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FOR MY SISTER










 PROLOGUE




A Fairy Tale, Seven Years Ago


Strangers never walk down this road, the sisters thought in unison as the man trudged towards them. Certainly not strangers in business suits – there was just no reason for them to be out here in the middle of nowhere. Yet here one was, clouds of dirt rising around his feet with each step before settling into the cuffs of his impeccably pressed slacks. The older sister raised an eyebrow and stepped up to the white fence, while the younger sister finished a cherry Popsicle already half melted from the afternoon sun.


The man nodded his head in greeting as he finally came to a stop in front of them. ‘Hello, little ones,’ he said, voice smooth. The sunlight glinted off the man’s slick blond hair and created thin shadows on his face where wrinkles were just beginning to form.


‘I’m eleven,’ the older sister answered boldly, lifting her chin high.


‘My mistake! Young ladies,’ the man corrected with a chuckle.


The older sister twirled in response, pretending not to study him as her party dress bloomed like a red mushroom around her. As the man watched her, his smile faded. His eyes grew darker, his smile more forced, and he licked his lips in a way that made the older sister’s stomach tighten. She stopped midturn and grabbed her sister’s sticky hand, snatching away the Popsicle stick and gripping it tightly, like a weapon.


‘Is your mother home?’ the man asked, the pleasant expression sweeping over his face once again.


‘Our mother doesn’t live here,’ the little sister declared, kicking at a dandelion. ‘You have weird eyes,’ she added, squinting in the sun to look at the stranger’s face. His irises were dark sienna, the red-brown shade of autumn leaves.


‘Shh, Rosie!’ the older sister scolded, backing away.


‘Ah, it’s all right,’ the man said, stepping forward. ‘The better to see your lovely faces with, my dears. Your father is home, then? Brother?’


The older sister shook her head, black curls scattering over her shoulders. ‘Our grandmother is here, though.’


‘Would you fetch her for me?’


The older sister hesitated, sizing him up again. She finally gave a curt nod and turned towards the little cottage behind her. ‘Oma March! There’s a man here!’


No answer. ‘Oma March!’ she yelled louder.


The door swung open, slamming into the rows of gerbera daisies planted just outside the cottage. Oma March stepped outside, her daisy-patterned apron dusted with flour from the cake she was making for a neighbouring boy’s birthday party. Sounds from the television drifted though the yard, The Price Is Right theme intrusive against the songs of sparrows in nearby trees.


‘Scarlett, love, what’s wrong?’ she asked calmly, never one to be easily riled.


Scarlett yanked Rosie towards the house. ‘There’s a man – a stranger – here,’ she said, a note of warning in her voice as she brushed past her grandmother in the doorway. Rosie plopped down in front of the tiny television in the kitchen, but Scarlett lingered behind Oma March’s broad back, fingers still gripping the red Popsicle stick.


‘Oh,’ Oma March said as she regarded the stranger in surprise and tugged her apron off to reveal blue jeans underneath.


‘Good afternoon, ma’am. I’m here as a representative of Hanau Citrus Grove. We’re trying to expand our business by selling citrus fruits door to door. Pay on delivery in three to six weeks. May I show you our catalogue?’


‘Citrus? You mean like oranges?’ Oma March asked in her German accent. She waved the man forward; he unlocked the white gate and strode towards her, hand outstretched.


‘Yes, ma’am. Oranges, grapefruits, tangerines—’ The man clasped Oma March’s palm in his, the sleeve of his navy suit jacket sliding back to reveal a curious black mark on his wrist.


Scarlett narrowed her green eyes to get a better look. It was an arrow that didn’t look so much like the tattoos the woodsman down the road had, but rather as though it was a true part of his skin.


Oma March followed Scarlett’s gaze, and suddenly her mouth became a firm line. The air stilled. The salesman’s sparkling eyes clouded with the same eerie expression they’d held when he’d regarded Scarlett outside.


‘We don’t need any. Thank you, sir,’ Oma March said, her voice hard.


No one moved at first, and it reminded Scarlett of the way dogs stand perfectly still before lunging in to fight. The salesman licked his lips again and stared at Oma March for a long moment before a slow, creeping smile pulled at the corners of his mouth.


‘You’re sure?’ he said as Oma March shut the door.


As soon as the latch clicked, she wheeled around to face them, face blanched and eyes pale green disks. Scarlett backed up, afraid to see her grandmother wear such a foreign expression. The Popsicle stick clattered to the ground.


‘Versteckt euch!’ Oma March whispered hoarsely, pointing urgently towards her bedroom in the back of the cottage. Hide. Hide now.


Rosie abandoned the television, grabbing her sister’s hand nervously. Scarlett opened her mouth to ask Oma March to explain, but before she could find the words, a guttural, ragged howl erupted on the other side of the front door. Scarlett’s blood ran cold.


Oma March slammed a wooden beam across the door, then swung one of the bright yellow kitchen chairs over their heads and propped it up at an angle against the doorknob just before the knob began to turn furiously.


‘Schatzi, my treasures, I won’t let him have you!’ Oma March murmured under her breath, like a prayer. She dashed for the telephone and began dialling.


‘Charlie? Charlie, one is here. Outside,’ Oma March whispered frantically to Pa Reynolds, the woodsman who lived down the road. ‘Oh, God, Charlie, hurry,’ she pleaded. She slammed the receiver of the avocado-coloured phone back down and threw her weight behind the couch to slide it in front of the door as well.


Another low, growling howl, followed by frantic scratching at the door.


Oma March snapped her head towards her granddaughters, eyes watery and pleading. ‘Scarlett! Don’t worry about me. Take Rosie and hide,’ she begged.


Scarlett nodded and squeezed Rosie’s hand, yanking her into Oma March’s room and slamming the door behind them. A tangle of legs and arms, they scrambled into the corner between the bed and bookshelf, breathing in the cool scent of laundry detergent and musky old philosophy books. They heard scraping from the other room as Oma March struggled with the couch. Another low, growling howl, then a sharp bang and a rainlike sound as splinters from the door poured down on to the floor.


Oma March shouted frantically in German, but her voice was cut off by loud thuds of furniture crashing to the ground, upholstery ripping, pans clattering. Scarlett bit her bottom lip so hard it began to bleed.


And then silence: eerie, thick silence that poured over the little cottage and drowned out the yammering of The Price Is Right contestants.


The sisters clung to each other, near-mirror images with their chests pressed together until it seemed as if their hearts were one single organ beating between them. Rosie tangled her tiny fingers into Scarlett’s thick black hair and hid her face by her sister’s neck. Scarlett stroked Rosie’s head comfortingly with one hand, while the other groped under the bed for something – anything – that she could use to defend them. Something more than a Popsicle stick. Scarlett shuddered when a shadow appeared in the line of light under the door. Finally, her fingers found the smooth handle of a handheld mirror beneath the bed.


The shadow began to pace back and forth on the other side of the door, every few steps punctuated by a breathy growl and the scraping of talonlike nails on the hardwood floor. Scarlett watched, hypnotized, and when the pacing suddenly stopped, she gasped. The shadow pressed against the wooden door so hard that it looked as though the door may splinter under the weight. Rosie cried out, and Scarlett struck the mirror hard against the nightstand, cracking the glass. Trembling, Scarlett prised the largest shard from the mirror’s frame.


The aluminium knob turned so slowly that for a moment Scarlett thought perhaps it was just Oma March coming to check on them like she often did just before she turned in for the night. Scarlett squeezed her eyes shut. Just Oma March. I am not here, Rosie is not here, we are in bed. But as the door opened a crack, Scarlett forced her eyes wide, gritting her teeth when she saw Rosie’s chubby cheeks still shaking in fear. The door opened a little farther, a little farther, the stream of light hunting them down in the darkness. The single heart between them pounded as the door finally swung fully open and they were exposed to the light, helpless to hide from the form silhouetted in the door frame.


It was him, the salesman, but it was also … not. He still had shiny blond hair, but now it was speckled across his body like patches of disease. His eyes were enormous and hollow, his mouth twisted and stretched as if his face had been pulled apart at the corners, revealing rows of long, pointed fangs. His back arched as if it was broken, hunching his shoulders and turning his feet in. And his feet … the horrible claws were as long as fishing hooks and left deep gashes in the floorboards as he inched closer to the girls.


He ducked to fit under the door frame and, in one fluid transformation, lost the last few characteristics that had made him look even remotely like the blue-suited salesman – that had made him look remotely human. His nose became long and canine, his lips spread even farther.He lurched forward and planted his two hands – no, paws – on to the ground, thick, greasy hair clinging to his entire body. And the smell. A rotting, corpselike stench emanated from the thing – the wolf – making the sisters wretch. He watched them hungrily, evil adoration in his eyes.


Scarlett swallowed hard, gripping the mirror shard so tightly that it cut her hand. She pushed away the impending tears, the energy in her legs screaming for her to run, and the sound of the presenter on The Price is Right shouting about dinette sets as if nothing were wrong, as if she couldn’t see her grandmother’s form slumped on the ground just behind the monster.


She stared into the monster’s hard sienna eyes and it cocked its mangy head. Before Scarlet knew what she was doing, she shoved Rosie under the bed and leapt to her feet, wielding the broken piece of mirror like a knife. Scarlett took a step forward, then another, until she was so close to the monster that the rotting stench coming from his throat choked her. The wolf opened his wide, long jaws, rows of teeth and bloodstained tongue stretching for her. A thought locked itself in Scarlett’s mind, and she repeated it over and over until it became a chant, a prayer:I am the only one left to fight, so now I must kill you.
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SCARLETT MARCH




HE’S FOLLOWING ME.


About time. I had to walk past the old train depot five times before this one caught the scent of my perfume on the wind. I feign obliviousness to the sound of his dull footsteps in the darkness behind me and tug my crimson cloak tighter around my shoulders. I give a fake shiver as a breeze whips through my glossy hair. That’s right … come along, now. Think about how badly you want to devour me. Think of how good my heart will taste.


I pause on a street corner, both to be certain that my stalker is still behind me and so I can appear confused and scared. There’s nothing like a lost teenage girl on the bad side of town to get their blood pumping. The street lamps make the wet pavement glittery, and I avoid the light as best I can. It would ruin the whole charade if he saw the bumpy, jagged line where my right eye should be. The eye patch covers some of the mark, but the scar is still obvious. Luckily, the wolves are usually too focused on the red cloak to care all that much.


I turn sharply and head down an alley. My stalker turns as well. This side of town reeks of stale beer from the restaurants that have become bars now that the sun is down, but I suspect the man following me can smell my perfume above the booze. If you can call him a man. They slowly lose their human souls when they become monsters. I walk faster – one of the first tricks I learned. Run from an animal, and it chases you.


My fingertips skim the worn handle of the hatchet hanging at my waist, hidden by the flutter of the red cloak. The cloak serves multiple purposes – the colour of passion, sex and lust is irresistible to wolves, and the fabric hides the instrument of their death. And perhaps most important, wearing it feels right, as if I’ve put on a uniform that turns me into more than a scarred-up orphan girl.


‘Miss!’ my stalker calls out just as I emerge from the alley’s opposite end.


Gotcha.


I gasp and turn around, careful not to let the red hood slip off my head. ‘You scared me,’ I say, clutching my heart – the only part of my body untouched by Fenris jaws. My hands are scarred, just like my face, but the marks are so small that I count on him overlooking them in his fit of hunger. It’s easy enough to make a wolf notice my hair, my long legs, my waist, but hiding the scars took practice.


‘So sorry,’ he says, stepping out of the alley. He looks normal. Nice, actually – mahogany-coloured hair and a firm jaw speckled with facial hair, like a high-school football star in his prime. He’s wearing a pale blue polo shirt and jeans. If I didn’t know any better, I’d easily believe he just stepped out of one of the bars. That’s all part of the illusion, of course; it’s hard to lure young girls to their doom if you look like a psychopath. You have to look kind, put together, clean-cut. Show them pretty hair and stylish clothes, and most girls won’t look close enough to see that your teeth point in a very canine way or recognize that it’s hunger your eyes are lit with.


He glances down the road. There are a few shady characters hanging out on the street corners several blocks away, small-town thug-wannabes smoking, shouting at one another. No good – he doesn’t want to kill me where people can see, and I don’t want to fight him where someone might intervene. The wolves and I both prefer to stalk our prey under the cover of darkness – if possible, anyhow. I’ll take killing a wolf in daylight over letting one escape alive any day.


He takes a step closer. He can’t be much older than I am, really – twenty-two, absolute tops, though they stop aging once they change, so it’s hard to tell exactly. Once they’ve transformed, they’re ageless – unless, of course, someone kills them. He smiles, white teeth dazzling in the night. A normal girl would be drawn to him. A normal girl would think about touching him, would think about kissing him, about wanting him. A normal, stupid, ignorant girl.


‘A lovely girl like you shouldn’t be out so late, alone and all,’ he says calmly, though I can hear the panting in his voice as his eyes run across the red cloak. I notice the hair on his arms has started to grow; he’s too hungry to totally control his transformation for long. I’ll never kill a Fenris if he hasn’t transformed. It’s not worth the risk of killing a person, putting someone through the same agony that my sister and I went through. I’d be nothing more than a murderer, so even though I’ve never been wrong, I always wait.


I shuffle my feet with pretend nervousness. ‘I’m lost,’ I lie. I meander across the street, swaying my hips. ‘I was supposed to meet a friend here …’ Just a little farther, and the row of pawn shops on the cross street will hide us. He laughs, a deep, growl-like sound.


‘Lost, huh?’ he says, walking towards me. ‘Why don’t you let me show you the way back?’ He extends a hand. I look down. There’s a black tattoo-like mark on his wrist, a flawless image of a coin. A member of the Coin pack, out this far? Odd. I take another step away from him. I’m hidden from the civilians’ view now, and if he comes just a tad closer, he’ll be as well.


‘I … I’ll be okay,’ I mutter. He grins. He thinks he’s scaring me, and he’s relishing it. It’s not enough to just slaughter and devour girls. They need to frighten them first. I turn my back to him and start to walk quickly, letting my cloak billow out in the wind, taunting him. Come along, follow me. Time to die.


‘Hey, wait,’ he calls out. His voice is dark now, almost guttural. He’s fighting the transformation, but his hunger is winning – I can feel it somehow. His bloodlust hangs in the air like a fog. He wants to tear me apart, to dig his teeth into my throat. I stop, allowing the hood to slip down and my curls to wave in the breeze. I hear him groan with disgusting delight as I grip the familiar grooves of the hatchet’s handle. Don’t turn around, not yet. He hasn’t changed, and if he sees the scars on my face, my cover will be blown. Can’t risk him running and getting away – he has to die. He deserves to die.


‘All I’m saying is’ – he chokes on the words as the mutation begins to overpower his vocal cords – ‘people might get the wrong idea, a pretty girl like you out alone on a corner like this.’


My lips curve into a grin as I draw the hatchet from my belt. There’s a swish as his clothes hit the ground, then the clicking sound of claws on pavement. ‘I’m not worried,’ I answer, unable to suppress a sly grin. ‘I’m not that kind of girl.’




When I spin around, there’s no man behind me, only a monster. Some call them werewolves, but they’re so much more than wolves. This Fenris’s fur is dark and oily-looking, fading to grey-mottled skin by his enormous feet. He growls and brings his long snout to the ground, tensing his jaw and clacking his yellowed teeth. The streetlight illuminates his enormous frame and casts a shadow that overtakes the ground at my feet. I raise an unimpressed eyebrow at him, and his eyes find the gleaming hatchet in my hand.


He leaps.


I’m ready.


His powerful shoulders launch him through the air at me; he snarls, the sound like rocks being shredded. I whip around towards him, low to the pavement. He begins to sail over my head but twists back in midair. I snap the hatchet up at the last possible moment. The blade makes contact and skims his front leg, and then I spin the hatchet to the left and manage to slice into the top of his back leg before the Fenris even hits the ground. Blood showers me.


The Fenris howls and collapses on to the pavement behind me. Try again, wolf. Don’t run away yet. You can’t let them run, once you’ve started a fight. They’ll be starving from the expended energy, slaughter twice as many in half the time. It can end only one way: with the wolf’s death. This one isn’t a runner, though. He still wants to devour me.


Saliva drips from his lips and his eyes narrow. The Fenris paces in front of me, shoulders rolling with every step. He curls his black lips back and bares his fangs.


The Fenris darts at me again. I sidestep and swipe at him – miss. He doubles around. No time to draw the hatchet back. I lift it like a shield in front of me and let my body relax. When the Fenris slams into me, I hit the pavement – hard – but he’s run his chest into the hatchet, the weight of his body driving it in. I brace my legs against his abdomen and kick up, sending the monster flailing away behind me. Back to my feet. I grimace as a wave of dizziness rushes over me, as blood runs down the back of my shoulders, scrapes from hitting the asphalt. Get it together, come on.


I blink. The wolf is gone. No, not gone – I can still smell him in the air. I hold my breath, ears straining.


Wait for it. He’s here. Wait for it –


The Fenris crashes into me with all the force of a bus. My right side, my blind side. His claws pop through the skin on my waist, sharp, stinging pain that makes my eye water and my vision blur. I hit the ground again and lose my grip on the hatchet. The wolf’s weight bears into me, his breathing heavy and laboured. I don’t struggle – it makes them happy. Blood from his chest wound pools on my stomach, and as he presses his face closer to mine, I can see only one raging eye.


Wait for it. He’ll relax. He’ll make a mistake. You get only one shot to get them off you – make sure you take the right one. Flecks of his fur catch in my nose and mouth, and grime from his body sticks to my sweat. I could try to reach the hunting knife on my waist, but both of my hands are locked in place by his front feet. I choke as he lowers himself even farther against me, heavy on my lungs, gagging as he exhales almost directly into my throat.


Then a thick, dull sound echoes through the night, surprising enough to distract both me and the wolf. Footsteps? Before either the Fenris or I can react, a solid hit to its side throws the Fenris off my body, and I gasp for air as though I’m surfacing from water. Get up, get up, quick. I roll to my stomach. Out of the corner of my good eye, I see a boy, shadowed by the night but with a familiar lanky gait. He turns his head from me to the Fenris, who prowls a few yards away.


‘You’d think after all these years, you’d know to keep a Fenris from getting to your blind side,’ the intruder says. I grin, standing up. The Fenris growls at us; I lean to one side as he leaps forward, swinging my hunting knife into his front leg. The wolf manages to shred part of my cloak as he stumbles away.


‘I could have gotten him. I was waiting for my moment,’ I answer. The boy laughs, eyes sparkling grey-blue even in the darkness.


‘Would that moment have come just after we carved “Scarlett March” on your tombstone?’ the boy snickers.


The Fenris rears back and snarls. He knows it’s too late to run. It’s kill us or be killed. I join the boy, grabbing my hatchet off the ground. He licks his lips nervously. He’s rusty at hunting, obviously. I wonder how long it’s been.


‘You know,’ I say, smirking, ‘if you aren’t up to all this, I can handle it for you. You know, if you aren’t man enough.’


He narrows his eyes, but a smile tugs at the corners of his thin lips. We turn towards the Fenris as the wolf lowers his shoulders to the ground, eyes focused and furious. The boy draws two knives from his belt. I flip my hatchet in my hand.


‘He’s gonna come at you first,’ the boy says.


‘I know,’ I answer. ‘You go to his—’


‘I will,’ he replies, grinning. I shake my head. Nothing’s changed. We don’t need words, not when we’re hunting together.


The wolf charges us just as we take the first few running steps towards him. The boy reaches him first. He leaps high over the Fenris’s arched back and sinks both knives into the wolf’s sides. That should do the trick, but I won’t let him take the credit. I skid to a stop and release the hatchet towards the Fenris. It lassos through the air before sinking into his chest with a squelching thud.


The Fenris collapses to the ground, its eyes glimmering in a mix of hunger and hatred as I step towards it. It snaps at my legs once or twice uselessly. There’s nothing human about it now, nothing canine, only a dying creature both bestial and disgusting. Its rotting-garbage-meets-sour-milk scent makes me gag. I’ve lost track of how many Fenris I’ve hunted, but the smell gets to me every time.




‘When did you get back? And where’s your axe?’ I ask the boy without taking my eye off the Fenris. Best to wait until you know they’re dead.


‘About an hour ago, and I didn’t exactly expect to be hunting straight off – hence, no axe. Figures I’d find you out here before I even get back to my house. You need some hobbies, you know?’


I shake my head as the Fenris takes a few final raspy breaths. Its tongue lolls out of its mouth, and with a final growl, it dies. The dead Fenris bursts into darkness, an explosion of nighttime. Shadows flit over walls, into the cars, between blades of grass like coal-coloured fireworks scattering across the world. I look towards the boy.


‘Good to see you, Silas.’


Silas grins and shakes the Fenris blood off his knives before sheathing them. ‘You too, Lett.’


‘Good to see a real hunter in action again, you mean,’ I quip.


He steps forward and hugs me. I tense – I like being hugged, but it doesn’t happen too often. Something about a girl that’s missing an eye turns people off to touching her, I guess. Silas has known me since before the scars, though. I give in and put my arms around him.


Silas releases me and frowns at the bloodstains on his jeans. ‘There are some parts of hunting that I really didn’t miss,’ he grumbles. ‘Are you okay, by the way?’ he asks, motioning to the wound on my waist.


‘It’s nothing,’ I say, waving it off. Are you saying you didn’t hunt the entire time you were in San Francisco?’ I run my hatchet along the hem of my cloak. The Fenris’s blood barely shows up on the crimson fabric.


‘Forgive me for trying to spend some time with my uncle!’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ I sigh. It’s hard to understand how he can just not hunt for such long periods of time, but the subject has always been a losing battle for me. ‘So how is Uncle Jacob these days?’


Silas shrugs. ‘Okay. I mean, for a forty-year-old man who’s practically a hermit.’


‘That’s not his fault, though,’ I say as we meander back through the alley. ‘Your brothers and sisters still riled up about your father giving Jacob all the inheritance money?’


‘Yep. Even angrier about him giving me the house here,’ Silas mutters. Silas finished high school instead of taking a woodsman apprenticeship, something his brothers found fairly dishonourable and his triplet sisters found emasculating. Combine that with the fact that Pa Reynolds gave him and Jacob his worldly possessions before going senile … they can really hold a grudge, it seems.


‘I’m sorry,’ I offer. I try to imagine my life without my sister, but it’s impossible; if she were gone, my life would stop. I give Silas what I hope is a sympathetic smile. He nods in response.


At the end of the alley there’s a car without hubcaps or a front bumper, the driver’s side door flung open. The back is piled high with duffel bags and fast-food cups.


‘That thing made it to California?’ I say, frowning.


‘Not only that, but I managed to make it run off vegetable oil while I was there,’ he answers.


‘All the way to California and not a single Fenris …’ I sigh.


Silas grins and wraps an arm around my shoulders. ‘Lett, really, you’ve got to get a hobby. Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.’


I climb into the passenger seat, knocking a few empty soda bottles to the floorboards. I have the window rolled down before Silas can even get to the driver’s side – maybe it’s because I don’t ride in them often, but cars make me claustrophobic. Silas slides in beside me and fiddles around with a few wires that stick out by the ignition, and the car grumbles to a start.


‘What about here, though? I didn’t realize packs were starting to prowl around Ellison again,’ Silas says.


I shrug. ‘It’s been kind of recent. That one had been here a while, I think. He was Coin. No sign from Arrow or Bell,’ I answer. What are packs like on the West Coast? As large as the ones in the South, as fierce? Is there anyone there to destroy them like I do here? How much more could I accomplish if I were in California instead of small-town Georgia? I can’t believe he didn’t hunt even once …


‘Also, thanks for saying happy birthday,’ Silas interrupts my thoughts.




‘Oh, wow, Silas, I forgot. I’m sorry. So you’re old enough to drink finally?’


‘It’s not as exciting as you’d think.’ He grins. We sail past the edge of town and into the night. A few scattered farmhouses glow like stars on hills, but other than that, there’s nothing but the dim glow of Silas’s single working headlight. I double-check that there’s no blood on my hatchet or hunting knife, then wrap both up in my cloak. I flip down the sun visor and grimace. I lick my fingers and try to smooth my hair, which is shooting out as if I’ve been electrocuted.


‘Well, looks like Ellison hasn’t changed much – hey, since when do you care about your hair?’ Silas asks.


‘Since now,’ I answer quickly. I adjust my shirt and tuck the cloak and weapons under my seat as we turn down an unpaved road. Tall grasses line either side, and the shrieks of crickets and locusts become deafening through the open window. I wipe away the moisture on my forehead.


‘Wait, are you … you’re trying to hide the fact that you were hunting!’


I sigh. ‘Look, I told Rosie that she could go hunting on her own for the first time, but that Fenris—’


‘You stole a solo hunt from your sister?’


‘No! I mean, yeah, but it’s a good thing I did. That wolf was harder than I predicted. I don’t know. She’s not ready and I had to go hunting or lose my mind …’


‘Scarlett …’ Silas starts in a serious tone. He started using ‘the tone’ when we were kids to remind me that he’s older than I am. It annoys me just as much now as it did then, only now it’s less acceptable for me to push him into the mud for it. ‘She’s supposed to be your partner.’


‘No, she’s supposed to be my sister. You were my partner, before you up and abandoned us—’


‘Hey, I still am, I’ve just been away – actually, no, I’m not getting into this argument again. Why can’t Rosie be in on this partnership too?’


‘Look, I’m not going to wait for my sister to finish grocery shopping while the Fenris slaughter people left and right,’ I snap as we take the right fork in the road, towards Oma March’s house. It doesn’t matter how long she’s been dead; I’ll always consider it her cottage. The left fork goes to Silas’s house. The only other thing close to us is the back side of a massive cow pasture. It’s our responsibility,’ I add. ‘We know how to kill them. We know how to save people’s lives. We don’t take nights off or vacations to California for a year.’


‘Ouch,’ Silas says, but I can tell my words roll off him. It’s hard to get Silas riled up, unfortunately. ‘All I’m saying,’ he continues, ‘is that you can’t keep Rosie locked up forever.’


I sigh in annoyance as the cottage appears in the distance like a lit oasis in the dark. ‘She’s just not ready,’ I mutter. ‘And I don’t want her to end up like me.’ Silas nods knowingly and traces his thumb over the scars on my arm as the smell of jasmine flowers wafts in through the air. We ride along in silence for a few moments.




Finally, Silas’s car growls up to the edge of the gravel drive. The front door swings open, sending a long stripe of light through the yard.


‘Wow,’ Silas says softly as he kills the ignition. I follow his stare out the windshield – Rosie is standing in the kitchen doorway, arms folded and eyes sparkling in anger. Rosie looks … different.’


‘Yeah. “Different” as in mad.’ I sigh, throwing the car door open. ‘Stay here for a second.’
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Rosie March




She’s back. I pace in front of the door, trying to build up strength. You have every right to be upset, I convince myself. Don’t let her out of this one. I blink furiously, trying to keep myself from choking up. I can put up with a lot. But it’s hard to just shrug when your sister thinks you’re incapable.


I inhale deeply, throw the old wooden door open, and step outside.


It slams shut behind me, destroying the tiny ray of kitchen light that had spilled into the darkness. My face is hot and probably bright pink, and my hands are balled into fists. If Scarlett wants to think I’m a child, I’ll act like a child. I storm forward, pretending the crunchy gravel isn’t slicing into my bare feet. Silas Reynolds’s car looms in the driveway – he was probably hunting with her. I’ll deal with him next. Scarlett sighs, holding out her hands as if she’s calming a wild animal.


‘You promised!’ I snarl. I throw a bundle of red-violet fabric to the ground at her feet – my cloak, almost the exact same colour as Scarlett’s.


‘Rosie, look—’ Scarlett begins. I grab at my waist and yank two daggers off the belt. Their sheep-horn handles clunk together as they tumble on to the rocky drive. I cringe and try to hide it; Scarlett’s always nagging me about dirtying the blades, and it’s a measure of how angry I am that she doesn’t call me on it now. It’s silent for a moment, other than the occasional hoot from a nearby owl. I fold my arms and glare.


Scarlett groans. ‘Oh, stop pouting.’ She bends over and grabs the daggers and my cloak. The moon reflects off the shiny scars on her shoulders, evenly spaced lines that disappear under her tank top. She shoves my things towards me, but I don’t budge.


‘I’m not pouting!’ I snap back, realizing how pouty that sounds. I can hunt too, Scarlett. You don’t have to go running out into the dark every time.’


‘It was just one Fenris, and he was on the prowl. Someone might have died tonight if I’d waited for you. You want that on your head?’




‘All you had to do was tell me you were going! How am I ever supposed to hunt on my own if you keep going after every wolf that sets foot in Ellison?’


‘Look, Rosie, I’m sorry. Really.’


‘Just because you’re older doesn’t mean you get to treat me like I’m some kind of lame sidekick!’ I shout, emotion betraying me on the last word. I mean for it to be furious, but instead the hurt creeps in, tiny squeaks of impending tears slipping through my lips. I hate that – it’s as though I have an anger threshold, when suddenly the rage turns into hurt. It never happens to my sister – her body is always hard, firm, perfectly trained and controlled. Her body could never allow tears – it isn’t trained for it.


‘Um, if I may add,’ a male voice calls out. The driver’s side of the Chevy squeals open and Silas leans out, face still shrouded in darkness. ‘I helped her. I’m just saying. If it makes you feel any better … she needed help. So, you know … that’ll teach her.’ There’s a hint of humour in his voice, and somehow, it makes my anger dissipate the smallest bit.


‘Thanks, Silas,’ Scarlett mutters. ‘Get my things out from under the seat, will you?’


Scarlett sidesteps me and throws open the front door, dashing the yard in light that illuminates Silas’s face for a fraction of a second before the door shuts. I squint to get another look – Silas looks different from what I remember. But what, exactly, has changed? The line of his jaw, or the length of his hair, something in his eyes – were they always that shade of ocean grey? I can’t pinpoint what exactly is different about his face, his body, him.


Upstairs, Scarlett’s bedroom door slams, interrupting my thoughts. I roll my eyes and turn to hobble back inside. The jagged edges of the gravel hurt a lot more now that I’m not on an adrenaline rush.


‘So, Scarlett hasn’t changed much,’ Silas says from behind me. I nod and then wince as a particularly sharp rock lodges itself into my heel. You need some help, Rosie?’


His footsteps quicken behind me, and before I can respond, I feel his callused hands on my waist. I accidentally slide back against his chest and inhale the scent that has always clung to his whole family – something like forests, damp leaves and sunshine. I suppose when your father is a woodsman you’re bound to carry the scent of oak in your veins. One breath is all I get the chance for, though; he kicks the door open and sets me down on the front stoop, then takes a step back. I turn to face him, hoping to thank him for the help and in the same sentence admonish him for carrying me like a little girl.


Instead, I smile. He’s still Silas – Silas who left a year ago, the boy just a little older than my sister. His eyes are still sparkling blue and expressive, hair still the brown-black colour of pine bark, body broad-shouldered and a little too willowy for his features. He’s still there, but it’s as if someone new has been layered on top of him. Someone older and stronger, who isn’t looking at me as if I’m Scarlett’s kid sister … someone who makes me feel dizzy and quivery. How did this happen?


Calm down. It’s just Silas. Sort of.


‘You’re staring,’ he says cautiously, looking worried.


‘Oh. Um, sorry,’ I say, shaking my head. Silas shoves his hands into his pockets with a familiar sway. It’s just been a while, that’s all.’


‘Yeah, no kidding,’ he replies. You’re heavier than I remember.’


I frown, mortified.


‘Oh, no, wait. I didn’t mean like that, just that you’ve gotten older. Wait, that doesn’t sound much better … ‘Silas runs a hand through his hair and curses under his breath.


‘No, I get it.’ I let him off the hook, grinning. Something about seeing him nervous thaws some of my shyness. ‘Do you want something to eat?’


‘You’re sure you and Lett don’t need … sister time?’ He glances up the stairs warily.


‘No,’ I answer, stepping backwards into the kitchen. In fact, I really don’t want sister time right now.’


‘Hey, now. Appreciate the sibling time.’


I cringe. ‘Sorry, I forgot. Your brothers and the triplets still aren’t talking to you?’


‘Lucas is coming around, slowly. I’ll manage. But hey – when did you start to cook?’ He changes the subject as he follows me inside and plops down into one of our mismatched dining-room chairs.




‘I don’t, really. I just picked up a few of Oma March’s old recipes because I got tired of eating Chinese delivery.’


‘Ah yes. I’d forgotten Lett’s love affair with Chinese food,’ Silas says, grinning affectionately. ‘She’s been stressed lately?’ It’s a measure of how tense Scarlett is – when it gets really bad, cheap Chinese is her only comfort food.


‘She didn’t exactly handle you leaving that well,’ I say, frowning. I missed Silas too, but not the way Scarlett did. Did he miss her, his partner, that way? Do I want to know if he did? Guilt flashes over Silas’s face, so I hurry to continue. ‘Cooking is nice, though. You know, something to do that isn’t quite as hunting-centric … ‘I blush, afraid I’ve said too much.


But Silas surprises me by waving his hand dismissively. ‘No, I get it. I just spent a year doing non-hunting-centric things. Sometimes you need a break.’


‘Yeah, well, don’t tell my sister,’ I mutter, glaring at the ceiling. ‘She wants me to be a hunter, but won’t let me solo. I just can’t make her happy.’


‘I didn’t know you’d grown to love hunting so much,’ Silas notes, sounding genuinely surprised.


I backpedal. ‘I … I mean, it’s not about liking hunting. It’s about the fact that I spend hours training every day for solo hunts she won’t let me do. If I have to live the life of a hunter, I’d like to actually, you know, hunt.’


‘Ah,’ Silas says, though I’m pretty sure I didn’t make any sense. ‘Well, not that I’m in favour of her stealing hunts from you, but I’ll confess it’s hard to think about little Rosie March on her own, killing wolves, and not get overprotective.’ He pauses, and he seems to be choosing his words carefully. ‘Even if you aren’t exactly “little Rosie March” any more.’


My eyes find his, trying to analyze the meaning of his words, of the change in his tone. But just as I finally take a breath and will myself to speak, the pipes from the upstairs shower rattle above us. I turn back to the oven, out of my trance. I’m overanalyzing things, as usual.


‘What are you making, then?’ Silas asks, voice back to normal.


‘Um … meatloaf.’ The sexiest of foods.


‘It smells great,’ Silas replies kindly. I look over my shoulder at him and smile. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a grey blur dart from the stairwell to the living-room couch, accompanied by the tinkling of bells.


‘Is that my arch-nemesis I hear?’ Silas asks, turning towards the blur.


‘Screwtape? Yep.’


‘I wonder if he still hates me,’ Silas says as the cat edges out from the couch, pale green eyes like little limes in the dark. As if to answer Silas’s question, Screwtape takes a flying leap on to his lap and begins to purr wildly.


‘I’m not falling for this any more, cat,’ Silas says firmly. He moves to push Screwtape away, but as soon as his palms are within a few inches of Screwtape’s wild fur, the cat extends his claws into Silas’s thighs. Silas winces and muffles a yelp.


‘Need some help?’ I say, trying to hide my laughter.


‘That’d be great,’ he answers tensely. I hurry over and scoop Screwtape into my arms. The cat instantly melts against me and rubs his face against mine, the scent of catnip on his breath. I crinkle my nose.


‘Thanks.’ Silas sighs in relief. ‘I can hunt wolves, but it’s a cat I can’t handle. Not terribly manly of me, is it?’


‘I won’t tell anyone,’ I answer with a soft smile that he returns. The oven buzzer rings out behind me; I hurry over to whip the Sexy Meatloaf out of the heat.


Scarlett trudges down the stairs, fresh from her shower. If you don’t take one right after a hunt, the scent of the Fenris somehow gets into your skin and sticks around for ages. Her hair is pulled off her face and the eye patch is gone. There’s a long, diagonal scar where her eye would be that slices from the crown of her head across her high cheekbones. She’d never admit it, but I know she’s self-conscious about the scar. In fact, I can only remember her taking the eye patch off around me and Silas. She gives me a sort of apologetic look, but I glance away.


‘TV?’ Silas asks her. Scarlett nods in response and Silas turns on our tiny television to the news, as if he’d never left.


We begin to eat while Scarlett watches the television intently until a story about a rash of Atlanta murders is over. Most of the world isn’t on to the Fenris, even though they’ve apparently been around for centuries, but you can learn more about them than you’d expect by watching a newscast. Some people see a string of murders or a strange disappearance as a lunatic on the loose, but we see a Fenris being sloppy. But the truth is, usually a Fenris attack in disguise doesn’t even make the news, unless the girl is particularly beautiful or her family particularly rich; it’s just written off, another statistic of a missing young woman.


When the report turns to some political sex scandal, Scarlett turns the set off and looks at Silas. ‘You want to start hunting with us again, now that you’re back?’ The question carries a heavy intensity, and if I were Silas, I’d be afraid to say ‘no’.


I’m not sure what answer I’m hoping for. I’ve gone hunting with Silas a thousand times before, but in the past, I usually ended up standing in the background while he and Scarlett fought together, a blur of movement and ferocity that I’ve never felt able to match. Will that have changed, as Silas has?


Silas shrugs. ‘Sure. Especially if you’re finding them in a place as small as Ellison. That must mean there are too many wolves in all the nearby cities.’


Silas talks about San Francisco, so avidly that I think he’s trying to fill the air with words before it can be consumed with awkward silences. I don’t know why I feel those silences lurking all around us, but every time Silas and I make eye contact, I can sense them there, waiting to slip in and make me blush. I try to avoid his eyes, stealing glances at his arched brows and bow-shaped lips whenever he’s looking away. Trying to avoid the awkwardness mostly diverts me from feeling jealous – Silas got to see other cities, travel across the country, do things, while I sat here in Ellison.


‘You can stay here tonight if you want,’ Scarlett offers as she sets her empty plate by the sink. ‘I mean, I imagine your house is coated in dust.’


Silas laughs, deep and honey-toned. ‘I slept in a car for two weeks on the drive back here. And before that, on Jacob’s couch. Trust me, dust is fine.’ He stands and pushes his chair in. ‘Thanks for the offer, but I do need to go.’


‘Hunting tomorrow, then?’ Scarlett asks.


‘Maybe. I think I’ll be taking care of house stuff all day tomorrow, to tell the truth. Inheriting a giant house sounds like a great idea until you realize you have to replace shingles and everything. I have a sinking feeling that Pa Reynolds is laughing it up in that nursing home, if he remembers it.’


Scarlett and I grin simultaneously. Pa Reynolds – the man who took care of us, who gave Scarlett the information she needed to begin to hunt, the man who raised us when our mother wasn’t around after the attack – now has Alzheimer’s and, as best as I can tell, scarcely remembers anyone who comes to visit him. It’s painful to think that Pa Reynolds, who was a veritable encyclopedia of information about the Fenris and the forest, has no memory of who he is. But we smile, as does Silas, because it’s the sort of thing that you’ll cry about if you don’t treat it lightly.


Silas turns to me, exhaling. Thanks for dinner, Rosie.’


‘Anytime,’ I reply. Silas waves and leaves; a few moments later I hear the rumble of his car pulling out of the drive. Scarlett sits down beside me and doesn’t speak for a moment. I avoid her eye. Just because I’m sort of dazzled by Silas doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how mad I am at her.


‘Rosie? Come on. Don’t be mad.’


I don’t answer. Screwtape leaps into my lap; I scratch under his chin until he erupts into purrs.


‘I couldn’t help it,’ Scarlett says sincerely, folding her arms. Her voice is softer than normal. I sigh, set Screwtape on the ground, and turn to go to my bedroom. My sister knows I’ll forgive her. I’ll always forgive her. I have to. It’s one of those things that’s just necessary when someone has saved your life.
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