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  CHAPTER ONE— BLOOD ON THE WALLS

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




(Nova)




By the time I got to the safehouse, the walls were still bleeding.




Not with blood, not exactly. Real blood doesn’t glow.




This stuff crawled in slow, luminous veins across cracked plaster, pulsing like someone had tattooed the building with a dying star. The symbols were jagged and looping all at once, curling into shapes I didn’t have words for but my bones recognized.




The Crucible inside my chest recognized them too.




It tightened, a hot fist under my sternum. I sucked in a breath, hand flying to the spot just below my collarbone where the sigil scarred my skin, invisible under my shirt.




“Easy,” I muttered under my breath, as if I were talking to a skittish animal and not an ancient prison of cosmic horrors. “We’re just looking.”




The Crucible responded with a slow, rolling throb that radiated down my ribs and up my spine. Like it was pressing against bone, pushing back.




Like it was excited.




“Lysander.”




The growl came from behind me, low and pissed off.




I didn’t need to turn to know the exact angle of his shoulders, the deliberate weight in his step, the way his jaw would be clenched hard enough to crack teeth.




Still, I turned. I always did.




Riven Kael filled the doorway like a promise and a threat, broad shoulders framed in the warped wooden door, black T-shirt dusted with brick powder, grey hoodie unzipped despite the chill.




His eyes, though—that was the problem.




They used to be warm brown. Tonight they were a molten amber, pupils a little too narrow, catching the faint light from the runes on the wall and reflecting it back like an animal caught in headlights.




Like a wolf that hadn’t decided whether you were prey or pack.




“You’re late,” I said, because I was me and he was him and if we didn’t default to sarcasm, we’d have to acknowledge the fear chewing on both our throats.




He stepped into the room, gaze skimming over me like a scanner, checking for injuries. He didn’t answer my jab.




Typical.




The safehouse had been a two-story apartment at the edge of Veilbound’s Old Quarter—a place where wards were thicker than the bricks and the neighbors knew better than to ask why their upstairs tenant only came home at 3 a.m. and smelled like graveyard soil.




Now it looked like someone had shaken it like a snow globe and then poured nightmare over it.




The furniture was overturned, glass on the floor shimmering faintly with residual magic. The air tasted of copper, salt, and old incense. Broken sigil stones lay in shards near the center of the room, their protective circles shattered.




And the bodies—




Three of them. Two witches, one wolf.




I’d clocked the wolf’s scent as soon as I walked in: fur and ozone and gun oil. He lay half-shifted, claws extended, eyes glassy, mouth open in a silent snarl. The witches were worse—limbs twisted, mouths and eyes ringed in charred, glowing sigils that matched those on the wall.




Those sigils were writing a message.




Riven’s jaw ticked as he took in the scene. His nostrils flared once. He swallowed whatever was in his throat and pivoted toward me.




“You came here alone,” he said, voice quiet, too quiet. “While the city is lighting up with Veil Tears, while the Devourers are pushing at the edges, while every cultist in a fifty-mile radius is sniffing around for a taste of your soul. You walked into this alone.” His hand flexed at his side. “Again.”




“I told you where I was going,” I said. “In the group chat. Twenty minutes ago.”




“Signal was jammed until five minutes ago.” He jerked his chin toward a cracked crystal node in the ceiling, sparking weakly. “You knew that before you came down into this concrete coffin.”




I rolled my eyes and turned back to the wall to hide the flash of guilt on my face.




“Concrete coffin, cute. You practicing these on the way over or do they just come naturally now?”




“The jokes come naturally,” he said. “The urge to drag you out of here over my shoulder, that one I’m working hard to suppress.”




The Crucible rattled like a steel ball rolled inside my ribcage. The glowing runes on the wall flickered in response to Riven’s voice, brightening and dimming like breath.




I stepped closer, boots crunching glass. Up close, the symbols weren’t random chaos; they were patterns. Circles intersecting with lines, jagged teeth cutting through softer spirals. They spidered out from one central shape: a rough, elongated diamond, split down the middle.




I knew that shape. I saw it every time I looked in the mirror with my shirt off.




That was the core sigil of the Crucible.




“I need a clear shot of this,” I said, reaching into my leather jacket for my phone. “Before the Scene Cleaners come in and sterilize everything. Zadie’s gonna want—”




The moment my fingers brushed the nearest sigil, the world blew out.




Not literally. The room was still there, I was still standing, glass underfoot, Riven a tense line behind me. But the sigil flared under my hand, searing white, and my senses snapped sideways.




For a heartbeat—two—I wasn’t in the safehouse.




I was somewhere else.




Stone under my knees. Air like ice burned my lungs. Shadows pressing in from all directions, thick and alive. They whispered against my skin, sliding over me like cold smoke, jabbering in a hundred voices that weren’t quite voices.




open-open-open-open-open—




At the center of it all, a figure stood on an altar of veins and stone.




Cassian Draegor didn’t look like a monster.




Monsters rarely do, at first.




He was dressed in simple dark clothes, sleeves rolled up, hands bare. His hair was a calm silver, not from age but choice, artfully tousled. His face was sharp but not unkind—teacher’s cheekbones, philosopher’s mouth.




His eyes, though.




They were wrong.




Not in a glowing, demonic, look at me I’m the villain way. They were wrong because they were so utterly, perfectly still. Like nothing he saw could surprise him anymore. Like he’d already imagined every possible version of this moment and filed them in neat little drawers in his brain.




He smiled. Not at the shadows. At me.




“Nova,” he said, his voice echoing down a corridor that didn’t exist. “You’ve found my handwriting. Good girl.”




The shadows surged around him, scrabbling against invisible walls, desperate to get closer. For a second, I thought they were going to envelop him.




But he held up his hand, and they recoiled like whipped dogs.




The Crucible inside me constricted, hard enough to make black dots swim at the edges of my vision.




Pain flared, sharp and bright, right under my sternum.




“Nope,” I managed, gritting my teeth. “We are not doing this right now.”




“Nova!” Riven’s voice, far away, or maybe close, I couldn’t tell.




Cassian tilted his head, amused.




“You’re getting better at resisting bleed-over,” he said conversationally. “Impressive. The last host couldn’t even stand upright by this stage.”




I wanted to say something smart, something sharp enough to make that stillness in his eyes crack.




Instead, all I could force out was, “Get. Out. Of. My. Head.”




Cassian’s smile broadened by a millimeter.




“I’m not in your head,” he said. “I’m in the lock. You’re the door it’s bolted to. Don’t worry.” His gaze flicked to my chest, like he could see straight through skin and bone to the Crucible grinding against my heart. “I’ll open you gently.”




The shadows surged again, triumphant.




The sigil under my hand went white-hot.




The safehouse snapped back into existence like someone had slammed a door. I staggered away from the wall, my palm smoking, the smell of burnt ozone and flesh thick in the air.




Strong hands caught my elbows before I could go down.




“Nova.” Riven’s face swam into focus—amber eyes blown wide, lips parted, breath rough. “Hey. Hey, stay with me.”




I blinked. The glowing runes behind him blurred into streaks of light.




“Tell me you’re seeing this too,” I croaked. “Because if I just hallucinated a TED Talk from Veilbound’s Most Wanted in the middle of a crime scene, I’m going to be very annoyed.”




Riven’s gaze flicked over my shoulder to the wall, then back to me. His fingers tightened.




“What did he say?” he demanded. “What did he do?”




I swallowed, throat dry.




“He said ‘nice lock, shame about the door’ and promised to open me up like a present,” I said. “You know. The usual.”




Riven’s growl rumbled through his chest and into my bones. For a second, his features shimmered—cheekbones sharpening, eyes bleeding more gold, the faint impression of fur along his jaw.




The wolf pushing against his skin.




He let go of my elbows and paced away, hands in his hair, shoulders tight.




“Cassian Draegor shouldn’t be able to piggyback on a mark from across the city like that,” he said, more to himself than to me. “Not without a direct link. Not unless the Crucible—”




“Is acting like a giant, screaming beacon with my circulatory system as the neon tubing?” I finished, flexing my burnt hand. The pain was already fading, the skin knitting faster than it should have.




Perks of being a cosmic lock: accelerated healing, occasional voices of doom, frequent urges to throw up.




“Yeah,” I added, softer. “I’m starting to get that impression too.”




We stood there for a moment in the glowing half-dark, listening to the distant wail of sirens and the closer drip of something thick inside the walls.




Outside, Veilbound City moved on: traffic humming, airships thrumming overhead, a million oblivious lives orbiting around the hole in reality under their feet.




In here, three bodies cooled on the floor and an ancient warlock had just used my nervous system as a conference call.




Just another Tuesday.




Riven exhaled hard and turned back to me, expression shuttered.




“We’re done,” he said. “You’re out. I’ll call this in to Zadie and Eli, get the Scene Cleaners to sanitize the place, see if there’s anything left for Dorian to taste in the blood. You’re going home.”




I snorted. “I don’t have a home, I have an apartment with three locks and a warded bathtub.”




“Then you’re going to the Den,” he snapped. “Pack territory. Walls that bite back. Wolves who will tear out throats for you. Somewhere that isn’t a neon ‘Come Eat the Vessel’ sign.”




“You know what else is a neon sign?” I flicked my fingers toward the rune-smeared wall. “Leaving this untouched. We need photos. We need samples. We need—”




“Nova.”




My name wasn’t special. Not really. You could shout it down a busy Veilbound street and get at least four heads turning.




But in Riven’s mouth, it felt like a weight. Like a hand on the back of my neck, pressing me still.




I met his gaze.




Behind the amber glow, I could see the man I’d met two years ago, the one who’d come to my crappy office with a missing-packmate case and a desperate, stubborn hope he’d tried to hide under sarcasm.




He looked older now. Tired. Like every decision we’d made since then had carved another line beside his mouth.




“Look at them,” he said quietly, tipping his chin toward the bodies. “They were supposed to be safe here. Warded. Hidden. And he still found them.”




“He didn’t come for them,” I said. “He came to draw me.”




“Exactly.” Riven stepped closer, the heat of him crowding my space, his scent—pine, smoke, the sharp metallic edge of magic—curling around me. “You walk into scenes like this, and he rides the runes straight into your chest. Every time you use the Crucible, you’re giving him more to work with. You are not going to stand here and soak in his residue like a sponge.”




I hated that he had a point.




I hated that he knew it.




“So what, I hide?” I demanded. “Curl up in a bunker and wait for someone else to solve it? How does that help anyone? How does that help them?” I swung my arm toward the dead wolf on the floor, the witches with their mouths ringed in char. “They died because we’re behind. Because we’re not fast enough. Because he can play in the gaps and we’re always reacting, never ahead. You want me to sit this one out? That’s not happening.”




Riven’s jaw clenched. For a second I thought he was going to yell. Or punch a wall. Or both.




Instead, he moved even closer, until the heat of his body was a line against mine, not quite touching. The Crucible thrummed in my chest like it was trying to match his heartbeat.




He dropped his voice.




“I don’t want you to sit out,” he said. “I want you to be alive long enough to finish this.”




The honest fear in that sentence landed harder than any argument.




I looked away first.




The wall runes pulsed in my peripheral vision, light moving down their tangled lines in slow, deliberate patterns. Not random. Not decorative.




A language.




“I need thirty seconds,” I said finally. “No more. I’ll take photos, maybe a short video, then I’ll let you drag me out by my hair if that makes you happy.”




He exhaled through his teeth. “You don’t have that much hair.”




“Metaphorical hair, then.”




He hesitated. His hand twitched, like he wanted to grab my wrist and yank me away from anything even vaguely glowing.




Thirty seconds of data could mean days of progress for Zadie and Eli. Or it could mean nothing. But if we didn’t even try, the Crucible would gnaw at me.




You’re wasting time, it would whisper. You’re letting more people die.




Riven scrubbed a hand over his face.




“Fifteen,” he said at last. “And I’m standing right behind you. The second you sway, I’m hauling you out of here.”




“Deal.” I pulled my phone back out, shook feeling into my burnt fingers, and stepped closer to the wall.




This time I didn’t touch the sigils. I just lifted the phone and started snapping pictures, moving fast but careful, trying to capture the full spread—the central diamond split down the middle, the teeth-like runes branching off, the almost-feathered loops at the edges.




The glow flickered as I filmed, shadows writhing in the lines.




“Zadie’s going to love this,” I muttered. “‘Hey, Z, found your favorite warlock’s murder graffiti, ten out of ten, very on brand.’”




“Yeah,” Riven said dryly behind me. “Nothing says ‘love’ like migraine-inducing Void script.”




Something brushed against my consciousness, feather-light.




Not Cassian this time. The Devourers.




They were like a pressure at the back of my eyes, a sea of hungry attention pressing against glass.




Door-door-door-door-door—




I gritted my teeth and focused on breathing. In, out. In, out.




The Crucible rotated, a subtle grinding sensation behind my heart, resetting its internal locks.




Not yet, I thought at it, like you’d talk to a restless animal. Not tonight. Sit.




The pressure ebbed, reluctantly. For now.




I hit stop on the recording and stepped back.




“Done,” I said. “You can stop vibrating like a chihuahua on espresso.”




Riven’s hand landed lightly at the small of my back, steering me toward the door. The contact was casual, automatic.




My pulse did not react casually.




“This is not chihuahua energy,” he said. “This is dignified, stoic, concerned alpha energy.”




“Mm. That what you’re calling the eye-glow now?”




“Side effect.” He sounded annoyed, which meant he was at least a little amused. “And if we’re assigning labels, your energy is currently ‘self-sacrificing disaster raccoon trying to set itself on fire in a dumpster behind a magical crime scene.’”




“Wow.” I arched a brow as we picked our way through the shattered living room. “How long have you been workshopping that one?”




“Two years.”




We stepped out into the hallway. The air felt cooler, less thick with magic. Police wards pulsed faintly along the corridor—standard Veilbound protocol when the Supernatural Incidents Unit responded.




Boots pounded on the stairs below. Human officers, judging by the clatter and the smell of cheap coffee.




Great.




“Want to see how fast we can traumatize a rookie?” I whispered. “Bet you twenty credits one of them throws up when they see the wolf.”




“Nova.” Riven shot me a look.




“What? Dark humor is my coping mechanism. Yours is growling. We play to our strengths.”




He didn’t dignify that with a response, though the corner of his mouth twitched. Small victories.




At the bottom of the stairs, a heavyset cop with salt-and-pepper hair and a ward-beaded bracelet lifted a hand to stop us. Lieutenant Kade—SIU liaison, chronic ulcer sufferer, occasional buyer of my services when his bosses wanted deniability.




“Lysander,” he grunted. His gaze flicked to Riven, taking in the eyes, the barely leashed tension. “Kael. You two just have to be at the epicenter of every paranormal shitstorm in this city, don’t you?”




“We like to think we keep them from getting worse,” I said.




“Debatable.” He jerked his chin toward the exit. “Scene’s ours now. Wards are up, Cleaners are en route. You get anything useful before you broke half my protocols?”




“I didn’t break half,” I said. “Maybe a third. And yes. I’ll send you what I’ve got once I scrub the Void static off it.”




He grunted again, which was Kade for fine but I’m not happy about it.




As we stepped out into the alley, the city hit me like a wave.




Neon signs hummed overhead in languages both human and not, flickering in blues and pinks and sickly greens. Somewhere, a street vendor shouted about fresh blood sausages for hungry vamps. A trio of witches hurried past, arms full of glowing plants.




Above it all, the sky over Veilbound was a dirty grey smear, clouded by light pollution and the faint, bruised shimmer of the Veil.




I could feel it. The barrier. It stretched over the city like a second sky, thin in some places, thicker in others, the Devourers pressing against it from the other side like greasy fingerprints on glass.




Every Veil Tear that appeared lately was another crack in that glass.




Cassian was tapping the weaknesses and widening them.




And I was the original lock he wanted to break.




Riven walked beside me in silence for a few strides, shoulders brushing mine, his presence a solid wall against the chaos.




“You’re shaking,” he said quietly.




I glanced down. My fingers were trembling around my phone.




“Adrenaline,” I said. “Also Rage Bingo. He hit a lot of squares tonight.”




“Nova.”




I blew out a breath.




“Okay,” I admitted. “Yeah. He’s closer than I thought. If he can hijack a murder sigil like that, if he can talk through the Crucible without even being in the same building—” I swallowed. “We’re running out of space.”




Riven stopped walking. I almost kept going, the tug of his arm the only thing that made me halt.




He turned me to face him, hands light on my upper arms, eyes locked on mine.




“We already knew this was the endgame,” he said. “The difference is now we know exactly how arrogant he’s gotten.”




I snorted. “You say that like arrogance hasn’t been his brand since day one.”




“Arrogant people make mistakes,” Riven said. “They talk too much. They underestimate the stubborn raccoon with the apocalypse in her chest.”




I huffed a laugh. It came out more like a cough.




“You really going to stick with the raccoon metaphor?” I asked. “You’re a wolf. Wolves eat raccoons, you know.”




“I’m aware.” His thumbs brushed absently over my sleeves, grounding. “And I’m very particular about what I eat.”




Heat flickered low in my stomach at the rough edge in his voice.




The Crucible pulsed, sending a ripple of sensation through me that had nothing to do with ancient magic and everything to do with the man standing in front of me.




I cleared my throat.




“So what’s our next move, oh wise alpha?” I asked. “Please tell me it involves coffee.”




“Coffee, then the Den,” he said. “You can debrief with the team on neutral ground where I don’t have to worry about a sniper with a ritual bullet taking a shot at your heart from three rooftops away.”




“And after that?”




His gaze darkened.




“After that,” he said, “we hunt.”




Something in his tone made the tiny hairs at the back of my neck stand up.




Not because I was afraid of him.




Because I knew what he’d already given up to get to this point, how many pieces of himself he’d fed to the Primordial Wolf lurking under his skin.




Every hunt cost him something.




I just didn’t know how much he had left.




I forced a smile.




“Fine,” I said. “Coffee, Den, hunt. But I’m paying. You did the dramatic ‘cradle the collapsing heroine’ thing; it only seems fair.”




“You are not paying,” he said automatically. “You still owe Eli three rounds from that bet about the haunted laundromat.”




“I was right and you know it,” I protested as we started walking again. “That washing machine was absolutely possessed.”




“It was broken.”




“It levitated, Riven.”




He opened his mouth, probably to deliver some smart line about poltergeists and faulty wiring.




He never got the chance.




Because overhead, the sky tore.




It wasn’t a big Tear. Not like the ones on the news that swallowed whole intersections.




This was a hairline crack that appeared between two towering high-rises, a thin jag of darkness slicing through the dirty grey.




Light leaked out—not normal light, but something too bright and too wrong, like someone had taken the color out of lightning and left only the burn.




Every magical sense in my body flared.




The Crucible slammed against my ribs, hard enough to knock the breath out of me.




I grabbed Riven’s arm.




“Do you feel that?” I whispered.




His eyes were already on the Tear, pupils blown wide, nostrils flared.




“Yes,” he said. The word was barely more than a growl. “He’s not waiting anymore.”




The Devourers pressed against the crack, shadows writhing in the seams of reality, tasting the air.




Their hunger poured over the city like cold smoke.




The message was clear.




Cassian Draegor had stopped playing in the margins.




He was done sending warnings.




The hunt had already begun.
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(Riven)




The sky shouldn’t make a sound when it tears.




It does, though.




There’s this thin, high whine that hits right between my ears, like someone running a knife along the inside of my skull. The first time I heard it, months ago, I thought it was just me. Wolves hear edges humans don’t; I figured it was another fun perk to add to the list—heightened senses, accelerated healing, chronic insomnia, ability to predict when the universe is about to go to hell.




Tonight, standing in that alley with Nova’s fingers digging into my arm and a hairline crack of wrong light opening above the city, I realize it’s worse now.




Closer.




The Tear widens a fraction, bleeding pale luminescence into the narrow gap between high-rises. Shadows inside it writhe like something pressed against frosted glass, trying to shove its way through.




The wolf under my skin goes rigid.




Threat, he snarls, wordless. Predator. Ours to kill.




If only it were that simple.




Beside me, Nova’s breathing has gone shallow, crisp white puffs in the cold air. I can feel the Crucible inside her hammering against its bone cage, trying to sync with the Tear. Wanting to answer.




My hand closes over her wrist before she can do something reckless and heroic, like reaching up and trying to shut it with raw willpower.




“Don’t,” I say quietly.




Her head snaps toward me, eyes wide. For a moment they’re full of reflected Tear-light instead of the usual storm of defiance and exhaustion.




“I wasn’t—” she starts, then cuts herself off. “Fine. I was thinking about it a little. Maybe. Shut up.”




I huff a humorless breath. The edge of the Tear flickers, like it heard us.




“You pull on the Crucible right now and you might as well send Cassian a bouquet and a thank-you note,” I say. “You felt him in that safehouse. He’s already got too many hooks in it.”




She swallows, throat working. I feel the tiny movement through my palm on her wrist.




“I can feel them,” she says softly, gaze glued to the crack in the sky. “The… Devourers.”




She doesn’t say the word often. People don’t like naming the thing that could end them.




“What do they feel like?” I ask, because I need data, and because letting her talk keeps her from reaching.




She hesitates, then exhales. Her breath ghosts in the cold.




“Hungry,” she says. “But not like… not like normal hunger. More like… curiosity with teeth. Like they want to put their mouths on everything just to see what it does. They’re excited the barrier’s weak.” Her fingers unconsciously twist against my grip, nails biting into my skin. “They’re excited about me.”




The wolf bristles at that—territorial, possessive, a growl rumbling low in my chest before I can stop it.




“Of course they are,” I say. “You’re the lock between them and an all-you-can-eat world buffet.”




She flicks me a look, one corner of her mouth lifting despite the tension.




“Wow,” she says. “Have I ever told you how much I appreciate your reassuring metaphors?”




“You love my metaphors,” I say. “They’re honest.”




The Tear pulses. A thin spray of sparks—if you can call it that when it’s more absence than light—drifts down like ash and evaporates before hitting the ground.




I clamp down on the instinct to shift, to leap and tear at it. You can’t claw a crack in reality back together. I’ve tried.




Sirens swell in the street beyond the mouth of the alley, the ghost of the safehouse scene spilling outward. Someone yells. Somewhere, a wardstone chimes as the city’s scattered protections strain against the ripple.




The crack shudders again… then stops widening.




Stays.




A thin, ugly wound in the air.




The wolf in me paces behind my ribs, unhappy.




“Why isn’t it closing?” Nova whispers.




Because it’s not supposed to, not anymore.




I don’t say that out loud.




“We’ll figure it out,” I tell her instead. “With everyone. Not by you standing here and trying to patch it with your spine.”




She looks like she wants to argue. Then she drags a hand over her face and just nods once.




“Fine,” she mutters. “We go to the Den. We debrief. We call Zadie before she explodes my phone. And then—”




“Then we hunt,” I finish for her.




Her eyes meet mine, and for a moment something raw and fierce passes between us. Not just fear, or frustration. The same emotion that’s been tying us together since the night we crashed into each other’s lives over a missing packmate and a botched summoning.




We’ve been running on borrowed time ever since.




The Tear hums overhead, a constant electric itch.




I tug Nova gently, pulling her toward the street.




“Come on,” I say. “If we stand here staring at the sky any longer, we’re either going to kiss or get arrested, and I can’t afford either right now.”




She snorts, a sound that sounds more like her.




“Wow,” she says. “You really do have a way with romance.”




“Don’t pretend you’re not tempted,” I shoot back.




I expect her to throw some snark about my ego.




Instead she goes quiet for a second, eyes flicking to my mouth then away so fast I almost miss it.




“It’s not your kissing I’m afraid of,” she says under her breath.




The Crucible thumps once, hard. My pulse answers.




I don’t push. I just walk beside her, keeping my body between her and the world all the way to the main street.




* * *




The Den sits three stories above street level, behind a heavy metal door that’s seen more boot impacts than a riot shield. From the outside, it looks like a closed-down gym—faded signage, graffiti, barred windows.




From the inside, it looks like home.




Or what passes for home when you’re an alpha of an outlaw pack who spends more nights fighting Devourer cultists than playing cards with your wolves.




We come in through the back—up the rattling service elevator, through the equipment room that still smells faintly of old rubber mats and sweat.




Voices drift from the main space. Laughter, low arguments, someone swearing in three languages over a game of cutthroat pool. Music hums in the background, some kind of synth-heavy track with a rhythm that sets my wolf’s hackles on edge in a good way.




The second we step through the archway into the Den proper, a few conversations die.




Wolves notice things.




Heads turn, nostrils flare, eyes track Nova and me as we cross the room. I can practically hear them cataloguing: faint scent of burning sigils on her skin, Devourer static clinging to her, my own eyes still a fraction too bright, the tight set of my shoulders.




“Boss,” Kellan calls from the bar, leaning on his elbows. He’s big, broad, and looks like he could bench-press a cab, which he can. “Heard SIU chatter. That Tear downtown yours?”




“No,” I say. “That’s Cassian’s. Which makes it ours.”




A few groans, a muttered “Fuck,” and one disbelieving laugh ripple through the room.




Nova gives Kellan a quick two-fingered salute as we pass.




“Hey, big guy,” she says. “You still owe me a drink for that oni job on Sixth.”




“I owe you nothing,” he says. “The oni’s cousin still sends me socks.”




“Those socks have tiny axes on them,” Nova points out. “You’re welcome.”




Despite everything, the familiar banter with the pack takes some of the iron band off my chest. This is why I keep the Den like this—no uniforms, no polished floors, just scuffed tables, patched couches, low light, and the smell of family.




We head for the war table tucked into the back corner—an old industrial workbench I hauled up here myself and covered in wards, maps, and coffee rings.




Zadie’s already there, dark curls piled on top of her head in a messy knot, leather jacket half-off, shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbow. Her forearms glow with moving ink, tattooed spells shifting under her skin like trapped constellations.




Eli sits beside her, fingers flying over a projected keyboard only he can see, multiple screens of data hovering in the air around him—news feeds, ward readouts, energy graphs.




Tess is curled into a battered armchair nearby, knees to her chest, eyes unfocused in that way that means she’s listening to the ghost-grid. Dorian lounges with offensive grace on the edge of the table itself, boots crossed at the ankles, pale hands folded, fangs just barely peeking when he smiles.




Zadie looks up as we approach and swears.




“Shit, Nova, you look like a rune exploded in your face,” she says. “Again.”




“Good to see you too, Z,” Nova says, sliding onto the stool opposite her.




I take my usual spot at Nova’s shoulder, close enough to catch her if she sways, far enough that she doesn’t feel crowded.




Eli flicks a hand and a holographic news feed expands above the table—grainy footage of the Tear we just saw, captured on a dozen shaky phones.




“…strange atmospheric disturbance over the Old Quarter,” a reporter is saying breathlessly, voiceover riding a montage of the crack in the sky from different angles. “Authorities have issued a statement urging calm and advising citizens to avoid the area while investigators determine whether this is connected to recent unexplained events…”




“There’s already conspiracy threads calling it a cloaked airship,” Eli mutters. “Or a glitch in the city’s climate grid. Or an omen from an alien race of sexy time-travelers. Internet is handling this with its usual grace and restraint.”




“What do the ward readings say?” I ask.




He swipes to another screen—this one a top-down view of Veilbound, color-coded lines crisscrossing like veins.




“Short version?” he says. “Bad. Long version? Extra bad. The Tear registered as a spike in Veil tension, then plateaued. It’s not closing on its own. Something’s propping it open or preventing the Veil from snapping back.”




“Cassian,” Zadie says flatly.




“That would be my guess, yes,” Eli says. “Either him or someone using his notes.”




Dorian tilts his head, eyes lingering on Nova like he’s checking her for cracks.




“And you?” he asks. “How full of nightmares are you feeling on a scale of one to ‘I’ve started naming the voices in my head’?”




Nova shrugs one shoulder, trying for light but not quite managing it.




“About a six,” she says. “Maybe a seven point five now that I’ve actually heard Cassian’s spa-day pitch echoing in my brain.”




Tess blinks slowly, focusing on us for the first time. The faint white-blue glow around her fades.




“He talked to you through the sigils,” she says. It’s not a question.




Nova nods.




“He said the Crucible’s like… his lock,” she says. “And I’m the door. And he’s going to open me gently.” Her mouth twists. “Such a gentleman.”




My fingers curl involuntarily. I imagine beating the gentleness out of him with my bare hands and keep my face neutral.




“What else?” Zadie asks. Her voice is brisk, but her eyes are bright, hungry—for clues, not gore.




Nova pulls her phone from her pocket and taps a few times, sending the photos and video from the safehouse to Eli’s setup.




“Got you a close-up of his graffiti,” she says. “Match it with the sigils on the bodies and the walls. See how much of it ties back to the core Crucible design.”




“Already on it,” Eli says, screens flickering as the images pop up. “You know, if he weren’t a megalomaniac trying to end existence, I’d have to respect his commitment to aesthetics.”




“I don’t respect anything about his aesthetics,” Zadie mutters, leaning forward to study the looping symbols. “He’s always been too in love with his own handwriting. Look at this. Overkill. There are at least eight redundant sub-sequences here. He could do the same thing with half the lines, but no, he needs the flourishes.”




“So you’re saying our apocalyptic warlock is also extra,” Nova says.




“I’m saying he’s arrogant,” Zadie replies. “Which, as you know, is my favorite weakness to exploit.”




Dorian slides off the table and steps closer to the projected sigils, nose wrinkling.




“There’s blood in this pattern,” he says. “Not just the victims’. Something older. It tastes like… dust and iron and broken promises.” He smiles faintly at Nova’s expression. “What? You expected me not to lick the screen, darling?”




“Please do not lick my holograms,” Eli says, horrified. “That is not how any of this works.”




While they bicker, I let my senses stretch out.




The Den smells like wolves and leather and old wood, like spices from the kitchen and oil from the weapons in the back room. Underneath all that, faint but distinct, I can still smell the Tear.




It’s not a scent, exactly.




More like a wrongness in the air—an absence where something should be. The same way silence feels loud after a bomb goes off.




I hate it.




The wolf inside me hates it more.




Threat, he insists again. Break it. Hunt.




Later, I tell him. Later.




He doesn’t like that answer.




I shift my weight, trying to shake off the restless twitch in my muscles, and catch Nova watching me.




Her eyes narrow a fraction.




“What?” I ask.




“You’re vibrating,” she says. “More than usual.”




I force my shoulders to loosen.




“Adrenaline,” I echo her earlier line. “Also Rage Bingo. He hit my squares too.”




One eyebrow arches.




“Uh-huh,” she says. “You sure it’s not, I don’t know, side effects from… other things?”




The table goes a little quiet.




Zadie looks up sharply. Eli’s fingers slow on his keys. Tess’s head tilts.




Dorian’s smile flickers.




Nova and I have never formally sat everyone down and said, Hey, by the way, your resident alpha made a deal with something ancient and hungry under the city to get a power boost, please don’t freak out.




But my pack’s not stupid. Neither are our friends.




They know something is off.




I hold Nova’s gaze, ignoring the way my stomach knots.




“I’m fine,” I say. “We’re not talking about that right now.”




“You mean the part where you feed pieces of yourself to the weird god-wolf in the basement?” she shoots back. “Yeah, why would that be relevant when the Veil is cracking and Cassian is literally using my organs as a Ouija board? Totally unrelated.”




“Nova,” Tess says softly. “Not now.”




“No, actually, now is good,” Nova says, surprising us all. She pushes off her stool, palms flat on the table, leaning toward me. Her hair falls forward, shadowing her eyes, but I can see the spark in them. “Because I watched you almost lose it in that safehouse. Your eyes went full furnace for a second. You almost tore that surviving cultist’s throat out before Kade’s team even got there.”




I remember.




I remember the smell of cultist blood, the whining pitch of the Tear in the distance, the way my claws wanted to slide free and rip.




I remember seeing Nova out of the corner of my eye, hand on the glowing wall, body arching with pain.




And I remember the surge.




The bargain answering the threat by pouring raw power into my veins like molten lead.




I remember liking it too much.




“That wasn’t—” I start.




“Careful,” Dorian murmurs from the side. “You were going to say ‘that wasn’t me,’ and that would be a bit on the nose, even for us.”




I shoot him a look, but he lifts his hands, placating.




“Hey, I’m on your side,” he says. “Mostly because you punch other people instead of me.”




Nova’s jaw tightens.




“You promised me,” she says, quieter now, words like flint striking stone. “You promised you’d tell me if it started getting worse.”




“This isn’t about me,” I snap before I can stop myself. “This is about Cassian accelerating his timeline, about the Devourers getting bolder, about—”




“It is about you,” she cuts in, voice rising. “Because you’re the one standing between me and everything else. You’re the one with claws on my front line. If you snap, where does that leave us? Where does that leave me?”




Her words hit closer than any physical blow.




The Den fades to a dull murmur at the edges of my hearing. For a second, it’s just us, the table, the faint hum of Eli’s screens.




I take a breath.




Release it.




“I’m not going to snap,” I say, making each word deliberate. “I made the bargain. I’m handling the cost.”




“And what is the cost right now?” she demands. “Because last week you forgot the name of my old office building. You laughed it off like stress. Tonight you blanked on the safehouse location until I reminded you. That’s not nothing, Riven. That’s not just ‘oh, I’ve got a lot on my mind.’ That is pieces of you going missing.”




The others are very still.




They weren’t supposed to know that part.




My fists clench on the edge of the table hard enough that the wood creaks.




“Stop,” I say.




She doesn’t.




“Tell them,” she says, eyes fierce. “Tell them what happens when you call on that thing under the city. Tell them what it eats.”




Zadie’s gaze flicks between us, sharp and calculating. Eli looks sick. Tess is chewing her lip. Dorian tilts his head like an amused vulture.




My heart thuds once, heavy.




“No,” I say.




“Riven—”




“I said no.” The growl roughens my voice, makes a few of the nearest wolves glance over instinctively. I rein it in, keep my tone low. “We can have this fight later. Privately. Right now, we need to focus on Cassian, the Tear, and whoever he took to anchor that ritual.”




The last part lands.




Zadie straightens.




“Wait,” she says. “Who he took?”




Nova closes her eyes briefly, biting down on whatever she was about to say to me, and forces herself back to the mission.




“Zadie,” she says. “He has one of yours.”




The witch goes very still.




“Explain,” she says.




Nova does.




She tells them about the safehouse again, about the sigils, about Cassian’s smug little monologue inside her head. She leaves out how much it hurt. I can hear it anyway, in the pauses.




When she gets to the part about the vision of the altar and Zadie strung up over a Tear, the witch’s knuckles go white on the table.




“I didn’t see your face,” Nova says. “But the magic signature felt like you. Your ink, your wards. It could be an echo. It could be a threat, not something he’s done yet.”




“Or it could be a timeline he’s already set in motion,” Tess murmurs, eyes distant. “I’ve heard whispers in the grid. A witch burning without fire. A lock turning. A wolf howling at a sun that doesn’t rise.”




“Helpful,” Dorian says dryly.




Zadie’s lips flatten.




“I’m not scared of becoming leverage,” she says. “If he wants to use me as a battery, he’s going to get static and attitude.” She looks at Nova. “But I appreciate the heads-up.”




I can tell she’s lying.




She’s terrified.




But she’s also Zadie, and Zadie doesn’t show fear unless it’s useful.




“Point is,” Nova says, “he wants me at that altar. With you there as an anchor, or with someone like you. He’s testing the Tears and using me as the remote control. He’s not hiding anymore.”




“Which means we shouldn’t either,” Eli says slowly. “We need to get ahead of him for once.”




“Agreed,” I say. “But before we talk offense, we talk defense. The more he pokes at the lock, the more the Devourers push. We need to minimize Nova’s exposure to anything keyed to him. That means no more solo trips to crime scenes, no more walking into active hot zones without at least two of us with her, no more—”




“Leash?” Nova says, arching a brow. “You trying to say leash and realizing it’s a bad idea because I have opposable thumbs and access to your shampoo?”




I grind my teeth.




“It’s not a leash,” I say. “It’s a perimeter.”




Zadie sighs.




“You two can fight about semantics later,” she says. “Right now, I agree with the wolf. Cassian has your magical frequency memorized, Nova. If you keep lighting yourself up in public, you’re just giving him more data points. We need a shield. A filter.”




“A firewall for my soul,” Nova says. “Cute. Can you install antivirus while you’re in there too? I’ve got a persistent unwanted Cassian infection.”




“I can try,” Zadie says. “But I’ll need time and materials. And maybe a blood sample.”




Nova grimaces.




“Mine or his?” she asks.




“His would be ideal. But since we don’t have that, yours will do.” Zadie’s gaze slides to me. “And Kael’s.”




I frown.




“Why mine?” I ask.




“Because like it or not, you’re hardwired into the Crucible’s field now,” she says. “Between the bond and your little side arrangement with the Primordial Wolf, your signatures are tangled. If I’m building a shield around her, I have to account for you. Otherwise the magic might treat you as a threat too.”




Nova and I exchange a look.




The bond between us hums, faint but constant, like a wire stretched taut.




He’s not supposed to get that deep, the wolf mutters, uneasy.




Too late.




“Fine,” I say. “Stick me, draw your circles, whatever you need.”




“Tonight,” Nova adds. “Before he tries this again.”




Zadie nods, already mentally rearranging her schedule, tattoos shifting as her mind runs down spell matrices.




“Tonight,” she agrees. “But first, someone needs to talk to the other packs and covens about that Tear. If Cassian is pushing it open and blaming it on unregulated paranormals, who do you think the Council is going to come after?”




Her eyes flick to me.




Alpha problems.




I suppress a sigh.




“I’ll go,” I say. “Kellan can hold the Den. You work on the shield, Eli monitors the ward grid, Tess listens, Dorian… does whatever undead PR thing he does.”




“I resent that characterization,” Dorian says mildly. “I do more than PR. I also glower beautifully from balconies.”




“See?” Nova says. “Multitalented.”




I step away from the table, rolling my shoulders, trying to shake off the static clinging to my skin.




The wolf in me is already shifting focus.




Meeting. Negotiating. Asserting position. Protecting territory.




Protecting Nova.




My head throbs.




As I turn to leave, a hand catches my wrist.




Nova.




Her fingers wrap around me, warm and calloused.




“Hey,” she says.




I look back at her.




For once, there’s no sarcasm in her eyes. Just worry. And something else I don’t want to name right now, because if I do, I might not walk out of here.




“Don’t go alone,” she says.




I huff a laugh.




“You want to come hold my hand while I argue with alphas and coven elders?” I say. “You’re already public enemy number one in the Council’s paranoia bingo. I’m not giving them a two-for-one deal.”




She squeezes my wrist.




“I wasn’t offering to come,” she says. “I was offering to send back-up. Take Kellan, or Mara.”




She pauses, grimaces.




“Not Mara. She’ll just headbutt someone. Take Jace. Someone I trust to drag your stubborn ass out if things go sideways.”




Hearing that she trusts any of my wolves enough to drag me anywhere is strangely… grounding.




“I’ll take Kellan,” I say. “Jace still owes me for the silver-bullet incident. I’m not rewarding him with a Council field trip.”




“Good.” Her thumb brushes my pulse, just once. “And, Riven?”




“Yeah.”




“Don’t make any more bargains,” she says quietly. “Not for me. Not for anyone.”




The wolf snarls at that.




We make bargains to survive.




My chest feels tight.




I force a half-smile.




“I’m out of things to trade,” I say. “Relax.”




It’s meant as a joke.




It doesn’t land like one.




Her grip tightens for an instant, then releases.




“Liar,” she says, but it’s soft.




I turn and walk away before I can do something stupid like lean down and kiss her in front of everyone.




* * *




The pack bar is two floors down, in a building that used to be a factory before Veilbound decided to reinvent itself as a neon playground for anything with a pulse, a taste for magic, and an aversion to sunlight.




The sign over the door says HOWL in peeling white letters. Inside, it’s all dark wood, dim lights, and the dull roar of half a dozen conversations layered over low music and clacking pool balls.




Kellan comes with me, as promised—looming at my shoulder like a grumpy bouncer, his sandy hair pulled back in a knot, arms crossed over his chest.




“You sure about this?” he murmurs as we head for the back room.




“No,” I say. “But we’re doing it anyway.”




The back room is where pack politics happen when we don’t want outsiders listening. Tonight, though, the Council rep insisted on “neutral territory,” which is Council-speak for “we’d like to be somewhere we can call backup if we decide you’re too much trouble.”




So we’re meeting in the bar’s semi-private back lounge, with a couple of my wolves by the door and their witches pretending not to be armed.




The room smells like old whiskey and fresh tension.




Alpha Vance is already there—grizzled, scar across his nose, grey in his beard, wearing a button-down that’s trying and failing to hide the fact that he’d rather be in a T-shirt. He runs one of the city’s more traditional packs, the kind that still insists on strict hierarchies and ritual challenges.




Opposite him sits Maris, a coven leader with sharp cheekbones and a sharper gaze, her dark hair braided with silver charms. She oozes patience and power in equal measure.




Between them, in a chair that’s just a little nicer than the others, perches Councilman Hargrove—a human, technically, though the faint shimmer of magic around him suggests a few modifications. Suit pressed, tie perfect, smile thin.




“Kael,” Hargrove says when I step in. “Thank you for agreeing to meet on short notice.”




“We had a Tear open over my territory,” I say, taking the empty chair without being invited. Kellan stands behind me, arms still crossed, a silent wall. “If you hadn’t called me, I would have hunted you down.”




Vance snorts.




“That’s the spirit,” he says. “Always liked your enthusiasm, pup.”




I don’t rise to the bait.




“Tell me you’ve got a plan,” I say instead, folding my hands on the table. “Because every time one of those cracks opens and stays open, my wolves get twitchier and your humans get closer to mass panic.”




Hargrove’s smile tightens.




“The Council is monitoring the situation,” he says. “Our mages are assessing the Tear’s stability. Early reports suggest it may be a temporary fluctuation in the Veil’s elasticity, not necessarily indicative of a complete breach.”




“Which is politician for ‘we have no idea what we’re doing,’” Maris says mildly. Her rings catch the light as she drums her fingers on the table. “Let’s not waste time with euphemisms, Hargrove. We all know who’s pulling on these threads.”




Her gaze sharpens.




“The same man your Council refused to classify as an existential threat six months ago because he hadn’t caused enough quantifiable property damage,” she adds.




Hargrove’s jaw flexes, but he doesn’t bite.




“We’re revisiting that assessment,” he says. “However, our immediate concern is public perception. The humans are… unsettled.”




“The humans are idiots,” Vance mutters. “They think the glowing crack in the sky is an art installation.”




“Some of them do,” Hargrove says. “Others are circulating footage that appears to show a certain independent paranormal investigator in the vicinity of multiple recent anomalies.”




His gaze slides to me.




I don’t move.




“Say her name,” I tell him.




He hesitates.




“Nova Lysander,” he says finally. “There is a narrative forming that she may be connected to these events. As someone with close ties to her and to the… unsanctioned pack operations in this district, I’d like to know your view.”




My wolf bristles.




“She is connected,” I say. “She’s connected because she volunteered to hold the Crucible when your sanctioned mages couldn’t figure out how to do it without killing themselves. She’s connected because she keeps showing up first when your people are too slow to contain the damage. She’s connected because Cassian wants her broken and open, and he’s using your precious Veil like a crowbar.”




Hargrove shifts, uncomfortable.




“We appreciate Ms. Lysander’s past cooperation,” he says carefully. “But we cannot ignore the possibility that her presence is exacerbating the instability.”




“You want to blame the lock for the burglar,” I say. “Interesting strategy.”




“Control the lock,” Maris says quietly, “and you think you control the door.”




She’s not looking at Hargrove when she says it. She’s looking at me.




I don’t like that.




“What are you getting at?” I ask.




She holds my gaze.




“There are whispers in the covens,” she says. “About the End Protocol. About a sacrifice that can reinforce the barrier. Some of my people think it might be… pragmatic… to consider using what we already have.”




Vance grunts.




“And some of my wolves think it might be pragmatic to avoid being eaten by void-things because the Council dragged its heels for a year,” he says. “I don’t see anyone asking our opinion in their policy meetings.”




Hargrove spreads his hands.




“We are in uncharted territory,” he says. “We must consider all options. If there is a way to… stabilize things using the Crucible and its host—”




“Stop,” I say.




The word comes out low, dangerous.




Kellan shifts his stance behind me. The air in the room changes. Vance’s wolves bristle. Maris’ rings flare with faint light.




Hargrove’s gaze flicks to my eyes and widens a fraction.




Right. Still glowing.




I lean forward, placing both palms flat on the table.




“If the Council starts talking about Nova as an ‘option,’” I say, enunciating carefully, “you and I are going to have a problem. She is not a lever. She is not a component. She is not a sacrifice you get to mark on a chart under ‘acceptable losses.’”




Hargrove swallows.




“We’re only talking hypotheticals,” he says.




I smile.




It doesn’t feel nice.




“Hypothetical,” I say, “I could put my hand through this table, pull out your spine, and use it to stir my coffee. Let’s not test either, okay?”




Vance barks a laugh.




Maris’s mouth curves, just a little.




Hargrove goes pale.




“Threats are not helpful, Kael,” he says.




“They’re honest,” I say. “And I’m short on patience for anything else.”




The wolf under my skin is right at the surface now, pacing, teeth bared. The Tear hums faintly in the back of my skull, like feedback.




For a second, the room tilts.




The edges of my vision darken.




Memories flicker—Nova on the rooftop last winter, snow in her hair, laughing as she shoved a handful down the back of my shirt; the first time she walked into the Den and all my wolves went quiet, scenting the Crucible’s foreign tang; her hand on my cheek after a fight, thumb brushing a cut as she called me an idiot.




They blur.




One of them—the snow one—stutters, skips like a corrupted file, then snaps back.




Pain lances behind my eyes.




“Riven?” Kellan says sharply behind me. “Boss?”




I blink.




The room snaps fully back into focus.




My hands are dug into the table hard enough to leave grooves. My claws—half-shifted without me noticing—retract with a sting.




Hargrove is watching me like he’s reconsidering this whole “meet the scary wolf man” idea. Maris’s eyes are narrowed, thoughtful. Vance looks like he’s trying to decide if he wants to adopt me or challenge me.




I force my shoulders to relax.




“I’m fine,” I say. It tastes like a lie, but I spit it out anyway. “Here’s what you’re going to do, Hargrove. You’re going to keep Nova’s name out of your official reports. You want to talk about an unidentified magical lock, fine. You start a witch hunt—literally or figuratively—and the packs are going to have something to say about it.”




“Are you making an official statement on behalf of all packs?” Hargrove asks carefully.




“No,” Vance says before I can answer. “He’s making it on behalf of mine and his. The others will fall in line. No one wants the Devourers loose. No one wants to be the idiot who sides with Cassian’s logic by helping you hand him the key.”




Maris nods.




“As for the covens,” she says, “we don’t offer sacrifices without consent. Not anymore.” She shoots Hargrove a pointed look. “I will ensure the more… extreme elements are reminded of that.”




Hargrove moistens his lips.




“We’re all on the same side,” he says. “We all want to avoid panic—and annihilation. Perhaps we should share information more freely. Coordinate.”




“Send your ward readings to Eli,” I say. “We’ll send ours. Zadie will scream at your mages if they make any more stupid assumptions.”




Maris smiles.




“I would pay to see that,” she says.




Kellan’s phone buzzes. He glances at it, then at me.




“Den,” he murmurs. “Zadie. She says the sigil pattern from the safehouse and the Tear harmonics match Cassian’s earlier work. He’s definitely the one propping it open.”




Of course he is.




I stand.




“Then that’s our answer,” I say. “We don’t treat this like ‘random Veil fluctuation.’ We treat it as Cassian doing a pressure test. He pokes the barrier; we track how and where. We get ahead of his next poke.”




“You think you can predict him?” Hargrove asks, skeptical.




“No,” I say. “But Nova might.”




The thought lands cold and hot at once.




Cassian keeps using her as a tuning fork. If we can flip that—use the Crucible’s reactions to triangulate his moves—we might finally stop reacting and start hitting.




It’ll hurt her.




It’ll help us.




The wolf snarls approval.




I push down a fresh headache.




“We’re done here,” I tell Hargrove. “You’ll get our data. You keep your reports neutral and your sacrificial fantasies to yourself. And if anyone on your Council so much as breathes the idea of going after Nova directly…”




I let the sentence hang.




He nods, too quickly.




Under the table, my hands are still shaking.




On the way out, Kellan falls into step beside me.




“You good?” he asks.




“No,” I say. “But we don’t have time for me not to be.”




He grunts.




“You gonna tell her?” he says after a moment. “About the… glitches?”




My throat tightens.




“She already knows enough,” I say. “I’m not adding more for her to worry about.”




“Yeah,” Kellan says. “Because she’s the type to worry less when she doesn’t have all the information.”




I shoot him a look.




“When did you get so mouthy?” I ask.




“Somewhere between the second and third Devourer skirmishes,” he says. “Trauma builds character.”




We step back out into Veilbound’s night.




The Tear in the sky is still there.




Thin, humming, wrong.




My vision swims for half a second, doubling it.




The wolf presses against my skin, restless, hungry not for flesh but for action.




Hunt, he whispers. Fix. Protect.




I rub a hand over my face.




“Fine,” I tell him under my breath. “We hunt. We fix. We protect. Just hold it together long enough to get through this.”




He growls assent.




For now.




By the time we get back to the Den, the first headache has faded to a dull throb. My memories feel… mostly intact. The snow on the rooftop snaps into place when I reach for it; Nova’s laugh rings clear.




I decide that means we’re okay.




I decide not to think about what it means that I have to check.




Nova is waiting by the war table, arms crossed, hip propped against the edge. When she sees me, something in her posture loosens, just slightly.




“How’d it go?” she asks.




I flash her a grin I don’t really feel.




“Oh, you know,” I say. “Made thinly veiled threats, traumatized a Councilman, probably got us on three more watchlists. Same as always.”




Her mouth curves.




“Good,” she says. “Would’ve hated to think you were slacking.”




The Tear hums overhead, a constant pressure on the nerves.




Cassian is out there, somewhere, watching his little crack in reality and waiting for us to make a move.




The wolf inside me is balanced on a wire—too much tension, not enough slack.




We’re running out of time.




But Nova is here, alive, eyes sharp, mouth twisted in that stubborn almost-smile.




As long as that’s true, I can keep walking the wire.




I have to.
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(Nova)


By the time Riven finished terrorizing the Council and came back, the Den smelled like burned sage, adrenaline, and microwaved noodles.


Eli stress-cooks when he’s worried. It’s always noodles, always the cheap kind with way too much chili oil. The scent clung to the air like a second ward.


I was perched on the edge of the war table, swinging my boots, pretending I wasn’t counting seconds in my head.


When the elevator groaned and rattled down the shaft, my whole body went tight. I told myself it was because I needed whatever updates he was bringing, not because my ridiculous traitor heart insisted on syncing its rhythm to his footsteps.


The doors banged open.


Riven strode into the Den with Kellan at his shoulder, the two of them trailing cold street air and pack-smell.


He looked… fine.


Which is exactly what people look like when they’re not fine at all.


His shoulders were looser than when he’d left, but there was a stiffness in the way he moved, like every joint was one wrong step away from locking up. The glow in his eyes had dialed down to a faint ember, but you don’t unsee a forest fire just because it’s currently pretending to be candlelight.


He saw me first.


His gaze snagged on mine and held, something unspoken passing between us.


You okay? I thought.


His mouth twitched.


Define okay, his eyes said back.


Out loud, he went with, “Anyone eat the last of the decent coffee, or is Zadie still hoarding it?”


“Excuse you,” Zadie said from the far corner, where she was kneeling inside a chalk circle, arms bare, tattoos crawling. “I don’t hoard coffee. I curate it.”


“You hide it in your underwear drawer,” Eli said from the couch, fingers flickering over his projector. “Which I know because I had to hack your motion wards to steal some last week.”


Zadie shot him a withering look. “You touch my underwear wards again and I’ll hex your browser history into a public art installation.”


Riven’s mouth tipped up slightly.


The tension in my chest eased by a millimeter.


I hopped off the table.


“So,” I said, walking toward him, “how many Council members threatened to arrest you, and how many did you make cry?”


“Zero and one,” he said. “Surprisingly low numbers all around.”


“You’re slipping.”


“Don’t worry.” He jerked his chin toward the ceiling. “The Tear’s still there. Plenty of opportunities to be a menace later.”


His hand brushed my lower back as I passed him, a brief, grounding contact. The Crucible rolled, a low thrum spreading through my ribcage.


“How bad?” I asked, quiet enough that the others’ chatter blurred into background noise.


He didn’t pretend not to know what I meant.


“The Council’s scared,” he said. “When humans get scared, they get stupid. When humans with political power get scared, they start saying words like ‘necessary sacrifice’ and ‘acceptable risk.’”


Anger flared in my chest, hot and familiar.


“And by ‘acceptable risk’ they mean—” I tapped my own sternum. “—me.”


He shrugged, one corner of his mouth twisting.


“They didn’t say it out loud,” he said. “But Maris did. In more syllables.”


Of course she did. Coven leaders loved their syllables.


“Zadie?” I called, louder. “Bad news from your witchy cousins. Brace yourself.”


She glanced up from the circle, ink shifting along her arms like a startled constellation.


“On a scale of one to ‘sell them for parts,’ how bad?” she asked.


Riven moved closer to the table. “On a scale of one to ‘they’d like to talk about End Protocol contingencies,’” he said.


Zadie’s face went very, very still.


“Ah,” she said. “The polite term for stabbing my friend on an altar and calling it ‘strategy.’”


“Yeah,” I said. “That one.”


She snorted, the sound vicious.


“Let them try,” she said. “I’ve been itching to test this new spleen-exploding curse I’ve been working on.”


Eli winced.


“Please do not explode any Council spleens in a way that can be traced back to us,” he said. “I already have enough trouble filtering your browser searches out of the monitoring system.”


Tess shifted in her armchair, hugging her knees tighter.


“They’re not the only ones whispering,” she murmured. “The ghost-grid is full of it. The Council historians are digging up old rituals and pretending they’re not sharpening knives.”


I swallowed, forcing
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