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​Prologue: The Transaction
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Seven Years Ago

The cage was gilded, but it was still a cage.

Sera Blackwood stood in the preparation room—marble floors, soft lighting, a white silk dress that made her look like a bride instead of property. Through the windows, Blackthorn Pack territory stretched into the distance: forests and mountains and a sky that looked like freedom but wasn't.

Not anymore.

"He'll be here soon," the attendant said, adjusting Sera's dress. "The Alpha. You're lucky, you know. Dominic Ashwood is legendary."

Lucky. Sera wanted to laugh.

Her father had sold her to the Covenant to settle gambling debts. She was here to breed. To produce children with the right supernatural genetics, then have them taken away. The contract was clear.

She was twenty years old and her life was over before it began.

The door opened.

The man who entered was devastatingly beautiful in an inhuman way—tall, sharp features, eyes green as spring forests but cold. So cold. Like something that had forgotten how to be human.

Black veins threaded beneath his skin. Cursed.

Dominic Ashwood studied her with clinical detachment. "You're younger than the file indicated."

"Twenty. Is that a problem?"

"No. You understand what's expected?"

"I produce children. You provide genetics. The Covenant takes them." Sera's voice was sharp. "Did I miss anything?"

Something flickered in his eyes. "You're angry."

"I'm being sold like livestock."

"Anger is useless." He moved closer. "The mate bond will form whether you want it to or not. Fighting it just causes pain."

"I don't care about pain."

"You will." He stopped a few feet away. "The bond will try to make you care about me. Resist that. Caring makes you weak, and weakness gets you killed."

Sera felt something crack in her chest. "You're telling me not to develop feelings for you?"

"I'm telling you to survive. That's all that matters." His eyes were ancient, tired. "I don't expect affection. I don't want it. This is a transaction. Keep it that way."

He left without another word.

Sera touched her wrist, felt her pulse beneath skin that would soon bear mate bond marks. Permanent. Irreversible.

She made herself a promise: Survive. No matter what.

She didn't know then that two years later, she'd run from this place while pregnant with twins.

Didn't know that seven years after that, she'd restore the bond she'd severed to be free.

Didn't know that the cold-eyed man who told her not to care would become someone worth saving.

She only knew she refused to break.

And sometimes, refusal was enough.



Two Years Later

Sera ran through rain, one hand on her swelling belly, the other clutching a knife.

Behind her: the Covenant. Dominic. Everything she was escaping.

Inside her: two lives that deserved better.

She ran toward freedom.

Seven years later, she was still running.

But this time, not alone.

This time, she had children to protect. A resistance network to lead. A purpose beyond survival.

And—impossibly—a mate bond restored.

Not because she had to.

Because she chose to.

That made all the difference.
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​Chapter 1: The Ghost Returns
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POV: Sera

The Prague facility reeked of fear and bleach.

Sera crouched in the ventilation shaft above the holding cells, her enhanced hearing picking up the steady drip of water three floors below and the labored breathing of the guard stationed outside the steel door. Midnight had passed twenty minutes ago. The shift change would happen in eight minutes. They had a window—narrow, unforgiving—and she intended to use every second of it.

Through the grate beneath her boots, she watched Marcus signal from the shadows of the corridor below. Two fingers up. Two guards, not one. The intelligence had been wrong.

Adapt. That's what seven years of running from the Covenant had taught her. Plans were suggestions. Survival was improvisation.

She touched the comm unit tucked against her ear, her voice barely a whisper. "Two targets. Marcus takes left, I'll drop on right. Reza, you're on door breach. Quiet until I say otherwise."

Three clicks of acknowledgment came through. No words. They'd done this enough times that language was unnecessary—just the synchronized violence of people who'd learned to trust each other in the dark.

Sera's fingers found the grate's release mechanism—a modification Reza had made to their entry point two hours ago when they'd infiltrated the compound. The metal gave without sound, and she lowered herself through the opening with the fluid grace that came from years of combat training. Training she'd given herself, because the Covenant had only ever taught her how to submit.

Never again.

She dropped twelve feet, landing in a crouch that absorbed the impact through her legs. Her boots—soft-soled, silent—met concrete without a whisper. The guard to her right started to turn, his supernatural reflexes catching the disturbance in the air pressure, but Sera was faster.

She drove her knife into the cluster of nerves at the base of his skull—a kill shot made silent by precision. He crumpled, and she caught his body weight, lowering him to prevent the telltale thud of dead weight hitting floor. Across the corridor, Marcus had already dispatched his target, the bear shifter's massive hands making the guard's neck look fragile as kindling.

The scars on Sera's wrists burned beneath her tactical gloves. Phantom pain from the suppression cuffs she'd worn for two years in the Blackthorn Pack, back when she'd been property instead of a person. The cuffs were long gone, destroyed in the blood ritual that had severed her mate bond and most of her supernatural abilities. But the memories remained, seared into her skin like brands.

She used that pain now. Let it fuel her.

Reza materialized beside the steel door, his fingers already working the electronic lock with tools that looked like surgical instruments. He was a fox shifter, quick and clever, with a gift for getting through security systems that had made him invaluable to her network.

"Thirty seconds," he murmured, his accent—somewhere between Turkish and Russian—barely coloring the words.

Sera positioned herself at the door, her free hand resting on the secondary blade strapped to her thigh. Behind this door were five captives. The intelligence had been solid on that count, at least. Five people the Covenant had taken for their abilities, their bloodlines, their potential usefulness as breeding stock or experimental subjects.

Five people who would leave this facility tonight, or Sera would die trying.

The lock clicked. Green light. Reza stepped back, and Marcus moved into position beside her, his bulk reassuring in the dim corridor. Seven feet of solid muscle and protective instinct—he'd been one of her first rescues three years ago, pulled from a Covenant research facility where they'd been testing aggression serums on bear shifters. He'd pledged himself to her network the moment he could stand without shaking.

Sera opened the door.

The smell hit her first—unwashed bodies, old blood, the acrid stench of fear-sweat. The holding cell was larger than she'd expected, maybe twenty feet square, with five figures huddled against the far wall. Suppression cuffs glinted on every wrist, the same design that had once circled her own. Her stomach churned with recognition and rage.

"We're Thorn's network," she said quietly, her voice cutting through the shocked silence. "We're getting you out. Stay quiet, move fast, and do exactly what we say."

One of the captives—a young woman who couldn't be more than nineteen—let out a sob. "You're real? We thought... they said Thorn was just a story. Something guards made up to scare the Covenant."

Sera moved into the cell, Marcus and Reza flanking her. "I'm very real. And so is your freedom if you can walk. Can everyone walk?"

Four nods. One shake—a man in the corner, older than the others, with burns covering his forearms. Phoenix hybrid, if her intelligence was correct. The Covenant liked to test fire-resistant captives with actual fire.

"Marcus, you've got him," Sera ordered. The bear shifter moved without hesitation, gathering the injured man with surprising gentleness. "Everyone else, stay close. We have six minutes before shift change. After that, this gets loud."

She led them out of the cell, back into the corridor where two dead guards lay in expanding pools of blood. One of the rescued captives—a girl who looked about sixteen with distinctive pointed ears marking her as part fae—made a small noise of distress.

"Don't look," Sera said, not unkindly. "Just follow me."

They moved through the facility like ghosts, Sera's team forming a protective formation around the captives. She'd mapped this building's layout from stolen blueprints, memorized every corridor and exit point. Knowledge was survival. Preparation was the difference between rescue and massacre.

They were halfway to the extraction point when the alarm screamed to life.

Damn. Someone had found the guards.

"Plan B," Sera snapped into her comm. "Reza, north exit. Marcus, stay on the package. Everyone else, weapons free."

The compound erupted into chaos. Covenant operatives poured from doorways, armed with both conventional weapons and supernatural abilities. Sera moved through them like death incarnate, her blades finding throats and major arteries with the efficiency of long practice. She'd learned to fight without relying on supernatural strength—the blood ritual had taken most of that from her—so she'd made herself lethal through skill instead.

A Covenant mage threw fire at her. She rolled beneath it, came up inside his guard, and opened his femoral artery with a slash that sprayed blood across the white walls. He went down screaming.

Behind her, Marcus roared—his bear surfacing enough to give him the strength to carry the injured phoenix hybrid while simultaneously breaking the neck of an operative who'd gotten too close. Reza provided cover fire with a gun that seemed too large for his slight frame, each shot finding its mark with fox-sharp precision.

They burst through the north exit into Prague's pre-dawn darkness. Two vehicles waited in the alley—nondescript vans that could disappear into traffic. Sera's other team members, Kira and Hassan, had the engines running.

"Go, go, go!" Sera shoved the captives toward the vehicles, her eyes scanning the facility's exit points for pursuit. Covenant guards were flooding out behind them, but the narrow alley created a bottleneck that worked in her favor.

She threw a flashbang behind her, bought them five seconds of confusion, and dove into the lead van as Kira punched the accelerator. Tires squealed against cobblestones. Gunfire sparked off the van's reinforced exterior, but they were moving, weaving through Prague's ancient streets with the kind of reckless speed that came from knowing pursuit meant death.

Sera didn't let herself relax until they'd switched vehicles twice, changed routes three times, and crossed into Germany ninety minutes later. Only then, in the gray light of approaching dawn, did she allow herself to look at the rescued captives huddled in the back of the van.

Five people who'd been property this morning. Five people who were free now.

The young woman who'd spoken in the cell was staring at her. "What's your name?" she asked, her voice small but determined. "Your real name. You saved us. We should know who you are."

Sera almost answered. Almost said Sera Blackwood, the name she'd been born with before her father sold her to settle gambling debts. Almost claimed the identity that had been stripped from her when she became nothing more than the Blackthorn Pack's breeding stock.

But that name belonged to a girl who'd been broken. Sera had rebuilt herself from the ashes of that breaking, and the woman she'd become didn't need a name that carried all that pain.

Marcus answered for her, his deep voice gentle. "She's Thorn. She's the one who comes back for us."

The girl nodded slowly, something like reverence in her eyes. "Thank you, Thorn."

Sera turned away, uncomfortable with gratitude. She didn't do this for thanks. She did it because every person she pulled from Covenant facilities was proof that they hadn't won. That she hadn't stayed broken.

That the children they didn't know existed would never become what she'd almost been.



The safehouse in Berlin was a converted warehouse in Kreuzberg, hidden behind the facade of a defunct shipping company. Sera's network had half a dozen locations like this scattered across Europe—places where rescued captives could recover, get new identities, and disappear into the supernatural underground where the Covenant's reach was weaker.

She left the five captives in Kira's capable hands—the wolf shifter had a gift for helping traumatized people feel safe—and headed to the second floor where they maintained their intelligence operations.

The room was cramped, filled with servers and monitors that cast everything in blue-white light. Reza was already there, downloading the data they'd stolen from the Prague facility's servers during the chaos. Digital intelligence was almost as valuable as the physical rescues. Every file they pulled, every encrypted message they cracked, gave them insight into Covenant operations.

And lately, those operations had been focused on something specific.

Sera pulled up the latest batch of intercepted communications, her eyes scanning lines of coded text that she'd learned to decrypt through seven years of necessity. Most of it was routine—transfer orders, experimental results, facility status reports. But buried in the mundane was a pattern that made her blood run cold.

Coordinates. The same set, appearing in six different documents over the past two weeks.

She pulled up a map, entered the numbers, and felt her heart stop.

The coordinates pointed to a region in Norway. Not the exact town where she'd hidden Ash and Briar—the Covenant wasn't that precise yet—but close. Too close. Within a hundred miles of the small coastal community where her children slept under Lydia's protection.

"Marcus," she called out, her voice steady despite the fear clawing at her throat. "I need you."

The bear shifter appeared in the doorway, still wiping phoenix-hybrid blood from his hands. "What's wrong?"

She showed him the screen. Watched understanding dawn in his brown eyes, followed immediately by protective fury. Marcus knew about the twins—he was one of three people in her network who did. He'd helped her set up the safehouses, the protective wards, the emergency protocols.

"They're hunting for something in that region," Sera said, forcing herself to analyze rather than panic. Strategy, not emotion. "They don't know what exactly, or they'd be more focused. But they're searching."

"For the twins?"

"Maybe. Or for me. Or for anyone with unusual abilities in that area." She pulled up another file, cross-referenced the search parameters. "They're looking for anomalous energy signatures. Testing for supernatural abilities that don't match known bloodlines."

Ash and Briar would absolutely register as anomalous. Their father was a hybrid—wolf and fae—cursed by Covenant magic. Their mother had undergone a blood ritual that rewrote her supernatural signature. The twins were genetically unique, their abilities unpredictable.

And apparently, starting to manifest.

Sera thought about the nightmares Ash had been having lately. The way Briar could sometimes guess what people were feeling before they spoke. She'd told herself it was normal development, that children often showed early signs of abilities around age seven.

But what if it was more than that? What if their powers were emerging in ways that could be detected?

"I need to go to Norway," Sera said. "Tonight."

Marcus nodded. "I'll arrange transport. You want backup?"

"No. If the Covenant is watching that region, I can't risk bringing obvious supernatural signatures anywhere near the twins. I'll go alone, check on them, and move them if necessary."

"And if it's already too late?"

Sera met his eyes, let him see the cold determination that had kept her alive through two years of captivity and seven years of running. "Then I'll kill anyone who gets between me and my children."



The flight from Berlin to Norway took three hours. Sera spent them reviewing contingency plans and checking weapons. She had safehouses arranged in six countries, new identities prepared, extraction routes mapped. She'd built redundancy into every system because she'd learned the hard way that plans failed.

Preparation was the only prayer she trusted.

It was nearly 11 PM when she finally drove into the small coastal town of Svolvær, nestled in Norway's Lofoten Islands. The town was perfect for hiding—remote enough to avoid Covenant attention, small enough that strangers were noticed, large enough to have the infrastructure they needed. Lydia had chosen well.

Lydia's cottage sat on the edge of town, overlooking the Norwegian Sea. Wards shimmered invisible in the darkness, protection spells woven by a witch who'd been practicing magic since before Sera was born. Those wards should have kept the twins safe from detection.

Should have.

Sera parked two streets away and approached on foot, every sense alert for surveillance. The Covenant employed both supernatural and human methods. She checked for magical surveillance, electronic bugs, physical watchers. Found nothing.

That should have been reassuring. Instead, it made her more nervous.

She knocked on the cottage door in the specific pattern that told Lydia it was safe. Three beats, pause, two beats, pause, one. The door opened immediately, and Lydia's face—lined with age and wisdom and the kind of exhaustion that came from maintaining constant vigilance—showed relief.

"You're early," the witch said, ushering her inside. "I wasn't expecting you until tomorrow."

"Plans changed. The Covenant is searching this region. I found coordinates in their communications."

Lydia's expression tightened. "I've felt something. The past week, there's been... pressure on the wards. Nothing concrete, just the sense of being watched. I reinforced them yesterday, but—"

"Where are they?"

"Sleeping. They're fine, Sera. I promise."

Sera moved through the cottage like a woman possessed, climbing the stairs to the small bedroom where Ash and Briar slept in twin beds separated by a nightstand. Moonlight streamed through the window, silvering their faces.

They looked so peaceful. So innocent. So utterly unaware that simply existing made them targets.

Ash had Dominic's sharp features, though softened by childhood and Sera's warmer coloring. His hair was dark like hers, but his eyes—when open—were that distinctive fae-green that marked his father's bloodline. Briar took after Sera more, with gentle curves to her face and warmer brown eyes, but she had Dominic's intensity, that way of looking at people like she could see straight through them.

They were seven years old. They should have been worried about schoolwork and friends and what game to play next.

Instead, they were hiding from an organization that would turn them into experiments or weapons or breeding stock.

Sera sat on the edge of Ash's bed, careful not to wake him. That's when she saw them.

The marks.

They started at his wrists and crawled up his forearms in patterns that looked like circuitry—silver lines beneath his skin that pulsed faintly with inner light. She'd never seen anything like them. They were beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

She pulled back his sleeve carefully, tracing the marks with her fingertip. They were warm to the touch, thrumming with power that felt alive. This wasn't just ability manifestation. This was something else. Something unprecedented.

"How long?" she whispered to Lydia, who'd followed her upstairs.

"I first noticed them three days ago. They've been spreading. I've tried to research what they might mean, but I can't find any records of marks like these. They're not pack bonds, not magical tattoos, not curse marks. They're... his."

Ash stirred in his sleep, and Sera froze. His eyes opened—drowsy, unfocused, then sharpening as he recognized her. "Mama?"

"Hey, baby," she said softly, brushing his hair back. "I'm here."

"You came back." He sat up, and she gathered him into her arms, breathing in the scent of him—child-sweet and sleep-warm with an underlying note of power that was growing stronger. "Did you save more people?"

"Five people. They're safe now."

"Good." He pressed his face against her shoulder. "I had bad dreams again. About a monster that wants to eat light."

The hair on the back of Sera's neck stood up. Ash's dreams had been prophetic before—nothing clear, just impressions and symbols that sometimes aligned with reality. "What kind of monster?"

"It's hungry. And it's looking for something." His voice dropped to a whisper. "I think it's looking for us."

Sera held him tighter, her mind racing. The Covenant used all kinds of supernatural trackers—creatures designed to hunt specific energy signatures. If they'd deployed something that could sense the twins' developing abilities...

Briar woke up then, her empathic senses likely responding to Sera's fear. "Mama's scared," she announced, climbing out of her bed and joining them. "Why are you scared? We're safe here."

"You are safe," Sera said firmly, pulling her daughter into the embrace. "I promise you're safe. I just need to make sure we stay that way."

Both children burrowed against her, and Sera looked at Lydia over their heads. The witch's expression was grave. They both knew what this meant.

The double life Sera had been maintaining—the one where she was Thorn the liberator by night and a protective mother by day—was becoming unsustainable. The Covenant was closing in. The twins' abilities were manifesting in ways that made them detectable.

Something had to change.

And Sera had the terrible feeling that change was going to cost her everything she'd built to keep them safe.

She held her children close, memorizing the weight of them in her arms, the sound of their breathing, the perfect trust in the way they curled against her. Whatever came next—whatever she had to do, whoever she had to become, whatever deals she had to make—she would protect them.

Even if it meant facing the one man she'd sworn never to see again.

Even if it meant confronting the monster who'd helped create them.

Even if it meant unleashing Dominic Ashwood back into her life.

But not tonight. Tonight, she just held her children and pretended the silver marks on Ash's skin weren't glowing brighter in the darkness.
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​Chapter 2: The Dying Alpha

[image: ]


POV: Dominic

The office still smelled like him—leather and old books and the faint metallic tang of blood magic—but everything else had changed.

Dominic stood before the desk that had been his for fifteen years, watching his sister occupy the chair he'd once commanded from, and felt the bitter irony of it. Vivienne had always wanted this seat. He'd just been too blind to see how far she'd go to claim it.

The curse was killing him faster now. He could feel it in the black veins crawling up his neck like poison ivy, in the way his wolf had retreated so deep he could barely sense the beast anymore, in the constant ache that had become his baseline existence. Three months. Maybe. The healers had stopped giving him timelines after the two-year mark, but Dominic could read death in their eyes every time they examined him.

Three months if he was lucky. Six weeks if he wasn't.

The fae part of him—the bloodline his mother had passed down before the Covenant killed her for the crime of loving a wolf—whispered that he deserved this. Fae didn't lie, not even to themselves. And the truth was that Dominic Ashwood had earned every moment of this suffering.

"You look terrible, brother." Vivienne's voice cut through his thoughts, smooth and cold as winter glass. She sat behind the mahogany desk with the posture of someone who'd been born to rule, flanked by two enforcers Dominic didn't recognize. New blood. Vivienne had been busy rebuilding in the two years since her coup.

"You look well," Dominic replied, and meant it. His sister had always been beautiful in the way that dangerous things were—sharp edges and calculated grace. Today she wore her authority like armor: tailored black suit, hair pulled back severely, eyes the same green as his but without any warmth. "Power suits you."

"It does." She gestured to the chair across from her. "Sit. You're swaying."

He was. The curse made balance difficult, made everything difficult except the constant awareness that his body was failing piece by piece. But Dominic remained standing. Sitting felt too much like surrender, and he had little enough pride left.

"I'll stand."

Vivienne's lips curved in something that might have been amusement on someone with a soul. "Still stubborn. That's what got you cursed in the first place, you know. If you'd just accepted your role, played by the Covenant's rules, they never would have needed to... motivate you."

The curse had been the Covenant's answer to Dominic's increasing resistance to their control. At twenty, he'd started questioning orders. At twenty-two, he'd refused an assassination contract. At twenty-three, they'd bound him with magic that would slowly kill him unless he found a genetic match—a mate whose children could break the curse through inherited ability.

They'd found him that match. Sera.

And Dominic had destroyed her.

"Did you summon me here to reminisce about my failures?" he asked, keeping his voice level. "Or is there a point to this meeting?"

"Always so direct. I suppose you don't have time for pleasantries anymore." Vivienne steepled her fingers, studying him with the clinical detachment of someone examining an interesting specimen. "I have a proposition for you."

"I'm retired."

"No one retires from the Covenant. You know this."

"You staged a coup and stripped me of authority. That feels fairly retired."

"I liberated you from responsibilities you were failing to execute properly." Vivienne's tone sharpened. "The Covenant needed leadership that understood the changing landscape. You were stuck in the old ways—brokering bloodlines, arranging matings, treating supernaturals like commodities to be traded."

"And what are you treating them as?" Dominic asked, though he already knew. He'd seen the reports, heard the whispers. "I've heard rumors about the facilities. About experiments."

"Progress." Vivienne stood, moving to the window that overlooked the Covenant's compound. From here, you could see the training yards where they broke recruits, the research buildings where they pushed the boundaries of supernatural ability. "The world is changing, Dominic. Humans are advancing their technology faster than we can adapt. In fifty years, they'll have weapons that can neutralize our abilities, track our movements, turn us into the hunted instead of the hunters. The old Covenant model—profiting from bloodlines—that's short-sighted. We need to evolve."

"Into what? An army?"

"Into a power that can't be challenged." She turned back to him, and for a moment, he saw the sister she'd been before the Covenant twisted them both—the girl who'd held his hand when they were children, who'd promised they'd protect each other always. Then the moment passed. "I'm collecting supernaturals with rare abilities. Testing their limits. Finding ways to enhance, replicate, and weaponize their gifts. In ten years, the Covenant won't just broker power. We'll be power."

The casual way she said it—like she was discussing a business merger instead of the systematic exploitation of people—made Dominic's stomach turn. "You're building weapons out of people."

"I'm building a future where we're not vulnerable."

"You're building a nightmare."

Vivienne smiled. "You always were sentimental. That's why you failed with the Blackwood girl."

Sera's name—even unspoken—hit him like a physical blow. Dominic kept his expression neutral through seven years of practice, but the curse marks on his neck pulsed with the spike of emotion. Pain lanced through his chest.

His sister noticed. She noticed everything.

"Still thinking about her," Vivienne observed. "Even now. Even dying. You really did develop feelings, didn't you? How inconvenient."

"What do you want, Vivienne?"

She returned to her desk, pulled out a folder, and slid it across the surface. Dominic didn't move to take it, so she opened it herself, revealing photographs and reports that made his blood run cold.

Thorn's network.

He recognized the documentation immediately—rescue operations spanning seven years, each one meticulously detailed. Prague, Vienna, Moscow, Berlin. Dozens of facilities hit, hundreds of captives freed, millions in Covenant assets destroyed.

"Thorn," Vivienne said, her voice taking on an edge of frustration. "A ghost who's been haunting us for years. Every time we establish a new facility, Thorn finds it. Every time we transport valuable assets, Thorn intercepts. This... phantom has cost the Covenant more than any rival organization."

Dominic studied the reports with carefully feigned disinterest, but his heart was racing. He'd been tracking these operations himself for years, compiling his own documentation in the hidden room where he kept everything related to Sera. He'd known someone was running systematic rescues. He'd suspected it might be her.

But he'd never been certain until now.

"Why are you showing me this?" he asked.

"Because you're going to find Thorn for me." Vivienne leaned back in her chair, utterly confident. "You were our best tracker before the curse. You know how supernaturals think, how they hide, how they run. And you have motivation now."

"What motivation?"

She gestured to him, encompassing his dying body with one elegant hand. "The cure. I have it, Dominic. I've had it for six months."

The world tilted. Dominic's hand shot out to grip the desk, his legs suddenly unreliable. "You're lying."

"I'm not. You know I can't—fae blood, remember? We share that gift." Vivienne pulled another file from her desk, this one containing what looked like research notes and arcane symbols he recognized as curse-breaking formulae. "My researchers finally cracked it. Turns out the curse can be broken without children, without a genetic mate. It just requires a significant sacrifice of supernatural energy—specifically, the kind of energy Thorn's network has been hoarding."

"You want me to betray people fighting against the Covenant's exploitation. People rescuing captives from becoming your experiments."

"I want you to survive." For the first time, something almost like genuine emotion flickered across Vivienne's face. "You're my brother. We're all that's left of our bloodline. I don't actually want to watch you die."

"Just everyone else."

"Everyone else is expendable. You're not." She closed the file with a decisive snap. "Two months, Dominic. Find Thorn. Bring me the network's locations, their key operatives, and their energy reserves. I'll cure you, and we'll dismantle this resistance together."

"And if I refuse?"

Vivienne's expression hardened back into the cold mask she wore so well. "Then I'll send my hunters after every known associate of Thorn. Every safe house, every contact, every person who's ever helped move rescued captives. I'll burn the entire network to ash until Thorn surfaces to stop me. And when this ghost finally shows themselves, I'll make sure they suffer before they die."

The threat was clear. Vivienne would escalate violence until Thorn—until Sera—was forced to emerge from the shadows. And Sera would do it too. Dominic knew her well enough for that. She'd sacrifice herself to protect the people she'd saved.

Unless he found her first.

"Two months," he said quietly.

"I'm generous today. You look like you might not have two months." Vivienne stood, indicating the meeting was over. "Oh, and Dominic? I know you think I don't know who Thorn is. I know you think you're the only one who's figured it out."

His blood turned to ice.

"I have suspicions," Vivienne continued, her tone conversational. "The timing is interesting, isn't it? Thorn appears seven years ago, right after your mate escaped. Thorn's operations begin in Eastern Europe, where your mate was last seen. Thorn has an unusual attachment to captives who were held in breeding programs." She paused. "If I discover you've been protecting Sera Blackwood all this time, I'll consider it treason. And the punishment for treason is death—for you and anyone you've tried to shield."

Dominic kept his face expressionless, but inside, everything was crumbling. If Vivienne suspected Sera was Thorn, she'd already be moving pieces into position. The coordinates in Norway. The increased surveillance in regions where Thorn operated.

His sister was hunting Sera. And she'd just given Dominic the perfect excuse to find her first.

"I'll find Thorn," he said, meeting Vivienne's eyes. "You have my word."

"Your word means nothing to me, brother. Results. That's all I want." She waved her hand dismissively. "You're excused. Try not to die before you're useful."

Dominic left the office, walking through corridors he'd once commanded, past enforcers who now served his sister, through a compound that had become enemy territory while he was dying. He made it to his private quarters—rooms Vivienne had allowed him to keep out of some vestige of sibling sentiment—before his legs gave out.

He collapsed against the door, the curse marks burning like acid under his skin. Black veins had spread since this morning, now crawling up his jaw, creeping toward his eyes. Soon they'd reach his brain, and then it would be over.

Unless he took Vivienne's deal.

Unless he betrayed Sera.

Dominic pulled himself to his feet, moved through the sparse rooms to the door hidden behind a bookshelf. The room beyond was small, windowless, lined with filing cabinets and cork boards covered in maps and photographs and news clippings.

His obsession, laid bare.

Seven years of tracking Sera's movements. Seven years of documenting every rescue operation, every reported Thorn sighting, every piece of intelligence he could gather about the woman he'd destroyed.

He'd never approached her. Never made contact. What could he possibly say? Sorry I treated you like breeding stock? Sorry I let my sister torture you? Sorry I was a monster?

But he'd watched. God help him, he'd watched.

There—a photograph from Vienna, grainy surveillance footage showing a figure in tactical gear leading rescued captives from a Covenant facility. The face was obscured, but Dominic knew. He knew the way she moved, the set of her shoulders, the particular grace that came from survival rather than training.

There—reports from his informants about a woman matching Sera's description, operating under dozens of aliases, building a network of rescued supernaturals who were loyal unto death.

There—news articles about mysterious liberations, always carefully worded to avoid Covenant attention, but clear enough for anyone who knew what to look for.

She'd built an army from the people she'd saved. She'd turned her pain into purpose. She'd become everything the Covenant had tried to prevent—a symbol of resistance, a beacon of hope for captives who thought freedom was impossible.

She'd become magnificent.

And Dominic had watched from the shadows, cataloging her victories, memorizing her patterns, knowing he had no right to feel proud of her but feeling it anyway.

He traced the map showing her rescue operations, his finger landing on Norway. The coordinates Vivienne was searching matched this region. Sera must have established something there—a safe house, a base of operations, something important enough to warrant the Covenant's attention.

Or maybe she was hiding something. Someone.

Dominic's mind flashed to a conversation seven years ago, Vivienne whispering in his ear: "She's pregnant. The healers confirmed it. Twins. Your curse-breakers, finally. We'll take them when they're born, raise them properly, and dispose of the mother."

And Dominic had said nothing. Done nothing. Let Sera believe he'd agreed to that monstrous plan because he'd been too broken himself to recognize it as monstrous.

If Sera had escaped while pregnant... if she'd given birth alone... if those children had survived...

They'd be seven years old now.

The same age he'd been when the Covenant took him and Vivienne from their parents' corpses and began the systematic destruction of everything human in them.

Dominic's hand shook as he pulled down a file folder, opened it to reveal everything he knew about Sera's current location. It wasn't much—she was too good at hiding—but he had more than Vivienne did. He had seven years of obsessive research, patterns memorized, habits documented.

He could find her. Probably in days rather than weeks.

And then what?

Warn her that Vivienne was hunting her? Beg her to help him survive the curse that was killing him? Ask her to forgive the unforgivable?

His reflection stared back at him from the darkened window—black veins crawling across pale skin, fae-green eyes too bright with approaching death, the ghost of the man he might have been if the Covenant hadn't hollowed him out and filled him with violence.

Sera deserved better than this. Better than him appearing on her doorstep like a curse made flesh, dragging Covenant attention with him.

But Vivienne would find her eventually. And when she did, she'd destroy everything Sera had built. Everyone she'd saved.

And if there were children...

Dominic couldn't let that happen. Wouldn't let that happen.

Even if it meant facing the one person who had every right to kill him on sight.

Even if it meant admitting that he'd never stopped thinking about her, never stopped tracking her movements, never stopped feeling the phantom ache of a mate bond he'd helped her sever.

Even if it meant finally confronting what he'd done and who he'd become in the doing.

He pulled out his phone, contacted the one informant who'd reliably tracked supernatural movement in Scandinavia. Sent the coordinates. Asked for visual confirmation of anyone matching Sera's description.

The response came back within an hour: Target confirmed. Small coastal town, Lofoten Islands. Staying with local witch. Seen with two children, approximately seven years old.

Dominic's hands went numb. He read the message three times, each word burning itself into his brain.

Two children.

His children.

Children Sera had raised alone while he was dying slowly from a curse that had been designed to force him to care about something, to make him human through the threat of extinction.

The curse had worked, just not the way the Covenant intended. It hadn't made him human through children. It had made him human through regret.

He destroyed the phone—paranoia honed by years in the Covenant—and began packing. Not much. He didn't have much anymore. Weapons, medical supplies to manage the curse symptoms, cash, false identification.

And the photograph he'd stolen seven years ago, showing Sera on her first day in Blackthorn Pack territory. She'd looked so young then, so terrified, with bruises on her wrists from the cuffs and devastation in her eyes.

He'd looked at that photograph every day for seven years, reminder of exactly what he was capable of when he chose cruelty over courage.

Never again.

Whatever happened when he found Sera—whether she killed him or helped him or simply turned away—he was done being what the Covenant had made him.

He was done letting Vivienne dictate his choices.

He was done being a monster.

Even if redemption was impossible, even if forgiveness was a fantasy, even if he died the moment Sera saw him... at least he'd die doing one decent thing.

He'd protect her. Protect their children.

And maybe, in some small way, that would matter.

Dominic left the hidden room, locked it behind him, and walked out of the Covenant compound for what he suspected would be the last time. The guards didn't stop him—technically, he wasn't a prisoner, just a dying man with nowhere else to go.

But he had somewhere to go now.

He had Norway.

He had Sera.

And he had two months to save her from his sister's hunters, even if it cost him the cure.

Even if it cost him everything.

The curse marks pulsed with every heartbeat, black veins spreading, death creeping closer.

Dominic welcomed it.

At least when he died, he'd die having finally done something right.
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