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CHAPTER ONE: The Rot Begins

	

	The wolf came in at dawn, carried between two pack members who did not meet her eyes.

	Amorette Thesswyn had been awake for an hour already, moving through the quiet of the clinic's lower rooms with a mug of black tea cooling in her hand, checking on the boundary-ward herbs she kept in the deep window boxes along the eastern wall. The light at that hour was her favorite thing about the farmhouse, pale and unhurried, coming in low through the old glass and laying itself across the floorboards in long amber strips. She had learned, in the years since she had made this place her own, to take the quiet mornings as a gift rather than a given. The supernatural community of Duskveil Hollow ran on its own chaotic schedule, and the clinic absorbed every emergency the hollow produced. Quiet mornings were not guaranteed.

	This one ended at six forty-three.

	She heard the truck before she saw it, a heavy diesel rumble pulling up the gravel path, followed by the specific quality of silence that meant people were moving carefully, trying not to jostle something fragile. She set her mug on the window ledge and was already at the front door before the knock landed.

	The wolf's name was Daxton Morvell. She knew him vaguely, a mid-ranking pack member in his mid-thirties, broad-shouldered and generally healthy looking at the community gatherings she attended. He did not look healthy now. The two wolves carrying him, one under each arm, were struggling with his weight despite the fact that he was only partially conscious and therefore not fighting them. His head lolled. His skin had the particular grayish undertone that Amorette had learned to recognize as a body in systemic crisis, not sick in the ordinary sense but failing at some foundational level the surface had not yet caught up to reporting.

	"Bring him through," she said, stepping back and holding the door. "Second room on the left, the wide bed."

	She was already running her diagnostic sense as they moved him down the hall, the Threadreading rising in her vision like a second layer of sight laid over the physical world. She had been born with it. She had learned what it meant over the course of her life, first as a child who saw colored light around people and assumed everyone did, then as a teenager who understood she was seeing something real, and finally as a trained healer who had spent twelve years learning to read what the threads said with precision.

	Every living being carried threads. The color and texture of them shifted with health, emotion, and supernatural species. Wolves burned amber and copper, warm tones, consistent with their solar-adjacent shifter biology. Witches ran in cooler registers, blues and silvers depending on their specialty. The ancient boundary-keeper Solvaine Drethmoor, whose species Amorette had never been able to determine with certainty, carried threads of deep green shot through with something that looked almost like starlight, and Amorette had learned not to stare.

	Daxton Morvell's threads were rust.

	Not the warm amber she expected from a wolf in good health. Not even the dull copper of illness or exhaustion. The threads that wound through and around him were the specific dark red-brown of old iron left in the rain, corroded and brittle-looking, and they pulsed with an irregular rhythm that made her chest tighten in a way she did not immediately name.

	She named it two seconds later as she helped the pack members settle him onto the wide bed and got her first clear look at him in full light.

	There was silver in his fur.

	He had not fully shifted, was in his human form, but wolves in systemic distress sometimes flickered at the edges, the shift pressing against the skin without completing, and in those moments you could see the ghost of the animal in the coloring of the hair at the temples, the back of the wrists, the nape of the neck. Daxton's hair at the temples had gone silver. Not gray the way aging went, not gradually or in streaks that grew over time. Silver as in metal. Silver as in cold. It had not been there three weeks ago at the Freymark. She was nearly certain of it.

	"How long has he been like this?" she asked.

	The larger of the two pack members, a woman she recognized as Tessaly Wound, folded her arms tight across her chest in the way people did when they were frightened and trying not to show it. "The silver showed up four days ago. We thought it was stress. Daxton's been running the northern boundary patrol and the hours are brutal this time of year. We thought he'd sleep it off."

	"And the fever?"

	"Last night. It spiked fast." Tessaly's jaw tightened. "He couldn't shift this morning. Couldn't complete it. That's when Aldric told us to bring him here."

	Amorette kept her expression neutral, which was a skill she had cultivated over years of receiving information that alarmed her in front of patients and families. She moved to the supply cabinet and began pulling what she needed: a temperature strip, the specific pressure cuff calibrated for shifter physiology, the botanical compound kit she had assembled for fever management. Her hands were steady. Her mind was already running through diagnostic categories and finding nothing clean.

	A wolf who could not complete a shift was a wolf in serious trouble. The shift was fundamental to shifter biology, not a party trick or an optional extra but a necessary physiological cycle. Wolves who could not shift for extended periods became ill in predictable ways, joint inflammation, hormonal disruption, a specific and terrible anxiety that had no mundane equivalent. But those were the symptoms of a wolf suppressing the shift voluntarily or being externally blocked. She had never seen a wolf fail to shift because the body could not manage it.

	She had also never seen that particular rust color in a life thread.

	"I need you both to wait in the front room," she said. "I'll come find you when I have something to tell you."

	They went without argument, which told her they were more frightened than they were letting on. Frightened people who would not argue were frightened people who had already accepted that the situation was beyond their ability to influence.

	She pulled the stool to the bedside and settled in close, resting two fingers lightly on Daxton's wrist, not for the pulse but for the contact that let her read his threads with better resolution. The Threadreading sharpened when she was in physical proximity to the subject. She had never fully understood the mechanics of why. She had simply learned to use it.

	The rust threads were worse up close.

	They were not uniform. That was the first thing she noticed. Illness in the threads was usually consistent, a shift in color and texture spread evenly through the visible field of a person's life force. What she was seeing in Daxton was different. The rust was heaviest along specific pathways, the ones she had come to identify, through years of reading wolves, as the pack-bond channels. Every pack-bonded wolf carried a secondary set of threads in addition to their personal life force, threads that ran outward from the sternum and connected, somewhere invisible to her but clearly real, to the other members of their pack. Those bond channels in Daxton were not just discolored. They were corroding. The rust was spreading along them the way actual oxidation spread along metal, moving from the outside in, following the existing structure of the bond pathways like a map.

	She sat with that observation for a long moment, breathing slowly, making sure she was reading it correctly and not constructing a pattern from anxiety.

	She was reading it correctly.

	She pressed her fingers more firmly to his wrist and pushed her diagnostic sense as deep as she could manage. The effort cost her a low-grade headache, which she accepted as ordinary operating expense. What she found at the deeper level confirmed the surface reading. The pathogen, and she was now certain it was a pathogen, some introduced agent rather than a spontaneous internal failure, was using his pack-bond architecture as a highway. It was traveling those channels with a precision that felt almost deliberate, spreading fastest where the bonds were strongest, burning through the biological infrastructure of his connection to his pack.

	She pulled her fingers back and sat for a moment in the quiet of the room, listening to his uneven breathing.

	Deliberate was a word that did not belong in a diagnosis. Pathogens were not deliberate. They were opportunistic, adaptive, driven by the biological imperatives of replication and transmission. They did not choose pathways. They found them through pressure and probability.

	And yet.

	She began the physical examination, moving methodically through the standard shifter assessment protocol, temperature, respiratory rate, muscle response, pupillary reaction, the specific joint flexibility test that told her whether the shift mechanism was physically blocked or neurologically disrupted. She recorded everything in the chart she kept for all clinic patients, longhand in the leather notebook she preferred to any digital system. When she reached the section for preliminary diagnosis, she left it blank for the first time in four years of practice.

	What she wrote instead, in the margin, in the small handwriting she used when she was thinking out loud to herself, was: bond-channel specific. Engineered?

	She crossed out the question mark. Added it back. Left it.

	Ferris Caeldwyn arrived at seven-fifteen with his coat still damp from the walk across the hollow and a paper bag of bakery goods from the Freymark's early vendor stalls, which he set on the kitchen counter before appearing in the doorway of Daxton's room with his usual expression of bright-eyed availability that concealed, she knew, a genuinely sharp diagnostic mind.

	"The pack members outside are in a state," he said, keeping his voice low. "Tessaly Wound looks like she hasn't slept. What are we dealing with?"

	"I don't know yet," Amorette said, which was not a thing she said often. She watched his expression sharpen in response to it, the easy manner becoming something more focused. "Silver infiltration at the temples, failed shift attempt, fever that came on fast, and the strangest thread pattern I have ever read on a living wolf."

	"Strange how?"

	"Rust. And specific. It's following the bond channels."

	Ferris was quiet for a moment. He moved into the room and stood at the foot of the bed, looking at Daxton with the particular stillness of a witch reaching for his own sensory capabilities, the botanical magic he practiced having its own diagnostic dimension that complemented her Threadreading in useful ways. His specialty was in living systems, plant and animal both, which meant he could sometimes sense disruptions in biological processes she could not directly access.

	"There's something synthetic in him," he said after a moment. "I can't be specific about it. It reads like a compound, something that didn't grow naturally. But that's the extent of what I can tell you."

	"That's more than I had," she said. "It confirms the direction I was already thinking."

	"Which is?"

	She looked at Daxton's silver temples, at the rust threads pulsing their irregular rhythm along his bond channels, and said the word she had been circling for forty minutes. "Pathogen. Introduced, not spontaneous. And possibly designed with shifter biology specifically in mind."

	Ferris did not say anything for a moment. Then, carefully: "Should we be worried?"

	"I'm already worried," she said. "I'm managing it."

	She sent word to the pack alpha before eight o'clock, a brief factual message through Tessaly Wound asking for a meeting before noon and requesting any information about other wolves showing similar symptoms. She did not lead with the word pathogen. She would save that for a conversation she could control the parameters of.

	Tessaly paused at the door on her way out. "Alpha Brennavar sent a message this morning as well. Before all of this. He's summoning someone from outside the hollow. A tracker. Someone who's dealt with rogue health emergencies in the northern territories."

	Amorette was writing in Daxton's chart. She did not look up. "Who?"

	"He didn't say yet. He's announcing it at the lodge this afternoon." Tessaly hesitated. "He said the situation may be more widespread than we know."

	Amorette looked up then. Tessaly's expression confirmed the weight of it before she said anything else.

	"There were two rogue deaths in the outer territories last month," Tessaly said. "Brennavar's been tracking it quietly. He thinks this is connected."

	Rogue deaths. Wolves without packs, without healer access, dying of something that left silver in the fur and rust in the threads. And now a pack-bonded wolf in her clinic with the same presentation.

	She thanked Tessaly and closed the door and stood alone in the clinic hallway for exactly one minute, letting herself feel the full weight of it before she put the weight away and went back to work.

	She spent the rest of the morning stabilizing Daxton with the best fever management she had and beginning a systematic review of every botanical compound she kept in stock, looking for anything that addressed synthetic pathogen activity in shifter biology. Her garden outside held plants that did not appear in mundane botanical catalogues, strains she had cultivated from seeds traded through the supernatural healer network over years, and three of them had properties that might be relevant. She was not certain. She was never certain until she tested, and testing took time she was aware they might not have in abundance.

	At noon she stood at the kitchen window with her second mug of tea, finally cold, looking out at the clinic garden where the late-season herbs were still holding on against the autumn chill. The hollow was quiet at this hour, the mid-morning busyness of the Freymark vendors settling into the lunch lull, the forest along the northern boundary standing dark and still.

	She thought about rogue wolves dying alone in the outer territories. She thought about pack-bond channels corroding from the inside out. She thought about the word designed and the question mark she had added and removed and added again.

	She thought, briefly and without meaning to, about what kind of tracker dealt with rogue health emergencies. What particular combination of knowledge and experience that required. Whether there was more than one person in the northern territories who fit that description.

	She poured the cold tea down the drain and went back to her patient.

	

	 



CHAPTER TWO: Seven Years of Road

	
	The summons came on a Tuesday, which Enzo Vaelcroft had always considered the least remarkable day of the week, and therefore a fitting day for the universe to hand him something he could not refuse.

	He was sitting in the cab of his truck outside a rain-soaked diner in the border town of Crethwall, eating a breakfast sandwich he did not taste and reviewing field notes on a missing wolf case he had wrapped the previous afternoon. The case had resolved cleanly, which in his work meant the missing wolf had been found alive, disoriented but physically intact, having wandered into a mundane township during a feral slip and taken three days to find his way back to himself. Enzo had collected him from the edge of a gas station parking lot at two in the morning, wrapped him in a blanket, and driven him to the nearest pack contact without asking for thanks or additional payment. He rarely asked for either.

	The envelope was on the passenger seat. He had found it tucked under his windshield wiper when he came out of the diner the first time, at six-thirty, which meant someone had known exactly where he was and had chosen a paper letter over a phone call for reasons he understood without needing to examine. Phone calls could be traced, intercepted, or denied. A letter in an envelope with a wax seal was a supernatural community's way of saying: this is formal, this is real, and we are trusting you to treat it accordingly.

	He had read it once. He had put it down. He had gone inside and ordered a second coffee and a breakfast sandwich he did not want and sat for twenty-two minutes thinking about the rain on the windshield before picking the letter up and reading it again.

	Alpha Brennavar's handwriting was precise and unhurried, the script of someone who had written formal pack correspondence for decades and saw no reason to rush the letterforms.

	Enzo Vaelcroft. There is a health emergency developing in Duskveil Hollow that requires your specific knowledge and field experience. Two rogue deaths in the outer territories present with symptoms I am told you may have encountered before. A third wolf, pack-bonded, is now in the hollow's clinic. I am asking you to come. Not ordering. Asking. I understand the weight of that distinction given your history with this community. Your sister Prinna remains a valued member of this pack, and it is with her knowledge and partial endorsement that I contact you now. Come if you are willing. The hollow needs what you know.

	He had stared at the line about Prinna for a long time.

	Partial endorsement. He knew exactly what that meant. Prinna had agreed that he should come because wolves were dying and he might be able to help. She had not agreed that coming was a good idea for any other reason, and Brennavar, to his credit, had represented that honestly rather than smoothing it over.

	He thought about the rogue deaths. He thought about the symptoms, which Brennavar had not detailed in the letter but which Enzo already suspected he could name. Silver infiltration. Failed shift. A fever that did not respond to pack healing because there was no pack healing available to rogues who died alone in the outer territories. He had been watching reports of those deaths from a careful distance for six weeks, adding them to a private file he kept in a locked box under the truck's back seat, and the pattern they made was one he recognized the shape of even if he had not yet named the cause out loud.

	He thought about Duskveil Hollow. The ward boundary at the valley's edge, the specific smell of it, pine resin and stone and something older underneath that he had never been able to identify. The Greywash running luminescent in the dark. The Vaelmore Lodge with its timber walls and the warm light always burning in Aldric's study window.

	He thought about a Victorian farmhouse on the eastern edge of the hollow, warm-lit and smelling of botanical compounds, with a garden that grew things no mundane nursery had ever catalogued.

	He had not let himself think about that farmhouse in a very long time. He was not entirely successful at stopping now.

	He folded the letter. Put it in the inside pocket of his jacket, against his chest. Started the truck.

	The drive to Duskveil Hollow from Crethwall was four hours in good weather. The weather was not good. He drove through rain for the first two hours, then through a fine gray mist that was somehow worse than the rain, and then through the particular quality of mountain silence that settled over the road as he climbed into the highland terrain. The truck knew these roads. He had driven them enough times in the years before he left that his hands made the turns with a muscle memory that bypassed conscious thought, which left his conscious thought free to do things he would have preferred it not do.

	He had left Duskveil Hollow seven years ago in the same truck. Different tires, different battery, one replaced alternator, but the same truck, because replacing it had never seemed important enough to prioritize over the next job and the next territory. The truck was the closest thing he had to a permanent address. He slept in it more nights than he slept in rented rooms. He had come to a specific peace with that, not contentment exactly but acceptance, the kind that settled into the bones after enough years of a thing being true.

	The peace was less available to him today than usual.

	He reached the ward boundary at four-seventeen in the afternoon, the light already going amber in the way of highland autumn, and felt it before he crossed it. The ward was Solvaine Drethmoor's work and it announced itself to supernatural senses as a change in pressure, a subtle thickening of the air, a feeling at the back of the skull like a door swinging gently open. He had felt it hundreds of times. The familiarity of it was not comfortable. It was the feeling of a scar being pressed.

	He crossed the boundary and drove down into the hollow.

	The valley held the last of the afternoon light the way a cupped hand holds water, efficiently and with a quality of abundance. The trees were turning, amber and deep red along the ridgeline, and the community below was arranged in its particular organic pattern, no grid streets, no municipal planning, just structures grown up around the natural pathways of the land over sixty years of habitation. He could see the Freymark stalls being packed down for the evening. The smoke from the Vaelmore Lodge's chimneys. The lights coming on in the residential clusters along the western edge.

	He did not look east.

	He drove to the lodge first because that was the protocol and because he needed to see Aldric before he saw anyone else. He needed to look at Aldric Vaelmore's face in person and read it, the way he had been reading faces in the field for seven years, the way his wolf read temperatures and intentions through the particular heat signatures of deception and fear. He needed to know whether anything had changed in the seven years since he had stood in the dark with knowledge he could not use and made a decision
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