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Prologue: The Last Howl
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I

The snow doesn’t fall here. It hangs, suspended in the frozen air, a million shattered pieces of moon. I remember the silence first. The deep, waiting quiet of the old forest before the screaming starts. I was twelve winters old, and the world was made of two things: the secure dark of our den, and the sharp, clean fear of my father’s voice telling me to run.

I didn’t want to run. I wanted to fight. My bones ached with a new, frightening heat, a promise of the change that was still a year away. I stood in the mouth of our cave, watching the torches dance between the black pines like vengeful spirits. The scent hit me then—not just pine and iron-rich earth, but gasoline and gunpowder. Human smells. Wrong smells.

“Kael!” My father’s hand, large and scarred, clamped on my shoulder. His eyes, the molten gold of our kind, reflected the approaching flames. There was no fear in them. Only a furious, terrible sorrow. “You listen. You go to the river cleft. You stay. You do not howl. You do not come back. You live.”

“But the pack—”

“The pack is already gone.” The words were a physical blow. He shoved a leather satchel into my arms. It held the weight of our history—scrolls, seals, a handful of tarnished silver. “They did not come for meat or territory. They came for erasure. You are the last. Now, run.”

I ran. The cold air burned my lungs. I was fast, even in my skin, but the sounds caught me. The snarls cutting off into wet gurgles. The concussive thump of specialized rounds—silver-tipped, I learned later—finding their mark. The triumphant, barking shouts of men who believed they were hunting animals.

And the howl. My father’s final howl. It wasn’t a cry of pain, but a declaration. A curse that shook the snow from the branches. It held my name, my bloodline, and a promise of vengeance so thick it stained the night. Then it was severed. Abruptly. Absolutely.

I reached the river cleft, a hidden scar in the rock behind the thunder of frozen water. I crammed myself into the stone womb, the satchel clutched to my chest, and I shook. I didn’t weep. The heat in my bones had turned to ice. The world had narrowed to the taste of my own blood where I’d bitten through my lip.

Hours later, the silence returned. Deeper now. Empty. I crept out as the false dawn bleached the sky. The scent of blood and cinder was so strong it was a taste, a coating on my tongue. I found them where they fell.

My mother, half-shifted, a silver bayonet pinning her to the ancient oak she’d loved. My aunt, her throat a ruin. My cousins, barely older than me, lying together as if in sleep. And my father... at the center of the clearing, surrounded by a ring of their dead. He’d taken so many with him.

I didn’t touch him. I couldn’t. His final howl still echoed in the marrow of my bones, a ghost that would never leave. I lifted my head and scented the wind. Beneath the blood and ash, I found it—the distinct, oily signature of the ones who had done this. Not just humans. Werewolves. A rival bloodline. The Volkov. Their scent was peppered with something bitter, like betrayal and ambition.

That was the moment the boy I was died. What crawled out of that clearing was something else. A creature of frost and fury. I took the satchel. I took the silence. And I made my first vow, stitching it into my soul with threads of hatred.

I would survive. I would become hard. I would rebuild a pack from the shadows and the sharp-edged things of the world. And I would find every last Volkov who had a hand in this night, and I would erase them from the earth. Love was a vulnerability. Family was a target. My heart was a stone.

That was my truth for twenty years.

––––––––
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II

The music is a throb in my teeth, a cheap, synthetic pulse that offends my senses. This city bar, all polished steel and manufactured fog, is a human cage. I am here for one reason: information. The man across the scarred table reeks of cheap vodka and cheaper lies. He’s a fringe player, a human who trades in supernatural curios and the locations of certain... individuals. He thinks I’m a collector. A rich, eccentric predator with a taste for the violent and archaic.

He has no idea.

“The item,” I say, my voice low enough to cut through the bass. I don’t gesture. I don’t blink. My stillness is a weapon he feels without understanding.

“Yes, yes, Mr. Thorne.” He uses the alias with a slimy familiarity. He slides a photograph across the table. It shows an amulet, twisted silver and a dull, cracked gem. A familial seal of the Volkov line. A relic. “It surfaced in a private auction in Vienna. The buyer was discreet, but my sources say... a Volkov. Still has people here, you see. Old networks.”

A slow, familiar burn starts in my gut. “Where is he?”

“The buyer? That’s... delicate.”

I let a fraction of my power bleed into the air. Not the change, just the weight of it—the primal dominance that makes lesser wolves bare their throats. On a human, the effect is simpler: primal, unaccountable fear. The man pales, a sheen of sweat appearing on his brow. His eyes dart, seeking an exit that isn’t there.

“He has a country house. North. In the Moravian forests. He lives there quietly. A recluse, they say.” He gives me a name. Lev Volkov.

The last surviving son of the pack leader who ordered my family’s slaughter. The heir to the bitterness.

I take the photograph. The silver seems to burn my fingertips. “Your payment will be transferred.”

I stand to leave. The hunt is already beginning in my blood, a song older than vengeance. But as I turn, the air shifts.

A scent slices through the reek of alcohol and human sweat. It’s clean, like winter ozone and something green struggling through frost. It’s utterly, devastatingly out of place. My head turns, a predator tracking new prey, before I can command it not to.

He’s leaning against the bar, a sketchbook open, a pencil idle in his long fingers. He’s human. Painfully, obviously human. Slender, dark hair falling into eyes that are too observant for this den of shadows. He’s wearing a worn wool coat, and he’s drawing the crowd with a look of detached, anthropological curiosity. And he’s looking right at me.

Our eyes lock.

His are the grey of a storm-heavy sky. They don’t flinch away. They widen, just a fraction, not with fear, but with... recognition? Fascination? He sees me. Not Mr. Thorne, not the suit, not the carefully constructed human mask. He sees the edge of the wild thing beneath, and he doesn’t look away.

A bolt of something white-hot and entirely unacceptable lances through me. It’s not just anger. It’s a pull. A gravitational tug deep in my core, ancient and insistent. Mate, the old, stupid part of my brain whispers. The part I thought I’d killed in that clearing.

I snarl internally, shoving the instinct down into the dark where it belongs. It’s impossible. A trick of the tension, a perverse echo of the hunt. He is a Volkov associate? A spy? He smells of nothing but human, charcoal, and that tantalizing, forbidden green.

He holds my gaze for a heartbeat too long, then slowly, deliberately, looks down at his sketchbook. His pencil moves. He’s drawing me.

Rage and desire fuse into a single, volatile compound. How dare he? How dare this fragile, mortal creature capture my image, hold me in his gaze with such calm audacity? I want to cross the room, smash the sketchbook, wrap my hand around his throat and feel his pulse flutter against my palm. I want to see if that stormy grey would cloud with fear, or darken with something else.

The intensity of the impulse terrifies me more than any Volkov.

This is a distraction. A weakness. A flaw in my design.

I tear my eyes away, the action physically painful. I walk out of the bar, into the freezing night. The city air is a foul substitute for forest breath, but I gulp it down, trying to cleanse my senses of him. The Volkov lead is solid. The path is clear. The hunt is all.

But as I melt into the shadows, the ghost of his scent follows me. And beneath the drumbeat of my vengeance, another, older rhythm stirs.

I am Kael, last of the Zima bloodline. I am vengeance made flesh. I have no room for green things growing in the cracks of my stone heart.

Tomorrow, I go to Moravia to kill Lev Volkov.

The man with the stormy eyes is nothing. A phantom.

So why can I still feel the sear of his gaze on my skin?
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Chapter 1: The Bait
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I

The house was a lie.

It sat in a clearing of brittle winter grass, a picture of rustic peace. Smoke curled from its stone chimney. Frost edged its windows. To a human eye, it was a retreat. To my nose, it was a monument to forgetting. The scent of Volkov blood was here, yes, faded like old ink, buried under the smell of woodsmoke and thyme from the kitchen garden. But underneath that, something else. Something quiet, and still, and achingly human.

Lev Volkov was supposed to be here. A monster in a sweater, hiding from his past. I’d planned to watch for a day, learn his patterns, then take him apart in the woods. Clean. Silent. A debt collected.

I stood at the tree line, the shadows clinging to me like a second skin. The cold didn’t touch me. My blood ran too hot for that. It was the silence inside me that was the problem. It had been fractured since that bar. The memory of grey eyes was a persistent scratch on the glass of my focus.

I pushed it down. Again.

Movement at the house. The front door opened.

It wasn’t Lev. The man who stepped onto the porch was younger. Slender. He carried a woven basket and wore a thick, ugly cardigan against the chill. The wind shifted, carrying his scent directly to me.

Charcoal. Ozone. Green things.

My body locked. Every muscle, every tendon, went wire-tight. The world narrowed to the space between him and me. It was him. The man from the bar. Here. At the Volkov house.

Betrayal, cold and sharp, sliced through my gut first. It was a setup. The information, the lead, the bait. And I, the arrogant hunter, had walked right to it. He was a Volkov sentry, a beautiful trap. The green scent was a trick, some perfume to disorient. Rage, immediate and black, flooded my veins.

He walked to a bare vegetable patch, knelt, and began digging in the hard earth for forgotten roots. His movements were economical, focused. He didn’t scan the trees. He didn’t smell the air. He was utterly, vulnerably human.

And he was alone.

The rational part of my mind, the strategist, warred with the beast. This changed everything. If he was here, where was Lev? Was this a guard? A prisoner? A lover?

The thought of that—of his storm-grey eyes looking at a Volkov with anything but terror—made a sound growl low in my chest. I clamped my jaw shut.

He stood, brushing dirt from his knees. He looked tired. Not the tiredness from a late night, but a deep, worn-thin fatigue that sleep couldn’t fix. It was in the slope of his shoulders, the careful way he held himself. He looked toward the forest, right at my hiding place, and for a heart-stopping second I was sure he saw me.

But his gaze was blank, unseeing. He was looking, but not searching. He just... stared into the dark. Then he shivered, hugged himself, and went back inside.

I stayed in the trees until full dark, the cold finally seeping past the heat of my anger. No one else came. No car arrived. No lights showed in any other windows. The house held its single, confusing occupant.

The plan was ash. I couldn’t kill him. Not yet. He was a thread, and I needed to pull it to find the rest of the rotten tapestry. He was connection. He was information.

He was bait I had to take.

––––––––
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II

My name is Leo. And this house is my cage.

I know the man in the woods thinks he’s hidden. I felt him the moment I stepped outside. It wasn’t a sound. It was a pressure, a sudden, dense silence in the air where the birds stopped chirping. A feeling of being watched that was so heavy it had physical weight.

I pretended not to know. Digging for parsnips in frozen dirt gave my hands something to do so they wouldn’t shake. My heart was a frantic bird against my ribs. Is it you? I thought. Have you finally come?

But when I looked, I saw nothing. Just the familiar, hungry dark of the pines. Maybe I was going mad. Maybe the silence of this place was finally eating my mind. My uncle Lev’s last gift to me: a house in the middle of nowhere, and a fear so constant it has become a hum in my blood.

He’s been gone for six weeks. “Business,” he said. His hand on my shoulder was heavy. “Stay here, Leo. It’s safe. Draw your pictures. Don’t go into the town. Don’t talk to anyone who comes to the door.”

He left me money. A stocked pantry. And a locked desk drawer in his study that I am not supposed to know about. The key is under a loose floorboard by the hearth. I found it my second day alone. I haven’t opened the drawer. I’m afraid of what makes my uncle’s voice go soft and his eyes turn hard. I’m afraid it has something to do with why my parents sent me to live with him five years ago and then stopped answering my letters.

I heated soup from a can. The house groaned around me, a symphony of old wood and shifting stone. Every creak was a footstep. Every gust against the window was a hand on the latch. I took my sketchbook to the kitchen table, the brightest room.

I drew the trees. Then I drew the feeling outside the trees. The shape that watched. It came out as a mass of dark, aggressive lines, a form more shadow than substance, with eyes that held a light that was not a reflection.

I was adding charcoal, smudging the edges, when the power went out.

The hum of the refrigerator died. The single overhead light blinked into nothing. The darkness was absolute, and thick, and cold. I froze, the charcoal stick snapping in my hand.

This wasn’t a storm. The night outside was clear.

A lock disengaging. The slow, deliberate sound of the front door opening.

Not a break-in. An entrance. The door didn’t rattle. It sighed open, like it had been expecting him.

My blood turned to ice water. I slid from the chair, my back against the kitchen cabinets. The only weapon was a knife block on the counter. My fingers found the handle of the largest one. It felt absurdly small.

Footsteps in the hallway. Heavy. Slow. They didn’t search. They came straight for the kitchen.

The shape from my drawing filled the doorway. He was taller than I remembered from the bar. The dim moonlight from the window caught the sharp line of his jaw, the broad slope of his shoulders. He wasn’t wearing a coat. Just dark clothes that melted into the dark. His eyes found me in the gloom. They didn’t glow, but they saw everything.

“Leo,” he said. My name in his mouth was not a question. It was a statement. A claiming.

“Who are you?” My voice was a thread.

“You live with Lev Volkov.”

“He’s not here.”

“I know.” He took a step into the kitchen. The room shrank. The air left it. He radiated a cold that had nothing to do with temperature. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know.” It was the truth.

He was in front of me then. I hadn’t seen him move. One second at the door, the next, his presence consumed the space before me. The scent of him—frost, iron, and something wild like turned earth—wrapped around me. It was nothing like my uncle’s smell of cologne and stale anxiety. This was raw. Elemental.

He looked at the knife in my hand. A flicker of something—amusement? contempt—crossed his features. He made no move to take it.

“You’re lying.” His voice was low, a vibration in my bones.

“I’m not. He left. He doesn’t tell me things.” I forced the words out. “Are you going to kill me?”

He studied my face. His gaze was a physical touch, tracing the line of my fear. “That depends on you.”

“On me?”

“On what you are to him.”

“I’m his nephew.” The knife handle was slick in my palm.

A muscle in his jaw tightened. “Nephew.” He tested the word. “And what does your dear uncle tell you about his family? About his... business?”

“Nothing. He tells me nothing. He gives me money and tells me to stay quiet and out of sight.” The confession spilled out, fueled by a sudden, desperate anger. “He’s ashamed of me. Or he’s afraid for me. I don’t know which is worse.”

He was silent for a long moment. I could hear my own heart. “You are afraid now,” he observed.

“Yes.”

“Good.” He reached out. Not for the knife. His fingers, surprisingly warm, brushed against my wrist where my pulse hammered. A jolt, electric and terrifying, shot up my arm. “Fear is smart. You should be afraid of the people your uncle calls family.”

“Are you family?” I whispered.

His smile was a knife-cut. “I’m the reason your family hides.” His fingers tightened, not enough to hurt, but enough to trap. “You’re coming with me.”

Panic flared, white-hot. “What? No. Where?”

“Somewhere we can talk. Where the walls don’t have Volkov ears.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” I tried to pull my arm back. It was like tugging against stone.

“You don’t have a choice.” He leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper that feathered against my ear. “The man who is coming for your uncle, Leo, is far less patient than I am. He won’t ask questions. He’ll just see the Volkov blood in this house and burn it to the ground. With you inside.”

The words stole my breath. “Who is he?”

“Me.”

He said it simply. The finality of it left no room for argument. This wasn’t a kidnapper. This was an executioner on a smoke break.

“Why not just do it, then?” I challenged, a strange courage rising from the pit of my terror. “If you hate us so much.”

His eyes locked on mine. In the dark, they were bottomless. “Because you look at me,” he said, his tone shifting, becoming almost introspective. “You look at me, and you don’t see what you’re supposed to see.”

He took the knife from my hand then. Gently. He placed it on the counter. “Get a coat. Something warm. Now.”

The command brooked no refusal. I moved numbly, pulling my heavy parka from a hook. I didn’t think of running. Where would I go? Into the woods he owned just by standing in them? I shrugged into the coat, my sketchbook forgotten on the table.

He took my arm again, his grip firm. He led me out the front door, which stood open to the night. He didn’t look back at the house. He pulled me across the clearing, not toward a car, but toward the wall of trees.

“Wait, where’s your—”

“Quiet.”

We entered the forest. The moonlight failed, eaten by the canopy. He moved without hesitation, pulling me along paths only he could see. Branches snagged my coat. Roots tried to trip me. He never faltered, never slowed. His strength was effortless, absolute.

After what felt like miles, we came to a shallow cave, more a deep overhang in a rock face. A small, modern-looking backpack was stashed there. A sleeping bag. A metal canteen.

“Sit,” he said, releasing me.

I sank onto the cold, dry earth beneath the overhang, trembling from cold and shock. He uncapped the canteen, took a swallow, then offered it to me. I shook my head.

“Drink. The cold will hurt you faster than I will.”

I took it. The water was shockingly cold. It cleared the dust of fear from my throat. He crouched a few feet away, watching me. The dynamic was clear: I was the rabbit, and he was the wolf who hadn’t decided between playing with his food or eating it.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Kael.”

“Kael.” I wrapped my arms around my knees. “What are you?”

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “The thing your bedtime stories warned you about.”

A werewolf. The word hung, unspoken, in the air between us. It should have sounded insane. But here, in this dark wood with this impossible man, it was the only thing that made sense. The strength. The speed. The predatory stillness. The way the very forest seemed to bend around him.

My uncle’d paranoia. The locked drawer. The family business no one discussed. It clicked into place with a terrible, final sound.

“You’re here to kill him because of what he is,” I said. “What you are.”

“I’m here to kill him because twenty years ago, he and his father helped murder my entire family. Children, Leo. They murdered children.” His voice was flat, empty. That emptiness was more frightening than any shout. “Your family bathed in my family’s blood to take their territory. Their power. So, no. This isn’t about what we are. It’s about what they did.”

The horror of it settled over me, cold and suffocating. I wanted to deny it. To say my uncle, the man who made bad tea and complained about his knees, couldn’t be part of that. But the fear in Lev’s eyes whenever certain topics arose... the way he’d look at me sometimes, with a guilt so deep it was like a sickness...

“I didn’t know,” I said, my voice small.

“That’s your only currency now,” Kael said. “Your ignorance. So spend it wisely. Tell me everything. Every visit, every call, every name he mentioned. Every place he might run to.”

So I talked. My voice was a shaky monotone in the dark. I told him about the infrequent, nervous visitors. The man with the scarred lip who came at night. The woman who always smelled of cloves. The postmarks on letters before they stopped—Prague, Budapest, Vilnius. I told him about the locked drawer.

He listened, perfectly still. A predator listening for the heartbeat of truth beneath the words.

When I finished, exhausted and hollow, he was silent for a long time. The night sounds crept back in: the rustle of something small in the leaves, the distant cry of an owl.

“You’re a terrible Volkov,” he said finally. “You’re terrible at hiding. You’re terrible at lying. You draw pictures in bars where you shouldn’t be.”

“I’m not a Volkov,” I said, the heat of defiance flaring again. “Not like that. I’m just... the artist in the attic. The shameful human relative.”

He stood up abruptly. “Sleep.”

“What?”

“You’re no use to me exhausted. Sleep. I’ll keep watch.”

“You expect me to sleep? Here? With you?”

“I expect you to try.” He unrolled the sleeping bag and tossed it toward me. It landed at my feet. “The cold will kill you by dawn if you don’t get inside that.”

I stared at him. He turned his back, leaning against the rock face at the entrance to the overhang, a dark sentinel against the lesser dark. He was between me and the world.

This was madness. I was a prisoner. A tool. But the adrenaline was draining away, leaving a crushing fatigue. My body was shutting down. Slowly, stiffly, I kicked off my shoes and crawled into the sleeping bag. It held his scent, that wild, frosty smell. It should have been repulsive. It wasn’t.

I lay on my side, facing his back. The broad line of his shoulders blocked the view of the forest. My last thought, before sleep dragged me under, was not of escape, or fear, or even my uncle.

It was that I had never felt so awake, and so completely doomed, in my entire life.

––––––––
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III

He didn’t sleep.

I listened to the even rhythm of his breathing. It wasn’t the breath of sleep. It was the controlled, steady rhythm of a creature conserving energy, fully aware. He was a statue guarding a tomb. My tomb.

The rabbit was in the wolf’s den. And the wolf was... thinking.

Everything was wrong. This boy—Leo—was a splash of unexpected color on the monochrome map of my vengeance. His fear was real. His ignorance was real. His anger at his own family was a faint, smoldering ember, but I could smell it. He was a piece that didn’t fit the Volkov puzzle of brutality and pride.

He was also bait. I was sure of it now, but not in the way I first thought. Lev hadn’t planted him. Lev had left him. A sacrifice? A distraction? A piece so insignificant he didn’t think it would be taken?

Or did he know, somehow, exactly what his nephew was? A boy with stormy eyes who looked at monsters without blinking. A boy who might just make a vengeful wolf hesitate.

The thought ignited a fresh wave of anger. Was this a Volkov strategy? To use something soft as a shield?

I heard him shift in the sleeping bag, a whisper of synthetic fabric. His heartbeat had finally slowed into the deep, rolling rhythm of true sleep. Vulnerable. Trusting the monster at the gate to be the thing that kept the other monsters away.

The irony was a bitter taste.

My plan was in ruins. I had the wrong Volkov. But this wrong Volkov was a key. He was a path to Lev, and to the others. He was also a problem. A human problem. He needed food he hadn’t brought. Shelter from elements that meant nothing to me. He was fragile.

I could leave him. Right now. Walk into the night and continue my hunt cleanly. He would wake alone, disoriented, and would likely stumble back to his gilded cage. He would be Lev’s problem again.

My feet didn’t move.

A twig snapped in the forest, a hundred yards out. An animal. A deer. But my senses, stretched thin by his confounding presence, snapped taut. Something else was out there. A heavier step. A scent on the very edge of the wind, masked by pine and decay.

Volkov.

It wasn’t Lev. The blood signature was weaker, younger. A scout? Had they been watching the house? Had they seen me take him?

The beast inside me rose, a silent wave of lethal intent. The hunt was back on. A target presented itself. This was simple. This was clean.

I glanced back at Leo’s sleeping form. A pale sliver of his face was visible in the dark. If I left to hunt, he would be unprotected. If the scout found this place...

I let out a slow, silent breath. The beast snarled, confused by the restraint.

The bait wasn’t just in the house anymore. The bait was here, sleeping in my borrowed bed. And I was the hook.

I settled back against the rock. My eyes scanned the trees, picking out every shifting shadow. Let the scout come. Let him smell the boy. Let him smell me, standing over him.

Let him report back that the Zima ghost had taken the Volkov nephew. And that he was keeping him.

The game had changed. The message would be sent.

I stayed, watching the woods, guarding the fragile, confusing weight of the boy’s sleep. The first move was made. His, or mine, I wasn't sure anymore. All I knew was that the hunt was no longer just about blood.

It was about possession.
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Chapter 2: The Cage
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I

The forest didn’t want me here.

I felt it the moment I left the last muddy farm road and entered the trees. The pines in Moravia were different from my mountains. Softer. Older. They watched with a heavy, patient silence, their branches catching the drizzle like spiderwebs. The air smelled of wet rot and distant woodsmoke. And underneath it all, the faint, fading stain of wolf.

Not my kind. Theirs. Volkov.

The GPS on my phone had died an hour back. The paper map from the informant was smudged. It didn’t matter. My blood knew the way. The pull of a target is a different kind of compass. The amulet in my jacket pocket was a cold brand against my chest, a constant reminder of the debt.

I moved quietly. Not with the preternatural silence of the shift, but with the trained caution of a man who has spent two decades surviving in the margins of both worlds. My boots found the soft earth between roots. The drizzle soaked into my dark coat, beaded on my hair. I was a shadow in a world of grey and green.

The house appeared just as the weak afternoon light began to fail.

It wasn’t a manor. Not a fortress. It was a large, timber-framed lodge, weathered to a silver-grey. It slumped in a clearing as if tired. One chimney smoked. A single light glowed in a downstairs window. It looked lonely. Defenseless.

The sight made my teeth ache.

This was the den of the monster? This quiet, crumbling place? Where was the pride? The power? My father’s hall had been carved from living stone, loud with howls and fire. This was a retreat. A hiding place.

Disappointment curdled into a sharper anger. He didn’t deserve a peaceful end. He deserved a pyre.

I circled the perimeter from the tree line. No cameras that I could see. No wires. No scent of other wolves, only that old, thin trace. A single, ancient vehicle rusted beside an overgrown shed. The place was a tomb.

The easy approach was from the back, where a kitchen door looked flimsy. I rejected it. I would not come into his home like a thief. He would see me. He would know what was coming, and who had brought it.

I walked across the open grass, my steps crunching on the gravel path. The sound was obscenely loud. I stopped before the heavy wooden front door. I didn’t knock.

I kicked it in.

The jamb splintered with a satisfying crack. The door swung inward, slamming against a wall inside. I stepped over the threshold, the scent of the place hitting me: old books, dust, stewed tea, and that wolf-smell, stale and sickly-sweet.

I was in a wide, low-ceilinged living area. A fire guttered in a large stone hearth. Books were piled everywhere—on shelves, on chairs, on the floor. In an armchair pulled close to the heat sat a man.

He was old. Not just elderly. Ancient. His skin was parchment stretched over a delicate bird’s skull. A blanket covered his legs. His hands, resting on the arms of the chair, were knotted with arthritis. He didn’t startle. He slowly lifted his head.

His eyes were pale, washed-out blue. The eyes of a wolf who hasn’t seen the moon in a very long time.

“I wondered,” he said, his voice a dry rustle, “which of you would find me first.”

I stood there, rainwater pooling at my feet on the worn rug. The violence I had carried so carefully, so lovingly, for twenty years felt suddenly foolish. A grotesque joke. This was my nemesis? This brittle thing?

“Lev Volkov,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

He inclined his head. “And you are Kael Zima. You have your father’s stare. Cold as January.”

Hearing my name, my true name, from his mouth was a violation. It snapped me back. “You remember him.”

“I remember the howl,” he said simply. “It went on for a long time after his heart stopped. A remarkable thing. Terrible.”

The image flashed: my father’s still chest, the silence after the final howl. This man had heard it. Had perhaps been there.

My hand went to the amulet in my pocket. I pulled it out, letting the twisted silver catch the firelight. “Do you remember this?”

His faded eyes tracked it. A sigh escaped him, a sound of profound weariness. “The seal. My father wore it. My brother coveted it. I never wanted it.” He looked back at me. “Is that why you’ve come? To return a piece of jewelry?”

The fury came then, hot and clean. “I’ve come to wipe the last Volkov stain from the earth. For my pack. For the howl.”

He studied me for a long moment. The fire popped. “You’re too late,” he said softly.

“You’re breathing.”

“The man who gave the order was my father. He died the winter after your pack fell. A sickness in the lungs. The ones who swung the axes, fired the guns... they are all gone, Kael. Killed in clan wars, or by silver, or by time. I am the last. And I have been dead for years.” He gestured weakly at his own body. “This is just... waiting.”

The ground beneath me felt unstable. All my paths, all my plans, had led to this chair, to this dying man who claimed my vengeance was a phantom. It couldn’t be. The fire needed to burn.

“You were there,” I insisted, my voice rough.

“I was a boy,” he whispered, and for the first time, a crack appeared in his placid surface. A pain, deep and old. “Sixteen. I hid in the roots of a tree. I saw it. I saw what we did. What my blood did.” He looked into the fire. “I left that night. I never ran with a pack again. This... this is my cage. I built it myself.”

It was a confession. It should have felt like a victory. It felt like ash in my mouth.

What was I supposed to do? Execute a crippled old wolf in his armchair? The act seemed petty. Hollow. It wouldn’t bring back a single soul. It wouldn’t even the scales. The true targets were ghosts.

The purpose I had wrapped myself in, the only thing that had kept the stone heart beating, began to fracture.

He must have seen the conflict on my face. “You hunted a story, Kael,” he murmured. “The monsters in it are dust. I am just the last page, waiting to be turned.”

I took a step forward, the amulet clenched in my fist. The silver grew warm from my skin. “A life for a life. A bloodline for a bloodline. That is the law.”

“Is it?” he asked, those pale eyes piercing. “Or is it just the story you told yourself to make the loneliness taste like purpose?”

The words hit with the force of a physical blow. I couldn’t breathe. The walls of the lodge seemed to press in, the shelves of books like silent witnesses. My vision tinged with gold, the wolf rising in agitation, in confusion.

I turned and left.

I didn’t run. I walked out the broken door, back into the drizzle. I crossed the clearing and didn’t stop until the trees swallowed me. I leaned my back against a thick, wet trunk and slid down to the ground.

I sat there in the mud and the rotting leaves as darkness fell completely. The heat of the change receded, leaving me cold and empty. Lev Volkov’s words echoed in the hollow space he’d carved out inside me.

You hunted a story. The monsters are dust.

I had built my life on a foundation of righteous hate. What was left if I took that away? Nothing. A howl with no echo.

I had nowhere to go.
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II

The cage is made of paper and dust.

I watch him leave from my chair. The young wolf, all fury and sharp edges, shatters like glass against the reality of this room. Of me. I hear his footsteps fade into the forest. The hole where my door used to be lets in a cold draft.

It is done.

The guilt is an old companion. It sits in the chair opposite me. We have tea together. Today, it wore Kael Zima’s face. His father’s eyes.

I told no lies. My father was a brutal man. My brother was worse. The pack was a cult of sharp teeth and sharper ambitions. The Zima were different. Proud. Traditional. A hindrance to my father’s hunger for territory. Their annihilation was a lesson, he said. A message.

I was the weak one. The one who loved books more than bloodshed. The one who got sick at the sound of breaking bone. They brought me that night to “toughen me up.” To make a Volkov out of me.

It made a ghost out of me instead.

I remember the Zima Alpha’s final howl. It wasn’t just a sound. It was a force. It shook the snow from my hiding place. It etched itself into the core of me. In that howl, I heard everything my family had destroyed. A history. A future. A kind of honor we would never know.

I ran the next morning. Not from the hunters, but from my own blood. I took nothing. I have been here, in this human place, for fifty-eight years. Living as a human. Letting the wolf inside me grow thin and quiet. The change is agony now, a protest of disused bones. I haven’t run under the moon in decades.

This is my penance. This quiet. This stillness. Waiting for the past to finally knock on the door.

And it did. It kicked the door down.

He was so young. So much pain held so tightly it had become his skeleton. I saw the moment his revenge turned to ash in his hands. It is a cruel thing, to strip a man of his reason for living. Even crueler when that reason was your own family’s atrocity.

I feel no fear. Only a deep, weary sorrow. For him. For me. For all of it.

The fire is dying. I should stir it. I don’t have the strength. The cold from the doorway is spreading. It feels appropriate.

He may come back. When the shock wears off, the rage may return, purer and more desperate. A cornered animal is the most dangerous kind. And he is cornered now, by the truth.

Or he may not. He may walk into the forest and keep walking. The world is full of ways for a lost wolf to die.

I hope he doesn’t. There was a strength in him that had nothing to do with killing. A clarity. The Zima strength. It shouldn’t end here, in this soggy forest, extinguished by a relic like me.

But it is no longer my concern. My part in the story is over. The last page is turned.

The wind moans through the broken door. It sounds like a howl, very far away.

I close my eyes.
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I

I didn’t move until dawn bleached the sky from black to a miserable grey.

The cold had settled into my joints. My clothes were stiff with damp. I stood, my body protesting. I felt a hundred years old.

The lodge was visible through the trees, a dark shape in the mist. I had to move. I had to get out of this country, this forest. I needed to... think. But thinking was a void.

I moved on autopilot, heading south, away from the lodge. I had no destination. The world had become a flat, featureless plain.

I walked for hours. The drizzle turned to a steady rain. I came to a two-lane road, slick and black. A sign pointed one way to a town name I didn’t recognize. The other way just had a number.

I stood there, water streaming down my neck. A truck roared past, spraying me with muddy water. I didn’t flinch.

The bar. The city bar. The man with the sketchbook and the storm-grey eyes. The memory surfaced like a lifeline thrown into a chasm. A point of focus that wasn’t about death or dust. It was about a look. A challenge. A strange, unwanted pull.

It was a direction. A terrible one. A weakness calling to a weakness.

I turned and started walking along the road’s edge, thumb out. It was a foolish, human thing to do. I didn’t care.

The third car stopped. An older man in a hatchback, heading to the city. “Rough night?” he asked, eyeing my muddy, disheveled state.

“You could say that,” I said, my voice unused.

He didn’t press. He talked about the rain, about his daughter. I stared out the window, watching the weeping forests blur past.

The cage wasn’t Lev Volkov’s lodge. The cage was the story I’d built. He had opened the door. Now I was outside, and I had no idea what to do with the terrifying, empty space.

Except for one thing. One irrational, magnetized point in the chaos.

I needed to see him again. The man from the bar. I needed to see if that pull was real, or just the desperation of a shattered man. I needed to prove that not everything in my world was dead or dying.

It was a hunt. But a different kind. I was the one following a scent I didn’t understand, into a territory I couldn’t map.

The city skyline emerged from the gloom, a jagged silhouette. My heart beat a dull, heavy rhythm.

The cage was open. Now I had to learn how to walk.
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Chapter 3: The Mark
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KAEL

The chains are a formality. A show of strength for the pack, a whisper of civilization. He’s in the old root cellar beneath the main lodge. The walls are packed earth and stone, smelling of damp and old potatoes. The only light comes from a single bulb swinging from a wire. It makes the shadows dance. He’s huddled in the far corner.

He hasn’t spoken since I threw him in here last night.

I stand in the doorway and watch him. Lev Volkov. The name tastes like poison and ashes in my mouth. He is not what I expected. In my head for twenty years, he was a monster carved from the same black wood as his father. A giant, sneering thing with blood on his hands. This man is slight, all sharp angles and threadbare clothes. His hair is brown, messy. He’s shivering. He looks up as my shadow falls over him, and his eyes are not the defiant gold of a warrior. They’re a washed-out hazel, wide with a fear he’s trying hard to swallow.

This is the heir? This trembling creature?

“Get up,” I say. My voice is flat in the small space.

He doesn’t move. Just stares. I can hear his heart. It’s beating too fast, a frantic rabbit rhythm. The sound annoys me. It’s too human. I cross the space in two strides, the chains at his wrists rattling as I yank him to his feet. He stumbles, crying out, his weight insubstantial against me. Up close, he smells of pine sap, cheap soap, and that same, sharp terror.

“Please,” he whispers. The word is cracked.

“Please what?” I keep my grip on his arm. His bones feel like they could snap. “Please don’t kill me? Your father didn’t offer my family that courtesy.”

His face crumples. “My father is dead. He’s been dead for a decade.”

“And I’m supposed to care?” I shove him back, and he hits the earthen wall with a soft thud. “His sins are yours. His blood is yours. You live in his house. You keep his trinkets.” I pull the Volkov amulet from my pocket, letting the tarnished silver catch the weak light. I see him recognize it. A flicker of something—pain, not pride—crosses his face. “You are the last of his line. That makes you my property.”

He shakes his head, a frantic side-to-side motion. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know anything about a... a war. I paint. I live alone. I don’t even know how to be what you are.”

His ignorance is like a spark to dry tinder. All these years, my hatred festering, growing, defining every breath, and he was in a forest house painting? Unaware of the legacy he carried? It’s an insult.

“You don’t get that luxury.” I lean in. He flinches, turning his face away. “Your name is a brand. It’s a sentence. From this moment on, your life is about answering for it.”

“What are you going to do to me?” His voice is so small.

I don’t have a full answer. The plan was always just: find, kill, erase. But this... this complication. This weak, shaking thing doesn’t feel like an ending. It feels like a loose thread. Pulling it might unravel something. I need to understand what.

“You’re coming upstairs,” I say, turning away from him. The sight of his fear is starting to curdle something in my gut, and I can’t afford that. “You’ll meet the pack. You’ll see what remains of the family yours destroyed. And you’ll learn the rules of this new life you didn’t ask for.”

I unlock the chain from the wall bracket, leaving the manacles on his wrists. He follows silently, his head down, as I lead him up the stone steps into the heart of my territory.
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LEV

The light from the main room is brutal.

After the cellar’s gloom, the firelight in the big lodge room is like staring into the sun. It’s warm, and the smell of woodsmoke and cooked meat hits me, making my empty stomach clench. But the warmth doesn’t reach me.

They’re all here. Maybe twenty of them. Men and women, all with that same coiled, dangerous look he has—Kael. They stop talking as we enter. The silence is worse than the noise before it. I feel their eyes like physical touches, scraping over my skin, my borrowed clothes, my chained hands. I want to fold in on myself, to disappear into the floorboards.

Kael shoves me forward a step. “This is Lev Volkov.”

A low growl ripples through the room. It’s not a human sound. It’s an animal noise, coming from human throats. My blood goes cold. I see their eyes flash, some gold, some amber, all fixed on me with pure, unadulterated hate.

A huge man with a shaved head and a scar across his lip stands up. “Why is he breathing, Kael? Why isn’t he a pelt on your floor?”

“Because I decided otherwise, Gregor,” Kael says. His voice isn’t loud, but it cuts through the tension like a knife. He is completely still, but his presence fills the room. He’s their center. Their anchor. “His death would be a moment. His life... his life can be of use.”

“Use?” spits a woman with red hair braided tightly back. “He’s a Volkov. His blood is poison. His very scent is an insult.”

I try to make myself smaller. The hatred is a solid wall. I’ve been lonely, but this is different. This is active, breathing loathing. I understand none of it. My father was a quiet, sad man who died coughing up his own lungs in a city hospital. He never spoke of wolves or wars. He spoke of mortgage payments and the failing light for reading. This is a nightmare I’ve slept through, and now I’m awake in it.

“His blood is the key to the Volkov holdings,” Kael says, his tone pragmatic, cold. “Their lands, their accounts, their remaining alliances. Information we could never get from a corpse. He will provide it.”

“And you believe he’ll just... provide it?” Gregor asks, his eyes never leaving me.

Kael finally looks at me. It’s the first time he’s truly looked at me since we entered. His gaze is like being doused in ice water. “He’ll learn to.”

He points to a space on the floor near the massive stone fireplace. Not on the furniture. On the floor. “Sit there. Do not speak unless spoken to. Do not move unless told.”

It’s a dog’s place. Humiliation burns my cheeks, hotter than the fire. But the alternative is the growling darkness of the pack, so I shuffle over and sit, drawing my knees up to my chest. The wood is hard and gritty against my legs.

The pack returns to their conversations, but the mood is fractured. I am a splinter in their unity. I feel their glances, sharp and quick. I keep my eyes on the flames, trying to blend into the stone.

Dinner is served—a stew in a big pot, thick bread. The smell is torture. No one brings me any. I watch them eat, listen to the clink of spoons, the low talk about patrols and boundaries and a place called the “southern ridge.” This is a functioning world. A community. And I am the foreign disease they’ve quarantined by the hearth.

After a while, a younger man, maybe my age, brings over a chipped bowl. He doesn’t meet my eyes. He just sets it down beside me on the floor, along with a hunk of bread, and walks away quickly. It’s not kindness. It’s a order being followed. I look up and see Kael watching from his chair across the room, giving a slight, almost imperceptible nod.

I eat. The stew is good, savory and rich. I eat it all, wiping the bowl clean with the bread, shame warring with basic hunger. When I’m done, I just sit, the empty bowl between my feet.

The evening wears on. The fire dips. People drift off to other parts of the lodge. Soon, it’s just Kael, Gregor, the red-haired woman—Anya—and me.

Gregor gets up, stretches. “I’ll take first watch on the perimeter.” He shoots me a last, venomous look. “Keep the poison contained.”

When he’s gone, Anya stands. “Where do you want him to sleep? The cellar?”

Kael is silent for a long moment, staring into the embers. “No. The empty room next to mine. The one with the barred window.”

Anya’s lips thin, but she nods. She comes over to me. “Get up.”

I stand, my legs stiff. She takes my arm, her grip firm and impersonal, and leads me out of the main room, down a narrow hallway. Kael follows behind us, a silent, looming shadow. She opens a door to a small, sparse room. A narrow cot. A washstand. A single high window, crisscrossed with iron bars. Moonlight filters through, painting stripes on the floor.

She unlocks the manacles. The relief on my wrists is immediate, the skin raw and marked. “Try to get through that window, you’ll break your neck on the rocks below,” she says flatly. “Try the door, and you’ll wish you’d taken the window.” She leaves, closing the door behind her. I hear the distinct sound of a key turning in a lock.

It’s just me and Kael now, in the doorway.

He steps inside. The room feels ten times smaller. He doesn’t look at the room. He looks only at me.

“Tomorrow,” he says, his voice low, “we begin. You will tell me everything about your father’s affairs. Every document, every contact, every secret place. You will write it down. You will remember.”

“I don’t remember anything,” I say, finding a shred of my voice. It’s hoarse. “He was sick. He was ordinary. He left me nothing but debt and that house.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not!” The frustration, the fear, the confusion of the last two days boils over. “You’ve made a mistake! You’ve got the wrong person! My name is just a name!”

In a blur of motion, he’s across the room. He doesn’t hit me. He pins me against the cold stone wall beside the window, one hand on my shoulder, the other bracing himself next to my head. He’s so close I can see the flecks of darker grey in his eyes, feel the heat coming off his body. His scent surrounds me—cold air, iron, something wild and untamed. It’s nothing like the cellar smell. It’s clean and dangerous.

My breath stops. My heart is that rabbit again, trapped.

“Your name,” he says, each word a hammer strike, “is the only reason you are alive right now. It is not a mistake. It is your curse. And it is now my property. You will wear it, and you will answer for it, until I decide you have paid enough. Do you understand?”

I can only stare, trapped by his gaze. The anger in him is a live wire, sparking and lethal. But beneath it, deep down, I see something else. A pain so old and so profound it has turned to stone. This isn’t just about land or money or power. This is about something broken in him. Something my name broke.

And in that second, I’m not just afraid of him. I’m afraid for him. It’s a stupid, suicidal feeling.

I nod, a tiny, shaky movement.

He holds me there for a moment longer, searching my face for something. His eyes drop to my mouth, then back to my eyes. His own expression flickers, confusion cutting through the anger. The proximity is doing something to him, too. The air between us is charged, crackling with something that isn’t just hatred. It’s too intense, too intimate. It feels like we’re the only two people in a collapsing world.

He pushes off from the wall suddenly, as if touching me has burned him. He turns and walks to the door. He pauses, his back to me.

“Sleep,” he says, and his voice is rough. “You’ll need your strength.”

He leaves. The lock turns again.

I slide down the wall to the floor, the stripes of moonlight falling across my legs. I wrap my arms around my knees. My shoulder where he held me throbs, not with pain, but with the memory of his touch. My skin feels too tight. My mind is a whirlwind of fear and that strange, unwanted empathy.

I am a prisoner. He is my captor, my enemy, the embodiment of a history that wants me dead.

So why, when he was that close, did my fear momentarily blur into something else? Why did I see the boy in the cellar of his own memories, instead of just the monster?

I am in terrible, terrifying danger.

And the greatest threat might not be the pack outside, or the chains. It might be the unsettling, impossible pull I felt in that charged silence. The one that felt dangerously like recognition.
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KAEL

I don’t go to my room. I go outside, into the biting night. I need the cold to scour my head clean.

The moon is a sharp sliver. I walk to the tree line, breathing in the familiar scents of my territory. It usually calms me. Tonight, it doesn’t.

Gregor materializes from the shadows. “All quiet.”

I grunt in acknowledgment.

“He’s got you unsettled,” Gregor observes. He’s known me since I pulled him from a fight in a Vladivostok alleyway. He sees too much.

“He’s a puzzle,” I say, the lie easy on my tongue. “Not what I anticipated.”

“Puzzles can be smashed. Simpler that way.”

“I want what he knows first.”

“And after?” Gregor presses.

I don’t have an answer. The image of Lev against the wall flashes in my mind. The wide, stormy eyes. The fragile line of his throat. The way he’d trembled, but hadn’t looked away until the very end. And that moment... that electric, silent moment where the room vanished and all I could feel was the heat of him, the rapid flutter of his pulse under my grip. It wasn’t just the urge to dominate. It was something else, a dark, magnetic pull that had come from nowhere.

It was a weakness. A catastrophic flaw in my focus.

“After is after,” I say, my voice final. “Keep the watch doubled. On the borders, and on his door.”

I turn and go back inside. The lodge is quiet. I stand outside the door to his room, listening. I have preternatural hearing. I can hear the slow, even rhythm of his breathing. He’s asleep.

He can sleep. In the heart of his enemy’s den, surrounded by those who want him dead, he has found sleep.

What does that mean? Is he that broken? Or is he that sure of something?

I lay a hand flat against the cold wood of the door. I can almost feel the quiet life on the other side. A Volkov. The last son of the man who ordered my world burned. He should be a symbol. A target. A means to an end.

But he’s becoming a person. A person with confused eyes and a frustrating lack of fight. A person who, for one fractured second, made me feel not just rage, but a confusing, unwanted protectiveness.

That can’t happen.

Tomorrow, I will break him open. I will find the Volkov secrets he’s hiding, even if he doesn’t know he’s hiding them. I will use him until he’s empty. That is the plan. That is justice.

I push away from the door and go to my own room. It’s Spartan, functional. A bed, a desk, a map of the region pinned to the wall. The map is marked with territory lines, old and new. The Volkov lands are a blotch on the edge, soon to be absorbed.

I sit on the edge of the bed, but I don’t lie down. I stare at my hands. The hands that pinned him. I can still feel the impression of his shoulder bone, the slightness of his frame.

Mate, the old instinct whispers again, fainter now, scoffed at by the louder, rational part of my mind. It’s a biological glitch. A misfire caused by tension, by the hunt, by the unexpectedness of him. He is the enemy. He is a tool. He is a living reminder of everything I’ve lost.

I clench my fists until the knuckles are white.

I will not be manipulated by my own blood. I will not be seduced by fragility. I will get the information. I will reclaim what is owed. And then...

I look toward the wall that separates our rooms.

Then I will decide what mark I leave on him. A final one. A just one.

The first part of the plan is complete. He is here. He is marked by his name, by my claim, by the pack’s hatred.

Now, the real work begins.
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Chapter 4: The First Cut
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KAEL

The door opened before I could break it down.

He stood there, backlit by firelight. Lev Volkov. He looked nothing like the monster in my head. No sneer, no bloodstained hands. He was old. Thinning grey hair, a tired face etched with lines that spoke of silence, not violence. He wore a cardigan. He smelled of woodsmoke, old books, and a deep, lingering sadness.

This was a trick. It had to be.

“I wondered when you’d come,” he said. His voice was a dry rustle, like leaves on stone. “Kael Zima.”

Hearing my true name on his tongue was a violation. It snapped the frozen silence. I shoved past him, into the small, book-crammed cabin. My senses flared, searching for ambush, for hidden threats. There was only the crackle of the fire, the dust, the overwhelming scent of a life spent alone.

“Where are they?” My voice was a growl. I couldn’t make it sound human.

“There is no ‘they,’” he said, closing the door softly against the night. He didn’t approach me. He moved to a worn armchair, lowering himself into it with a wince. “There is only me. And I have been waiting for you.”

“To kill me?” I stood in the center of the room, poised to shift. My bones ached with the need for it. To tear this peaceful scene apart.

“To talk to you.” He looked up, and his eyes were the pale blue of a winter morning. Empty. “To tell you it wasn’t us.”

A laugh ripped out of me, harsh and ugly. “I was there. I smelled them. Volkov.”

He nodded slowly. “You smelled a Volkov. One. My brother, Alexei.” He looked into the fire. “He led the hunters. He gave them the ways in, the weaknesses. He wanted the Zima territory for his own. He wanted your father’s standing. The rest of the pack... we refused.”

“Liar.” The word was barely audible.

“My father disowned him that night. Banished him. He died two years later, sick with shame. I left. Came here. The Volkov name is ashes, boy. Just like yours.”

He spoke with a terrible, simple certainty. It wasn’t pleading. It was just fact. And the part of me that was a hunter, that could smell a lie from a mile away, went quiet. The scent in the clearing... it had been singular, dominant, laced with that bitter ambition. I’d been a child, drowning in trauma. I’d assumed it was the scent of the whole pack.

Twenty years. Twenty years of hate, focused on a target that didn’t exist.

The foundation of my world cracked. I didn’t move.

“Why didn’t you find me?” The question left me, weak and stripped.

“And say what?” He spread his hands, a frail, helpless gesture. “You were a child who saw your family butchered. Would you have believed the word of a Volkov? You would have torn my throat out. Or tried. I decided to let you live. Even if you lived to hate me.”

The rage didn’t vanish. It had nowhere to go. It turned inward, a white-hot poison flooding my veins. All of it. The isolation, the hardness, the stone heart—all built on a mistake. A wrong scent.

“I should kill you anyway,” I whispered. It was all I had left.

“You should.” He didn’t look away. “It would be a mercy. This waiting is over.”

I looked at his throat. The thin, papery skin over a slow pulse. It would be so easy. The culmination of my life’s purpose, right there. But it would be murder. Not justice. An old, sick man in a chair, telling a truth I already knew in my gut was real.

The heat left my body all at once. I felt hollowed out, cold down to my soul. I turned and walked out of the cabin. I left the door open. He didn’t call after me.

I walked into the forest. The trees were strangers. The moon was a mocking eye. I reached a cliff edge overlooking a dark valley and I screamed. It was a human sound, ripped raw and ugly from a place I thought was dead. No howl. Just a broken man realizing he’d spent his life building a coffin for a ghost.

The sketchbook was still in my jacket pocket, the one I’d taken from the bar. I’d stuffed it there as evidence, to investigate the stranger later. I’d forgotten about it. I pulled it out now, numbly, under the moonlight.

I opened it.

And my breath stopped.

It wasn’t just a sketch of me from the bar. Page after page was filled with us. The Zima pack. My mother, her likeness so precise it hurt. My father in mid-shift, power and grace captured in charcoal smudges. The clearing, the oak tree. Studies of our traditional knots, our symbols. It was a record. A beautiful, devastating record of a dead people.

The last drawing was of me, as I was tonight. Not Mr. Thorne. Me. As if he’d seen the ghost beneath the skin. He’d drawn the fury, the loss, the animal tension. He’d drawn the emptiness.

Who was he?

The question was a pinprick of light in the total dark. It wasn’t a purpose. It was a mystery. And right now, my life had nothing else in it.

I closed the book. The first cut wasn’t the one I’d come here to make. It was the one Lev Volkov had just made on me, slicing through the scar tissue of twenty years. I was bleeding out a old, infected hate.

I needed to find the man who drew these.

––––––––
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LEO

My hand wouldn’t stop shaking.

I dipped the brush in water, tried to steady it. The wash of grey across the paper bloomed, uncontrolled. A storm cloud. It looked like his eyes, the moment he’d looked at me in the bar. Not the color. The feeling. A predicted violence.

I was an idiot.

Grandfather’s journals were spread across my studio floor, their spidery Cyrillic script detailing a history that wasn’t mine, but was my inheritance. He’d been an ethnographer, obsessed with documenting “regional folk traditions” before they vanished. He was especially fascinated by the stories from the deep Carpathians—stories of wolf clans, blood feuds, and a lost family called Zima.

He’d been there. Not at the killing, but after. He’d found the boy. He’d written about it in his clinical, detached way. Subject Z, male, approx. 12 years. Survivor’s shock profound. Observed from distance. Did not approach. Ethical line: documentation vs. intervention. Chose documentation.

He’d taken photographs. He’d sketched the scene. He’d made it his life’s work.

And he’d left it all to me, his “artistic” grandson, the one with the sensitive eyes. A box of ghosts. At first, it was just academic. A tragic, dark fairy tale. Then I started dreaming about it. The pine smell. The silence. The gold eyes of a boy in the rocks.

I started drawing from his photos, then from memory I shouldn’t have. The faces became real to me. Their story became a stone in my chest.

Seeing him at the bar was like being struck by lightning. He was older, hard-edged, a blade where the boy had been a broken stick
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