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CHAPTER ONE: THE SCENT OF BEFORE

The morning Lena Calloway returned to Silverbrook smelled exactly the way she remembered heartbreak: pine resin, cold mountain air, and the ghost of wood smoke drifting down from the ridge where the Ashford pack still ran their patrols.

She sat in her car at the edge of town for longer than she should have, engine idling, fingers tight around the steering wheel, watching the sun finish its slow climb over the treeline. The dashboard clock read 7:14 a.m. She had driven through the night from Portland, fueled by terrible gas station coffee and the particular determination of a woman who had talked herself out of this decision fourteen times before finally committing to it on the night she received her grandmother's call.

She was going home. Not because she wanted to. Because her grandmother was dying, and Nora Calloway had asked for her specifically, in a phone call that lasted three minutes and contained more emotional weight than anything Lena had felt in five years.

"I want to see your face before I go, little wolf," Nora had said. "Come home."

Little wolf. The pack name her grandmother had given her when she was four years old, before anyone knew she'd grow up to be an omega — the lowest-ranking wolf in the Ashford pack hierarchy, born with a scent designation that marked her as gentle, as yielding, as someone who would need a strong mate to protect her from the world's harder edges. The designation had felt like a collar from the moment it settled over her at sixteen, not because she was weak, but because others decided what it meant before she had a chance to say otherwise.

She'd spent the years since then proving those decisions wrong. A degree in environmental law. A position at a firm in Portland that handled land protection cases, old-growth preservation, treaty disputes between development interests and protected land trusts. An apartment with no wolves in it, no pack bonds pulling at the edges of her sleep, no one's dominance pressing against her skin like a second weather system she hadn't consented to inhabit.

She had built herself a life that fit.

And then Eli Ashford had called, two weeks before Nora's call came, and she had understood in the careful way she understood things she didn't want to understand that coming back was never going to be entirely her choice. The call had been brief and professional: the pack was involved in a territorial matter, there might be legal dimensions, would she be willing to consult. She had said she'd think about it. She had not called back. And then Nora's call had come and made all the choosing simple, the way grief simplified things.

Lena turned off the engine.

Silverbrook in early autumn was beautiful in the way places you've loved and left are always beautiful — the beauty sharpened by distance, by loss, by the knowledge that you can see it clearly now precisely because you are no longer tangled up inside it. The main street curved gently between old storefronts, their facades wearing the comfortable shabbiness of places that had never needed to perform for anyone. The diner where she'd spent most of high school was still there, a hand-lettered sign in the window advertising the apple pie that came in every October when the Hendersons' orchard was at peak harvest. A paper sign that someone had been making by hand, every year, for thirty years, because Betty Henderson said printed signs didn't smell right. The hardware store, the pharmacy, the little independent bookshop that Mara Voss had been running since before Lena was born and which smelled, on cold days, of old paper and the particular resin of the pine beams in its ceiling.

Nothing had changed. Everything had.

She got out of the car, stretched the driving out of her spine, and pulled her rolling bag behind her over the uneven sidewalk, letting herself feel the town's pull against her feet. The pack bond was still there — it had never fully dissolved, one of the strange and stubborn features of a wolf's pack connection that no amount of distance or time quite managed to erase entirely — but it sat quiet now, dulled by years of separation, like a radio station received on a clear night from very far away. You could hear it if you listened. She had learned, with considerable effort, not to listen.

She was nearly at the corner of Maple and Cedar when she caught the scent head-on.

Eli.

His scent hit her with the specificity of something that had been written directly into her cells at the age of seventeen and never updated: cedar and clean water and the particular warm-dark quality that distinguished alpha wolves, thicker and steadier than any other designation, carrying in it the implicit weight of a body that had been built to lead. It was more complex than she remembered. Older. Time had added layers. Underneath the cedar there was something new — something that read to her omega senses as sustained stress, the kind that had been running long enough to become structural rather than acute. Something like grief, or the long aftermath of decisions that hadn't turned out to be what they were supposed to be.

She turned.

He was coming out of the diner with two paper cups of coffee, one in each hand, wearing a canvas jacket over dark jeans, his dark hair a little longer than she remembered. The lines of his face were sharper. He had been handsome at twenty-six in the careless way of someone who had never needed to think about it; he was handsome now in a different way, the kind that came with evidence of a life actually lived, which was both better and harder to be near.

He looked up at exactly the moment she turned, because he had caught her scent at the same moment she caught his, and for a full three seconds, neither of them moved.

The distance between them was twenty feet. The pack bond made it feel like less.

Lena was thirty-two years old. She had spent five of those years constructing a self that did not require Eli Ashford's acknowledgment or absence for its structural integrity. She had done good work. She believed in the work. She stood on the corner of Maple and Cedar with her rolling bag and her sleep-deprived body and her very reasonable life fully assembled behind her, and looked at the man who had taken her apart in front of the entire pack, and felt the distance she'd built between that event and herself be very small and very thin.

"Lena." His voice was the same. Low, direct, carrying without effort.

"Eli." She kept hers equally steady, or tried to. "I'm here for Nora."

"I know." He hesitated. The hesitation was new, or at least more visible than it had been. "I'm glad you came."

She didn't know what to do with that, so she didn't try. She nodded once — the kind of nod that communicated acknowledgment without offering anything else — and kept walking.

She didn't let herself look back.

But she felt his gaze on her the whole way up the hill, a warmth between her shoulder blades that she refused to name, refused to catalog, refused to add to the mental ledger she'd been keeping for the past nine hours of driving.

She was going to be professional. She was going to be present for her
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