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1. The Seizure of Oakhaven
I ground the dried coltsfoot leaves into a fine green powder. The granite pestle scraped against the matching bowl, making a dry, rhythmic sound that filled the small room.

The air inside the apothecary smelled of dried willow bark, chamomile, and the damp plaster of the old brick walls. Outside, the industrial district of Oakhaven was silent except for the distant rumble of the coal trains. This building had once been an industrial bakery, with high ceilings and exposed water pipes that rattled whenever the water pressure changed.

In the back room, Toby coughed. It was a shallow, rattling sound. I stopped grinding, wiped my green-stained hands on my canvas apron, and walked to the doorway.

Toby lay on the small cot under a thick wool blanket. His chest moved rapidly, his ribs straining against his skin with every breath. The skin of his neck was pale, and the faint, blue-veined markings on his chest showed clearly through his thin white shirt. These markings were the physical sign of dual-blood degradation, a direct consequence of a child born to a severed mate bond. His immune system was attacking his own respiratory tract.

I sat on the edge of the cot and lifted his head, holding a cup of warm tea to his lips. "Drink this, Toby. Slowly."

He swallowed a small amount, his throat working hard, then turned his head away. "It is bitter, Mama."

"It keeps your airways open," I said. I brushed his dark hair away from his forehead. His skin was warm to the touch. The Severing Fever had not peaked today, but the permanent damage to his lungs remained. Without the pack's proprietary gene therapy, his lung capacity would continue to decline.

The front door of the apothecary rattled. The brass bell above the frame did not ring; it clattered against the wood as the door was pushed open with force.

I stood up, smoothed my apron, and walked into the front shop.

Two men in tailored black suits stood near the display counter. They looked out of place among the shelves of glass jars, brown paper bags of dried roots, and rusted copper scales. Their shoes were clean, free of the grey coal dust that covered the streets of Oakhaven.

I smelled them immediately. They were pack wolves, clean and well-fed, carrying the scent of cedar wood and expensive soap.

The taller man held a white folder. "Lyra Vance?"

"Yes," I said. "The shop is closed."

"It is no longer your shop," the man said. He placed the white folder on the counter. "Crestwood Holdings has finalized the purchase of the Oakhaven industrial district. This building is scheduled for demolition."

I looked at the paperwork. The Crestwood Holdings logo was printed at the top. It was a stylized wolf head inside a corporate seal.

"I have a lease," I said. "I paid the landlord for the next six months."

"The landlord sold the entire block to us three weeks ago," the man said. "This is an official notice of eminent domain. You have forty-eight hours to vacate the premises. The demolition crew begins work on Friday morning."

A third man walked through the doorway.

A sharp, sudden pain flared in my knees and wrists. My skin felt hot, and my vision blurred at the edges. My body recognized him before my brain did.

It was Kaelen Sterling.

He was tall and broad-shouldered. He wore a dark grey business suit that looked expensive. The collar of his white shirt was slightly open, revealing the edge of a silver scar on his collarbone. His blue eyes were direct and unreadable.

Six years had passed since he looked at me and told me I was not fit to be his mate. The physical pain of that rejection had never left my body. It remained as a constant, dull ache in my joints, flaring whenever I was stressed or tired. Now, in his presence, the autoimmune reaction flared to its full intensity.

"Leave us," Kaelen said to the two men. His voice was low and commanding. The men immediately stepped backward and exited the shop.

The door closed behind them.

Kaelen did not look at the jars of medicine or the worn wooden floor. He looked directly at me.

"Lyra," he said.

"What are you doing here, Kaelen?" I kept my voice steady, though my hands began to shake. I hid them behind my back, pressing my left wrist, where the old chemical burn scar sat, against my spine.

"This district is required for our new transport corridor," Kaelen said. "The expansion of Crestwood Holdings requires the removal of these older structures. I did not expect to find you here."

"I live here. I run a business here," I said. "You cannot simply push people out of their homes."

"The legal process is complete," he said. "The city council approved the zoning changes last month."

From the back room, Toby coughed again. It was a loud, wet cough that ended in a gasp for air.

Kaelen stopped speaking. His head turned toward the curtain that separated the shop from our living quarters. I saw his nostrils flare. He was catching the scent in the air.

The scent of a child. More specifically, the scent of his own bloodline mixed with mine.

"Stay back," I said, moving to block the doorway.

Kaelen did not listen. He walked past me. I tried to push him away, but his physical strength was far greater than mine. He did not use violence; he simply moved forward, and I was forced to step aside to avoid being knocked down.

He pushed the heavy curtain aside and stepped into the small room.

Toby was sitting up, holding his chest. He looked up at Kaelen with wide blue eyes. They were the exact same shade of blue as Kaelen's.

Kaelen stood still. He looked at Toby's face, then down at the blue-veined lines on the boy's chest.

"He is five years old," Kaelen said. His voice was quiet and tight.

"He is my son," I said, stepping between Kaelen and the cot. "Get out of my home."

"He has the dual-blood markings," Kaelen said. He looked at me, his eyes searching my face. "He has the respiratory degradation. This is the result of the severed bond."

"He is my business, not yours," I said. "You made your choice six years ago. You walked away."

"I made the necessary choice for the pack," Kaelen said. "An Alpha cannot align with a low-tier rogue. It would have compromised the stability of the entire lineage. The board would have removed me. My father had already lost his seat due to genetic cognitive decline. I could not let the same happen to me."

"And now you are here to tear down the only place we have left to live," I said.

Kaelen walked back into the main shop area. I followed him, wanting him away from Toby.

He pulled a black leather pen from his jacket and opened the folder on the counter. He took out a document and a checkbook.

"The boy's existence is a risk," Kaelen said. "If the rival syndicates learn that I have an illegitimate heir with genetic instability, they will use it to halt our upcoming merger with the Silvertooth Syndicate. My uncle, Vance, is already looking for any reason to challenge my position on the board. He has been tracking my lineage for years."

He wrote a number on the check. I could see the multiple zeroes from where I stood.

"This is a non-disclosure agreement and a relocation package," Kaelen said, sliding the paper toward me. "You will sign this. You will take the money and move to a city outside of our territory. You will never speak of his parentage to anyone. I will arrange for a trust fund to cover his basic living expenses."

I looked at the check. The amount of money was enough to buy a clean house and pay for Toby's medicines for years. But it came with a price. It meant giving up any leverage and disappearing to a remote location where Kaelen could easily monitor us. It meant letting him remove us from his corporate records.

"And if I refuse?"

"You cannot refuse," Kaelen said. "If you do not sign, the city will evict you in forty-eight hours anyway. You will have no money, no home, and no way to treat your son. This is the only practical solution."

He looked at me, his cold blue eyes fixed on mine.

"I formally re-assert our rejection, Lyra," he said. The words were a legal and biological termination. "The bond between us is terminated. Do not try to revive it."

The words produced a sharp physical pressure in my chest. The pain in my joints spiked, making my breath difficult to draw. I held the edge of the counter to keep myself upright.

"Sign the papers," Kaelen said. "A courier will collect them tomorrow morning. If they are not signed, the demolition crew will proceed on schedule."

He turned and walked out of the shop, the heavy wooden door swinging closed behind him.

I stood alone in the quiet shop. The smell of his expensive leather jacket and cologne still lingered in the air, mixing with the scent of dried herbs and Toby's illness.

I looked at the check, then at the pen on the counter.

In the back room, Toby started to cough again, harder this time.

I knew I could not stay here, but I also knew I could not trust Kaelen Sterling. If I signed those papers, we would be under his control forever. He would monitor our every move, ready to silence us if his uncle Vance or the Silvertooth Syndicate got too close.

I had to find another way. I had to get Toby out of Oakhaven before the forty-eight hours were up.

I walked to the back room and pulled a worn leather duffel bag from under the cot.

"Mama?" Toby asked, his voice weak. "Are we going somewhere?"

"Yes, Toby," I said. "We are going on a trip. Put your boots on."

My hands shook as I packed the remaining jars of coltsfoot powder and the raw willow bark extract. We had forty-eight hours, but I knew Kaelen's men would be watching. I had to move tonight, in the middle of the winter storm that was already beginning to rattle the windows.
2. The Ghost of Crestwood Holdings
I pulled the metal teeth of the zipper across the worn leather duffel bag. The sharp click sounded loud in the quiet back room of the apothecary.

Toby sat on the edge of the wooden cot. He tugged his small red winter boots over his thick wool socks. His fingers were pale, and his breathing was already shallow.

"Are we going on a bus, Mama?" Toby asked. He looked up at me with his large blue eyes. They were the exact shade of Kaelen’s eyes, a detail I had tried to ignore for five years.

"Yes, Toby," I said. I fastened the buttons of his heavy woolen coat. "We are going to a new place. It will have clean air, and we will find a doctor who can help you feel better."

My joints ached with every movement. The formal rejection Kaelen had delivered an hour ago had triggered a physical reaction. My wrists were stiff, and a constant dull pain ran through my shoulders. This was the physical reality of the severed mate bond. My body was reacting to the permanent break, but I could not let the pain slow me down.

I slung the heavy duffel bag over my shoulder. I picked up my small black medical case containing the last of my prepared herbs. We had less than forty-eight hours before Kaelen’s corporate demolition crews arrived to destroy this building. I knew his security teams were likely already watching the main roads. We had to leave tonight.

I opened the back door of the apothecary.

The cold winter air hit us immediately. Heavy snow fell from the dark sky, covering the dirty asphalt of the Oakhaven industrial district in a thick white layer. I closed the door behind us and locked it for the last time.

I took Toby’s small hand in mine. We walked down the narrow alley behind the warehouse. The snow was already deep enough to reach Toby’s ankles. He walked slowly, his chest making a whistling sound with every breath.

"Just a little further, Toby," I said. I kept my voice calm. "The station is only three blocks away."

We avoided the main street where the Crestwood Holdings patrol vehicles usually drove. Instead, we moved through the shadows of the abandoned brick factories. The only light came from the yellow streetlamps at the corners.

By the second block, Toby’s pace slowed significantly. He stopped walking and leaned his head against my thigh. His skin felt hot through his woolen hat.

"My chest hurts, Mama," he whispered. He began to cough. It was a dry, hacking sound that ended in a gasp for air.

I bent down and picked him up. The extra weight made my knees ache severely. The pain from the severed bond ran up my legs, but I tightened my grip on him and kept moving.

We reached the Oakhaven Transit Depot. It was a square concrete building with a flat roof. A single light bulb flickered above the entrance. Inside, the air was slightly warmer, but it smelled of old diesel fuel and wet concrete. There were no other passengers in the small waiting area.

I set Toby down on a green plastic bench. He slumped against the metal armrest. His eyes were half-closed, and his cheeks were bright red.

I walked quickly to the ticket counter. A middle-aged man with gray hair sat behind the scratched glass partition.

"Two tickets for the midnight bus to the state line," I said. I pulled a handful of crumpled cash from my pocket.

The man did not look up from his computer screen. "That bus is delayed. The storm is blocking the mountain pass. It will not be here for at least three hours."

My fingers tightened on the cash. "Is there another route? Any bus leaving tonight?"

"Nothing else tonight," he said. "The roads are freezing over. You can wait here, but the heat in this building turns off at midnight."

I walked back to the bench. Toby’s breathing had become rapid. He was gasping for air every two seconds. I sat next to him and pulled him into my lap.

I unbuttoned his coat and pulled up his cotton shirt. The faint, blue-veined markings on his chest were no longer faint. They had turned a dark purple color. The lines spread outward from his chest toward his neck.

This was the Severing Fever. The physical break between Kaelen and me was now attacking Toby’s respiratory system. His dual-blood genetics could not handle the sudden drop in the ambient pack energy that had previously kept him stable.

"Toby, look at me," I said. I opened my medical case. I took out a small bottle of coltsfoot liquid extract. "Drink this. It will open your airways."

I held the bottle to his lips, but he could not swallow. He coughed violently, spilling the brown liquid down his chin. His body went limp in my arms, his head rolling back against my shoulder.

"Toby!" I shook his shoulder gently. His skin was burning. He did not open his eyes.

The sound of a heavy engine approached the building.

Bright headlights swept through the dirty glass windows of the depot, filling the waiting room with white light. Two large black SUVs with tinted windows pulled up to the curb directly in front of the doors. The vehicles bore the silver spruce-tree logo of Crestwood Holdings on their front panels.

The passenger doors opened. Four men wearing gray tactical jackets and security badges stepped out into the snow. They moved with the coordinated efficiency of trained pack enforcers.

The back door of the lead SUV opened. Kaelen Sterling stepped out. He did not wear a winter hat or gloves. His dark hair was dusted with snow, and his immaculate gray business suit was partially covered by a black overcoat. He walked into the depot, his black boots leaving wet prints on the concrete floor.

His analytical blue eyes
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