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	PROLOGUE

	The Last Night She Was Somebody Else

	 

	She chose the name Elena the way you choose a coat off a rack — quickly, without trying it on, hoping it fit well enough to keep the cold out.

	 

	Elena Cross. Two syllables, two more. Plain enough to forget. The kind of name that belonged to a woman who paid her taxes and kept a houseplant alive and never once ran a red light. The kind of name that wouldn't make anyone look twice.

	 

	Nadia had been not-looking-twice for twenty-eight years. She was good at it.

	 

	The bus out of Portland left at 11:40 p.m., which meant she sat in the terminal for three hours with a duffel bag between her feet and a cup of coffee she didn't drink and her eyes on the door. Not because she expected Marcus to walk through it. Because she had learned, in the particular school that Marcus Thorne ran, that the moment you stopped watching a door was the moment it opened.

	 

	She'd left him six days ago.

	 

	She'd left him four times before that. Once in Tucson. Once in Denver. Twice in the same year, from the same city — Seattle, which she had loved and would never go back to — and each time he had found her within a week. His reach was long and his patience was not. What he lacked in patience he made up for in resources, and what he lacked in decency he made up for in certainty, the kind that came from having never been wrong about anything in a way that cost him.

	 

	He was always wrong about her.

	 

	He always found her anyway.

	 

	This time she had done it differently. She'd told no one. She'd paid cash for everything starting eleven days before she left, small amounts at different places so the pattern was noise and not signal. She'd created Elena Cross in a motel room in Tacoma with a laptop and a Wi-Fi connection she'd leeched from the gas station next door, and she'd killed Nadia Reyes methodically and without ceremony, the way you killed things that had stopped being useful.

	 

	She didn't feel sad about it. That was maybe the most honest thing she could say.

	 

	She'd never quite felt like Nadia anyway. Too sharp for the name. Too restless. She'd spent her whole life with the low-grade feeling of wearing something that didn't fit right across the shoulders, like her own skin had been purchased in the wrong size and she'd been making do.

	 

	The bus pulled away from the terminal at 11:43, three minutes late, which meant she sat in the dark with her forehead against the cold window and watched Portland disappear and allowed herself exactly one moment of something that felt, if not like hope, then like its bone-tired cousin. The bus smelled like old upholstery and someone's fast food and the chemical floral of an air freshener doing its best. She breathed it in. She let Portland go.

	 

	She'd found Crater Ridge on a map — not digitally, an actual paper map she'd bought at a gas station because she was not going to be a woman who left a search history — and chosen it for the specific combination of small, remote, and still technically reachable by public transit. The Olympic Peninsula was the kind of place that existed at the edge of things. Old forest, old coast, old rain. The kind of place that had been there long before people needed it to be anything in particular, and would be there long after they stopped.

	 

	She needed somewhere that didn't need anything from her.

	 

	She needed a month. Maybe six weeks. Enough time for the trail to go cold, for Marcus to redirect his attention to something else, for her to figure out the shape of whatever came next. She had a plan for after Crater Ridge — not a good plan, but the skeleton of one, which was all she'd ever had to work with.

	 

	She did not think about what she was running toward. She never did. Toward was a luxury. Toward required a version of herself she hadn't built yet.

	 

	She was still thinking in that flat, efficient, keep-moving register when the bus climbed into the mountains east of the peninsula and something happened that she would spend the next three weeks trying to explain away.

	 

	She smelled the forest.

	 

	This would not have been strange, except the windows were sealed and the bus vents recycled air and there was no logical reason for the specific sensation of cold cedar and wet earth and something wilder underneath — something that didn't have a name she owned yet — filling her lungs like a door had opened somewhere inside her chest.

	 

	She sat up straight.

	 

	Her hands, which had been still for hours, had gone electric.

	 

	Outside the window, the trees were dense and black and enormous, pressing close to both sides of the road the way trees did on the peninsula, like the forest was simply tolerating the road's existence and hadn't yet decided to reclaim it. It was beautiful in the way that things with teeth are beautiful. The way you admire something from a distance because you understand, some animal part of you, that it could end you without effort and without malice.

	 

	She pressed her hand flat against the glass.

	 

	She felt, with complete inexplicable certainty, that something in those trees already knew she was here.

	 

	She told herself it was exhaustion. She told herself it was the coffee she hadn't drunk, the meals she'd forgotten to eat, the specific dissociation that came from being in transit for six days. She was a practical woman. She did not believe in premonitions or fate or the kind of gut feelings that changed the direction of a life.

	 

	She believed in cash and distance and the merciless math of staying ahead.

	 

	The forest thinned. The bus descended. The lights of Crater Ridge appeared below — not many of them, just enough to prove someone had decided to stay — and Nadia Reyes, who was Elena Cross now, who would be anyone she needed to be, pressed her thumb against the window glass and watched the town come up to meet her.

	 

	She did not know that she was home.

	 

	She did not know that something in the forest had already turned toward her.

	 

	She did not know that she'd spent twenty-eight years being told a lie so complete that she'd mistaken it for the shape of herself.

	 

	She had one rule: don't get close to anyone.

	 

	She had four days before it stopped being a rule she could keep.

	 


CHAPTER 1

	A Town That Doesn't Ask

	 

	The diner was called The Hoh, which was the name of the river that ran brown and cold behind it, and it smelled like bacon grease and pine sap and the particular coffee that only existed in places that brewed it by the gallon and kept it going all day regardless of what happened to it by hour four.

	 

	Nadia — Elena — had been working there for eleven days.

	 

	She was not a good waitress.

	 

	She was competent, which was different. She got the orders right. She didn't spill things. She smiled at the right intervals, the way you learned to smile when you'd been performing okayness for long enough that the performance became its own kind of muscle memory, automatic and almost convincing. She remembered the regulars' names after two visits, and she refilled coffee without being asked, and she was never late.

	 

	But she didn't have the gift for it. The gift required a specific porousness — an openness to small talk, to the brief, warm, meaningless intimacy of serving people food and letting them feel seen for three minutes while she took their order. She watched Bev, the other waitress, do it with the ease of someone for whom it was genuine, and she understood the mechanics without being able to replicate the soul of it.

	 

	She was behind the counter on a Tuesday when the bell above the door went.

	 

	She didn't look up immediately. She was writing an order on her pad — table four, two eggs scrambled, no toast, extra bacon, the rancher from the east acreage who came in every Tuesday and Thursday and always ordered the same thing and always tipped exactly fifteen percent, which she had decided meant he was reliable rather than ungenerous.

	 

	Then Bev went quiet.

	 

	Bev was not a quiet woman. Bev had opinions about the weather and the highway commission and the couple in lot seven of the Pine Rest Motel and she shared them continuously and without being asked. Bev going quiet was notable the way a river going quiet was notable — it meant something had changed upstream.

	 

	Nadia looked up.

	 

	There were three of them, but she only saw one.

	 

	He was tall in the way that came from proportion rather than just height — long through the torso, wide at the shoulder, built with the kind of density that was more about what he was than what he did about it. Dark hair, a little long, the kind that had been cut by someone who knew what they were doing and had grown past it into something less intentional. A jaw that had been designed to make decisions and seemed to know it. He wore a dark canvas jacket over a grey henley and he moved through the door the way men moved when they knew every room would rearrange itself around them and they'd stopped thinking about it.

	 

	She thought: trouble.

	 

	Not danger-trouble, not Marcus-trouble, not the run kind of trouble she'd spent years cataloguing. The other kind. The inconvenient kind. The kind you had to be more careful about, because there was no obvious threat to hold up and say this is why I'm leaving — just a person, being the specific person they were, and you responding to it in ways you hadn't budgeted for.

	 

	She dropped her eyes back to the order pad.

	 

	He took the booth by the window. His two companions — men also, both large, one with a red beard who looked like he laughed easily, one younger and dark-eyed who sat with his back against the wall and watched the room with the particular attention of someone whose job involved exits — slid into the seats across from him. None of them picked up the laminated menus. They'd been here before.

	 

	Bev made a sound that was almost a word and moved toward their table with the specific energy of a woman who was happy about her Tuesday suddenly.

	 

	Nadia moved back toward the pass-through.

	 

	She was two steps from the kitchen when she stopped.

	 

	There it was again — the thing from the bus, the thing she'd been filing under exhaustion and stress response and just keep moving. The thing that wasn't a smell exactly but occupied the same part of her brain that smell did. Cedar and cold water and something underneath that she didn't have language for. Warm and deep and edged with something that made her think of the forest at night, which she thought about more than was rational, which she was also filing under stress response.

	 

	She turned back to the room.

	 

	He was looking at her.

	 

	Not the evaluating look. Not the interested-man look. Something more specific than that, more intent, like she had solved a problem he'd been trying to solve for longer than he'd expected. Like he recognized something. She had the vertiginous sensation of having been seen by something with better eyes than she'd accounted for.

	 

	She held it for exactly three seconds — she counted, the way she counted everything — and then she walked into the kitchen.

	 

	"Who are they?" she asked Bev twenty minutes later, at the coffee station. Casual. Practical. She needed information about the town and its people; this was just information.

	 

	Bev gave her the look that meant honey, everyone knows this.

	 

	"The Voss brothers, the two on the left. Damon's the one with the beard, he'll flirt with you but it doesn't mean anything, he flirts with everyone. And the young one's Callum, he's sweet, don't let the face fool you." She paused with her hand on the coffee pot. "The one in the middle is Ezra."

	 

	She said the name the way people in Crater Ridge said a lot of things — with the particular compression of a word that carried more weight than its syllables suggested, the kind of brevity that comes from never having had to explain something to an outsider.

	 

	"He's Alpha," Bev said. "Of the pack."

	 

	"What pack?"

	 

	Bev looked at her. Not unkind. Just reading the question for what it was — the question of someone who genuinely didn't know.

	 

	"The only one that matters around here," Bev said. "The Voss Pack. They've been in this territory for a hundred years. Good neighbors, mostly. As long as you don't give them a reason not to be." She patted Nadia's arm with the cheerful authority of someone delivering orientation information. "Table seven needs a refill."

	 

	Nadia looked at table seven.

	 

	Then, because she couldn't stop herself, she looked at the booth by the window.

	 

	He was talking to Callum, leaning forward, his hands wrapped around the coffee mug she'd watched Bev deliver. He'd pushed the jacket off his shoulders. She could see the breadth of them in the grey henley. He was saying something that made Callum's careful expression crack into something younger.

	 

	He was not looking at her.

	 

	She told herself the mild, specific wrongness in her chest was relief.

	 

	She went to table seven.

	 

	He came back on Wednesday.

	 

	Alone, this time. Same booth. He sat with a patience that didn't feel like waiting — like a man who understood that time was simply a condition rather than a resource. He had a phone face-down on the table and didn't look at it. He had coffee and didn't drink it fast. He looked out the window at the street and the rain and the tree line at the edge of town, and occasionally he looked at her, and each time he did she already knew.

	 

	She didn't understand how she already knew.

	 

	She took his order the second time without the performance — just her voice and his order and the scratch of the pen on the pad, the ordinary transaction of two people in a diner. He asked for the eggs the same way as the rancher, no toast, which she noted. He said thank you when she put the plate down, and the two words in his mouth were unremarkable, and they hit her somewhere unreasonable.

	 

	"You're new," he said.

	 

	Not a question.

	 

	"Two weeks," she said.

	 

	"Crater Ridge treating you all right?"

	 

	"It's quiet." She meant it as a compliment. It came out sounding like an evaluation.

	 

	The corner of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile. Something more considered than a smile.

	 

	"It is," he said. "That's mostly on purpose."

	 

	She wanted to ask what that meant. She wanted to not ask, which won, and she went back to the counter and stood with her back to the room and listened to the rain hit the window and the cook's radio and the specific, electrical awareness of someone looking at her.

	 

	She did not turn around.

	 

	She stood there and breathed and felt, without knowing what to do with it, the particular and inconvenient sensation of wanting to.

	 

	He came back on Thursday.

	 

	She started watching for him on Friday.

	 

	She told herself it was because he was the Alpha, which made him relevant to her safety and her assessment of the town. She told herself it was the way she catalogued all potentially significant people — as variables, as factors, as things to account for.

	 

	She stood at the window of her room above the hardware store at 6:45 a.m. and watched the grey street and the dark tree line and told herself all of this with the flat, practiced confidence of a woman who had been lying to herself so long she'd gotten very, very good at it.

	 

	Below her, the forest pressed against the edge of the town.

	 

	Below her, something moved through the trees that was large and dark and nothing she had words for, and she watched it disappear between the cedars and felt her heartbeat do something it had no logical reason to do.

	 

	She pressed her hand against the cold glass.

	 

	Don't get close to anyone, she told herself.

	 

	In the trees, something turned back and looked at the light in her window.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	What the Alpha Orders

	 

	Ezra Voss had not intended to go back on Wednesday.

	 

	He'd gone on Tuesday because the pack healer, Senna, had asked him to look into the new woman in town — not out of suspicion, she'd said, just awareness. Crater Ridge was Voss territory, had been for a hundred years, and the pack made it their business to know who came and went. It was not surveillance. It was stewardship, which was a distinction Ezra took seriously.

	 

	So he'd gone to The Hoh on Tuesday with Damon and Callum, ordered breakfast, and done what he always did in rooms full of people — listened. Watched. Catalogued. Let his wolf do the work that his human mind was too blunt to do alone.

	 

	His wolf had done the work.

	 

	The problem was what it had found.

	 

	He sat in his truck in the parking lot of the pack's main lodge on Wednesday morning and had a conversation with himself that lasted approximately four minutes, which was three and a half minutes longer than he usually needed.

	 

	The wolf's position was simple and not subject to debate: go back.

	 

	His position was more complicated. He was an Alpha. He had responsibilities that predated this woman and would outlast whatever this was. He had a pack of sixty-three people whose safety and stability depended on his judgment being sound, and sound judgment did not include walking into a diner two days in a row because the new waitress smelled like a suppressed wolf and looked at him like she was cataloguing exits and made him want to do something as inadvisable as stay.

	 

	He went back.

	 

	He told himself it was due diligence. The healer's concern wasn't nothing. A suppressed shifter on pack territory — and she was, he was almost certain of it now, though he'd never encountered one before and the scent was strange, muted, like hearing a voice through a wall — was something that warranted attention. Not interference. Attention.

	 

	He did not stay long. He ordered coffee and eggs and watched her move through the diner with the efficiency of someone accustomed to taking up the minimum necessary space, and he said four sentences to her directly, and all four of them were ordinary, and none of them gave him what he was actually there for.

	 

	What he was there for, he wasn't prepared to name yet.

	 

	He drove back to the lodge and found Damon in the main hall, boots up on the table, working through a stack of territorial boundary requests from three other packs that had accumulated over the past month. Damon handled the administrative correspondence because Ezra had delegated it to him four years ago on the grounds that Damon's handwriting was better and his patience for bureaucracy was longer.

	 

	"The new woman," Ezra said.

	 

	Damon turned a page. "Elena Cross."

	 

	"You looked into her."

	 

	"You have a face when you're thinking about something you're not going to say yet, and you've had it since Tuesday." Damon set the papers down and gave him the look — the one that had been operating since they were fourteen years old and meant I already know, just tell me. "Senna asked me before she asked you."

	 

	Ezra pulled out a chair and sat. "What did you find?"

	 

	"Not much, which is interesting. Elena Cross exists — driver's license out of Oregon, two previous addresses, one in Bend and one in Eugene, no criminal record, no social media presence to speak of. Bank account opened three weeks ago at a branch in Tacoma." He paused. "Employment history is thin. References are real people who say the right things but say them the way people say things when they've been asked to."

	 

	"So the name is constructed."

	 

	"The name is constructed," Damon agreed. "Professionally, but recently. Someone who knows what they're doing and didn't have a lot of lead time." He picked up his coffee. "Could be anyone. Running from something, most likely. Happens."

	 

	"She's not human."

	 

	The coffee stopped halfway.

	 

	"You're sure."

	 

	"No," Ezra said, because he didn't say things he wasn't sure of. "I'm close."

	 

	Damon set the cup down carefully. "A shifter who doesn't know she's a shifter, or a shifter who's hiding it?"

	 

	"A shifter who doesn't know," Ezra said. "I think. The suppression is deep. It's not something she's doing — it's something that's been done." He heard how that sounded. He watched Damon hear it too. "Which means someone went to considerable effort before I ever needed to think about this."

	 

	The room was quiet for a moment. Rain moved across the skylight.

	 

	"What do you want to do?" Damon asked.

	 

	What Ezra wanted to do was complicated and not the kind of thing he said out loud. What he needed to do was simpler.

	 

	"Find out who she's running from," he said. "Quietly. I don't want her spooked."

	 

	Damon nodded. Then: "And the other thing?"

	 

	Ezra looked at him.

	 

	Damon was one of the few people in the world who could hold that look without moving. "Your wolf," he said, very evenly. "The way you came in here Tuesday night. I know what that looks like, Ezra."

	 

	The word hung in the air between them. Neither of them said it.

	 

	"Do your research," Ezra said. "That's all I need right now."

	 

	He left before Damon could say anything else. He was almost at the door when Damon's voice came after him, dry and carefully neutral: "You went back on Wednesday."

	 

	Ezra didn't stop walking.

	 

	"I'm aware," he said.

	 

	He went on Thursday.

	 

	He wasn't hiding it from himself anymore. The wolf had been clear since Tuesday and the wolf was, in Ezra's experience, the more honest of the two of them — not the wiser, but the more honest, which was a different thing. The wolf wanted. He was allowed to want. He was an Alpha, not a monk.

	 

	What he was not allowed to do was act on it carelessly. Not with a woman carrying a constructed identity and an unknown history and the particular wariness of someone who had learned, over years, that trust was a liability. That kind of woman needed to be approached the way you approached things that had been hurt — no sudden movements, no cornering, nothing that looked like need.

	 

	He could be patient. He had been patient through things that would have broken other men. He could be patient about this.

	 

	He sat in the booth and watched her and let himself observe rather than want, the way he'd trained himself to separate the two.

	 

	What he saw: she was intelligent, and not bothering to hide it under the surface performance of the job. Her eyes moved through the room with a quality of attention that was not casual. She remembered everything — he watched her recall an order modification from three days ago for a customer who hadn't even reminded her. She had good hands, steady and deliberate, nothing wasted. She smiled when she needed to and didn't when she didn't, and the honesty of it, the economy of it, made the moments she did smile land somewhere more real.

	 

	And underneath all of it, the thing his wolf wouldn't stop cataloguing: she knew when he was looking at her. Before she turned. Before there was any logical reason for her to know.

	 

	She felt him the way pack members felt each other across a room. The way wolves did.

	 

	She didn't know what it was. He could see that too — the brief confusion in her face when she caught it, the way she filed it away under some category of her own. He watched her explain away the thing she couldn't explain, and he recognized the motion, because he had done it himself before he'd had the language for what he was.

	 

	She was explaining away her entire nature.

	 

	It made something in him go very still and very serious.

	 

	Friday, he didn't go.

	 

	He had a boundary meeting with the Kasey Pack that had been scheduled for three weeks and ran four hours over because the Kasey Beta had opinions about the elk migration path that abutted both territories and would not be dissuaded from sharing all of them. By the time Ezra got back to the lodge, it was dark and raining harder than it had been all week, and the cook had left dinner warming on the stove, and Callum was asleep on the couch with a field manual on his chest.

	 

	He ate standing at the kitchen counter and looked at his phone.

	 

	Damon had sent three files. One was a more thorough background on Elena Cross — construction dates, the specific chain of steps that indicated professional-grade identity work. One was a preliminary on Marcus Thorne.

	 

	He read the Marcus Thorne file twice.

	 

	Then he poured out the rest of his coffee and stood for a moment at the window, looking at the tree line and the dark beyond it and the rain coming sideways off the strait, and let himself feel the particular weight of what he'd just read.

	 

	Marcus Thorne. Alpha of the Thorne Pack, based out of the Cascade foothills east of Seattle. Third generation. Known in inter-pack circles as effective, politically connected, and boundlessly proprietary about what he considered his. Two formal complaints filed with the Northwest Territorial Council in the last five years — both from smaller packs, both resolved in Thorne's favor through channels that cost money and patience and the kind of leverage that came from long institutional relationships. Both times, the original complaint had involved a person. Both times, the person had stopped being relevant to the record.

	 

	There was a photograph — a pack function, three years ago. Marcus Thorne was in the center, silver-templed, square-jawed, handsome in the way that powerful men sometimes were: the handsomeness of certainty. He had his arm around a woman who was not looking at the camera.

	 

	Ezra looked at the woman for a long time.

	 

	She was looking at something to the left of the frame, slightly out of the event entirely, wearing a dress that was elegant and a smile that didn't reach the place where real smiles lived. Her hair was longer than it was now and she'd worn it differently, and she looked like a woman who had not yet understood what she was going to need to do.

	 

	She looked like Nadia.

	 

	Nadia, he thought, and then immediately: yes. That one belongs to her.

	 

	He set the phone face-down on the counter.

	 

	The wolf was not calm. The wolf had read the file and arrived at a conclusion that bypassed all the careful, reasonable framing and went directly to the old language — the one with no complexity in it, only direction and declaration.

	 

	Mine, said the wolf. Mine, and someone has been hurting what is mine.

	 

	Not yet, Ezra told it. Not until she chooses it.

	 

	The wolf did not like this. The wolf was not built for patience about this specific category of thing. He'd known that since Tuesday, when the wolf had turned toward her like a compass to north and immediately begun pushing against all the reasonable constraints he'd spent thirty-two years building.

	 

	He picked the phone back up and sent Damon a message: I need to know if Thorne has anyone looking in this direction. Don't make noise.

	 

	Then he stood at the window for a long time after the reply came in, reading it and re-reading it, the rain moving hard against the glass.

	 

	Already did, Damon had sent. He does. Two men, as of yesterday. They're in Port Angeles. They'll be in Crater Ridge by the end of the week.

	 

	Ezra looked at the tree line.

	 

	The forest was dark and close and old, and it had always been honest with him the way it was honest with everyone who knew how to listen, and what it told him now was very simple: she had less time than she thought.

	 

	He typed the reply: Call the boundary markers in from the eastern ridge. Full rotation tonight.

	 

	Then he put on his jacket and went out into the rain, because the wolf needed to run and because something needed to stand between the town and what was coming along the road from Port Angeles, and because he was the Alpha of this territory and this was what that meant — not the power of it, not the title of it, but the weight of it.

	 

	The tree line swallowed him.

	 

	Somewhere in a room above a hardware store on Main Street, a light was still on.

	 

	He ran toward the eastern ridge and did not let himself look back at it.

	 

	He looked back at it.

	 


CHAPTER 3

	The Wrong Kind of Familiar

	 

	The thing about running was that it required a specific relationship with your own mind.

	 

	You had to be able to turn certain rooms inside yourself into closets — push everything in, shut the door, not think about what was stacked behind it. It wasn't repression, or not exactly. It was management. The ongoing administrative task of keeping yourself functional when functionality was the only currency you had.

	 

	Nadia had been managing for six days.

	 

	She managed through the breakfast rush and the lunch crowd and the long Tuesday afternoon when it rained so hard the street outside turned into a river and nobody came in and Bev taught her to play a card game that involved rules Nadia was fairly sure Bev was inventing as she went. She managed through the narrow single bed in the room above the hardware store and the pipes that moaned at 3 a.m. and the specific silence of a small town at night, which was not quiet the way she'd expected — it was loud with things she didn't have names for. Wind. Water. The forest pressing its sounds against her window. Something moving through the trees that her ears tracked without her permission.

	 

	She managed through the awareness of him.

	 

	That was the one she was least proud of. The awareness of Ezra Voss had taken up residence in some part of her that she didn't know how to evict, not because she hadn't tried but because the effort of trying required thinking about him, which was counterproductive.

	 

	He hadn't come in Friday.

	 

	She'd noticed. She'd noticed she'd noticed, which was worse.

	 

	Saturday morning she woke early, before her alarm, the way she'd been waking since she arrived — pulled out of sleep by something she couldn't identify, a sensation less like sound and more like pressure, like the atmosphere changing before a storm. She lay in the narrow bed and looked at the water stain on the ceiling and breathed and took stock.

	 

	Marcus's people would be moving. They were always moving. She had maybe two weeks before the trail she'd laid went cold and maybe two weeks before the one she'd accidentally left warm enough — the diner, the name, the single debit card transaction in Tacoma that she'd needed and hadn't been able to avoid — got warm enough for someone to follow. She was good at this. She had a plan.

	 

	She needed to stay out of closets she didn't have room for.

	 

	She dressed and went downstairs before the hardware store opened, let herself out the side door, and walked.

	 

	The town was different at 6 a.m.

	 

	Quieter, obviously, but the quality of the quiet was different — less like absence and more like held breath, the town between one version of itself and the next. The storefronts were dark. The street was wet and silver with last night's rain. A dog sat on the porch of the feed store across the street and watched her pass with the incurious eyes of an animal that had seen everything this street had to offer and found it adequate.

	 

	She walked without a destination, which was unusual for her. She was a person who had destinations. She was a person who knew, at all times, the fastest route to the nearest bus station and the approximate cost of a ticket to three different cities and the name she would use when she got there.

	 

	She walked toward the tree line.

	 

	She understood this even as she did it, identified it as irrational, and kept walking. The trees at the edge of town were enormous — old-growth cedar and Sitka spruce that had been there for centuries, that had been there before the town was a town and would be there after it was gone. The understorey was dense: sword ferns and oxalis and moss on everything, every surface, every rock and root and fallen log wearing its green like something deliberate. The rain had left the air tasting like copper and soil.

	 

	She stopped at the tree line and stood.

	 

	There was a path. She hadn't noticed it from the street, but standing here she could see it clearly — not a formal trail, not marked, but worn into the ground by use, by the repeated choice of feet going the same direction. It disappeared between the cedars into the dark that persisted even in morning because the canopy was too thick to let the light through fully, ever.

	 

	She stood at the edge of it and felt her body make a decision she hadn't authorized.

	 

	She went in.

	 

	Twenty feet in, the town disappeared.

	 

	Not visually — she could still see the grey suggestion of the street behind her if she turned. But aurally, atmospherically, in every sense that registered as place, the town was gone. There was only this. The water dripping from the canopy. The give of the forest floor underfoot, centuries of accumulated organic material making every step softer than it should be. The smell — which was not complicated, which was the simplest and most complete smell she had ever encountered, and which settled something in her chest that she hadn't known was unsettled.

	 

	She'd been unsettled since Portland. She'd been unsettled since before Portland, she was honest enough to know — since Marcus, since the specific education of Marcus, since learning the particular lesson that knowing something is wrong is not the same as being free of it.

	 

	Standing in the forest at 6:08 a.m., she felt, not better exactly, but like a frequency that had been slightly off had been corrected without anyone touching the dial.

	 

	She walked further in.

	 

	The path turned and she followed it, and the trees got older and larger, and the light went from grey to green-grey, and she was paying attention to where she was putting her feet and not paying attention to anything else, which was probably why she didn't notice him until she came around the second bend and almost walked into his chest.

	 

	She stopped.

	 

	He stopped, which she registered with the specific part of her brain that tracked things for survival — he hadn't been startled, or if he had, the startle was somewhere deep inside him and didn't reach the surface. He simply stopped, and stood, and looked at her with those steady eyes that seemed to have already considered her from a significant number of angles before the moment required it.

	 

	He was wearing a dark jacket and boots that were wet to the ankle, and his hair was damp, and he had the look of someone who'd been out here for longer than the morning, which raised questions she immediately told herself she wasn't going to ask.

	 

	"Ms. Cross," he said.

	 

	She wanted to flinch at the name. She kept her face. "Mr. Voss."

	 

	A pause that was not uncomfortable, which was annoying, because she'd wanted it to be. She was better in uncomfortable silences; she had more experience with them.

	 

	"You know who I am," he said.

	 

	"Small town."

	 

	"Mm." He looked at her the way he'd looked at her in the diner — that particular quality of attention that was less like being watched and more like being read, like he was working through her the way a careful person worked through a text. Finding the meaning beneath the sentence. "Do you walk in the mornings?"

	 

	"Sometimes."

	 

	"This part of the forest is pack territory," he said. Not a threat. Informational, the way someone told you the speed limit on an unfamiliar road. "You're welcome on it."

	 

	She looked at him. "Most private landowners don't say that."

	 

	"Most private landowners don't have the reasons I do." The corner of his mouth moved — that near-smile she'd catalogued twice already and was trying to stop cataloguing. "Walking back to town?"

	 

	"I—" She had been planning to go further in. She didn't know why. She'd been planning to go further in and she didn't have a reason for that that she was willing to look at. "Yes."

	 

	He turned and fell into step beside her, slightly behind, and she was aware of him the way she was aware of the forest — as a presence that occupied space and produced sensation and didn't require anything from her except acknowledgment.

	 

	They walked.

	 

	The path was narrow enough that they were close. Close enough that she could feel the warmth off him, which was more warmth than it should have been, more than the morning's cold could account for. Her hands, hanging at her sides, felt the strange electricity she was running out of explanations for.

	 

	"How long have you been in Crater Ridge?" he asked.

	 

	"Two weeks Thursday."

	 

	"And before?"

	 

	"Portland," she said. Which was true. She offered it carefully.

	 

	He nodded, like Portland was an adequate answer, though she had the sensation that he was filing it next to other information she hadn't given him. "What brought you here?"

	 

	"Quiet." She had said that to him before, in the diner, and he'd said the quiet was mostly on purpose, which she still hadn't stopped thinking about. "I needed somewhere quiet."

	 

	She heard, the instant it left her mouth, the thing she'd actually said: not I wanted but I needed. The specific weight of that word. She never said the need out loud.

	 

	He didn't press it. He absorbed it with the care of someone who understood the value of what had just been offered, which was somehow more disconcerting than if he'd asked the follow-up question.

	 

	"Crater Ridge is good at quiet," he said.

	 

	They came out of the trees into the edge of town, the grey street suddenly there again, the dog still on the feed store porch, the hardware store sign swinging slightly in the morning wind.

	 

	She stopped.

	 

	He stopped.

	 

	There was a moment where the air between them had a quality she recognized despite her best efforts — recognized because it was specific and inconvenient and she did not have room in her current operational situation for things that were specific and inconvenient.

	 

	"Thank you," she said. "For the — for letting me know about the territory. I won't go further than—"

	 

	"Nadia."

	 

	She went very still.

	 

	He said it quietly, not like an accusation — not triumphant, not careful. Like a word he'd been keeping and was now returning to her. Like he'd simply been waiting for the right moment to give it back.

	 

	She made herself hold absolutely still. She made her face do nothing.

	 

	"I don't know who you're running from," he said. "You don't have to tell me. But Crater Ridge is pack territory, and nothing moves through pack territory without the pack's awareness." He let that settle. "You're safe here. That's not a sales pitch. It's what I'm telling you because it's true."

	 

	She looked at him. He didn't look away.

	 

	"My name is Elena," she said.

	 

	"I know," he said.

	 

	He said it like he was agreeing with her, and like the agreement meant something different than what she'd said, and she stood in the cold morning air and felt the forest behind her and the town in front of her and the specific, internal sensation of a wall doing its job.

	 

	"I have to get to work," she said.

	 

	"I know that too," he said. "I'll see you Tuesday."

	 

	He said it without inflection, a statement of fact rather than a question or a plan. He turned and walked back toward the tree line with the unhurried movement of a man who knew exactly where he was and exactly where he was going, and the forest accepted him, and the cedars closed, and he was gone.

	 

	She stood on the sidewalk for thirty seconds.

	 

	Then she went upstairs and sat on the narrow bed and pressed her hands together between her knees and did the thing she never did, which was let herself feel the shape of something before she managed it.

	 

	He knew her name.

	 

	He knew her name, which meant he'd looked. Which meant the constructed identity had held on the surface and hadn't held where it mattered, which meant Marcus's investment in having people who knew how to look was not the only variable here. Which meant she needed to reassess.

	 

	She breathed.

	 

	Reassess didn't mean run. Not yet. Running now, with Marcus's people already moving toward Crater Ridge — and she knew they were, she had the specific bone-knowledge of someone who had been found enough times to feel the shape of being looked for — running now meant the open road, which was where she was most exposed. The town was small and watched everything, which cut both ways. If the pack's Alpha knew she was here and had decided, for whatever reason, to make her safety his statement of fact, that was a variable, too.

	 

	That was not nothing.

	 

	She lay back on the bed and looked at the water stain on the ceiling and thought, against her will, about the way he'd said her name. Not Elena corrected to Nadia, not the reveal of a card held too long, but the return of something that had always belonged to her, uncomplicated, like handing back a coat.

	 

	She thought about the forest.

	 

	The specific, bone-settling rightness of standing in it, the correction of something she hadn't known was wrong, the way her feet had taken her there before her brain had agreed to the direction.

	 

	She thought: that's twice now that some part of me has moved without asking the rest of me first.

	 

	She didn't know what to do with that.

	 

	She pulled out the burner phone and checked it — no messages, which was not comfort, only absence of alarm — and put it back under the mattress where she kept it, next to the cash and the second ID and the emergency plan that started with the bus schedule taped to the inside of the nightstand drawer.

	 

	She had been in Crater Ridge for sixteen days.

	 

	She was not supposed to still be here.

	 

	She was not supposed to be lying on this bed thinking about a man she'd met in a diner and again in a forest and wondering whether safe here was a thing that had ever been true about any place she'd been in her adult life and whether it could be true now and what it would cost her to believe it.

	 

	Believing things cost her. She had the accounting.

	 

	She closed her eyes and made herself run the protocol — threat assessment, exit options, timeline — and she ran it thoroughly and correctly and at the end of it she arrived at the same conclusion she'd arrived at before: two weeks, maybe. Then she'd move.

	 

	She kept her eyes closed.

	 

	Elena Cross, she told herself. Your name is Elena Cross.

	 

	Somewhere below, the hardware store opened. She heard the scrape of the front door and the bell above it and the owner's boots on the stairs as he came up to check the leak in the upstairs hallway that had been a leak for fifteen years and was not going to stop being a leak because anyone checked it.

	 

	The ordinary machinery of a morning in a small town that had nothing to do with her and no claim on her.

	 

	Two weeks, she told herself. That's all.

	 

	Outside her window, the forest stood at the edge of everything, green and enormous and unreasonably patient, and did not appear to agree.

	 


CHAPTER 4

	Crater Ridge Doesn't Have Secrets. It Has Silences.

	 

	The Hoh Diner on a Saturday was a different organism than the Hoh Diner on a Tuesday.

	 

	Tuesdays were ranchers and loggers and the two women from the county assessor's office who came in every week and split a piece of pie with the focused satisfaction of people who had earned it. Tuesdays were manageable. Tuesdays had a rhythm she'd learned inside the first week — the ebb and pull of it, the predictable shapes of people's hunger and their need to be somewhere warm.

	 

	Saturdays were everyone.

	 

	By eight o'clock every table was full and the counter had a waitlist and Bev moved through the room like a force of weather, coffeepot in one hand and ticket book in the other, calling out names and orders in the direction of the pass-through with the fluency of someone who had been doing this since before Nadia was born. Which she had. Bev had worked The Hoh for twenty-six years. She had the particular authority of a woman who knew exactly what she was and where she was and had made her complete peace with both.

	 

	Nadia refilled coffee and did not think about the forest and did not think about the way he'd said her name and took an order for the family in the corner booth — parents, three children, the youngest one listing sideways against her father's arm with the heavy loose-limbed sleep of a child who had been awake too long — and smiled at the right intervals and kept moving.

	 

	Keeping moving was the thing. The diner helped. The diner demanded your full present-tense self — there was no room in it for the past or the future or the specific and unhelpful replaying of a conversation on a forest path at 6 a.m. There was only the next table and the next order and the coffee that was perpetually on the edge of running out.

	 

	She was behind the counter at ten-fifteen, writing up a check, when the bell above the door went and the room did a thing.

	 

	She had noticed this before — the way a room registered certain people differently, the way conversation didn't stop exactly but modulated, adjusted, became slightly more aware of itself. She'd grown up watching Marcus do it, which she understood now was a thing she should have been more curious about and less accustomed to. The room registering Marcus had always felt like a room registering a weather system — everyone quietly calculating whether they were in its path.

	 

	This was different.

	 

	The room registered Ezra Voss the way it registered the Alpha. Not with wariness — with the particular adjustment of people in the presence of someone whose authority they'd chosen and trusted. Conversations didn't quiet. They continued. People looked up and then went back to their plates. Bev raised the coffeepot in greeting without turning around. The man at the end of the counter slid over one seat without being asked, making room, the gesture so automatic it had bypassed thought entirely.

	 

	He came in alone.

	 

	He sat at the counter, not the booth, three seats down from her position, and accepted the coffee Bev deposited in front of him with the ease of someone who had been accepting it in this spot for years.

	 

	She finished writing the check.

	 

	He didn't look at her immediately, which she was aware of in the way she was aware of things that should have been neutral and weren't.

	 

	She delivered the check. She refilled table six. She came back behind the counter and stood two seats down from him and said, with the voice she used for customers: "Can I get you anything else?"

	 

	"The usual," he said. Which he'd ordered twice before and which she'd already written on the pad because she'd known, from the moment the door opened.

	 

	She tore the ticket and clipped it to the pass-through.

	 

	"You were up early," he said.

	 

	"I walk in the mornings."

	 

	"So do I." He said it without emphasis. He wrapped his hands around the mug — large hands, she'd noted before, the kind built for utility rather than appearance. There was a scar across the back of the right one, old and faded, running from the knuckle of his index finger to the wrist. She had also noted this before. She was noting too many things. "I've been walking that path since I was eight years old. You're the first person I've met on it who found it without being shown."

	 

	She looked at him.

	 

	"The forest brought you to it," he said, like this was an ordinary thing to say, like forests brought people to paths and everyone understood the mechanism. "Or something like that. Do you dream about it?"

	 

	She went very still.

	 

	She dreamed about the forest every night. Had since she arrived. Not nightmares — something quieter and stranger, dreams of running through the dark between enormous trees with a speed she didn't have when she was awake, dreams of the cold air and the wet earth and the specific physical joy of moving without effort, without thought. She woke from them and lay in the grey morning and felt the loss of the thing she couldn't name.

	 

	She had not told anyone this.

	 

	"I don't see how that's relevant," she said.

	 

	Something moved in his eyes — not quite a smile, something more considered. "No," he said. "I suppose it isn't. Not yet."

	 

	She wanted to ask what not yet meant. She wanted to not ask, and this time the margin between the two was thinner than she liked.

	 

	"The family from the corner booth is leaving," she said. "I need to—"

	 

	"Of course," he said. And then: "Nadia."

	 

	She stopped.

	 

	"You don't have to be afraid of it," he said. "The thing you're feeling here. You don't have to understand it yet. You just have to let it exist."

	 

	She looked at him across the counter in the loud ordinary Saturday morning of a diner that smelled like coffee and bacon fat, and she felt, with complete and unwanted clarity, that he was not talking about himself.

	 

	She went to clear the corner booth.

	 

	She did not let herself look back.

	 

	She was extremely aware that he was eating his breakfast and reading something on his phone and not looking at her, which somehow required more of her attention than if he had been.

	 

	At eleven-thirty the rush thinned and Bev poured them both coffee and leaned on the counter with the air of a woman who had been waiting for a specific window.

	 

	"He likes you," Bev said.

	 

	"He's a regular customer."

	 

	"Honey, he's been a regular at The Hoh for nine years and he has never once sat at the counter." Bev said this with the directness of someone who considered facts a kindness. "He sits at the booth by the window. Facing the door, always — it's an Alpha thing, they don't like their backs to rooms. He sat at the counter today."

	 

	Nadia looked at her coffee.

	 

	"I'm not—" she started.

	 

	"I'm not telling you what to do," Bev said, sensibly. "I'm just telling you what I see. I've lived in Crater Ridge for forty-one years. I know this town and I know this pack and I know Ezra Voss since he was seventeen and his father brought him into the diner after his first solo hunt and he sat in that booth and ate four plates of eggs and didn't say a word about what he'd done but you could see it on him — that thing that happens when something shifts inside you and you can't un-shift it."

	 

	She paused. She stirred her coffee.

	 

	"He's a good man," she said. "He's a complicated man, the way men with weight on them are complicated. But he is good, and he is fair, and he has kept this town safer than any of the people who live in it know, because he doesn't do it for the knowing."

	 

	Nadia thought about safe here. The statement of fact in a dark morning on a forest path.

	 

	"I'm not staying," she said. Not unkindly. Just the truth, which she thought Bev deserved.

	 

	Bev looked at her with forty-one years of Crater Ridge in her eyes. "That's what you think," she said. Not unkindly either. Just the truth as she had it.

	 

	He'd left before the conversation with Bev. He'd left a precise tip — not extravagant, not minimal, the tip of a man who paid what was fair and didn't perform generosity — and nodded at her when she brought the check, and walked out into the grey midday with the unhurried motion that was starting to feel like a characteristic, like a thing that was specifically him.

	 

	The door swung shut.

	 

	The room went back to being just a room.

	 

	She picked up the tip and the check and stood for a moment behind the counter and breathed and did the rational thing, which was to note that this was a man with power and history and sixty-three people whose lives organized around his judgment, and she was a woman with a fake name and a burner phone and a plan that depended on not acquiring anything she couldn't carry.

	 

	The rational assessment was clear.

	 

	She breathed it in and breathed it out.

	 

	Then she went to do the dishes and Bev put something on the radio that was old and country and had nothing to do with anything, and the afternoon came in grey and slow off the strait, and Nadia kept moving, because keeping moving was the thing.

	 

	Sunday she didn't work.

	 

	This was the problem with Sundays. During the week the diner structured her days into something that required all of her and left nothing over for the rooms she'd been keeping locked. Sundays the rooms came open.

	 

	She read. She'd found a used paperback rack at the back of the general store and bought three paperbacks and read them faster than she'd meant to, and now she lay on the narrow bed and stared at the ceiling and was out of paperbacks.

	 

	She thought about calling her sister.

	 

	Rosa didn't know where she was. Rosa knew she'd left Marcus — had been telling her to leave Marcus for two years, in the specific tone of a younger sister who has been watching a disaster develop and cannot intervene. Rosa didn't know about Marcus's nature, about the pack, about any of it. She thought he was a controlling man, which was the most accurate half of the truth.

	 

	She picked up the burner phone.

	 

	She put it back.

	 

	If she called Rosa, Rosa would want to know she was okay. She would want a location, or at least a state, or at least a sense of direction, and Nadia didn't have any of those in forms she could share.

	 

	She would call Rosa when she had more.

	 

	She put on her coat and went out.

	 

	The town on a Sunday afternoon was different again — quieter than Saturday, more internal, people going to and from the small Lutheran church on Pine Street or the Sunday market that set up in the hardware store parking lot with three or four stalls of local produce and one woman who sold hand-thrown pottery that was genuinely beautiful and priced accordingly.

	 

	She walked without destination again, which was becoming a habit, which she recognized as a warning sign she was choosing to interpret as acclimation.

	 

	She found herself at the edge of town without quite meaning to, at the junction where Main Street became the county road and the county road became the tree line. She stood there and looked at the path she'd taken that morning and the dark between the cedars and the green-grey afternoon light that the forest swallowed and produced as something different, something richer.

	 

	"It pulls you," said a voice behind her.

	 

	She turned.

	 

	A woman stood ten feet back, carrying a paper bag from the market and watching Nadia with eyes that were kind and clinical in equal measure. She was in her mid-fifties, silver-haired, built compact and deliberate, wearing a canvas jacket with dirt on the elbow that suggested she'd been doing something practical this morning. She had the face of someone who had learned, over many years, that most people were more interesting than they appeared.

	 

	"I'm Senna," the woman said. "I'm the pack healer. You're Elena Cross."

	 

	Nadia looked at her.

	 

	"I'm not a threat," Senna said pleasantly. "I'm an introduction. There's a difference, and I think you know the difference because you're still standing there instead of running, which I appreciate."

	 

	Nadia breathed. "Does the Alpha know you're talking to me?"

	 

	"He knows I was going to," Senna said. "He didn't ask me to. That's also a difference worth noting." She nodded at the path. "What do you feel when you stand there?"

	 

	The question was so direct and so close to the internal thing she'd been managing for two weeks that Nadia's first instinct was to deflect, and her second was to recognize that deflection would be wasted on this woman.

	 

	"Like something's been corrected," she said, before she'd decided to say it. "Like a — frequency. Something that was slightly wrong becoming right."

	 

	Senna looked at her for a long, careful moment.

	 

	"How long have you felt slightly wrong?" she asked.

	 

	Nadia opened her mouth.

	 

	She had been twenty-eight years old for three months. She had felt slightly wrong for as long as she could remember — not broken, not damaged, just imprecise. Like a word you can't quite recall, the shape of it right there, the meaning in reach, but the sound of it gone.

	 

	"I thought that was just—" she started. "I thought everyone felt like that."

	 

	"No," Senna said. "Not everyone."

	 

	The paper bag crinkled in the wind. The cedars moved. Something moved through the understorey that was large and unhurried and pulled every animal part of Nadia's attention before she knew she was tracking it.

	 

	"Come have tea with me," Senna said. "Tomorrow morning, if you're willing. I have a surgery on the pack land — it's not far. You're welcome there." She smiled, and the smile was without agenda, or contained its agenda so comfortably it didn't feel like one. "You don't have to stay. You don't have to answer anything. You just have to show up."

	 

	Nadia looked at the forest.

	 

	She thought about the protocol. She thought about the exit timeline. She thought about two weeks, six weeks, Denver, the plan that started with keeping her head down and ended with a community she'd never seen and a life she hadn't built yet.

	 

	She thought about a word she hadn't been able to recall for twenty-eight years, the shape of it right there, the meaning in reach.

	 

	"What time?" she said.

	 

	Senna told her.

	 

	The forest stood behind it all, green and enormous and unreasonably patient, and something in Nadia's chest shifted by one small, unmeasurable, irreversible degree.

	 

	She walked back to the hardware store.

	 

	She did not think mistake.

	 

	She tried to think mistake.

	 


CHAPTER 5

	The Way He Looks at Her Like He Already Knows

	 

	Ezra Voss had not intended to go back on Wednesday.

	 

	He'd gone on Tuesday because the pack healer, Senna, had asked him to look into the new woman in town. So he'd gone to The Hoh on Tuesday with Damon and Callum and done what he always did in rooms full of people — listened. Watched. Catalogued. Let his wolf do the work that his human mind was too blunt to do alone.

	 

	His wolf had done the work. The problem was what it had found.

	 

	He sat in his truck on Wednesday morning and had a conversation with himself that lasted approximately four minutes. He went back on Thursday. He didn't go Friday.

	 

	He went back on Saturday. Alone this time.

	 

	He sat at the counter, three seats down from her position, and accepted the coffee Bev deposited in front of him.

	 

	What he saw when he let himself observe rather than want: she was intelligent, and not bothering to hide it under the surface performance of the job. Her eyes moved through the room with a quality of attention that was not casual. She remembered everything. She had good hands, steady and deliberate, nothing wasted. She smiled when she needed to and didn't when she didn't, and the honesty of it, the economy of it, made the moments she did smile land somewhere more real.

	 

	And underneath all of it, the thing his wolf wouldn't stop cataloguing: she knew when he was looking at her. Before she turned. Before there was any logical reason for her to know.

	 

	She felt him the way pack members felt each other across a room. The way wolves did.

	 

	She didn't know what it was. He could see that too — the brief confusion in her face when she caught it, the way she filed it away under some category of her own. He watched her explain away the thing she couldn't explain, and he recognized the motion, because he had done it himself before he'd had the language for what he was.

	 

	She was explaining away her entire nature.

	 

	It made something in him go very still and very serious.

	 

	On Sunday he saw her by accident.

	 

	He'd driven into town for lumber — the east fence of the lodge's outer boundary needed reinforcing before the winter elk migration came through and tested it — and he was coming out of the hardware store with Callum when she came around the corner of the building.

	 

	She was looking at her phone. She was wearing a green jacket he hadn't seen before and her hair was down, which he'd also not seen before, dark and past her shoulders, and she was frowning at whatever the phone was showing her with the concentrated expression of someone doing arithmetic.

	 

	She looked up and saw them.

	 

	The frown dissolved — not into a smile, into something more neutral, the face she wore in the diner. The professional face. Then something shifted, one of those small involuntary adjustments he'd been cataloguing, and the professional face became something less managed.

