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PROLOGUE

	Wind struck Hollow Creek like a living force that refused to stay contained.

	It bent the trees first—old timber giants that had stood for generations—forcing their branches to groan under pressure that felt less like weather and more like intent. Rain followed, sharp and relentless, hitting the forest floor in uneven bursts that turned soil into slick memory. Lightning cracked across the sky in jagged lines, briefly revealing shapes that were not fully there a moment later.

	Something ran beneath it all.

	Fast. Uneven. Not fully stable.

	A female wolf moved through the forbidden stretch of Hollow Creek forest, but she did not move like any pure-blooded shifter. Her body refused to commit to one form. One moment she was all fur and fractured motion, the next her human outline surfaced beneath shifting light—barely there, as though reality itself hesitated to confirm her existence.

	Each breath she took came in broken rhythm. Not from exhaustion alone, but from conflict inside her own body. Bone and instinct argued for control. Neither side fully won.

	Her bare feet struck wet earth between shifts, leaving prints that blurred almost immediately, as though the ground could not hold her presence either.

	Behind her, the forest changed tone.

	Not louder. Not darker.

	Attentive.

	Three figures moved through the trees with deliberate precision. They did not rush. They did not need to. Their pace carried certainty, the kind that comes from knowing the outcome before the chase begins.

	Alpha Council hunters.

	Silver marks burned faintly along their wrists, sigils carved into skin rather than worn on cloth. Those marks were not decoration. They were authorization. Authority given form.

	One of them raised a hand.

	A pulse of restrained energy rippled outward, striking a nearby tree. Bark split cleanly, dropping in chunks to the ground without sound.

	A warning shot.

	The fleeing hybrid did not slow.

	Her head turned once, just enough for lightning to reveal her face.

	Young. Human features still forming the memory of softness, now sharpened by fear and something else beneath it—something unstable, resisting definition. Her eyes caught the flash of sky.

	Not wolf.

	Not human.

	Something between states that should not exist.

	Her chest tightened as another shift threatened to break through her skin. She forced it down with sheer will, teeth clenched hard enough to draw blood. The taste grounded her for half a heartbeat.

	A voice inside her—hers, but not entirely—whispered one thing:

	Run.

	She did.

	The forest responded differently now.

	Paths she should have followed closed without warning. Roots shifted just enough to break rhythm. Wind angled against her direction. Even sound betrayed her, carrying her movements back toward her pursuers instead of away.

	She stopped mid-step, breath catching.

	The realization landed sharply: the forest was not lost.

	It was guiding her somewhere.

	She pushed forward anyway.

	Branches tore at her arms. Rain stung her skin like scattered glass. Her heartbeat became the only constant thing left inside her body. Everything else kept changing without permission.

	Behind her, one of the hunters spoke for the first time.

	“Hybrid confirmed.”

	The words carried no curiosity. Only classification.

	Another voice followed.

	“Council directive remains unchanged. Containment or termination.”

	A pause.

	Then footsteps quickened.

	The chase tightened.

	Her legs burned as she broke into a clearing that had no reason to exist in this part of Hollow Creek. The trees parted too evenly, too deliberately, as though something had cleared space long before she arrived.

	Moonlight should have been visible.

	There was none.

	Only stormlight.

	She stopped again, confusion cutting through panic.

	This place was wrong.

	Not dangerous in a familiar way—wrong in a deeper sense. Like stepping into a memory that did not belong to her but still recognized her shape.

	The ground beneath her feet softened.

	Not mud.

	Something older.

	The air changed temperature.

	Behind her, the hunters entered the clearing.

	They stopped immediately.

	Even they felt it.

	One of them lowered his head slightly, scenting the air.

	“…this ground predates Council mapping.”

	A second voice answered, quieter now.

	“Proceed anyway.”

	The first step forward cracked something unseen.

	The sound was not loud, but it carried weight.

	The hybrid girl turned slowly.

	She was no longer running.

	Not because she had chosen to stop—but because something in her body no longer recognized escape as possible.

	Her eyes flicked between the hunters. Three of them. Controlled. Armored in discipline rather than metal.

	They did not see a girl.

	They saw a classification.

	One raised a hand again.

	Energy gathered.

	Not magic in the human sense. Not machine. Something older than both—pack authority condensed into force.

	The air tightened.

	Her body reacted before her mind did.

	A shift began.

	Violent.

	Uncontrolled.

	Bones pressed against skin, demanding release. Her vision split at the edges. For a moment, her human shape overlapped with something larger, faster, wrong in the way it existed.

	She dropped to one knee, hands digging into earth that suddenly felt alive under her fingertips.

	“No,” she whispered through clenched teeth.

	The sound broke halfway between human voice and wolf tone.

	The hunters advanced.

	The first strike came down.

	She moved without thinking.

	Not away.

	Through it.

	Her body blurred—half transformation, half instinct—and the attack missed by a fraction that tore the air behind her. She stumbled forward, collapsing into the clearing’s center.

	Pain shot through her ribs.

	Her breath hitched.

	The second hunter stepped closer.

	“Termination authorized.”

	Something inside her snapped—not into madness, but into clarity.

	A single thought formed, sharp and uninvited:

	I am not supposed to end here.

	Her head lifted.

	Her eyes changed.

	Not fully wolf. Not fully human.

	Something awake.

	Something listening.

	The forest reacted.

	Silence dropped across Hollow Creek so suddenly it felt physical. Even the rain above the clearing seemed to hesitate mid-fall. The hunters froze.

	The girl stood slowly.

	Her voice came out softer this time.

	But it carried further than it should have.

	“Stop.”

	The command was not learned.

	It was remembered.

	The air trembled.

	One of the hunters faltered for the first time, confusion breaking discipline. “That voice—”

	The hybrid turned slightly, as if hearing something beyond the clearing.

	The ground beneath her feet pulsed.

	Not light.

	Not sound.

	Recognition.

	The forest itself answered her presence.

	A pressure rose beneath the soil, deep and ancient, like something long buried shifting for the first time in centuries. Roots beneath the clearing tightened. The trees leaned inward by a fraction, as though listening.

	The hunters stepped back instinctively.

	This was not part of their protocol.

	The girl’s lips parted.

	A name formed on her tongue without permission.

	Not spoken outward.

	Released.

	“Lylah…”

	The word carried into the air like a key turning in a locked place.

	Everything stopped.

	The clearing held still in a way that felt unnatural even to the hunters—too complete, too absolute.

	Then the forest reacted.

	Not with sound.

	With memory.

	The ground beneath her fractured sensation deepened—not breaking, but awakening. Something beneath Hollow Creek responded to that name as if it had been waiting a very long time to hear it again.

	One of the hunters took a step back.

	“Report this—”

	He did not finish.

	The wind changed direction violently.

	The hybrid girl—Lylah—tilted her head slightly, eyes unfocused now, as if she was no longer fully in the clearing.

	As if something was calling her from deeper below everything.

	Her body began to weaken.

	Not from injury.

	From recognition too large for her to hold.

	She dropped to her knees again, breath uneven.

	The hunters moved forward cautiously, regaining control of the moment.

	Containment replaced confusion.

	But before they could reach her—

	The ground beneath the clearing exhaled.

	A sound without sound.

	A pressure without motion.

	The forest did not attack.

	It remembered.

	Roots beneath the soil shifted in slow, deliberate patterns. Something vast and unseen moved beneath Hollow Creek, responding not to threat, but to identity.

	The hunters froze again.

	Their authority meant nothing here.

	The hybrid girl lifted her gaze one final time.

	Not toward them.

	Toward something deeper.

	Her lips parted.

	A final whisper escaped her.

	Not fear.

	Not surrender.

	Recognition.

	“I… remember you.”

	The clearing went completely still.

	Then the forest answered.

	And something beneath Hollow Creek began to wake for the first time in a long, long time.

	 


CHAPTER 1 — The Girl Who Returned Without Belonging

	Lylah Person stepped off the rusted intercity bus as if she had never truly left Hollow Creek, and yet nothing about the place welcomed her back.

	The air was the same—cooler than it should have been for late spring, carrying the faint bite of pine and damp earth—but it felt heavier now. Not weather-heavy. Awareness-heavy. Like the town itself had turned its attention toward her the moment her feet touched the cracked pavement.

	The bus hissed behind her as its doors folded shut. A tired engine groaned, then pulled away, leaving her standing alone at the edge of a road that cut through Hollow Creek like an old scar.

	She adjusted the strap of her worn bag and looked ahead.

	The town was unchanged at first glance.

	Timber houses with peeling paint. Narrow streets that never seemed fully repaired. A distant bell tower that still leaned slightly to the left like it had survived too many winters without complaint.

	But something inside it had shifted.

	People noticed her before they looked at her.

	That was the first thing she felt.

	Not stares—something subtler. Awareness moving through the town in waves, slipping through windows, behind curtains, across porches. Conversations paused mid-sentence when she passed. Not silence born from surprise.

	Silence born from recognition they refused to admit.

	Lylah kept walking.

	Her boots struck the pavement with steady rhythm, but her senses didn’t agree with her pace. Every step came with an echo that did not belong to sound alone. It was deeper. Like the ground was measuring her weight and deciding what she meant.

	A woman standing outside a small bakery froze with a loaf halfway raised.

	Their eyes met.

	For half a second, the woman smiled.

	Then her pupils tightened.

	Not human reaction.

	Wolf response.

	The smile disappeared too quickly.

	“Lylah?” the woman said, voice uncertain, as if testing a memory she didn’t trust.

	Lylah offered a small nod. “It’s me.”

	The woman didn’t answer. Instead, her gaze drifted—just slightly—toward Lylah’s throat, then her hands, then back to her eyes.

	As if searching for something missing.

	Or something newly present.

	The bakery door chimed behind her, but Lylah already knew the woman had retreated inside without finishing the conversation.

	That was the second thing she noticed.

	Nobody said anything fully anymore.

	The town was holding its breath.

	She continued down the main road. Hollow Creek had never been large, but it had always felt structured—like every building, every street corner, every familiar face had a place in a system that made sense even if you didn’t understand it.

	Now that system felt… paused.

	Waiting.

	A group of teenagers crossed the street ahead of her. They laughed too loudly, too deliberately. One of them bumped another’s shoulder, pretending not to see her.

	But Lylah saw the flicker in their expressions.

	The way their bodies shifted instinctively.

	Protective tension.

	Instinct before thought.

	They were wolves pretending to be human.

	And they were reacting to her like she was something outside their classification.

	She tightened her grip on her bag.

	That feeling she had carried since stepping off the bus grew stronger.

	Not fear.

	Recognition she could not place.

	Something in her chest pulled slightly toward the direction of the forest beyond town limits. Not painful. Not comforting.

	Certain.

	As if something out there already knew she was here.

	By the time she reached the old residential road leading to her childhood home, dusk had started to settle.

	The sky wasn’t fully dark yet, but Hollow Creek always felt like it skipped the final stage of daylight. Shadows arrived early here, stretching longer than they should, slipping between structures like they belonged more than people did.

	Her house stood at the end of a quiet street.

	Smaller than she remembered.

	Or maybe she had simply grown into the weight of everything it represented.

	The paint on the wooden exterior had faded further, edges worn down by years of weather and neglect. The porch sagged slightly on one side.

	No lights were on inside.

	She stood still for a moment before stepping forward.

	The air around the house felt different.

	Contained.

	Like something inside had been waiting without moving for a long time.

	Her hand hovered near the door handle.

	A memory flickered without permission.

	A woman’s voice. Warm. Urgent.

	If you ever feel the house watching you… don’t stay inside alone.

	Lylah frowned slightly, then pushed the thought away and stepped in.

	The door opened with a soft complaint.

	Inside, the air was colder than outside.

	Dust lingered in the corners, untouched in a way that suggested time had moved carefully here. Furniture remained in place, covered in thin white sheets. The living room felt frozen mid-life.

	She set her bag down near the stairs.

	Silence wrapped around her immediately.

	Too complete.

	She moved through the house slowly, fingers brushing surfaces as if confirming reality through touch. Kitchen unchanged. Hallway narrow as ever. Her old room still at the end of the corridor.

	Everything exactly where memory said it should be.

	And yet nothing felt familiar.

	Not anymore.

	She reached her room last.

	The door creaked open.

	A bed sat beneath a window that overlooked the backyard. Moonlight would eventually fall through it later, but for now, only fading daylight touched the floor.

	She stepped inside.

	Stopped.

	Something was wrong.

	Her eyes moved across the space slowly, scanning instinctively.

	The closet door was slightly open.

	She hadn’t left it that way.

	A breath tightened in her chest.

	She crossed the room carefully, every instinct sharpening as she approached. Her fingers touched the edge of the closet door.

	Cold wood.

	She pulled it open.

	Empty.

	Nothing inside but darkness and the faint scent of old cedar.

	Still, her senses refused to settle.

	She turned.

	And that was when she saw it.

	On the far wall—near the corner where the bed frame met the floor—marks carved into the wood.

	Deep.

	Fresh.

	Not scratches from age or decay.

	Claw marks.

	Her breath stopped completely.

	She stepped closer slowly, heart tightening.

	The marks weren’t random. They were deliberate. Five parallel grooves pressed into the wall with enough force to split wood fibers cleanly.

	Wolf marks.

	But not made by any animal that belonged in Hollow Creek’s normal range.

	Her fingers hovered just above them without touching.

	They were still raw.

	Too recent.

	Too present.

	A sound outside the house made her turn sharply.

	Nothing there.

	But her heartbeat had already changed rhythm.

	She moved back into the hallway, shutting her room door behind her. The house felt different now—less empty, more occupied in a way she couldn’t define. As if something had only recently left.

	Or was waiting to return.

	Outside, the wind shifted.

	And for the first time since arriving, Lylah noticed something else.

	The forest beyond the backyard wasn’t just visible through the window.

	It was watching back.

	

	

	Across town, where Hollow Creek’s main road curved toward the northern ridge, Ambrose Harper stood beneath the shadow of an old water tower.
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