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​Chapter One

​What the Suppressants Can't Touch
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​— LENA —

The farmers market on a Tuesday morning smelled like cut flowers, coffee, and the particular green sweetness of rain-wet earth, and Lena Calloway had learned, over three years of Tuesdays, to let it be enough.

She shifted Mira to her other hip and stopped at the bread stall, the one run by the older Latvian woman who always slipped an extra dinner roll into the bag and called Mira mīļā darling in a voice that sounded like a grandmother's. Mira, for her part, accepted this with the serene confidence of a child who understood, instinctively, that the world intended to adore her.

"Two sourdough, please," Lena said, reaching for her canvas bag. "And the rye if you have it."

"Always for you." The woman Ilze, Lena had learned three months in, because she made it her business to learn was already wrapping. "Your little one, she looks like her papa today."

Lena's hand tightened briefly on Mira's thigh. Not a flinch, exactly. More like a muscle remembering something it had trained itself to forget.

"She looks like herself," Lena said, and smiled, and meant it.

That was the trick, she had found. Not pretending the past didn't exist — that kind of pretending was a house built on sand — but finding the truth inside the sentence. Mira did look like herself. Dark-haired and amber-eyed and luminously present in every moment, already more fully occupying whatever room she entered than most adults Lena had ever met. Whatever she'd inherited from her father, she'd made entirely her own.

The market spread out along Millhaven's central green, the kind of small-city institution that attracted both retired teachers who knew every vendor by name and young people with expensive dogs and reusable everything. Lena navigated it the way she navigated most of her life: with intention, with care, with a mental map of exits that she no longer needed but kept anyway.

Suppressants did that to a person. Kept you careful. Kept you planning.

She took her tincture order to the Bloom & Co. table — it was her neighbor Dora's stall, and Lena had an arrangement with her, tinctures traded for fresh flowers that filled the apartment above the shop with changing color and then let Mira down to walk, keeping a loose grip on the back of her little red jacket.

Mira walked the way she did everything: determinedly, slightly ahead of herself, with the specific gait of a child who had not yet entirely accepted that the world was not organized around her velocity. She paused at a display of dried lavender bundles and buried her face in them, and Lena caught the vendor's eye and smiled an apology, and the vendor laughed instead of minding, because that was the thing about Mira: you couldn't mind.

It was an ordinary Tuesday.

Lena's suppressants were fresh; she'd renewed the prescription through Petra's contact two weeks ago, the quiet underground economy of non-pack-affiliated shifters who had their own careful systems for surviving in human-presenting cities and so the world felt pleasantly muffled. Her omega gift worked like radio reception: the suppressants turned the signal down to static, which meant she could walk through a crowd of a hundred humans and feel only the vaguest impression of their collective mood, a low hum rather than the full signal that would otherwise open her to every emotional frequency in range.

Without them, a busy Saturday market would have been overwhelming. The sadness of the man at the coffee stall thinking about his divorce. The joy of the teenage girl picking out sunflowers for a first date. The low-grade anxiety of the woman running the cheese table who was behind on her rent. All of it, unfiltered, pouring through Lena like light through glass.

She had learned to be grateful for the muffling. Had built her life around it, even.

She was stopped at the honey table considering a jar of lavender varietal, the bees drawn from the wildflower meadows above the valley when her gift flickered.

Not much. The suppressants held. But there it was, a specific prickle at the back of her neck, the way a compass needle stutters near magnetic interference: wolf. Not aggression, not threat, just presence. The unmistakable frequency of a shifter moving through a human crowd, their own nature carefully contained.

Lena bought the honey and didn't look up.

The rule she had given herself, three years ago, standing outside this market for the first time with a six-week-old baby in a secondhand carrier and suppression pills she'd bought with the last of her emergency cash: do not look for threats. Not because threats didn't exist. Because looking for them was how fear became the whole of your life.

But she noted the location, north end of the market, near the pottery stalls and filed it.

She noted a second frequency twenty minutes later, closer, near the bread stalls she'd already visited.

Two. Non-pack, she was fairly certain the emotional signature was too loose, too uncoordinated for pack-bonded wolves. Non-pack wolves in Millhaven weren't unusual; the city's suppressed-shifter community was small but real. She almost certainly knew them through Petra, or through the informal networks that kept non-affiliated shifters under the Conclave's radar.

She told herself it was nothing, and almost believed it.

Mira's bath took forty-five minutes because Mira was constitutionally opposed to being clean.

It wasn't that she disliked water — she loved water with a devotion that Lena suspected had something to do with the wolf-nature Mira was only beginning to show but she treated the transition from bath to not-bath as a philosophical objection, something to be negotiated through extensive protest and several failed escapes.

"Bubbas," Mira said, pointing at the bath water with the focused authority of a small general. She had words in three categories: things she loved (bubbas, tee-tree for her stuffed bear, moon, Mama), things she wanted (more, mine, no, why — that last one just recently acquired and already deployed with devastating frequency), and things she found philosophically interesting (that? for every object in the known universe, accompanied by a commanding index finger).

"Bubbles are all gone, bug," Lena said, lifting her. The towel was dinosaur-printed, a gift from Petra, who had opinions about children's towels. "Bubbles are sleeping."

"No."

"Yes."

"No."

"Hard no from the two-year-old," Lena told the bathroom mirror. "Motion denied."

She got Mira into pajamas through a combination of bribery (the stuffed bear), distraction (an elaborate story about a bear named Gerald who lived in a cloud), and the sheer physical advantage of being three times larger. Mira was asleep before Lena finished the third verse of the song she hummed every night the one without words that she had made up in the hospital, two years and seven months ago, holding a seven-pound twelve-ounce person who had just upended every assumption she'd had about her own capacity for love.

She stood in the doorway of Mira's small room and watched her daughter breathe.

The amber had flared tonight. Just for a second — Mira reaching for a soap bubble, fingers stretching, and her eyes had gone gold-amber in the low bath light. Not a trick of the fluorescents. Not imagination. The specific, saturated amber that meant wolf in every shifter Lena had ever known.

It had happened four times in the last two months.

Lena was running out of time to pretend this was a normal life.

She closed Mira's door softly and went to the kitchen. Made chamomile she had dozens of dried herbs in labeled jars on the open shelving, the most organized part of her apartment, the one space where her life felt genuinely under control and sat at the small table by the window that looked down onto Millhaven's quiet main street, the florist's display below sending the faint scent of freesia up through the floorboards.

She needed to renew her suppressant prescription again sooner than expected; the thinning she'd felt at the market today was two weeks early, which meant her metabolism was accelerating. Stress, probably. Or Mira's proximity, the baby wolf in her daughter beginning to throw off a frequency that Lena's omega nature responded to.

She texted Petra: Need a refill earlier than usual. Also Mira's eyes did the thing again tonight.

Petra responded in under thirty seconds, because Petra was constitutionally incapable of not responding immediately to any text that might involve drama: How amber? Full shift-flash or just honey?

Lena: Honey going on gold. In the bath.

Petra: Coming over tomorrow. Also bringing wine. Don't argue.

She was smiling when she set the phone down.

She was still smiling, faintly, when the knock came at the door.

Not Petra's knock — Petra knocked the way she did everything, with maximum personality, a syncopated three-rap that announced it is I and I am delightful. This was a single knock. Measured. The kind of knock that had learned to take up exactly as much space as necessary and no more.

Lena went very still.

Her gift pulsed hard through the suppressants, which meant whatever was on the other side of that door was radiating enough alpha frequency to cut through pharmaceutical interference.

She crossed to the door slowly. Put her hand on the knob. Told herself it could be anyone — a neighbor, a delivery, the landlord who was perfectly nice and occasionally brought excessive quantities of baklava.

She opened the door.

Caden Voss stood on her doorstep in the soft rain, three years older, wearing a dark jacket with the collar turned up and an expression she couldn't name except that it was the specific look of a man who had rehearsed something and was now discovering that the rehearsal was useless.

His eyes she had forgotten, she had not forgotten, she had tried very hard to forget were the particular shade of dark hazel that went amber in low light, and in the yellow wash from her hallway bulb they were already beginning that shift, which meant he felt more than he was showing, which had always been true of him.

He looked like a war he had survived.

He looked, infuriatingly, like home.

"Lena," he said.

She said nothing. She was counting backward from ten, which was what she did now instead of falling apart.

"I need to talk to you," Caden said. "Please."

Seven. Six. Five.

"It's late," she said. Her voice came out level. She had worked very hard for that levelness.

"I know." He didn't apologize. He had always been like that — direct in his want, even when the want itself was wrong. "I've been trying to find the right time for three days. There isn't one."

She looked at him for a long moment. The rain was picking up, catching the streetlight behind him in slow diagonal lines. He was getting wet and not moving, and that patience that same impossible, maddening patience she remembered made something in her chest do a complicated thing she refused to examine.

"Five minutes," she said. "In the hall." She didn't invite him in.

He stepped into the hallway without crossing her threshold all the way, keeping his body angled back, giving her the space she hadn't asked for but needed. She noticed that. She wished she hadn't.

"The pack is being targeted," he said. "I need your help."

Behind her, from the darkness of the apartment, the small perfect voice of her daughter drifted through a half-open bedroom door:

"Mama?"

Lena didn't move. Didn't breathe.

She watched Caden's face go very still.
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​​Chapter Two

​What I Came to Say
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​— CADEN —

He had found her through a prescription.

A suppressed-omega dispensary contact in Salem, the kind of informal network the Conclave officially didn't acknowledge and practically relied on, had flagged a renewal order six weeks ago rare herbs in a specific combination, the kind that dampened omega frequency without the pharmaceutical side effects of the black-market pills that left wolves hollow-eyed and slow. Whoever was filling this prescription knew what they were doing. Knew their herbalism.

He'd had two names to run down. The first was a sixty-three-year-old male shifter in Bend with a documented medical history. The second was a twenty-six-year-old woman in Millhaven.

He'd sat with that information for four days before he did anything with it.

Then another wolf went rogue Jasper, twenty-two years old, barely more than a pup, a boy Caden had taught to control his first full shift in the woods behind the compound when Jasper was sixteen and Caden had gotten in his truck and driven west.

That had been three days ago. He'd parked a block from her building. He'd watched her come and go once with the baby on her hip, once alone with a market bag, once in the early morning when she'd sat on the building's front step with coffee and a sketchbook and drawn something he couldn't see, her dark hair loose, her expression so entirely at peace that he'd felt the specific pain of a man watching a life that didn't include him and understanding, with fresh clarity, why.

She had built something here. Something real and careful and hers.

He had knocked on her door anyway, because he was a selfish man trying very hard not to be, and the pack was dying.

He heard the child's voice.

Mama.

The hallway went airless. Caden had trained himself, over ten years of leading a pack, to process unexpected information without visibly processing it — a stillness he could hold over his face like a mask while everything underneath rearranged itself. It was the most useful thing about being Alpha and he was grateful for it now, because what was happening underneath his face was seismic.

Mama.

A small voice. Clear. Unhurried, the way confident children were unhurried, the way children were who had never been told their wants were inconvenient.

He had written it off, standing in the rain at her door, as a neighbor's child. The walls of old buildings were thin. It could have been anyone.

He was no longer certain it was anyone.

Lena had gone very still in the way he remembered she went still when she was containing something large — not the stillness of calm but the stillness of controlled force, like water behind a dam. Her expression had shuttered so completely that he couldn't read her at all, which had never used to be true. He used to be able to read every flicker.

Three years had changed that. He had changed that.

"One moment," she said, and turned back into the apartment, pulling the door to without closing it entirely, and he heard her voice, low and steady, the specific cadence of a mother reassuring a child that all was well, go back to sleep, I'm here, I'm right here.

He stood in her hallway and breathed.

Noticed, because he could not stop noticing, the way her apartment smelled: dried herbs and cedar and something floral from the shop below, and beneath all of that, her — the specific warm-amber frequency of Lena Calloway, which his wolf had memorized so thoroughly that three years of distance hadn't degraded the recognition by a single note. She still smelled like home. He had no right to that recognition and he felt it anyway.

When she came back she closed the interior door fully and leaned against the wall opposite him with her arms crossed and her eyes direct and her face wearing the particular expression of a woman who had decided exactly how much of herself to show and had drawn the line with precision.

"Five minutes," she said again. "Pack is being targeted. By what?"

He respected this. Had always respected the way her mind worked — straight to the center of things, no performance.

"A faction called the Ashborne Syndicate," he said. "They operate in the space between packs, destabilize territorial governance, make the Conclave step in. Once the Conclave dissolves a pack, the territory goes to contested status. The Syndicate has buyers."

"Real estate."

"Essentially."

"How are they doing it?"

"Psychic disruption. They call it the Snarl — subsonic emitters planted on pack territory. It degrades a wolf's ability to shift cleanly, disrupts pack-bonding frequencies. Over time it drives wolves toward aggression." He paused. "Three of my pack have gone rogue in the last two months. Two more are symptomatic."

He watched her do the math. Watched her jaw shift slightly as she arrived at the same number he'd been living with: five wolves out of thirty-seven wasn't attrition. It was targeted decimation.

"You need an emotional anchor," she said, and her voice was completely flat. "A resonance stabilizer."

"Yes."

"An Omega."

"Yes."

"Your Omega."

He held her gaze. "Yes."

The silence between them had texture. He could feel the bond-scar at the side of his throat pulsing in a way it hadn't since the night he'd spoken the words — the formal, terrible words that he had told himself were mercy and had understood, almost immediately after, were a mutilation. The scar was psychic residue: the mark of a severed thing that hadn't entirely gone dead. He'd read once that amputees could still feel the ghost of a removed limb for years, the nervous system refusing to accept what the body had experienced. That was what the bond-scar was. That was what it had been for three years.

Standing four feet from Lena, it was no longer a ghost. It was an open frequency.

"No," she said.

"Lena"

"No." Still flat, still controlled. "You want me to come back to the pack that watched you reject me without anyone lifting a voice against it. You want me to use my gift — the gift that the old Alpha called a liability, do you remember that? he said that to my face — to stabilize the wolves who stood by while you—" She stopped. Took one measured breath. "No. That's my answer."

"Aldric is dead," Caden said. "He died fourteen months ago. I took the Alpha title. The pack is mine now, Lena, and I have never—"

"I know." Something shifted in her expression. "I've been watching Ironmoor's Conclave filings. I know Aldric is dead. I know you're Alpha." A pause. "I know you ran it differently than he did. I've watched."

He absorbed this. The fact that she'd been watching,  monitoring Ironmoor from a distance, keeping track  said something he wasn't sure she'd intended to reveal. He didn't reach for it.

"Come back temporarily," he said. "Two weeks. Help me stabilize the pack while we locate and neutralize the emitters. After that, you leave. I won't ask again." He heard himself. "I know I don't have the right to ask now."

"No," she said. "You don't."

"I know."

"Then why are you here?"

"Because I'm asking anyway." He'd promised himself he wouldn't do this part — the raw, honest part, the part that made him less Alpha and more just a man who had broken something irreplaceable and had been paying for it since. But she was looking at him with those green eyes, and the bond-scar was a live coal against his throat, and he was tired of the practiced answer. "Because there's no one else. Because you're the only omega I'd trust with my pack even if we'd never — even if everything between us had been different. Because you're the best person I know, Lena, and I destroyed what we had, and I know that, and I'm asking anyway because I don't have another option and I'm sorry."

She stared at him.

The hallway was very quiet.

"I'm going to need you to leave," she said finally. Her voice had shifted — not softer, exactly, but different. Less armor.

"Okay." He stepped back toward the outer door. "I'll be downstairs if you want to finish the conversation."

"I won't want to."

"Okay."

He went down the stairs. Let himself out into the rain. Found a dry inch under the building's narrow overhang and sat on the front step with his back against the door and his elbows on his knees and the cold Pacific Northwest dark settling around him, smelling of wet concrete and night-blooming jasmine from the planter boxes Lena's downstairs neighbor maintained with evident dedication.

He had six texts from Rafe. He read them without responding. Another wolf showing symptoms — Petra, one of the younger females, twenty years old.

He sat in the rain.

Forty minutes later, his phone buzzed with a single text from a number he recognized but hadn't heard from in three years:

You're still out there, aren't you.

Not a question. He looked up at the lit window on the second floor.

Yes, he wrote back.

A long pause. Then:

Why.

He thought about this carefully. Then: Because you haven't told me to go yet.

The light in her window stayed on for another hour. He sat in the rain and watched it, and waited, and did not pretend to himself that waiting was anything other than hope.
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​​Chapter Three

​The Negotiation
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​— LENA —

She woke to find him still there.

5:47 a.m. She'd checked the window three times in the night, not because she was watching she was absolutely not watching but because she was a light sleeper and her apartment faced the street and the rain had let up around two and in the silence she'd been acutely aware, through the skin she was pretending wasn't attuned to him, of the alpha presence sitting on her front step like a large weather system that had parked itself over her life.

He was leaning against the door with his eyes open when she looked out at 5:47. Not sleeping. Just waiting. His jacket was darkened with dried rain across the shoulders. He'd been there all night.

You absolute, she thought, and went to put the kettle on.

She made two cups because she was not a cruel person, even when cruelty would have been justified. She carried them downstairs in the early-morning dimness, the shop below silent, the street outside just beginning to suggest dawn in the way Pacific Northwest streets did a slow lightening of gray rather than anything so optimistic as actual light.

She opened the front door.

He looked up.

Up close, in the morning, he looked worse than last night or maybe just realer. There were shadows under his eyes that had nothing to do with a single sleepless night, the particular worn quality of someone who had been running too hard for too long and had stopped noticing it. He had a three-day beard and a cut along his left jaw that had healed but was still pink. New. A week old, maybe.

Pack violence, she thought. The Snarl drove aggression. Someone in his pack had turned on him, or on each other, and she would bet her good tinctures he hadn't retaliated.

She held out a cup.

He took it without a word. Both hands around the ceramic. He closed his eyes briefly at the warmth, and she looked away.

"You could have slept in your car," she said.

"I know."

"That was unnecessary and slightly dramatic."

"Probably." He looked at her over the rim of the cup, and there was something in his expression — a wry almost-self-awareness that she remembered suddenly, against her will, from before. He had always been capable of that. Of standing inside his own most difficult moments and seeing them clearly. "I didn't want to give you a reason to say I'd left."

"I wouldn't have lied about whether you'd left."

"No," he agreed. "You wouldn't have."

She sat on the step beside him because the option was to stand over him or go back inside, and standing over him would have felt like a performance of a power she wasn't interested in performing, and going back inside would have felt like retreat. She wrapped both hands around her own cup and watched the street begin its slow morning business.

"Tell me everything," she said. "Not the version you prepared. Everything."

He was
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