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Chapter one
Unsettled Ground


Archer 
Dawn inched up the slope, unsure if it was welcome. Archer moved before the sun breached the tree line, first as himself, then as a beast, the difference measured in the width of a shadow, or the wrong angle of a finger. His muscles boiled under the skin, unfamiliar and fever-bright, yet the only thing that bled with regularity was his own intent.
The forest was old, older than language, but even it seemed to shy from him. When he passed, nothing sang. Where he touched, things unraveled. He put his shoulder through a wall of buckthorn, thorns needling flesh that had gone to callus, and the pain only half-registered. There was a clarity, for an instant: sunlight on skin, the taste of wind, the sweet under moss. Then it curdled, the animal inside him tearing the edges of those moments to shreds.
He ran, low to the ground, hands turned to claws, the claws retracting and leaving only blood on the bark as he bounded forward. Each stride gouged a new record in the earth, a spiral of prints, human to wolf to something else, then back again before the ground could close over. The world tried to heal, but Archer did not let it. He took the violence with him.
There were the memories. Bleeding forward and obscuring his eyes, sadness and turmoil. The mottled edges were the only discernment between the scene before him and those infectious past times. He hated them more than the changing.
The first was a memory of a steel table, lights too bright. The shape of a doctor, face mask yellow like fear or old coffee. The glint of scalpels at the edge of his eyes. They cut, but they also whispered, always in that cadence, always with the promise of betterment, as if he had asked to be improved. He fought, he killed, he tried to run, but they only brought him back and called it mercy.
The second drew him back to a cell. Concrete, sweat, the taste of iron in every breath. This time, he was a wolf all the way through, fur, teeth, and a scream that never became a sound. They’d dosed him to keep him docile, but it never lasted. He remembered the bars bending, then the way they’d burned the fur off in strips, as if he were only worth the sum of his suffering.
The final remembrance lay in the woods. These woods. The memory of escape, freedom spiked with the certainty that it was engineered, another experiment they’d set in motion. Even the trees here seemed to know it, bark grown slick, roots snaked above ground, every path a trap or a lie.
He threw himself at the hill, letting the momentum carry him higher, faster. Muscles tore and rebuilt as he went. Sometimes the hand was his, sometimes a paw, sometimes a blunt-tipped weapon of cartilage and rage. He barely cared which.
When the memory tide pulled back, he found himself in a patch of ruined earth. Overnight, the ring of mushrooms had blackened, the caps shriveled to tar and ash. The magic in the ground was gone, leached out or burned by whatever he carried. Even the moss recoiled from his step, turning sickly at the margins. Archer dropped to all fours, panting, jaw distending farther than a man’s jaw should. Saliva pooled at the corner of his mouth, tasting like battery acid. He retched, but only emptiness came up.
His arms shook. He forced them to hands again, fingers, knuckles, the familiar architecture of scars. Blood slicked the palm, still warm. He drew his thumb across it, studied the way the cut sealed itself shut, as if his body was in on the joke, refusing to die until everything else did first.
He stood. He lurched. He ran again.
On the downslope, the world warped. Stones that should have sat dead in the earth hovered, shuddered, hung in the air just long enough for the light to catch their shadows, then crashed down, the energy of the collision splintering small creatures that had hidden beneath. Archer felt every one of those impacts in the marrow. He skidded to a stop at the bottom, caught the scent of running water, and tried to remember what it was to be clean.
The stream was wrong, too. It flowed backward, up the incline, fighting the basic tyranny of gravity. Archer dipped his fingers into it, expecting cold, and instead found nothing, just the resistance of air, a ghost current that mocked the memory of rivers. He laughed, a choking sound that bared too many teeth.
When he looked up, his eyes caught the edge of the clearing: the skeleton of a tree, dead before it ever lived, struck a thousand times by lightning and still refusing to rot. Its limbs arched upward, pleading for storm or mercy. Archer knew the feeling.
He staggered to it, the last of his energy spent in the desperate urge to be somewhere, anywhere, that wasn’t moving. He pressed his back against the trunk, let the bite of splintered wood burrow into flesh, and slumped. The world spun, then stilled.
Breathe in, breathe out.
For a while, that was all. No visions. No shifting. Just the slow, bitter recomposition of a body that had forgotten what to be.
When the sun finally cleared the trees, it lit him up in pieces, first the foot, curled in mud; then the thigh, hair matted in drying blood; then the arm, cradled against a rib that might have cracked in the last fall; and finally the face, turned away, still more beast than man.
The only sound was the breath: thick, ragged, insistent.
The forest watched, silent and pitiless, as Archer huddled in the ruin of himself and waited for the next transformation, or the end, whichever came first.

      [image: ]Claire
The night let go with reluctance, leaving only bruised mist and the salt-stink of panic behind. Claire took her first step into the ruined wood as if entering a fever ward, not the wild, every cell tensed against contamination. The bag at her side, the old canvas one, with its straps gnawed by worry and time, dug at her shoulder, but she welcomed the discomfort.
She paused at the perimeter, drawing in a shallow breath. The air vibrated with violence. Every surface bled a story: tree trunks slashed to the marrow, rootlets writhing in the exposed dirt, the ground crusted with white ash where once there had been moss and tiny ferns. She moved forward, counting each pace, and registered at least three different tales embedded in the mud, none human, but all bearing the signature of man-made grief.
At the first felled birch, she knelt, tracing the angle of the wound with the same precision she reserved for shattered limbs. The bark had not been torn. It had been flensed, the thin papery layer peeled back in a single, surgical stroke. Beneath, the cambium ran with sap, not clear but pink, congealing around dark flecks she recognized immediately as blood. Wolf, she thought at first. No, too bright. Too much copper. She swabbed a sample, sealed it, marked the vial with a trembling C. It could have been for her own name, or for the curse, or for caution.
She straightened, scanned the perimeter. Her ears catalogued the stillness, no birds, no hum of gnats, no branch against branch. Even the wind felt like it was holding its breath, a theatre crowd waiting for the next act. She pressed on.
There was evidence everywhere, if you knew how to watch for it. Gouges at knee height on a juniper, the edges curled outward as if something had raked them from inside the wood itself. She ran a thumb over one, hissed as it caught her cuticle. The wound was fresh. She smelled the lingering ozone, the faint crackle of spent energy that hung around the site like the aftertaste of lightning.
In the tangled undergrowth, she found the first real sample. Fur, wedged between two thorns, twisted in a geometry of pain and flight. She tweezed it free. The tuft was black at the tip, white at the root, but when the sunlight caught it, the hair shimmered with a silver so fine it bordered on hallucination. It pulsed in her hand. Claire closed her fist, shoving the panic down, and tucked it into a jar already half-full of similar oddities.
She moved methodically. Soil from a deep print where the shape of the foot changed halfway through the stride, heel to paw, then back again, like the creature couldn’t decide which pain it liked better. Water from a puddle at the root of a split oak, the surface film alive with color, the current running the wrong way, refusing the logic of gravity or thirst. Every sample betrayed a tale she must not follow, but she pressed on, fingers numb from cold.
At the stream, she knelt again, this time to measure. The current was sluggish, the bed littered with rocks that should have settled but instead hovered, a fraction of an inch above the silt, quivering. She slipped her thermometer in, watched as the numbers climbed: above ambient, above boiling. She jerked her hand back, drops of steaming water beading on her skin and raising blisters almost instantly. She popped the blisters, squeezed the fluid onto a glass slide, and capped it with a practiced snap. It would never be enough data. She could have filled a hundred bags and still not mapped the full trajectory of the wound.
The trees thinned. She felt the wrongness before she saw it, a clearing, burned raw, everything within its reach dead or dying. At the center, the earth still steamed. No living thing dared cross the border, not even the hardiest moss. Claire stepped into the dead zone, boots crunching over scorched detritus, and let her eyes adjust. In the center, something had pressed a depression into the soil, a negative imprint of a body too massive to belong here. The ground around it glimmered, not with dew, but with a frost that refused to melt even as the sun poured down. She bent, pressed her palm to it, and yanked back with a hiss. The frost burned, a cold so intense it felt like fire. She blinked, vision swimming, and in the afterimage saw a ring of mushrooms, black and curled inward like a row of teeth.
She shuddered, forced herself to stand straight. Every instinct screamed to leave the bag, the data, the entire memory of the place and run until her breath turned to glass. Instead, she documented: drawings, vials, notes. Her hand shook, but her script remained steady.
She turned, last, to the periphery. On a branch above, something watched. Not a bird, not a beast. Just the shadow of a thing, too alert to be an accident, too absent to be caught. She refused it, her fear. Instead, she gathered the bag, cinched the straps tighter, and marched out the way she had come.
The resolve came not as relief, but as a settling of sediment in the gut: there would be no disguising this. Not from Kade, not from herself. The evidence was the wound, and she would carry it, unhealed and festering, until someone else made sense of it.
She left the forest as she found it: silent, wounded, and certain that nothing good would grow here for a long, long time.

      [image: ]The sanctuary’s walls sweated. The smell of old limestone and older books waged an uneven war, and on the table between them the evidence was a battlefield: charred mushroom rings, fur sealed in glassine, vials lined up in a neat, accusatory row. Claire arranged each item in silence, a curator assembling the final exhibit of a dying species.
Across the table, Kade loomed. He had not shifted, but the threat was there in the coiled muscle of his arms, the way his hands splayed on the table, flat as weapons. His eyes caught the flicker of torchlight and reflected it gold, even here. He did not bother with the preamble.
“You found him?” The words landed like stones. Claire closed the last vial with a snap, shook her head. “No. Just aftermath. If we wait much longer, there won’t be a forest left to search.”
She opened her field notebook, showed him the sketches: the changing tracks, the frost, the place where nothing would grow. “The rate of deterioration has doubled in three days,” she said, voice rough from the acid in her throat. “And it’s not just physical. The magic is… ” She hesitated, unwilling to use the words broken or evil, though both fit. “It’s like he’s pulling from a different source now. He is not an animal, not even a shifter. Something colder, wrong.”
Kade picked up a sample, rolled the vial between his fingers. “He’s adapting.” There was a strange pride in his voice, and then he caught himself, jaw going tight. “Or something is adapting to him.” He set the sample down, fingers trembling just enough for her to notice. “Either way, he needs to be brought in before someone gets killed. Or before the Brotherhood realizes what we’ve made.”
The word ‘we’ cut. Claire bristled. “He’s not a dog to be called home. He’s a person, Kade. He needs time, and support, and a little less iron in his diet.” She indicated the wounds, the way the tissue failed to heal right. “The more you chase, the more you drive him deeper.”
Kade leaned in. “You think I don’t know what pursuit feels like? They hunted me for centuries. I know the playbook.” He swept the map off the wall, paper so old it crumbled at the edges, and stabbed a finger at a cluster of marks. “The pattern’s obvious. If we don’t intervene, he’ll circle back to the village by dusk. That’s where he always ends up.” His face was all bone and tension, the lines deeper than memory.
Claire looked at the map, then at the table, then at him. “He could change the pattern.” Her voice barely carried. “Or we could.” She wanted to believe it. Kade folded his arms, the movement tight, careful. “And if he doesn’t?”
She pressed her palms to the table, felt the cold seeping through the wood. “Containment isn’t the answer. If you pin him, you make him more desperate. He needs to trust us before anything gets better.” She met his eyes, refusing to look away. “You remember what that’s like, too.”
The memory hung between them. He broke first, looking away, then back. “We have the magic wards,” he said, softer. “We can bring him in without, ” The sentence died. Claire knew the word: without blood.
She shook her head, her anger a brittle shell. “You mean like they brought me in? With a bag over the head and chains? Remind me how that worked out.” Her breath came faster, but her hands didn’t shake. “Let me try the other way.” He exhaled, slow. “If you fail, we lose him. For good.” His voice was softer than she’d ever heard. “And maybe more.”
She wanted to scream, but instead she gathered the evidence, laid out her best argument: the wounds, the changing tracks, the hope that it could be different. “Let me do my job. Let me heal.” He stood so suddenly the chair shrieked against the stone. “Fine. One try. But if he goes for the throat… ” She interrupted: “Then at least it’ll be clean.”
The argument exhausted itself in silence. Kade’s hands still trembled on the edge of the table, and Claire’s whole body trembled in the cold. Between them, the samples waited for someone to decide whether they were evidence of hope, or just another failure in a long, unbroken chain. Kade finally spoke, voice stripped to bone. “I’m sorry for before.” She nodded, unsure which before he meant. Maybe all of them.
“Tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll find him. Alone.” Kade left without another word.
The sanctuary held its breath, the lamps guttering. Claire swept the samples back into her bag, every motion careful, each one a suture closing a wound no one wanted to see. When she was done, she touched the cold table, once, and let herself feel nothing at all. Outside, the wind picked up, shaking the doors in their frame. The world did not want to heal, but Claire would try, one more time.

      [image: ]The air in the sanctuary went static. Claire registered the subtle flicker of the lamp before she saw the figure by the door: Elira, outlined in a haze of dust, copper nails already etching glyphs in the space around her head. She didn’t knock. She never did.
Kade straightened, eyes snapping to the newcomer. For a second, the tension between him and Claire fused into a solid block, a thing large enough for Elira to set her hand on as she passed. She paused at the table, gaze darting to the samples and back to Claire. “There’s more to this than you think,” she said. Her voice was low, but the words snapped the chill in the air like a string pulled taut. She circled the table, never once letting her shadow overlap Kade’s.
Claire folded her arms, self-protection against the way Elira’s presence always stole warmth from a room. “We’ve got evidence,” she said, sharper than intended. “What else is there?”
Elira bent to the samples, hands hovering. The runes along her forearms pulsed, a green light that shimmered in time with her breath. She flicked her fingers, drawing a sigil that fizzed above the leaf sample, and the air around it went dense. Claire smelled moss, but also the metallic tang of blood, a scent not native to the evidence.
Kade watched, unblinking.
Elira inhaled, slow. Her eyes dilated until the color was almost gone, leaving only the fracture-lines of the iris. “Hollow magic,” she said, as if she’d named a disease. “It’s clinging to him. Every trace in the forest, every reaction, he’s bleeding it like an open vein.” She picked up the fur sample, pinched it between thumb and forefinger, and whispered a word. The hair shivered, then burst into ash, the residue rising in a spiral before settling, cold, on the table.
Kade’s jaw went rigid. “That’s not possible. The Hollow was sealed.”
Elira turned her gaze on him, slow, predatory. “Everything breaks, given time. Or enough suffering.” She set what was left of the fur down, then traced a shape in the condensation left by her breath on the glass. “You saw the mushrooms,” she said to Claire. “The rot in the stream. The stones.” She pointed. “Classic pattern. Hollow magic binds, then rots, then remakes. There’s always a shadow on the other side.”
Claire’s hands were fists at her sides, knuckles bloodless. “How do we fix it?” The words came out small, and Elira smiled, not kind, not cruel, but like a teacher waiting for a student to catch up. She moved closer, so close Claire could see the small scars at her temples, the way the runes pulsed beneath her skin. “You don’t,” Elira said. “You can only contain it, or hope the vessel doesn’t break.” She turned to Kade. “If you care for him, keep him close. If you can’t, kill him before it spreads.”
The threat was clinical, a line drawn in sterile ink. Claire shook her head, desperate. “There’s always another way. A cure, a ritual, something.” Elira touched her arm, just for a second. The cold went bone-deep. “There is,” she whispered. “But it’s worse than what he’s facing now.” She looked away, to the door, as if the forest was already calling.
None of them moved for a long while. The only sound was the crackle of the lamps and, outside, a single, distant howl: animal and heartbreak, entwined. When Kade spoke, it was a question that sounded like a prayer. “Will he remember who he is, at the end?” Elira didn’t answer, but the look she gave was enough.
The three of them stood, caught in the stone and the dark and the verdict they could neither change nor escape. It was a long time before anyone breathed again.
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Chapter two
Dreams in Blood


Archer 
Archer ran at the head of the pack, paws striking hard and hungry at the black loam. The world was marrow-deep, pine-pitched, old as first hunger. The air, banded with twin moons, cut his nose sharp and full; every inhale dragged in the steam of the runners behind. The others kept pace, thirteen graybacks, all rib-corded and silent, their eyes slit-pale, never blinking. No voice, no howl, not even the brush of fur. Only the quiet.
He recognized himself by absence. The body he wore now: thick pelt, breath cool and even, stride that measured the ground in a perfect, geometric rhythm. It did not tire, it did not question, it did not falter, and yet: with every leap, Archer knew he was also the emptiest wolf in the pack. He was both alien and at home, muscles flexing with pleasure and a kind of loneliness that hollowed the world to bone.
The trees rushed by, trunks strobing between the low moons’ light and the swallowing dark. They ran deeper, over runnels of old blood, through hollows clotted with fungi, across ridges where owl-eyes watched and tallied the doomed. Archer ran in a silence plagued with his own heavy heart beat, but the forest pulsed with a perfect version, a silence so thick it gnawed at his ears. His jaw hung open, tongue flicking cool air, but he did not pant. He didn’t need to.
At the first creek they found the kill. The scent hit before the sight: hot iron, fur, and the subtle sweetness of a dying thing. The pack split without sound, two veering north, three banking off to worry the edge. Archer dove straight, paws landing in the cold water, splashless. The prey was not a deer or hare. It was something else, a wolf like himself, only smaller and ragged at the tail. Its eyes, turned up to the moons, flashed red before the light left.
They tore it in a second, the rest of the pack holding back so Archer could have the marrow. He bit deep, shivering at the taste. It was familiar, and not. He remembered being hungry for this before, remembered the first time he’d tasted his own kind and how the blood had made the stars shimmer above. But tonight, it made the world feel colder. He dropped the bone and pressed on, unclean but unable to name why.
As they ran, the air shifted. The pines bent in the same direction, pointing not up, but sideways, as if a wind from another world pressed through the skin of this one. The moons drifted overhead, slipping between cloud and limb, their faces stuttering, then splitting like twin yolks. The pack moved faster. No one looked back, not even Archer, though he wanted to.
A noise cut the hush. Not bark or bay, but a word. His name. Not Archer, but the other one, the one that opened inside his chest like a mouthful of knives: Kael.
The name thudded in his bones, echoed through the ribs of the wolves around him. The whole pack staggered, then accelerated, pelting through the undergrowth so fast their forms blurred at the edges. Kael. The trees began to lean harder, slamming their trunks into the path, branches reaching for the fur and flesh of the runners. Archer led the way, but felt himself splitting, the shape of his body flickering between wolf and not-wolf, legs too long for the earth, eyes too bright for the dark.
The name came again, this time from deep inside, then from everywhere like an echo, the dirt, the sky, the red moons weeping down their twin lights. KAEL. It hurt. His ears folded, teeth bared, and he tried to run faster, but the ground was gone. There was only the name, pouring through him, splitting the fur from the skin, the skin from the muscle, the muscle from the soul. He saw, for a flash, the old lab, the glass walls, the shimmer of his own face reflected in surgical steel. Then the memory was gone, replaced by the roar of not just a single name, but a thousand, each one sharper and heavier than the last.
KAEL. KAEL. KAEL.
The pack broke apart, bodies slamming into trees, jaws cracking on stone, the smell of wolf-blood flooding the air. Archer tried to slow, tried to breathe, but the name would not let him. It pulled him in two, one self running, the other flayed, watching as the pack collapsed around him. He tumbled into a clearing, moons overhead now the color of blood. Every shadow in the woods bent toward him, claws and teeth eager for what remained. The pain was sudden, not like an injury but like an undoing. His fur fell away, skin split, limbs locked as the name became a storm inside the skull.
He tried to scream but only managed a whine, the body refusing to be a voice. He saw, in the last moment before waking, his own face turned up to the moons, the eyes shining with an amber that was not his own, and then the world split, down the spine, through the heart, out into the dark, and Archer knew only descent. He hit the ground hard enough to remember he had bones at all.
Archer woke up on his side, bent around pain like a question mark.
The world resolved itself one sense at a time: first the grit in his mouth, metallic and greasy, then the cold sweat glued to the small of his back. His hands, if you could call them that, scrabbled at the earth, nails clacking on roots slick with last night’s rain. He tried to roll over. His spine crackled, and a foreign sensation ran the length of it, wet fur, then not-fur, then fur again. He groaned, jaw unfamiliar, tongue swollen with the memory of something dead.
His first thought was to inventory the damage. He pressed his palm to his chest, the flattened pads still evident, lines of the human hand ghosted beneath the gray. Breath came raw, and each exhale brought with it the bright sting of air through wounds that didn’t know if they were meant for animal or man.
The lean-to around him was a massacre. The tarp, salvaged from a logging camp, patched with whatever adhesive he'd found, was torn from corner to center, a V-shaped gash that let in more moonlight than he remembered. Blankets, once cunningly arranged for camouflage, were shredded to confetti, and his entire tool kit, such as it was, lay scattered and upended in a perfect spiral of destruction. A dented tin can, still sticky with yesterday’s beans, clung to the wall by a sliver of torn nail. Blood spotted the dirt, some dried, some fresher.
He sat up. The pain made him snap his teeth to the air, a gesture not entirely voluntary. The action hurt his jaw, distended and not quite reset. He tasted blood again, this time his own.
A howl tried to force its way up. He fought it down, knowing the pack, the real wolves, the ones who still hunted in these woods, would not take kindly to a trespasser in this state. Instead, he let it out slowly, a shuddering groan that lost itself in the branches above.
He flexed his hands, staring. The fur receded as he watched, hair by hair, until only the backs of his knuckles retained a faint dusting of gray. The fingers themselves were too long, knuckles fat, and the webbing at the base of each digit glistened, almost amphibious, before tightening up and returning to a human shape. He checked his feet: the same. For a second, his left leg would not bend; then it did, and the joint popped with a sick satisfaction. The wounds, fresh and ragged, ran the length of his thigh and up to his ribs, like something inside had tried to claw its way out.
He knew the feeling. He’d lived it before, in other forests, in other nightmares. The Brotherhood’s handiwork showed in the scars that rimmed his wrists and ankles, neat and ugly at the same time, the pattern so familiar it almost comforted him.
He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to remember the dream. The wolves, the moons, the name that rode the wind with the finality of a death sentence. He still felt it in his ears: Kael. Louder than thunder. He didn’t know if it was his name, or someone else’s, but it owned him, and the ache it left behind was worse than the wounds.
He staggered upright, using the frame of the lean-to for leverage. His hand left a streak of blood and dirt on the splintered post, but he barely registered the pain. Surveying the camp, he saw, in the slant of objects and the sharp lines where violence had passed through, evidence that this was not the first time he’d torn up the night.
He picked his way through the wreckage, every step a new negotiation with pain, and fished out the flask he kept wedged behind the bedroll. The whiskey inside was cheap, medicinal, and burned all the way down, but it steadied his hands enough to think.
The word still echoed: Kael. Not spoken, but drummed, as if the whole forest had conspired to beat it into his skull. He shuddered, then wrapped himself in what was left of the blanket and waited for the dawn, or for the next thing that wanted to break him open.
Above, the moons receded. The forest stayed silent, listening. He could almost feel the trees leaning in, straining to hear what he would do next.
She crashed through the brush with all the subtlety of a deer with its leg in a trap. Archer heard her before she was even close, her voice nothing but the desperate push of boots on wet ground, her breath a ragged line through the chill. When she burst into the ruined lean-to, he didn’t even try to hide the mess. He just waited, wrapped in the last threadbare blanket, the memory of the dream gnawing at the edge of his mind.
Claire looked him over, her gaze medical first, human second. She knelt in front of him, and Archer flinched at how close she was. Her hands moved quickly, inventorying the wounds, cataloguing the fur still clinging to his wrist, the curve of his half-healed claw. She touched the worst cut at his thigh, the pads of her fingers warm and alive, and only after did he realize her hands weren’t shaking at all.
“You called out,” she said, voice clipped but not unkind. “I came as soon as- ” She stopped, shook her head, and started again. “Let me see the side.”
He obeyed, if only because the alternative was more pain. The blanket dropped. She caught a glimpse of the gash that ran from hip to rib, the blood still sticky where it had matted with shed hair. She exhaled, sharp, and reached into the satchel at her belt. Gauze, a brown bottle with a twist cap, tweezers, a lighter. No hesitation, just the rhythm of a thousand midnight interventions.
He hissed as she poured the alcohol. She didn’t apologize. Instead, she pressed the gauze tight and held it there, her face half-shadow in the moonlight that made it through the lean-to’s torn roof.
“It was worse this time,” he said, surprised to hear his own voice. “Felt like the name was eating me alive.” He flexed his hand; the fur was gone now, replaced by raw, inflamed skin. She nodded. “You said a name. In the howl.” She tried to meet his eyes, but he looked away, not wanting to see himself reflected in them.
“Kael,” he said, almost a whisper. “I don’t know where it comes from. But it’s like… ” He swallowed. “Like it’s what I was supposed to be, before they got to me.” He wanted to say the Brotherhood, but the word burned on his tongue, even now.
She pressed another square of gauze to a puncture on his arm, her sleeves falling back. The moonlight hit the inside of her forearm, where the skin was a latticework of scars. He recognized some of the sigils, containment, silence, compulsion, etched in the ugly blue that only magic could manage. He shuddered. “They did that to you?” She shrugged. “I volunteered.” Then, softer: “Didn’t mean it to end up like this.”
The wounds on his side stopped bleeding, but she didn’t stop pressing. Her touch was clinical, but there was a kindness in it, a warmth that made his skin prickle. She reached up, brushed a smear of blood from his jaw, then used her own sleeve to clean his chin. Archer hated that he wanted her to stay close.
“This is the third time this week,” she said. Her eyes, when they caught his, were soft but tired. “If the next one goes bad, you might not wake up at all.”
He tried to joke, but the words never came. Instead, he stared at her hands, the fingers stained with his blood, the nails bitten short but still elegant in their precision. He wanted to say thank you, but also sorry, but also, please don’t leave.
She broke the silence first. “I had a dream, too. The night before last.” Her hand lingered on his wrist. “There was a river. Everything was burning. You were there, but you didn’t know me.” She smiled, but it hurt to see. “Maybe you were happier.”
He shook his head. “I don’t think I’d ever be happier. Just different.” The admission tasted of betrayal. He watched the way her hair caught the light, the streaks of silver that ran through the brown, and for a second he wanted to tell her everything. He almost did.
Instead, he asked, “Why do you keep coming back?” She laughed, a sharp, bright thing that made the moon hesitate in the window. “I have a healer’s disease. Can’t leave a wound alone.” Her thumb found the inside of his wrist, pressing the artery with a steadiness that was almost love.
“I don’t remember most of the old lives,” he said, not sure if he was talking to her or himself. “Just flashes. Sometimes I think I was a monster. Other times, I’m just… lost.” She put her hand to his face, not to heal but to hold. “You’re not lost. You’re just between.” Her hand was warm, and the pressure of it was the only thing keeping him anchored to the moment.
He closed his eyes, let himself drift, the feeling guiding him. He didn’t want to wake up if it meant losing this, the quiet and the closeness, the warmth of another human being who did not recoil from what he was.
When he opened them again, she was still there, still holding him, the wounds clean and already starting to close. Her own scars glowed faint in the dark, a map of her history. She didn’t let go, not even when the magic faded, not even when the moon dipped behind the clouds.
He let himself lean into her, just a little, and this time he did not dream.
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Kade stalked the perimeter twice before stepping into the kill-zone. He mapped the air in his mind, marking every place the wind reversed, every feather-light shift in pressure. He was careful where he put his feet. Even for a creature with his constitution, this place felt dangerous, not for the claws, or the teeth, but for what lingered after.
The clearing was a perfect circle, about three meters across. The moss that should have been soft and spongy was crisp, black, and powdering away in flakes. In the center, stones were piled, but not by hand, rather, by the upward force of some blast that had left them cracked, then fused, then vitrified on the side that faced the center. The smell of scorched life and ruined potential clung to everything.
He crouched, lowered a hand to the ground, and let the vibrations come up through his palm. Beneath the topsoil, the roots had all withered, but they held a charge, a whisper of something bright and wild, running parallel to the normal world. Kade pressed his ear to the dirt, as he’d done as a boy when his father taught him to listen for heartbeats under a dragon’s scales. He heard not a rhythm, but a tremor, like the ring left by a bell long after it had gone silent.
He stood, exhaled, and uncapped the stick of charcoal he carried in his pocket. He sketched quick, raw runes in the dust, letting the notations record themselves through instinct more than conscious recall. The symbols bloomed dark, then shimmered, then faded, each one a failed match for the magic that still buzzed in the air. He did it again, slower this time, but the effect was the same: the resonance outmatched the sigils he knew.
He bit the inside of his cheek, annoyed. Then he moved to the edge, where the trees leaned back, away from the clearing as though repulsed by a magnet. He scraped bark from the trunk of a pine, tucked the shard into his pocket, then knelt to scoop a handful of ash. He pinched off a sliver of the largest stone, ignoring the pain as the rough edge cut his thumb. Blood beaded, welled, and evaporated almost instantly.
The whole time, he kept one ear tuned for movement, predators, scavengers, or worse, witnesses. But the woods were quiet. Not dead, but suspended, as though every living thing had pulled back to observe what happened next.
The air grew thicker the longer he
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