovered us – and the ancient wolf packs. The wolves allowed them to stay, unharmed, if the humans showed they understood where the power lay. A human woman was offered up to each of the packs once a year – more if the humans ever stepped out of line. No one knows what happened to the women, what those creatures did to them, but it was effective. The ritual all but died away twenty years ago, on the understanding humans didn’t stray from their place in the species order, but now, in Claw Ridge, the humans don’t know what else to do. So, they’re going to offer up a sacrifice and hope it’s enough to appease them – and thanks to Deanne’s careful negotiations, the humans have agreed to it being you.’

I felt no shock, just emptiness as I took in his expression, the faces around him that studied mine.

This was what they’d forced me to train for: a way into the wolves, to take any opportunity to infiltrate a pack and find out what’d happened to my mother. And then . . . destruction.

They knew, I knew, how it would end. I had no doubt my anger – revenge – would power me on to death and devastation, taking a significant number of wolves with me as I ultimately went down myself.

‘Gabriel informed us that you required this summer to complete your training,’ Deanne continued, ‘that you were capable of restraining your . . . urges well enough to get into a pack and report back first, before . . . well, delivering whatever they – and you – have coming. You will mask yourself as a human, as discussed previously, to take maximum advantage of your dryad abilities when the moment arrives.’

Her energy washed over me, a tangible hatred, a bitter taste in my throat.

‘And if they discover my dryad nature sooner? If they attack before I can get any information from them?’ I asked, a strange calm settling over me as it all began to sink in. ‘What then? They’ll track me back to you, all of you.’

I stared at Gabriel as Deanne replied, waiting for a flicker of any emotion but seeing nothing, just careful passivity.

‘Then you lie,’ Deanne hissed. ‘You lie and tell them you’re from a different clan, any clan but ours. Gabriel has told us how he’s been very careful to cultivate your loyalty in the past few months. I understand all too well how love will make you behave in ways you thought impossible, niece. You will too. You wouldn’t want any harm to come to Lena either now, would you?’

I whipped my head towards her, the echo of a bitter smile on her face, then back to Gabriel, his expression now hardening to cold indifference, a mask of someone entirely loyal to his clan, his people – willing to do anything, be anything, to protect them.

He’d meant none of it. All the hints, the touches, the insinuations . . .

He feels nothing for me. It was all a game.

The realization was more painful than a hundred body blows in quick succession, my chest aching in response.

‘The sacrifice is two nights from now,’ Abe explained, barely audible over the ringing in my ears. ‘The Claw Ridge sheriff will take you to the edge of wolf territory and leave you there. The worst of the full moon will be over, their strength waning with it. It goes without saying that once you have left this forest, you are no longer welcome back to it – under pain of death. Once you have information on your mother, find a way to relay it back to the sheriff, and we will consider your debt paid, but not forgiven. Any attempt you make to escape, to somehow skirt the contract, will mean you meet a fate just like your father’s. We will show no mercy, as I think you well know.’

I was well and truly floored. They waited for a response, a movement, any sign . . . but I couldn’t respond. The visible hatred, the scheming and plotting of someone I thought I could trust . . .

‘And my house?’ I managed to ask, keeping my voice low, hiding the tremble inside it.

‘It will be reallocated within our wider family,’ Deanne replied, her satisfaction abundantly clear. ‘Lena will be at your disposal to help clear out your possessions. Anything left behind will be burned.’

‘Anything to say to us before you leave?’ Abe prompted, his eyes hidden in shadow.

Heart pounding and tears threatening, I turned my head a little towards Gabriel, but kept my eyes on his hand, the rigidity of his grip on the spear.

‘Fuck you,’ I hissed, knowing it would only be audible to him. Then, turning back to the elders, I added, ‘I’ll be the sacrifice. But know that I’m doing this in Mom’s memory, and for her alone. The rest of you can rot in burning fucking hell.’

A few of them drew a breath, a low murmur of unease breaking out further back, behind Abe and my aunt.

‘And you,’ I said to her, turning to leave, watching as the guards gathered from the perimeters, unsure of my next move. ‘You’ve taught me so much about love, in the utter absence of it. There’s no hate like dryad love, huh?’

She recoiled from me, her face blanching even in the glow of the firelight. I glanced at Gabriel one last time, his brow furrowed, a flicker of something softer across his eyes as I caught his stare.

Too fucking late.

‘It’s not what you think,’ he whispered, barely audible as I turned and left, striding back into the darkness beyond the circle, gulping the cold night air as though I’d held my breath for hours.

I had no idea what he meant, but I didn’t care – couldn’t care any more. It was time to get out of this poisonous hell hole.
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CHAPTER 3

CLARK

I caught the scent again as we crossed the ridge behind the great lake and took off, my order to follow thundering through the others. Tanner snapped as we picked up speed, his teeth just a whisker from Wes’s neck as he threatened to take the shorter route down, towards the cottonwoods and aspens that lined the banks of the Big Sky River.

‘It’s criss-crossing the whole path down,’ Wes complained, sprinting ahead of his older cousin, risking his neck to pull alongside me. ‘I can go investigate and meet you down at the river, at the old fishing spot?’

I slowed, simultaneously ordering Tanner to lay off as I let Wes go, Gage accompanying him in the instant I agreed to his request.

‘He’ll put us all in danger someday if he can’t stay in line,’ Tanner growled as we watched the brothers follow a zig-zag path down the incline, both muzzles trained to the ground.

I sighed, knowing he was right, overwhelmed once again by just how many directions the problems flooded in from. But it was this one right now – this strange new scent – that needed my focus. That and the missing humans, not to mention the human authorities who wanted to square the blame away on us.

‘It’s inevitable,’ I replied eventually, striding back out from a walk to a run, the rest of the pack immediately matching mine and Tanner’s pace. ‘But without a bit of freedom, Wes becomes even more of a pain in my ass than usual, and what he does, Gage follows.’

Tanner’s grumble echoed as we entered the lower section of towering pines that covered the ridge as it descended onto the valley. The temperature plummeted in the deep shade, the sharp tingle of the pine scent a refreshing change from the baked earth and burn of midday sun through our thick fur.

‘Feels like many things are inevitable,’ I mused, half to myself, Tanner’s huge head turning to mine for a moment, his eye catching mine, despite our speed. Only he knew the depth of strain I’d felt these last few years, and he’d stood with me, shoulder to shoulder through all of it.

‘Like me shoving you into the river first?’ he replied, mouth opening into a grin, taunting me.

Truth was, I wanted nothing more than to abandon our patrol and jump into the river. After an hour of running the same route, finding nothing new, it felt pretty fucking pointless. But . . . duty first.

‘I don’t want to leave us exposed, not with so many of the pups still shifted since the moon. Not to mention the stud, that deal from the Texas pack would—’

‘Clark,’ Tanner said, cutting me off, his voice quiet as ever, despite his unnerving size. ‘This isn’t helping, there’s nothing new for us to find.’ He nodded towards Wes and Gage, the pines whipping past like upright pencils as they raced beyond them, nearing the valley floor. ‘I’ll put those two – goddamn Scooby and Scrappy – on duty tonight. They can take whatever hare-brained route they want. Lia and Jas can back them up, add the real brain power. Let’s take ten minutes now. Give yourself a break.’

He was right. Again.

‘Does it ever get tiring?’ I asked him, sending back an order to the others to stand down for now, and return to my place to reconvene.

He frowned, watching the others peeling away, each one lowering their head to me as they passed.

‘What?’ he asked as we approached a grove of aspens, their spindly silver trunks almost obscuring the glittering river beyond. The water was shallow here, a bank of stones stretching out into the bend, meeting the cold, slow-flowing current.

‘Being a smart-ass, furry Yoda?’ I answered, battling back a smirk as he half growled, half laughed, dodging his dive attack and putting on a last burst of speed. The grass blurred as I leapt forward, eating up the last of the land until solid earth changed to smooth, oval stones, my claws scraping against them until . . .

I heard him yelp as we both hit the water, chuckling as I shifted mid-dive, finding my human form and pushing back up to the surface.

‘Fuuuuuck, that’s cold,’ he said, human head now bobbing on the surface, powering into a front crawl to get to the riverbank. ‘Every damn time.’

Smiling, I felt the
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