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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes clean, cozy romantic fantasy that leans into warmth, wonder, and the kind of love that feels safe to come home to. Each story is crafted to be emotionally satisfying without explicit content, blending gentle magic, character-driven tension, and found-family comfort into a reading experience that stays tender, hopeful, and quietly page-turning.
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For anyone who has ever loved something small and brave, and realized it was teaching them how to be brave too.
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Avery is the keeper of Hearthmere’s familiar foster house, steady hands, soft heart, and a stubborn belief that no creature is unlovable.
Reese is a bonded-law inspector from the Collegium, calm on the outside, tightly wound on the inside, and dangerously good at pretending he does not need anyone.
Bracken is a rare dusk-furry familiar with clever eyes, sharp instincts, and an unshakable opinion about who belongs together.
Marta is Avery’s nearest neighbor and chosen auntie energy, a bakery owner who feeds problems until they become solvable.
Orin is the town scribe and messenger, sweetly nosy, quietly observant, and always one step ahead of the gossip.
Luca is the young dockhand who helps at the foster house after school, all big feelings, loyal instincts, and unpolished courage.
Etta is the Collegium liaison in Hearthmere, friendly voice, careful smile, and a talent for saying less than she knows.
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The knock came like a verdict.

Avery wiped her hands on her apron anyway, because that was what you did when you were trying not to look frightened in your own doorway. Flour dusted her fingers, clung to the heel of her palm, and made the carved latch feel slightly slick as she opened it.

A man stood on her step with rain on his coat and a leather folio pressed flat against his chest, like it might keep his ribs from showing something true. His hair was dark, combed back in a neat line that did not belong to Hearthmere. Neither did the little silver pin on his lapel, a circular mark stamped with the Collegium crest, clean and sharp as a coin fresh from the press.

He glanced past her shoulder before he spoke, eyes moving the way inspectors’ eyes moved. Not curious. Measuring.

“Avery,” he said, as if her name was already filed.

She did not like how her stomach tightened at that. She did not like that she knew, instantly, why he was here.

The foster house was quiet behind her, but it was a living quiet, full of small breaths and soft paws and the occasional thump of a tail against a wooden floor. A kettle hissed from the stove. A warm scent of chamomile and toasted oats drifted through the hall. It smelled like safety, and the man on her step smelled like wet paper and rules.

“Yes,” she said, keeping her voice even. “Can I help you?”

He held out a hand that did not offer a handshake. It offered a document.

“Reese,” he said. “Collegium bonded-law inspection. I need to come inside.”

Avery’s throat went tight, not with surprise, but with the old, familiar anger that lived under her ribs. The Collegium didn’t send inspectors to Hearthmere unless someone had complained. Unless someone had whispered the right words into the right channels.

Unregistered. Improper bonding. Rare classification.

She put her palm flat on the doorframe, a quiet brace. “I’m not running anything illegal.”

“That’s not for you to decide,” he replied, not unkindly, but with the calm certainty of someone who had never had to beg for permission to exist as he was.

Avery’s smile came out the way it always did when she was trying to keep peace and felt like biting. “It’s my house.”

“It’s a registered foster residence for familiars,” Reese corrected, eyes flicking to the small brass plaque beside her door. Hearthmere Familiar Foster and Recuperation. License posted. Renewal date inked neatly. Her handwriting, her fees, her hours, her life. “That makes it subject to inspection.”

Behind her, a soft sound skittered across the hall runner. A faint click, like a claw against wood.

Avery’s chest tightened. She didn’t turn her head, but she felt him there the way she always did, as if the air knew and leaned toward him.

Bracken.

He’d been with her for only three weeks, a storm-born thing that had arrived in the middle of the night on her windowsill, soaked and shaking and so thin she’d wanted to cry. Not a cat, not a fox, not anything that wanted to be named too quickly. Dusk-furred, with a tail that held a faint curl at the end and eyes the color of smoked amber. He had healed fast, like he’d been saving his strength for something else.

Like he’d been waiting.

Avery’s foster house could handle hurt paws and lonely spirits and skittish shadowlings. It could handle gossip and paperwork and even the occasional neighbor who claimed her window lights were “too strange at night.”

What it could not handle was a Collegium inspector seeing Bracken.

Because Bracken was rare in the way rare things were dangerous. Not because they bit. Because other people wanted them.

Avery’s mind went through options as Reese stood there, rain sliding off his collar. Deny him, and he’d return with a warrant and two assistants who wouldn’t look at her like a person at all. Let him in, and she’d be handing him the center of her heart on a plate and hoping he didn’t decide it belonged to the Collegium.

She could hide Bracken in the back room, ward the latch, and ask Marta to take him next door. Except Bracken hated being contained. He had a sense for locked doors the way some people had a sense for storms.

Also, the back room was where the Collegium always started. That’s what inspectors did. They acted polite at the entry and then went straight for what you didn’t want them to see.

Avery lifted her chin. “You can come in,” she said, the words tasting wrong, “but you’ll wipe your boots. Marta will never forgive me if you track harbor mud into the hall.”

Something flickered in Reese’s expression, like a surprised laugh he refused to release. He looked down at his boots, then back at her.

“Of course,” he said, and for the first time his voice softened around the edges. “Thank you.”

He stepped inside.

Warmth wrapped around him, immediate and honest. The house had always been like that, as if the walls were alive with the promise that whatever came in could be tended. Reese paused just a fraction too long, his eyes adjusting, his shoulders not quite relaxing but shifting as if they wanted to.

Avery saw it anyway. The tiredness. The way his jaw set like he was holding something back.

She hated that she noticed.

She shut the door, set the latch, and tried not to think of how final that sound felt.

“I’m in compliance,” she said, walking him down the hall with an even stride. “All rescues logged. All recoveries recorded. My license is current.”

“I can see that,” Reese replied, his gaze sweeping the framed certificate, the neat stack of ledgers on the small desk near the entry. “You keep good order.”

Avery glanced at him. “That almost sounded like praise.”

“It was an observation.”

“Same thing, if you’re brave enough,” she said, and heard herself, heard the humor that had become her armor, and wondered if he would recognize it for what it was.

They reached the sitting room, where afternoon light spilled through the window, turning dust motes into floating gold. A rug covered most of the floor, patched and softened by time. A basket of clean blankets sat near the hearth. The kettle hissed again from the kitchen, impatient.

There was no obvious familiar in sight, and that made Avery’s heartbeat trip.

Bracken was never far. When he chose not to be seen, it meant he was watching. It meant he was deciding.

Reese opened his folio, drew out a thin stack of forms, and placed them on the table with careful hands. His fingers were long, ink-smudged at the edges, like he’d been writing rather than delegating. The detail mattered more than she wanted it to.

“I’m required to verify bonded status for all residents,” he said. “To ensure no creature is being held without consent, and no human is in breach of bond law.”

Avery let out a breath that tried to be steady. “I don’t force bonds.”

His eyes lifted. They were gray, not cold, but restrained. “Do you personally bond with the ones you foster?”

“No.” The answer came fast, because it had to. “Fostering is temporary. Bonding is not.”

“Then you agree with the Collegium,” Reese said, and something in her flinched at how easily he wore those words.

“I agree with permanence,” she replied. “Not with people who think paperwork makes them the only ones allowed to grant it.”

Reese’s mouth tightened, the faintest edge of discomfort, as if her words had hit a bruise he didn’t expect anyone to touch.

He looked past her again, scanning the room. “How many residents today?”

“Five,” Avery said. “Two are sleeping. One is in the sunroom. One is outside with Luca, supervised. And one is...” She hesitated, because even saying it felt like an invitation to trouble. “One is recovering.”

“Name?” Reese asked.

Avery’s tongue stuck for a moment. Bracken didn’t have a registered name. He wasn’t supposed to be here at all. He’d arrived on her windowsill and refused to leave, and she’d done what she always did. She had fed him. She had warmed him. She had promised him he would not be used.

“I haven’t named him,” she said carefully. “Not yet.”

Reese’s gaze sharpened. “Him.”

Avery held his stare. “Some creatures don’t accept names until they trust the person giving them.”

“That’s convenient,” Reese said, and there it was, the first real crack in his calm, the first hint that he’d come prepared to assume the worst.

Avery’s anger flared, quick and hot, then settled into a colder shape. “And some inspectors decide guilt before they step inside.”

Reese inhaled, and for a moment she thought he might snap back. Instead he lowered his eyes to his forms again, wrote something in neat script, and said, “I’ll need to see him.”

Avery’s heartbeat kicked. “He startles easily.”

“I’m trained,” Reese replied.

“That’s not what I meant,” she said, and her voice went softer against her will. “He’s been through something.”

Reese’s pen paused. His eyes lifted again, and for a moment his expression was no longer purely official. It was wary, yes, but it held an uncomfortable kind of understanding.

“So have most of us,” he said.

Avery didn’t know what to do with that, so she didn’t do anything at all.

She walked to the doorway that led to the hall and the back rooms, then stopped. She did not call Bracken’s name, because she hadn’t given him one. Instead she made the small clicking sound she’d learned in the first week, the sound that meant food and safety and no traps.

A soft rustle answered, faint as a thought.

Reese turned his head toward it instantly.

From the shadow beneath the side table, Bracken emerged like dusk made solid. He moved without hurry, but every line of him was alert. His fur was dark as wet bark, with a faint shimmer along the spine that caught the light wrong, as if magic sat there, breathing. His eyes landed on Avery for a single heartbeat, then slid to Reese.

And then Bracken froze.

Avery’s chest tightened. “It’s alright,” she murmured, though she didn’t know if she was speaking to Bracken or to herself. “He’s just here to look.”

Reese’s posture changed without him meaning to, a stillness, a readiness. His hand drifted to the inside pocket of his coat.

Avery’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t,” she warned.

“I haven’t done anything,” Reese said, but his voice was lower now.

Bracken took one step closer.

Avery noticed something she hadn’t noticed before, because Bracken had kept it hidden beneath fur and shadow. There was a faint sigil along his collar line, like a mark that wasn’t quite a scar, and it pulsed once, a soft warm glow that made the air taste like metal.

Reese sucked in a sharp breath. “That mark,” he said, the first real alarm in his voice. “Where did he get that?”

Avery’s stomach dropped. “I don’t know. He came with it.”

Reese stepped forward, and Bracken did not retreat. Instead Bracken moved again, straight toward Reese, with intent.

“Bracken,” Avery said softly, then stopped, because she still hadn’t chosen a name and using it felt like claiming something she didn’t have the right to claim.

Reese’s eyes locked on the familiar’s. “You shouldn’t be here,” he whispered, and it sounded less like a threat and more like a plea.

Bracken’s tail flicked once, slow and decisive.

Then the familiar did something Avery had never seen him do.

He sprang.

Not at Reese’s face, not with teeth. He leapt onto the low table between them and pressed his small paw down on the stack of inspection forms like he was stamping them with a verdict of his own.

The sigil at his collar flared, bright enough to throw light across the room.

Avery felt it like a tug behind her ribs, a sudden warm pull that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with being yanked into connection. Her breath caught, her skin prickling as if a storm had swept through her blood.

Reese staggered a half step, one hand shooting out to steady himself on the back of a chair. His face went pale, then flushed, like someone had reached inside him and touched something he kept locked.

“What did you do?” Avery gasped, though she wasn’t sure she could speak properly, because the air itself seemed to hum.

Bracken looked at her, then at Reese, then back again, like he was making sure they were paying attention.

A soft thread of light, almost invisible, stretched from the sigil at Bracken’s collar to Avery’s wrist. Then a second thread stretched to Reese’s.

Avery stared, pulse pounding. “No,” she whispered, because she knew what it meant. She knew the old stories, the ones people told as fairy tales because the reality was too complicated for law. Two hearts linked by one familiar. A bond that didn’t split, didn’t compromise, didn’t choose one and discard the other.

It chose both.

Reese’s eyes met hers across the table, wide and shocked, his official composure gone so fast it was like watching a mask drop and shatter. The threads tightened, faintly warm, and Avery felt something else underneath the fear.

A sense of recognition that did not belong to her.

Like Bracken had known this would happen from the beginning.

Reese’s voice came out rough. “This is impossible.”

Avery swallowed, her wrist tingling where the light kissed her skin. “Tell that to him.”

Bracken’s ears flicked, pleased, and then he made a sound that was almost a purr, almost a laugh.

Reese looked down at the forms trapped beneath Bracken’s paw. His hands shook as he reached for the top page, and when he lifted it, the ink on the Collegium crest bled slightly, as if the paper had become damp with magic.

Avery’s heart hammered harder. “What does this mean,” she asked, and hated that her voice sounded like she was asking him to save her.

Reese’s gaze snapped to the window, to the street beyond, as if he could already see consequences marching toward the house. “It means,” he said carefully, “that the Collegium will classify him as a dual-bond catalyst. It means they’ll claim jurisdiction. It means they’ll take him.”

Avery felt heat rush through her chest, sharper than fear. “No.”

Reese’s jaw clenched. “They don’t allow unregistered dual bonds. They see them as unstable.”

Avery’s wrist tingled again, a warm pulse, as if Bracken was answering for her.

Reese looked back at her, and in that look was the first real shift between them, the first crack in the line that had made him an enemy at her door. There was fear there, yes, but not fear of her.

Fear for what would happen next.

And something else, buried deep, like reluctance turning into a choice he didn’t want to admit he needed.

Avery leaned forward, voice low, steadying herself with the edge of the table. “Then we don’t give them the chance.”

Reese blinked. “What are you saying?”

Avery’s hands curled into fists, flour dusting her knuckles, ridiculous and real. “I’m saying this house has kept dozens of frightened creatures safe. I’m saying I don’t hand over my rescues because someone in a city office thinks belonging is a form you file.”

Reese’s breath hitched, and she saw the exact moment he weighed the law against the living thing in front of him, against the warmth of the house, against the threads of light that still tethered his wrist to hers.

“What you’re suggesting is obstruction,” he said, but it sounded like he was trying to convince himself.

“What I’m suggesting,” Avery replied, “is that you tell me the truth. Why did you really come to Hearthmere with rain on your shoulders and your name already written in my file? And then you help me figure out who put a mark on him.”

Reese’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You think someone did this on purpose.”

Avery looked at Bracken, who watched them both with smug certainty. “I think he didn’t choose wrong,” she said, and the words surprised her as soon as they left her mouth. “I think he chose it because someone is coming.”

The kettle hissed louder in the kitchen, impatient, like it agreed.

Reese’s gaze dropped to the threads of light, then rose again, locked to Avery’s face. “If the Collegium knows,” he said quietly, “we won’t have days. We’ll have hours.”

Avery’s heart pounded, but her voice did not shake. “Then we start now.”

Reese’s mouth tightened, the shape of a decision he hated making.

Bracken hopped down from the table and padded between them, tail held high, as if he was leading a parade rather than triggering a disaster.

Reese swallowed. “There’s a relay office at the harbor,” he said. “If a report is filed, they’ll send a retrieval team.”

Avery’s eyes hardened. “Then we don’t file a report.”

Reese stared at her, and the silence between them filled with something dangerous and intimate, not heat, not romance, but the sudden knowledge that their lives had just been tied together by a creature who refused to be owned.

Outside, a gull cried over the street.

Reese exhaled slowly. “Avery,” he said, and it was the first time he used her name like a person rather than an entry in a file. “If we do this, it changes everything.”

Avery felt the bond thrum again, warm and steady at her wrist, and she met his gaze without flinching. “Good,” she said. “Because everything needed changing.”

Bracken brushed his head against Avery’s ankle, then against Reese’s boot, as if sealing the agreement.

Reese looked down at the familiar, then back at Avery, and his voice dropped to a vow-like whisper. “Lock the back door,” he said. “And don’t let anyone see him.”

Avery’s breath caught, not with relief, but with the sharp, startling pull of the turning point, the moment the story tips from ordinary to inevitable.

“Alright,” she said, and reached for the latch with flour on her hands and fear in her chest and a strange new thread of light at her wrist that refused to let her stand alone anymore.
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​Chapter 1: The Thread That Chose Us
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Avery locked the back door first, not because Reese told her to, but because her hands needed something solid to do. The latch slid home with a stubborn scrape, and she pressed her palm to the wood as if she could press the whole house into stillness. The foster rooms were tucked behind her in a crooked line of warmth and quiet, the kind of quiet that breathed instead of held its breath. It was a place that had never asked the world for permission to be gentle, and she refused to let the world punish it for that.

Reese stood in the hall as if he didn’t know where to put himself. His folio was tucked beneath one arm, the inspection forms still on the sitting-room table like a threat that had been temporarily disarmed. He watched her lock the door, and Avery felt that watchfulness like a hand at the back of her neck. He was official. He was in danger. He was also, inconveniently, the only person in the last ten minutes who had looked at the threads on his wrist and chose not to run screaming back to the Collegium.

Bracken padded between them as if he owned both their shadows now. The familiar’s tail was high, his steps unhurried. He stopped at the pantry door and looked up at Avery with an expression that felt too knowing to belong to any creature that small.

Avery exhaled through her nose. “You’re proud of yourself.”

Bracken blinked slowly, as if yes, obviously.

Reese’s gaze flicked to the familiar, then to Avery. “He understands you.”

“He understands everyone,” Avery said, though the words came out sharper than she meant. She didn’t want to admit how quickly Bracken had slipped into the space beside her heart. She didn’t want to admit that she had started talking to him out loud in the kitchen as if he’d always been there. “That’s part of why the wrong people want him.”

Reese’s mouth tightened. He looked down at his own wrist again, where the faint shimmer had faded to an afterglow, as if the bond didn’t need to keep shouting to be real. “I didn’t come here intending this.”

“You came here intending trouble,” Avery replied, then regretted it when she saw the smallest flinch in his face. Not anger. Something closer to weariness, the kind that came from being blamed for a job you didn’t fully believe in.

Reese let out a slow breath. “I came here because a report crossed my desk. It said a rare familiar had been sighted in an unregistered residence. It said the keeper was refusing classification.”

Avery’s chest tightened. “My residence is registered.”

“For foster work,” he said. “Not for rare bonded catalysts.” He paused, then added more quietly, “I requested the assignment.”

That landed differently. Avery’s suspicion didn’t vanish, but it shifted shape, like a knot loosening just enough to reveal another one underneath. “Why would you request it?”

Reese’s eyes moved past her, toward the sitting room, toward the warmth and the patched rug and the clean blankets that had been folded with care. “Because whoever filed that report used an internal code most people don’t know exists.” His voice lowered. “Because it was written like someone who wanted retrieval, not compliance.”

Avery felt her anger flare again, directed now at an invisible writer. She pictured a hand in a city office, neat handwriting, cold ink. “So someone wants him taken.”

Reese nodded once. “And dual bonds make them more... certain.”

Avery swallowed. “Tell me what that means without Collegium language.”

Reese hesitated as if translating truth into plain words was a risk. Then he said, “It means they’ll claim he’s too dangerous to remain outside their custody. It means they’ll argue the bond is unstable. It means they’ll separate you from him and from each other because separation is easier to control than connection.”

Avery’s fingers curled against the doorframe. She had heard stories, but stories were supposed to be stories. They were meant to scare children into staying close to their homes and not wandering into the woods where old magic lived. They were not supposed to show up in her sitting room and tie itself to her wrist like a ribbon of light.

“Why would they separate us,” she asked, “if the bond already exists?”

Reese looked at her. His gaze held something she didn’t want to see, because if she saw it, it made him less of an enemy and more of a person trapped inside a system. “Because the Collegium doesn’t like anything it can’t assign to one file.”

Avery let that settle. The house creaked softly, an old sound. The kettle hissed again, forgotten on the stove, and the scent of chamomile and oats wove through the hall as if trying to remind them the world still held ordinary things.

She turned and went to the kitchen without asking if Reese wanted tea. She made it because she needed the ritual. She needed the comfort of pouring hot water and watching steam rise like a small prayer. Bracken followed her, tail brushing against the cupboard leg. Reese followed more slowly, as if he couldn’t decide whether stepping into her kitchen made him a trespasser in a deeper sense.

Avery set two mugs on the table. She poured, then shoved the jar of honey toward Reese as if daring him to take something sweet from her house.

Reese didn’t touch it at first. He stared at the mug like he didn’t trust warmth that wasn’t earned through procedure. Then, with a small exhale, he reached for the honey and stirred a single spoonful into his tea.

Avery watched him do it, and something in her chest tightened in an unexpected way. The gesture felt almost intimate, not because it was romantic, but because it was human. A man who lived by rules choosing sweetness anyway.

Bracken hopped into the empty chair between them and curled his tail neatly around his paws like he was moderating a meeting.

Avery pointed at him. “Don’t look at me like that. You started this.”

Bracken yawned and settled, perfectly satisfied.

Reese’s mouth twitched, like the ghost of a smile he didn’t permit to become real. “He didn’t start it,” Reese said. “He finished something.”

Avery’s hand paused on her mug. “What do you mean?”

Reese leaned back slightly, careful not to loom. “Dual bonds don’t happen by accident.”

Avery stared. “He jumped on paperwork.”

“That was the trigger,” Reese said. “Not the cause.” He rubbed his thumb along the edge of his mug, as if grounding himself. “There are old records. Rare cases. A familiar with a catalyst mark can choose two hearts, but only when the conditions are right. Only when two people are... necessary to each other.”

Avery’s breath caught, sharp with irritation and something she didn’t want to name. “We are not necessary to each other.”

Reese didn’t argue. He didn’t smile. He only said, “Not in the way you think.”

Avery felt heat rise behind her eyes, not tears, not yet, but the sting of being seen by a stranger when she had spent years making sure strangers didn’t see anything at all. She had built her life around being useful without being claimed. She had made herself into a place other people could pass through, then leave.

She lifted her mug and drank, letting the hot chamomile burn her tongue slightly just to feel something sharp and simple. “So what,” she said. “He decided you and I are the answer to some old magical rule. Wonderful. That doesn’t solve the immediate problem, which is people showing up to take him.”

Reese nodded. “The immediate problem is the relay office.”

Avery’s gaze narrowed. “The harbor relay?”

“The nearest Collegium relay station is at Hearthmere’s docks,” Reese said. “If a report is filed, it goes out fast. Retrieval teams don’t need full authorization to travel. They only need an initial flag.”

Avery’s spine stiffened. “You came with an inspection packet. Did you file anything before you arrived?”

Reese met her eyes steadily. “No.”

The steadiness mattered. Avery didn’t trust easily, but she believed him no, if only because he looked like he would rather be anywhere else than lying in her kitchen.

“Then who filed it,” Avery demanded.

Reese’s jaw flexed. “Someone who wanted me here. Someone who assumed I would do what I was trained to do.”

Avery tapped a finger against her mug, the rhythm quick. “And you’re telling me this because...”

Reese’s gaze dropped to the faint mark on his wrist where the bond had touched. The afterglow was gone, but he looked at the skin as if he could still feel it. “Because if a retrieval team comes,” he said, “they won’t ask permission. They won’t care that he’s safe here. They’ll treat him like an object with a classification stamp.”

Avery’s chest tightened. “You keep saying ‘they.’ You’re Collegium.”

Reese’s expression changed, subtle as a shift in wind. “I’m employed by the Collegium,” he corrected quietly. “That isn’t the same thing as belonging to it.”

Avery didn’t know what to do with that either. It was too personal for someone she’d known for less than an hour. It was too honest for a man who had knocked like a verdict.

Bracken lifted his head and stared at the window, ears twitching.

Avery followed his gaze. Outside, the sky was slate and pearl, the harbor light already beginning to glow in the afternoon haze. A gull wheeled over the rooftops and cried once, sharp and lonely.

Avery set her mug down. “How long do we have?”

Reese didn’t answer right away, which was answer enough. “If the report is already in the relay system,” he said, “we may not have much time at all.”

Avery’s stomach dropped. “If,” she repeated. “You said ‘if.’”

Reese stood, pushing his chair back carefully so it wouldn’t scrape like panic. “I need to check.”

Avery’s hands curled into fists. “You go to the relay office and ask them if there’s a report to retrieve my familiar?”

Reese looked at her, and for a moment his gray eyes held something like frustration at himself. “Not like that.”

“Then how,” Avery pressed.

He hesitated. “There are ways to see what’s been filed without announcing why you’re asking.” He reached into his coat pocket, pulled out a thin token marked with the Collegium crest. “I have access.”

Avery stared at the token like it was a snake. “And they won’t recognize you.”

“They might,” Reese said. “Which is why you shouldn’t come with me.”

Avery’s laugh came out tight. “You think I’m letting you walk out of this house alone with our problem tied to your wrist?”

Reese’s gaze flicked to his wrist again, and his throat worked as if he wanted to deny it was theirs. But he didn’t. He simply said, “It will be safer if only one of us is seen.”

Avery stood too, stepping closer, close enough to smell rain still clinging to his coat. “Safer for who,” she asked softly. “For me. Or for you.”

Reese’s eyes met hers. “For Bracken,” he said.

Bracken’s ears flicked as if he approved of being named without being registered.

Avery exhaled, slow. The truth was, Reese was right. If someone was watching, if someone had filed the report with intent, then two people moving like a unit would look like a unit. It would look like a threat. It would look like confirmation.

She hated that she already had to think like this.

“Fine,” she said, voice clipped. “But you’re not going alone.”

Reese frowned. “Avery.”

“I’m not going to the relay office,” she clarified. “I’m going to Marta.”

Reese blinked. “The baker.”

“The baker who knows everyone’s business,” Avery replied, already reaching for her coat hanging by the back door. “If anyone has heard a whisper about a Collegium report, she will have heard it. If anyone can put a harmless story into the street to cover our steps, she can. And if you’re going to pretend you’re just doing routine checks, I need someone making sure no one comes knocking while you’re gone.”

Reese looked like he wanted to argue, but he didn’t. He only nodded once, as if accepting that Avery was not the kind of person who surrendered control in her own life.

Avery turned toward the hall. “Bracken stays here.”

Bracken stood and padded after her.

Avery stopped and looked down at him. “No.”

Bracken stared up at her with the same maddening calm he’d shown when he pressed his paw on paperwork and changed her entire day.

Reese’s voice came from behind her, quiet and careful. “He might not let you separate him now.”

Avery’s chest tightened. “Don’t say that like it’s normal.”

“It’s not,” Reese replied. “But it’s real.”

Avery knelt, bringing her face level with Bracken’s. His eyes were amber and steady. She saw her own reflection in them, small and unsure, and she hated that she looked like someone about to lose something.

“Listen,” she murmured, trying to keep her voice calm. “You have a safe bed. You have food. You have warm blankets. You do not need to follow us into the rain.”

Bracken made a small sound that was half-chuff, half-purr, and then he turned and walked toward the sitting room with such deliberate nonchalance that Avery blinked.

Reese exhaled. “He chose to stay.”

Avery swallowed. “For now.”

She rose and went to the sitting room, where the inspection papers still lay on the table like a thing with teeth. She gathered them quickly, not to hide them, but to keep them from being seen by anyone who might enter. She pushed them into a drawer beneath the ledgers, then closed it with more force than necessary.

Reese watched her hands. “Your records are thorough,” he said, as if trying to offer something steady.

“I have to be,” Avery replied. “People assume I’m careless because I work with magic and wounded things.”

Reese’s gaze shifted, and she saw it, the brief flicker of recognition. “They assume I’m heartless because I work with law.”

Avery’s anger softened, just enough to make room for another emotion she didn’t trust yet. Sympathy was dangerous. It made you careless.

She grabbed a small bell from the mantel, the kind she used when Luca was in the yard and needed to be called in quickly. She set it near the kitchen window. “If anyone comes to the door,” she told Reese, “you ring this.”

Reese nodded. “And Bracken?”

Avery glanced toward the corner where Bracken had curled himself into a tight dusk-furred ball, eyes half-lidded but alert. “He’ll know,” she said, and hated how true it felt.

She pulled her coat on, then paused. The bond at her wrist was quiet, but it was there, a faint warmth under her skin like a thread tied too gently to be seen. She looked at Reese, at the same faint mark on his wrist, and something in her chest squeezed.

“You can still walk away,” she said, surprising herself. “You can file the report and pretend you did your duty.”

Reese’s eyes held hers for a long moment. “So can you,” he said softly. “You can hand him over and tell yourself you saved the rest of your house.”

Avery’s throat tightened. “I don’t do that.”

Reese’s jaw clenched, and Avery saw the decision settle deeper into him, heavy and inevitable. “Neither do I,” he said.

Avery didn’t know whether to feel relieved or more frightened.

She opened the back door. Rain had eased into a mist, and the street smelled like wet stone and the sea. The harbor lay down the slope, its lights blurred in the damp air.

“Go,” Avery told Reese, keeping her voice firm because if she let it tremble, she might not stop. “Check the relay. And Reese...”

He paused at the threshold, looking back.

Avery’s hand lifted to her wrist, a reflex. “If someone set you up,” she said, “I need you to tell me the moment you suspect who.”

Reese nodded once. “I will.”

Then he was gone into the mist, his coat dark against the gray day, the Collegium pin on his lapel catching what little light existed.

Avery closed the door and stood with her hand still on the latch. The house felt different now, not because it was unsafe, but because it was no longer only hers. Something had reached in and stitched her life to another person’s, and she didn’t know whether to call it fate or trouble or both.

Bracken’s eyes opened fully from the corner. He lifted his head, watching her, watching the door, watching the whole world through the warm lens of her foster house.

Avery went to the front door and peered through the window. The street was empty. She could see Marta’s bakery sign two blocks down, swinging gently in the damp wind, and beyond that the pale ribbon of harbor road.

She grabbed her scarf, tucked it under her chin, and stepped out.

The walk to Marta’s bakery was short, but it felt longer with the bond pulsing faintly in her awareness like a second heartbeat. Hearthmere was the kind of town that looked innocent in mist, all worn shingles and sea-glass windows. It was also the kind of town that watched. Curtains shifted. A door opened and closed with a soft click. A dog barked once from behind a fence and then went quiet.

Avery kept her pace steady. If she hurried, she would look guilty. If she moved too slowly, she would look like she was trying to be casual.

Marta’s bakery was warm enough to fog the windows, the scent of cinnamon and toasted sugar spilling out the moment Avery stepped inside. The bell above the door gave a cheerful jingle that felt offensively normal.

Marta looked up from behind the counter, flour dusting her forearms, her hair pinned back with a wooden stick. Her eyes widened slightly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said.

Avery forced her face into something less frantic. “I’ve seen an inspector.”

Marta’s expression sharpened, the warmth in it turning protective. “From the Collegium.”

Avery didn’t ask how Marta knew. Marta knew everything before anyone wanted her to.

Marta leaned in, voice low. “Tell me what happened.”

Avery’s words jammed in her throat. She could not say dual bond out loud in a bakery full of rising bread and listening ears. She could not say a rare familiar when a customer stood two feet away choosing biscuits.

So she did what she always did when she needed truth without exposure. She told Marta in the safest language she had. “Someone wants to take one of my rescues,” she murmured. “And they sent a man to make it official.”

Marta’s hand stilled on the tray she was holding. Her gaze flicked to the door, then back to Avery. “Is the rescue safe right now?”

“Yes,” Avery said. “For the moment.”

Marta nodded slowly, like a woman bracing herself. “And the man.”

“He didn’t file yet,” Avery said, and her throat tightened on the word yet. “He went to check the relay.”

Marta’s eyes narrowed. “He went alone.”

“He went because he had access,” Avery said. “And because he thinks someone is watching.”

Marta’s mouth tightened. “Someone is always watching, sweetheart. That’s what a town does.”

Avery swallowed. “I need you to do something for me.”

Marta didn’t ask what. She only set the tray down and wiped her hands on her apron with the kind of calm that came from years of carrying other people’s fear like it was bread dough, something you could shape into something survivable.

“Say it,” Marta replied.

Avery leaned closer, lowering her voice until it was nearly lost beneath the hum of the ovens. “If anyone comes asking about me today,” she said, “I need you to tell them I’ve been here. That I helped you with the morning rush. That I’m still here, even if you can manage it.”

Marta’s gaze softened, then hardened again. “You’re asking me to lie.”

“I’m asking you to protect my house,” Avery said, and the words came out too raw. “And a creature who didn’t deserve whatever someone did to him before he found me.”

Marta’s eyes held Avery’s for a long moment. Then she nodded once, decisive. “Alright,” she said. “But you’re going to tell me the whole truth the moment it’s safe.”

Avery’s breath shook out of her. “I will.”

Marta reached across the counter and squeezed Avery’s wrist, right where the bond lay hidden under skin. Avery stiffened, instinctive, but Marta’s grip was warm, steady.

“You’re not alone,” Marta said quietly.

Avery almost laughed, because it was exactly what she had been trying to prove to herself for years, and exactly what the threads of light had stolen from her in ten minutes. Not alone. Not separate. Not safe behind a wall of self-sufficiency.

She nodded instead, because nodding was safer than speaking.

Marta straightened and raised her voice just enough to carry like normal business. “Good,” she said. “Then wash your hands and come behind the counter. I’ve got a tray of buns that won’t glaze themselves.”

Avery did, because Marta was giving her cover in the only way that wouldn’t sound like cover. She washed her hands, tied on a spare apron, and moved into the simple rhythm of bakery work, brushing glaze and arranging pastries and answering a customer’s question with a practiced smile.

All the while her mind stayed with Reese at the harbor relay, with Bracken in the corner of her sitting room, with the drawer full of inspection papers, with the quiet warmth under her wrist that insisted her life had changed.

Minutes stretched, sticky as honey. Marta spoke to customers with cheerful ease, but her eyes kept flicking to the window, watching the street. Avery tried not to do the same, because she could feel how it made her shoulders tighten, how it made her look like someone waiting for a knock.

Then the bakery bell jingled again, and Avery’s pulse jumped.

Reese stepped inside.

Rain darkened his coat, and his hair looked less perfectly combed now, damp at the edges. His face was controlled, but his eyes carried something sharper than before, something that made Avery’s stomach drop before he said a single word.

Marta’s smile didn’t change, but her posture did, subtle as a shield being lifted.

Reese moved toward the counter, lowering his voice as he reached them. “Avery,” he said, and the way he used her name now felt like a warning.

Avery’s fingers tightened on the tray she was holding. “What did you find?”

Reese’s gaze flicked toward the front window, toward the street outside. “A report is already in the relay system,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t filed under your residence name.”

Avery’s chest tightened. “Then under what.”

Reese swallowed once, his jaw set. “It was filed under mine.”

The bakery’s warmth suddenly felt too thin to protect anything at all.

Avery stared at him, not understanding and understanding too much at once. “Why would they file it under you?”

Reese’s voice dropped even lower. “Because it means retrieval is authorized on my authority. It means they can say I initiated it.”

Avery felt cold spread through her ribs. “Are you telling me they set you up?”

Reese nodded once. “And they already sent the first signal.”

Marta’s hand came down hard on the counter, the sound sharp enough to make a customer glance over. Marta immediately softened her face and said something casual to cover it, but Avery barely heard. Her ears were filled with the rush of her own blood.

“How long,” Avery forced out.

Reese’s gaze held hers, steady and grim. “Hours,” he said. “Maybe less.”

Avery’s mouth went dry. She thought of Bracken in the corner, eyes half-lidded, trusting the warmth of her house. She thought of the drawer full of papers. She thought of the threads that had tied her to Reese without asking.

Reese’s voice dropped to something nearly intimate, not soft with romance, but soft with urgency. “Someone wanted this bond discovered,” he said. “And someone wanted it discovered here, where you would fight. Where I would be seen.”

Avery stared at him, the shape of the trap forming in her mind like a net tightening. “So they could justify taking him,” she whispered.

Reese nodded. “And so they could justify taking you with him if they needed to.”

Avery’s breath caught, sharp. “They can’t.”

Reese’s gaze flicked briefly to her wrist, as if he could see the hidden thread. “With a dual-bond catalyst involved,” he said, “they’ll claim you’re part of the evidence.”

Avery’s hands shook, and she forced them still against the counter. She looked at Marta, whose eyes had gone hard with protective fury. She looked back at Reese, whose controlled face held the strained look of someone standing at the edge of a decision he can never undo.

“What do we do,” Avery asked, and hated that her voice sounded like the beginning of trust.

Reese’s answer came without hesitation, like he had already chosen the moment the bond lit his wrist. “We move him,” he said. “Now.”

Avery’s heart slammed against her ribs. Outside, the mist thickened, swallowing the harbor road. Inside, the bakery smelled like cinnamon and warmth, like a life that should have stayed ordinary.

Bracken was alone in her house.

Avery grabbed her coat from the hook behind the counter, her fingers clumsy. “Then we go,” she said.

Reese’s eyes stayed locked on hers. “Avery,” he said, voice low, “if we do this, we can’t pretend it was an accident anymore. They’ll know you’re protecting him. And they’ll know I am too.”

Avery’s throat tightened. She thought of every creature that had arrived frightened and broken and left her house safer. She thought of her own quiet loneliness, the kind that had felt like safety until it didn’t. She thought of the thread under her skin.

She swallowed and met Reese’s gaze without flinching. “Good,” she said again, and this time it wasn’t bravado. It was a promise.

Reese’s jaw clenched as if he was bracing for impact. “Then we don’t waste time.”

Marta stepped around the counter and pressed a wrapped bundle into Avery’s hands without explanation. It smelled like fresh bread. “For the road,” Marta murmured. “And for courage.”

Avery’s chest tightened, and she nodded once, because words would break her open.

Reese opened the bakery door, letting in a slice of damp gray air. Avery stepped out beside him, the bond quiet but present, the street stretching ahead like the first step into a story she hadn’t asked for.

Behind them, the bakery bell jingled, bright and ordinary.

Ahead, the harbor mist thickened, and the distance between Avery and her front door suddenly felt like the most dangerous distance in the world.
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​Chapter 2: The Door We Decide To Lock
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The mist had teeth when Avery and Reese left the bakery. It didn’t bite the skin, but it bit the edges of the world, softening corners and swallowing distance until Hearthmere felt like a dream someone could rewrite. The street stones were slick. The harbor lamps below smeared into pale gold. Somewhere down the slope, the sea moved with its own patience, as if it had never once been hurried by human fear.

Avery kept her pace steady, but every part of her wanted to run. Not because she thought speed could outpace the Collegium, but because her house was up there, waiting, and Bracken was inside it, and the thought of strangers stepping over her threshold made her chest go tight in a way that did not feel like ordinary anger. It felt like a boundary being threatened. A home being treated like a container instead of a living thing.

Reese walked half a step behind her at first, as if he had decided giving her the lead was the smallest kind of respect he could offer. Then they reached the bend where the road narrowed between two salt-worn cottages, and the wind pushed the mist sideways, and Avery felt him come closer without touching. Close enough that if she stopped suddenly, she would bump into him.

It startled her, that small awareness. Not romantic, not heat, not anything she could dismiss as simple. It was the sense of another person in her space, choosing to be there for a reason that was now tangled with her own.

“You said it was filed under your name,” Avery said, keeping her eyes on the road ahead. “How does that happen without you authorizing it?”

Reese’s voice came low and careful, like he didn’t want the mist to carry it. “There are relay stamps,” he said. “Tokens that can file on an inspector’s authority if they are physically present at the station. Mine was logged this morning.”

Avery slowed just enough that he had to match her. “But you weren’t here this morning.”

“No,” Reese said. “Which means someone else used my token.”

Avery’s fingers curled inside her coat pockets. “Your token is on your person.”

Reese’s pause was brief, but it existed. “Not the main one,” he admitted. “There’s a secondary stamp. A backup. It’s supposed to be sealed at the local branch in case of loss.”

Avery’s mouth went dry. “So someone in Hearthmere has access.”

Reese didn’t answer immediately, and Avery felt the quiet weight of that silence. Not refusal. Consideration. The careful sorting of what could be said out loud without making the trap tighter.

“It could be someone passing through,” Reese said finally. “Or someone who’s been here longer than either of us wants to imagine.”

Avery wanted to snap back, to insist Hearthmere wasn’t a place where the Collegium could simply plant itself and grow roots. But the truth was that the Collegium did not need roots to change a town. It only needed paperwork and people who were tired enough to believe paper mattered more than care.

They reached the corner that overlooked Avery’s lane, and Avery’s breath caught before she could stop it.

A figure stood near her front gate, half-hidden by mist. Not at her door. Not knocking. Just standing, still as a post, facing her house as if listening to it. The shape was too blurred to make out details, but Avery saw the posture. Waiting. Watching.

Her feet stopped. Reese stopped too. She felt him, not touching but present, the way he had been in her kitchen, the way the bond had made him impossible to ignore even when she wanted to.

Reese spoke first, voice barely above a whisper. “Is that someone you know?”

Avery’s throat tightened. “No.”

The figure moved, turning slightly as if sensing their gaze. Avery couldn’t see a face, only the angle of a head, a pause that felt deliberate. Then the figure stepped away from the gate, down the lane, and vanished into the mist like it had never been there.

Avery forced herself to breathe again. She took one step forward, then another, the damp stone underfoot suddenly feeling untrustworthy. “They were checking,” she said, and hated how shaky her voice sounded. “To see if I was home.”

Reese’s gaze stayed on the lane where the figure had disappeared. “Or to see if I was,” he said.

Avery swallowed. “Or both.”

They didn’t speak again until they reached her front door. The brass plaque beside it gleamed dully, the letters familiar and stubborn. Hearthmere Familiar Foster and Recuperation. License posted. Renewal date inked neatly. Avery’s handwriting. Avery’s fees. Avery’s life.

Her hand hovered over the latch.

For a moment she couldn’t open it. Not because she was afraid of what she’d find, but because she was afraid of what it meant that she had to check. That the place she’d built to be safe could be treated like a location on a ledger.

Reese’s voice came softer than she expected. “Avery.”

She didn’t look at him. “If they came inside,” she said, “I’ll know.”

Reese didn’t argue. “Let’s see first.”

Avery opened the door.

Warmth spilled out, faithful and stubborn. The scent of chamomile lingered. The house was quiet in the same living way it had been before, and the relief hit her so hard she almost didn’t trust it. She stepped inside and shut the door behind them, sliding the latch into place with a firm click.

Then she saw the kitchen window.

The bell she’d placed there was tipped onto its side, as if someone had brushed past it too quickly. Not shattered. Not rung loudly. Just disturbed.

Avery’s pulse kicked. “Reese.”

He moved at once, crossing the hall with the quiet efficiency of someone trained to notice small changes. He looked at the bell, then at the drawer where she’d hidden the inspection forms.

“It’s not open,” he said, after a heartbeat. “No one searched.”

Avery didn’t relax. She walked to the sitting room, scanning every corner, every shadow, every patch of rug, because Bracken had taught her already that safety was not the same thing as calm.

“Bracken,” she called, then stopped. The name came out anyway, because it had been in her head for weeks and she was tired of pretending she didn’t feel attached.

From the corner, Bracken’s eyes opened. He lifted his head slowly as if he’d been half asleep and fully aware the entire time. He stretched with the insolent grace of a creature who believed the world should wait for him. Then he stood and padded toward Avery, tail high, and pressed his head into her shin like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Avery let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She crouched and let her fingers skim his fur, careful not to cling. “Did anyone come in,” she murmured.

Bracken pulled back and blinked, then looked past her at Reese.

Avery’s stomach tightened. “No,” she said immediately, as if to deny the implication. “Don’t start.”

Reese’s expression was wary, but there was a strange gentleness beneath it now. He crouched too, keeping a respectful distance, and Bracken stepped closer as if closing that distance was his decision, not Reese’s. The familiar sniffed Reese’s knuckles, then sat and placed one paw lightly on Reese’s shoe, possessive and calm.

Avery felt the bond at her wrist warm, faintly, like an ember waking.

Reese’s breath caught. His eyes flicked to Avery, then away, as if he didn’t know where to put the fact that he could feel it too.

Avery stood abruptly, using motion to keep herself from thinking. “We have to move him,” she said, voice brisk. “Now. Before anyone returns.”

Reese rose as well. “Agreed,” he replied. He glanced toward the window. “The person outside may have been confirming your absence. If they report back—”

“Stop,” Avery cut in, because she could feel panic sharpening the edges of her thoughts. “We’re not going to spiral into guesses. We act.”

Reese nodded once, and Avery hated that the nod felt like partnership.

She went to the small closet beside the stairs and pulled out the travel basket she used for injured shadowlings. It was lined with a blanket that smelled like lavender and old warmth. She set it on the table and looked at Bracken.

Bracken looked back.

Avery kept her voice firm, like she was speaking to Luca or to herself. “You’re going in there.”

Bracken’s ears tilted. He did not move.

Reese cleared his throat softly. “He may refuse containment.”

Avery’s eyes narrowed. “I noticed.”

She took a treat from the tin in the cupboard, the kind she reserved for fear-soothing practice. She held it out, palm flat. Bracken did not take it. He did not even sniff.

Avery’s chest tightened with a familiar frustration, the kind that came when you were trying to do the right thing and someone else didn’t understand your urgency.

Then Bracken rose and walked to the front door instead.

Avery froze. “No.”

Bracken paused, tail flicking, and looked back at her like she was the one being unreasonable.

Reese’s voice came carefully. “He wants to go out on his own terms.”

Avery felt anger surge, hot and helpless. “His own terms get him taken.”

Bracken took another step toward the door.

Avery’s hands clenched. She was about to grab him, about to choose force over consent because fear was loud, when Reese moved closer and spoke in a low voice that didn’t challenge or command.

“Bracken,” Reese said, and the way he said it wasn’t like a label. It was like acknowledgement. “If you go out that door, they can see you. You know that.”

Bracken’s ears flicked, and Avery felt the tiniest strange thing: a shift in the air, as if the familiar was listening not just to words, but to intention.

Reese crouched again, slow, deliberate. “If you want to lead us,” he continued, “then lead us to somewhere they won’t think to look.”

Avery stared at him. “You’re negotiating with him.”

Reese didn’t look
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