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The hem was two inches off on the left side and three-quarters off on the right, which meant whoever had fitted the original dress had been in a hurry or had simply not cared. Serena cared. She cared the way she cared about everything in this shop — with the precise, contained attention of a woman who understood that small errors compound. That left alone, they become unfixable. She knelt on the fitting platform with four pins between her lips and the customer, a woman named Diane who smelled of drugstore perfume and warm bread, standing very still above her.

"Is it bad?" Diane asked.

Serena took a pin from her lips, set it, smoothed the fabric with two fingers. "It's fixable."

That was always the answer. It was always fixable. That was why people came back.

Outside, the Tuesday morning traffic moved through Ashwick in its familiar rhythm — lorries making deliveries to the high street, the bakery two doors down running its exhaust fan, the sound of the infant school bell somewhere behind the terraced houses. Three years, and Serena knew this town by sound now. She knew which loose cobblestone rattled differently from the others. She knew the gust patterns through the gap between her building and the estate agent's next door. She knew which evenings the post office stayed open late and which mornings the car park filled fastest and which route to the park gave her the best visibility in all directions before she committed to entering.

She knew it all the way a person knows a place they have chosen to survive in.

Mila was on the floor behind the fitting platform, on the square of rug Serena had put down specifically for this purpose, working with single-minded focus on a stack of wooden thread spools. She was building something. What it was changed every thirty seconds — a tower, then a fence, then a road — and each new configuration was accompanied by a low, continuous narration that Serena had learned to let run in the background of her awareness like a second heartbeat. If the narration stopped, she looked up. If the narration shifted in pitch, she looked up. Otherwise, she let Mila build her roads.

"She's so good," Diane said, glancing down.

"She is," Serena said. It was true and it was also a thing Serena said very carefully, because good was a word that could prompt follow-up questions. How old. Who does she look like. Is her father tall. She had forty-seven variations of what came next and she moved through them automatically, the way she moved through everything.

"Mine were never that still at that age." Diane laughed. "They were chaos from the minute they could crawl."

"She concentrates." Serena set the last pin and rose. "Left side will take the adjustment faster than the right — there's a little more give in the seam. I can have it ready Thursday."

"You're a miracle worker."

"Thursday," Serena said, and smiled in the way that closed conversations.

✦ ✦ ✦

After Diane left, Serena ran the hem through the machine and let herself have the half hour of quiet. Mila had migrated from the rug to the window seat, belly-down, watching the street. She did this sometimes — went still and watchful in a way that no one who knew her mother would find surprising, but that occasionally made strangers look twice. The stillness was too focused for her age. Too patient. Serena had long since stopped pretending she didn't know where it came from.

She did not think about that. She thought about the hem.

The machine ran smooth under her hands. Outside, clouds had moved in from the west and the light in the shop had gone from pale yellow to the flat grey that meant rain by afternoon. Serena liked the grey days. Visibility dropped. Ashwick felt smaller, more contained. Less like a place someone could locate on a map and more like a place that simply was — complete and sufficient and bounded.

Three years, two months, and eleven days since she had crossed out of Blackthorn Pack territory carrying a holdall and forty pounds in cash and a secret she did not yet know she had.

She did not count days anymore. She had stopped counting at somewhere past a thousand. But the number was there when she needed it, catalogued with everything else she kept.

Mila said, from the window seat: "Man."

Serena looked up.

Mila was still belly-down, chin on her hands, peering through the lower pane of glass at the street. "Man," she said again, with the flatness of observation rather than alarm. She was reporting, not reacting.

"What man, baby?"

"Big man. Outside the bread place."

The bakery. Serena's hands stilled on the hem. She set it down on the cutting table, kept her movements even, walked to the front of the shop. She did not go to the window. She went to the side of the window, where the angle let her see out without being easily visible from the street.

The man was standing at the entrance to the bakery two doors down. Tall. Dark coat. He was looking at something on his phone. There was nothing about him that should have tripped any alarm — except that Ashwick had four hundred and sixty residents and Serena knew the approximate silhouette of all of them, and this was not one of them.

She watched for thirty seconds. He was not looking at her shop. He was not looking at her street. He put his phone away and went into the bakery.

She went back to the hem.

She reminded herself, with the steady internal voice she had cultivated across three years, that not every stranger was a threat. That the scent she thought she had caught — something underneath the exhaust and the bakery bread and the coming rain — was probably her own anxiety constructing things. She had done it before. She had smelled pack wolves where there were none, had clocked dominant energy in perfectly ordinary men, had been wrong every time.

She had also been right twice.

She finished the hem. She made two cups of tea, drank one, gave Mila the other in her stacking cup with the spool pattern on the side. She told herself the afternoon was ordinary.

✦ ✦ ✦

He came in at half past two.

The bell above the door went and Serena looked up from the jacket she was lining, and the man from the bakery was in her shop. Up close he was larger than he'd appeared through the window — the kind of size that came from structure, not bulk, the kind that didn't announce itself loudly. He wore a dark coat, a plain collar beneath it. His face was unremarkable in the way that faces are unremarkable when they are keeping something back. A human being would have seen a man in a nice coat. Would have seen slightly muddy boots and a jaw that needed shaving and eyes that were — she placed the colour without allowing herself to linger on it — pale grey.

Serena placed the jacket on the cutting table. She put her hands where she could see them. She said, in her shop voice, level and welcoming and nothing else: "Can I help you?"

He did not answer immediately. He looked at the shop — a surveying look, brief and systematic — and then he looked at her.

"I heard this is the best alterations in the county," he said. His voice was low. He didn't do anything special with it.

"That's very kind of whoever said that." Serena moved behind the cutting table. She did not do it quickly. "Are you local?"

"Passing through." He looked at the samples on the wall — the swatches, the finished sleeves she used to demonstrate fabric choices. He touched nothing. "I'm based further out. Towards the Weald."

The Weald. Sixty miles of scattered villages and farm country and, embedded within it like a stone in a field, Blackthorn Pack territory.

The shop felt smaller. Serena kept her face exactly where it was.

"Long way to come for alterations," she said.

"I had other business in town." He turned back from the wall samples and looked at her directly, and she had one second — one careful, cataloguing second — to decide whether his looking at her was the look of a man who knew exactly who she was, or the look of a man who was simply making conversation.

She could not tell. That was unusual. She could usually tell.

From behind the fitting platform, Mila said, to no one: "The red one falls down."

The man's gaze shifted. He looked at Mila. Mila was rearranging her spools without looking up. He looked at Serena.

"Yours?" he said.

"Yes." No hesitation. No additional information.

He nodded. He moved to the counter. He said he had a suit jacket that needed the sleeves taken in and asked if she did same-day work. She said no. He said Thursday. She said Thursday. He said he would bring the jacket in the morning.

He turned to leave. At the door he stopped. He did not turn all the way around. He said, to the door: "I've heard there's a rogue omega somewhere in this county."

Serena heard her own heartbeat. She kept her hands on the cutting table. She kept her voice level.

"Is that right," she said.

"Officially unregistered." He said it the same way he'd said everything — quietly, no particular weight. "The kind of thing that interests certain parties."

"Sounds like a rumour," Serena said. "People always have theories about where wolves are hiding."

A pause. He turned just enough that she could see the side of his face. He was almost smiling. It did not reach his eyes.

"They do," he said. "Good afternoon."

The bell went. He was gone.

✦ ✦ ✦

Serena stood at the cutting table for sixty seconds after the door closed. She counted them. Sixty seconds was the time she allowed herself to have the reaction before she began moving.

Her hands were steady. That was the thing about three years — her hands stayed steady even when everything below the sternum was not. She felt the lurch, the swift cold drop of the body's alarm, and she let it happen in exactly the space she'd given it, and when the sixty seconds ended she picked up her phone.

Rhea answered on the second ring.

"Can Mila sleep at yours tonight?"

"Of course. You alright?"

"Yes. I'll bring her over at five."

She put the phone down. She looked at Mila, who was now attempting to balance a spool on top of another spool, tongue pressed to her upper lip with the effort of it.

Grey eyes. Her father's grey eyes in her mother's careful face.

Serena went to the window and looked out at the empty street. The rain had started — thin and persistent, the kind that soaked without announcing itself. The man was not visible in either direction. A family passed on the pavement. A cyclist with a yellow jacket. A dog pulling a lead.

Nothing.

She told herself it was nothing. She was good at telling herself things.

But that evening, after she dropped Mila at Rhea's and came back to the empty shop, she sat at the cutting table for a long time. She thought about the particular way he had moved through the space. The systematic look. The Weald. The almost-smile. She thought about the way he had said rogue omega — not as a threat, not as a question, but as a piece of information being placed on a table between two people who both knew what it meant.

She thought about the window, and Mila's grey eyes, and the way the man had looked at her daughter for exactly one second before looking at Serena.

One second was enough. She had always known one second was enough.

She went upstairs to the flat. She opened the drawer under her bed where she kept the holdall she had never fully unpacked — not because she was planning to run again, but because she had promised herself she would always be able to. She checked the contents. Cash, enough. Both passports. The document she had drawn up for Mila at a solicitor's in London, the one with no father listed, the one that was the only legal record of her daughter that she had let exist in the world. Mila's medical records under a human GP, no flagged bloodwork — she had been careful about that from the first appointment.

She sat on the edge of the bed with the holdall in her lap.

She was not going to run. Running with a toddler was not the same as running at twenty-three. Running now would mean leaving Rhea, leaving the shop, leaving the three years of painstaking ordinary life she had built out of almost nothing. It would mean beginning again somewhere new with a child who was old enough now to notice the difference and to ask questions about it.

She was not going to run.

She was going to be very, very careful.

She put the holdall back in the drawer. She went to the window and checked the street in both directions. Ordinary. Rain. The bakery sign still lit.

She got into bed. She did not sleep for a long time.

The thing about the mate bond — the thing she never let herself think about in daylight — was that it had not stopped. She had read everything she could find, back in the early days of Ashwick, on the subject of severed mate bonds, abandoned mate bonds, mate bonds in absentia. She had read pack folklore in forum threads and in a secondhand academic text she'd found in a charity shop and in the testimony of two she-wolves on a private message board who had left their alphas and were trying to map what came after.

None of it told her what she already knew from inside her own chest: the bond did not stop. It did not break. It sat where it had always sat — behind the sternum, approximately, like a frequency that was always transmitting — and the only thing that changed with distance and time was that she had gotten better at not listening.

Some nights it was louder than others.

Tonight it was very loud.

She put her hand flat over her sternum. She breathed. She thought about Mila, asleep at Rhea's with her spools lined up by colour on the bedside table. She thought about the man in the dark coat and the Weald and the word rogue held lightly in a low voice.

She thought: he is in Ashwick.

She did not let herself finish the thought. She turned it over like a stone and put it back down.

She breathed until the bond was background again. Until it was the hum she had learned to live on top of. Until the flat was just a flat — the rain on the window, the boiler ticking, the ordinary sounds of a life she had built and intended to keep.

She closed her eyes.

She thought: if he is in Ashwick, he will come back.

She thought: I will not run.

She thought: I am not ready.

None of those things resolved. She had long since stopped waiting for things to resolve. She let them sit, unanswered, in the dark, and she waited for sleep to come.

It came eventually. It always did.

But the bond hummed under it all night long, louder than it had been in a year, as if something that had been waiting for a very long time had just been told it was close.
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The council table is the same table it has always been. Forty years old, dark oak, long enough that the men at the far end have to raise their voices slightly if they want to be heard. Caius does not raise his voice. He has never needed to. He sits at the head of it and lets the room come to him, and the room always does.

Today there are seven around it. Dorian to his right, as always. Three senior betas on the left flank. Elder Voss at the far end — white-haired, deliberate, the kind of man who lets silences do his negotiating for him. And Bren, his head of territory security, who has been speaking for eleven minutes about the northern boundary and who is now, finally, getting to the point.

"Two confirmed rogue crossings in six weeks," Bren says. "Both from the north. Both low-ranked. One male, one female. Neither challenged. We processed the male — issued a pack entry clearance, standard seven-day. The female declined processing and left the same night."

"Left toward where," Caius says.

"South-east."

"Did we track her?"

"To the county boundary. After that she crossed into unregistered territory and we lost the scent."

Caius looks at the map Bren has laid across the table. The northern boundary, the two entry points marked in red. The pale grey of unregistered territory spreading south and east, uncoloured, unowned. His territory stops where the grey begins. Every pack's territory stops somewhere. The grey is where the rogues go.

"Increase the patrol rotation on the northern stretch," he says. "Two-man units, full-shift overlap at the gap points. I want visual confirmation on every crossing, not just scent tracking." He looks at Bren. "And if she comes back through, bring her in for processing. Don't lose her again."

Bren nods. Makes a note.

The meeting moves. Harvest logistics, the border agreement with the Ashford Pack that needs a second signature, a noise complaint from a human farmer whose property abuts the pack's eastern perimeter. Caius moves through all of it. He signs the Ashford document. He assigns the noise complaint to a beta with good human-facing skills and a quiet manner. He does not check his watch. He does not look at the window.

He is aware, in the peripheral register that he keeps below active thought, that Dorian has looked at him twice already this morning in the particular way that means Dorian is waiting for a space to say something Caius will not welcome.

He does not give him the space. Not yet. The meeting has seven items and they are on item four and he intends to be through all seven before he allows the conversation that item eight — the unofficial item, the one that is not on any agenda — demands.

✦ ✦ ✦

The last three council members file out at quarter past eleven. Dorian stays. He stays the way he always stays — not lingering, not hovering, just present, refilling his coffee at the side table as though that is his purpose and not an excuse to be in the room when the door closes.

Caius stacks the signed documents. He puts the cap on his pen. He says, without looking up: "Say it."

Dorian turns. He holds his coffee in both hands. He is forty-one years old and has been Caius's second for nine of those years and has, in that time, developed the particular quality of knowing exactly when to speak and exactly how much to say. He says: "Your scent has shifted again."

"You've mentioned it."

"I've mentioned it twice. This is the third time. It's getting stronger."

Caius looks up. "Define stronger."

"Lena asked me about it after the last full-moon assembly. She said you smelled like someone who was — she said the word she'd use is incomplete. Like a sentence missing its last word." Dorian pauses. "That's a she-wolf with a sensitive nose using pack-speak for what I've been trying to tell you in plain language for four months."

"Lena has a sensitive nose and a set of ambitions that make her an unreliable narrator."

"She's not wrong about the scent, Caius."

The room is quiet. Outside the window, the pack grounds are moving with the ordinary business of a Thursday — the training field occupied, the kitchen garden being turned over for winter, two young wolves running the boundary track at a pace that means they are racing and not patrolling. Caius watches them for a moment.

His scent. His scent has shifted. He knows this. He has known it for — he does the count without wanting to — approximately fourteen months, which is approximately the point at which the mate bond ache, which had been constant and manageable, had shifted in register. Not louder, exactly. Different. A frequency change. As if something in the transmission had altered at its source.

He has not examined this closely. He does not intend to.

"The bond is in an extended separation state," he says. "Scent deviation in unresolved mate bonds is documented. It normalises."

"Fourteen months is not normalising."

"Dorian."

"I'm your second." Dorian puts the coffee down. "I'm telling you that your wolves are noticing, and that noticing creates speculation, and speculation in a pack creates pressure. You know this. You've managed it in others."

"I'll manage it."

"How."

The question sits on the table between them. Caius does not answer it immediately. He looks at his hands — flat on the table, still, the way his hands are always still when he is working to keep them that way.

He has sent three trackers for her. Three, across three years. The first within a month of her disappearance — the result: scent trail ending at a motorway service station two counties south, picked up briefly, lost at a bus terminal. The second six months later — a possible lead in a coastal town that proved to be a different omega entirely. The third, a year ago, had found nothing at all.

He had been a different kind of king at twenty-seven than he was now. He had been capable, in those first weeks, of the specific irrational hope that she had a reason, that there was a reason, that when he found her she would tell him something that made sense of the absence. He had been capable of sitting with the mate bond's raw insistence and calling it information.

Three years had changed that. Three years had given him something more functional: the ability to keep the ache in a category labelled operational and address it with operational tools. Trackers. File searches. Rogue omega reports filtered through Bren's security desk. None of it had produced her. He had concluded, with the same methodology he applied to every intractable problem, that the next step was different data.

"I'm sending a fourth tracker," he says.

"You said that about the third one."

"The third one covered the coastal quadrant. I want the inland quadrant searched this time. South and east." He picks up his pen again. "There's a rogue omega report from four months ago — female, omega-class, no pack registration, settled somewhere in the unregistered belt. The description is incomplete. I want it followed."

Dorian is quiet for a moment. "That could be anyone."

"Yes," Caius says. "That's why I'm sending someone to look."

✦ ✦ ✦

He sends Dorian out at noon. He has forty minutes before the afternoon's business begins — a disciplinary matter involving two young betas who had taken a territorial dispute public, which he finds tedious, and a planning review for the winter assembly, which he finds more tedious still. He has forty minutes and he uses approximately two of them before he does the thing he does not do in front of anyone.

He sits at the council table, alone, and he lets the mate bond come forward.

Not the managed version — the one he keeps behind two layers of control, the operational ache, the frequency he monitors at professional distance. He lets the full thing come. It takes approximately four seconds to arrive, the way it always does when he drops the management — a physical weight across the sternum, a pull that has a direction to it even if the direction has always been approximate. South-east. It has always pointed south-east.

He sits with it.

She is alive. He knows this because the bond is alive. A severed bond — he has read enough, asked enough of the pack's elder lore specialists in careful, deniable ways, to know the difference. A severed bond collapses inward. It leaves a specific kind of silence in the chest that those who have experienced it describe consistently: an absence, not a presence. What he has is a presence. Diminished by distance, worn at the edges by three years of suppression, but present.

She is alive and she is somewhere south-east and she has, for reasons he has spent three years making and unmaking theories about, chosen not to come back.

He allows himself the question he does not allow in company: why.

He has seven theories. He has ranked them by probability and revisited the ranking every six months. The most probable remains what it has always been: that she left because the pack failed her in some way he has not been able to identify. In the weeks immediately after her disappearance he had conducted what investigation he could — who had she spoken to, who had she been in contact with in the days before she left, was there any incident he had missed. He had found nothing definitive. He had been, in those weeks, fighting a territorial incursion on the northern border that had required every senior wolf he had, and the honest accounting was that he had not been as present as he should have been. He had left her, newly mated, in a pack that was not yet hers, and he had gone to manage a crisis.

He had thought she understood the necessity. He had thought she would be there when he returned.

He had been wrong in a way he has never been wrong about anything else.

He puts his hand flat on the table and presses until the pressure is something he can feel. Not enough. He takes his hand away. He looks at the window. The two wolves who were racing the boundary track have finished. The training field is emptying.

He thinks about the rogue omega report. South-east. Unregistered belt. Female, omega-class, arrived approximately three years ago.

Three years is a specific amount of time.

He has thought this before and been wrong — he has been wrong about a rogue omega report twice, both times sending a tracker who returned with a face that said sorry, not her. He has been wrong and the wrongness each time has cost him something he cannot easily name, a specific reopening of the expectation he had finally managed to close.

He should send a tracker. He has told Dorian he will send a tracker. He should do exactly that.

✦ ✦ ✦

Dorian comes back at half past twelve with a sandwich and a file folder. He puts both on the table. He does not comment on the fact that Caius has not moved. He sits down, opens the file, and turns it so it faces across the table.

"Pulled it from Bren's rogue reports," he says. "The one from four months ago."

Caius pulls the file toward him.

It is thin. A single sheet of field report, the kind Bren's team files when a potential rogue sighting comes in from outside the pack's direct territory — sourced from a contact network, logged, assessed for threat level, filed. This one had been assessed at low threat and filed without follow-up, which was standard for a lone omega with no apparent pack affiliation and no aggressive behaviour pattern.

He reads it.

Female. Omega-class, verified by scent profile from a contact in the area. No pack registration on record. No territorial challenge behaviour. Established in a small human-facing business — the notation says seamstress — in a town called Ashwick, approximately forty miles south-east of Blackthorn territory.

Arrived in the town approximately three years ago. Has been there continuously since.

No known associates in the wolf community.

Caius reads the last line twice. He reads the three-year figure once more. He puts the file down on the table.

He looks at the window for a moment. He looks at the file.

He says: "Where is my coat?"

Dorian, who has been watching him with the careful stillness of someone who has already decided not to say I told you so, says: "Hallway hook. Where it always is."

"Tell Bren I'm taking the afternoon. And the disciplinary hearing — push it to Friday."

"And the planning review?"

"Friday."

"Caius." Dorian's voice is level. "If it's her—"

"I'll be back tonight."

"That's not what I was going to say."

Caius stands. He picks up the file. He looks at Dorian and Dorian looks back at him and between them passes the particular communication of two men who have known each other long enough that certain things do not require language.

Dorian says: "Be careful."

It is, Caius thinks, a strange thing to say to a lycan king about to drive forty miles to find his missing mate. It is also, he acknowledges, probably correct.

He takes his coat from the hallway hook. He takes the car instead of running — a human town, midweek, in daylight — and he drives south-east on the A-road with the mate bond doing what it always does: pointing in the direction he is already going, like a compass that is only useful when you have already decided to move.

✦ ✦ ✦

Ashwick is not what he expected, though he has not let himself build expectations. It is smaller than the maps suggested — a high street, a residential stretch behind it, a green with a car park, a school with crayon drawings in the windows visible from the pavement. He parks on the high street and walks it once, slowly, taking inventory.

The bakery. An estate agent. A pharmacy. A post office. A small alterations and tailoring shop with a hand-lettered sign in the window that says alterations, tailoring, and garment repair, the word repairs underlined twice. The shop window has two finished garments on dress forms and a display of fabric samples arranged by colour. Neat. Deliberate.

He stands across the street from the shop and looks through the window.

A woman, inside. Dark and close-cropped and bent over something at a table — a sewing machine, from the posture, the slight angle of her shoulders as she guides fabric through it. He cannot see her face. He can see the line of her back. The particular economy of how she moves.

His chest does something that is not appropriate to describe as simple recognition. It is closer to a circuit completing — a connection snapping into place that has been half-open for three years, the live wire finding its contact, the full current arriving all at once.

He stands on the pavement in the rain.

He does not go in. Not yet. He is not ready to go in yet, which is not a feeling he normally allows himself and which he notes, files, and sets aside.

He looks at the shop. He looks at the window. He looks at the woman bent over the sewing machine. He gives himself sixty seconds of this and then his gaze drops — tracking the room automatically, entry point to exit point, the way he always tracks a space — and stops.

On the floor, beside the fitting platform. A small shoe. Child-sized. Red, with something shaped like a rabbit on the toe.

He looks at the shoe.

He looks at the woman.

He has stood on this pavement for long enough. He pulls his coat straight, crosses the street, and puts his hand on the door.

He is not ready.

He goes in anyway.
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