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Chapter One: The Hunt

The wolf you hunt is not always the wolf that hunts you.

— Old Hunter's Proverb

The blood on Rowan's glove was already going cold.

He crouched at the edge of the ravine and studied the ground with the patience of a man who had learned, early and expensively, that haste was just another name for a grave. The prints were fresh, wide, deep-clawed, the stride of something that weighed close to three hundred pounds on four legs and had been moving fast. Running, not hunting. Whatever the wolf had heard on the ridge above, it had spooked it enough to change direction.

That was useful. Spooked things make mistakes.

Rowan pressed two fingers into the soft earth beside the nearest print and read the temperature of the soil, the moisture, the faint smell of the moss. Twenty minutes, maybe less. The creature had a head start, but head starts only mattered if you didn't know where something was going. And Rowan had been tracking Aldric Thorne for six years.

He knew where Thorne went when he was afraid.

He rose without hurry and adjusted the strap of the pack across his shoulder, then checked the short blade at his hip; silver-edged, purpose-made, nothing ceremonial about it. The longer blade was sheathed across his back. He carried two vials of wolfsbane concentrate in the inner pocket of his coat, a coil of silver-thread wire, and three bolts for the compact crossbow that folded against his forearm. Enough to do the job. He'd learned not to over-carry. Weight was its own kind of vulnerability.

The ravine curved south, toward the treeline of the Blackfen Wood, and Rowan followed the prints at a ground-eating lope, keeping to the shadows where the moon laid them long and silver across the undergrowth. It was a hunter's moon, another thing he'd learned not to find poetic. The moon did what it always did, and wolves did what they always did, and a man who built his work around reliable patterns lived longer than one who left room for surprise.

He'd been in the Blackfen for three days.

Three days of cold camps, bad water from the creek, and the particular quality of silence that settled over woods when something large was moving through them. The local villages called this stretch of forest haunted. They left food at the treeline on full-moon nights and didn't ask questions about the livestock that went missing. Rowan had passed through the nearest village two weeks ago; a place called Harrow's Bend, twenty houses and a tavern with a broken shutter, and the way the people had looked at him when he said he was going into the Blackfen told him everything he needed to know. They were afraid. They had been afraid for a long time.

That was Thorne's work. That was what he left behind him wherever he went: a residue of fear so deep it had soaked into the timber of their doors and the way they spoke to each other across the street and the way parents held their children's hands a little tighter when dusk came down.

Rowan did not think about the children. He thought about the prints in the mud, and the distance to the treeline, and the fact that Thorne had spooked.

His name, in the circles that knew such things, was the Greywarden.

He hadn't chosen the name. In his profession, names accreted like barnacles. The hunters' council in Varis kept a formal registry, ranks and titles and a seal pressed in silver wax, but reputation was the only currency that mattered in the field. The Greywarden meant he found what he hunted.

Seventeen wolves in six years. That was the count that circulated in taverns and back rooms and hunting letters. Seventeen, they said, and not a hunter lost in any operation he'd led. Younger hunters trained on his logs and reports. He had turned his grief into a system.

He knew that wasn't healthy. He also didn't care.

Seventeen wolves, and Aldric Thorne was not among them. Thorne was the reason for all of it — the training, the discipline, the years of accumulated cold skill. He had been at the edge of Rowan's brother's blood six years ago, and every hunt since had been either preparation or delay. Rowan refused to call it obsession. Obsession implied irrationality.

He was almost there.

The council had given him the contract eight months ago, after years of documented sightings, case files, and clearance requests. Their hesitation had been simple enough. Thorne was not a rogue wolf in the conventional sense. He had alliances, reach, and uses that made some councillors argue he was more valuable watched than dead.

Rowan had disagreed in writing, then in person, then with evidence too thorough to ignore. He'd gotten the contract eventually. He suspected some of them had signed off just to stop having him in their meetings.

He didn't mind being difficult to sit across from.

The treeline swallowed him, and the quality of the dark changed.

Blackfen Wood was old growth, the kind that had never been properly timbered, where even moonlight arrived filtered and strange, turned the color of old bone. Rowan had been in forests all over the continent. The Blackfen felt like something that had been waiting for a long time without getting impatient about it.

He adjusted his pace. Slower now. The prints were easier to follow in the soft soil between the roots, and he had less need for speed. Thorne was going to ground. Rowan knew the place; a limestone outcropping half a mile east, where the rock folded back on itself and left a natural shelter. He'd scouted it two days ago. He hadn't set a trap there. He wanted the wolf to feel safe in it.

Wolves that felt safe stopped running.

He was halfway to the outcropping when he heard the sound.

Not Thorne. Something smaller. Something moving deliberately, parallel to his path and about thirty feet to his left, between the older trees. He registered it the way he registered everything in the field — without pausing, without reacting visibly. A person, not an animal. Animals didn't move in that particular stop-start rhythm, pausing when he paused, adjusting when he adjusted.

Someone was tracking him.

Rowan considered his options. He had a clear goal tonight — Thorne, the outcropping, the end of six years of work — and no appetite for unknowns. But unknowns left alone had a way of turning into ambushes.

He stopped.

He waited.

The sound stopped with him.

Rowan breathed slowly through his nose and let his eyes adjust, scanning the leftward dark without moving his head. The Blackfen didn't offer much to work with, but after a moment he picked it out — the shadow that didn't quite match its surroundings, the slight density of a shape between two elms. Someone standing very still. Someone who was good at it.

Not good enough.

He said, quietly, "You're covering your sound well enough. You're not covering your heat."

A beat of silence. Then, also quietly: "Most people can't see heat."

"Most people aren't me."

The shape shifted, and for a moment he had the clean sense of threat before it resolved into a figure stepping carefully out from between the trees. A woman. Young, or young-seeming. Dark clothing, practical cut. Her hood had fallen back to show a face composed in a way that suggested the composure was worn rather than felt.

She looked at him with careful assessment. Not fear. Not quite hostility.

"You're the Greywarden," she said.

"And you're in the Blackfen at night." He let that sit between them. "Which means either you're very lost or you're here for the same reason I am."

Something shifted in her expression. Fast, and quickly controlled, but he was trained to catch fast things. "I'm not here to interfere with your hunt."

"That doesn't answer my question."

"No," she agreed. "It doesn't."

He studied her. The crossbow bolt remained a small consideration at the back of his attention — not decided, not dismissed. She wasn't armed with anything visible, which told him either she was confident in her other advantages or very good at concealment.

"Who are you?" he asked.

The woman looked at him for a moment, something old and layered in her expression. Then she seemed to decide something.

"Nobody you're looking for," she said. "Not tonight, anyway."

Before he could respond, the Blackfen erupted.

The wolf came out of the dark from the north — not from the direction of the outcropping, not from where Thorne was supposed to be going — and it came fast, a low black shape that covered ground with the terrible efficiency of a creature designed by centuries of necessity. Three hundred pounds of muscle and hunger and something older than either. Rowan had his crossbow up before conscious thought intervened, habit overriding reaction, and the bolt was already flying.

It caught the wolf in the left shoulder. Not a kill shot — nothing was a kill shot on a wolf this size unless you put it through the eye or the heart, and this had been reflex, not aim — but the silver in the bolt's head did its work. The wolf howled, a sound that wasn't quite right, too high and too complex, and crashed sideways into a root-tangle twenty feet away.

Rowan was already reloading.

The wolf thrashed in the roots. It was massive — bigger than the field reports had described, bigger than his six-year-old memory of it — and for a moment the size of it hit somewhere below cognition. Then training stepped in, and he moved to close the distance with his long blade already drawn.

"Don't."

The woman's voice was sharp, not a request, the shape of a command, and it stopped him the way a tripwire stopped him, reflexively, with the knife-edge conviction that something was wrong.

He looked at her.

She had stepped into the small clearing between them and the thrashing wolf, and her face in the bone-pale moonlight was no longer composed. Rowan recognized the expression because he saw it in his own reflection sometimes, early in the morning when he forgot to look away.

Grief. Raw and old and fighting hard to stay contained.

"That's not Thorne," she said.

Rowan stared at her. At the wolf. The wolf, he realized with a cold drop in his chest, was beginning the slow, agonizing reversal wolfsbane forced on its kind: silver burning through the shifted form and dragging the human shape back to the surface. It was the wrong size. The shoulders sat wrong. And the face emerging as the creature writhed, contracted, and became a man again—piece by painful piece—was not Aldric Thorne's.

"Who—" he started.

"His name is Cade," the woman said. Her voice was doing the controlled thing again, fighting the rawness down. "He's a scout. He runs the perimeter."

Cade was on his back in the roots now, human and injured, breathing in the shallow rapid way of a man in shock. The bolt had come out in the transformation. They usually did. The wound in his shoulder was already closing, silver-burned enough to hurt but not enough to stop the healing. He would live. Rowan accounted for all of that in an instant and turned back to the woman.

She had not moved. One hand remained lifted between warning and restraint, and her expression said she had already decided exactly how dangerous he was.

"You know the perimeter scout," he said, "which means you know the pack."

She met his eyes, and there it was again; that layered, sedimentary look. Old choices and older consequences.

"Yes," she said.

"Which means," Rowan said, very carefully, "that you are not here by coincidence."

"No."

"And you knew I was going for Thorne tonight."

She didn't answer that, which was answer enough. He watched the way she stood between him and the downed wolf — not quite deliberate, not quite accidental either, and began to understand something that changed the shape of the evening.

"Thorne isn't at the outcropping," he said.

"No."

"You drew him off."

Something crossed her face that might have been reluctant respect and might have been the absence of it. "I warned them you were close. I didn't know you'd be this close."

Rowan looked at the woman who had derailed six years of work, who knew the pack's perimeter scouts by name and used them like a map, who had walked through the Blackfen in the dark and tracked a trained hunter without him hearing her until he stopped. The cold thing at the center of him — once grief, now something harder and more useful — settled into a new shape.

He filed her face carefully in his memory. The line of her jaw. The steadiness of her eyes. The contained grief.

"Who are you?" he said again.

This time, she didn't deflect. She seemed to consider the truth the way people considered stepping off a ledge — aware that the falling was the easy part.

"Lyra Thorne," she said. "He's my father."

The Blackfen settled around them, old and patient and deeply indifferent, and Rowan Vale looked at the daughter of the wolf he had spent six years hunting and understood how little of the hunt he had really seen.

He didn't sheathe his blade.

She didn't step aside.

Above them, the hunter's moon had nothing poetic to offer.
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Chapter Two: The Daughter
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A name is a door. Be careful which ones you open.

— Lyra Thorne, private journal, year unknown

Three hours earlier

The name she was using this season was Maren Voss.

It was a good name. Sturdy, unremarkable, the kind of name that belonged to a miller's daughter or a tanner's wife, someone who paid her debts on time and kept her shutters latched and did not invite speculation. Lyra had built Maren Voss with methodical care; a two-year residence in Thorngate, a job at the cartographer's shop drawing borders onto vellum six hours a day, a small rented room above a cobbler's that smelled permanently of leather oil, and a landlord whose only real interest was the monthly payment arriving on schedule.

She had been Maren Voss for twenty-two months.

She had been other people before that. Senna Cole in the port city of Wesmark, for fourteen months, until a hunter named Brec had come through asking questions that were too specific to be coincidence. Before that, Halla Mourne in the mountain town of Crestfield, eight months, ended when she'd recognized one of her father's pack scouts in the market square and understood that the pack knowing her location was as dangerous as the hunters knowing it. Before that, three other names she'd worn and discarded like seasonal clothing, each one abandoned with the efficient grief of someone who had practiced the process until it no longer surprised her.

The names were necessary; they were the architecture of her safety. She had understood this since she was seventeen and first grasped what it meant to be Aldric Thorne's daughter — not abstractly, the way a child understands that a parent is complicated, but concretely, when a hunter's broadsheet with her father's face on it had blown against her shin in an alley in Calford and she'd picked it up and read, in careful official language, the list of what Aldric Thorne was believed to have done.

She had read it three times, standing in that alley with the paper shaking slightly in her hands. Then she'd folded it very precisely and put it in her coat pocket and walked back to the boarding house where she was staying under her own name, her real name, for the last time.

She'd checked out the next morning.

The Blackfen was not where Lyra had planned to be tonight.

She had been in Thorngate, drawing coastlines onto a map of the Aldenmere estuary, when the letter arrived. It came through the dead-drop she maintained, a loose stone in the wall of the old Thorngate granary, third stone from the left, knee-height, which meant it was from one of three people. Two of those people she trusted. The third she trusted the way you trusted a knife that hadn't cut you yet, with a watchful and provisional faith.

The letter was from Petra.

Petra was sixty-one years old, gray-haired, and looked like someone's comfortable aunt. She ran a waystation for traveling merchants two days' ride east of Thorngate and had also, for most of those twenty years, been one of the most reliable intelligence brokers in the middle territories, with a particular specialty in wolf-pack movements and hunter contracts. Lyra had met her seven years ago, during the Wesmark period, when she'd been desperate and broke and in possession of information Petra had found valuable. They had arrived at an arrangement. It had endured.

The letter said three things. It said that the hunters' council in Varis had activated a contract on Aldric Thorne. It said that the contractor was the Greywarden. And it said: he is already in the Blackfen. He is closer than you think.

Lyra had read this the way she read all bad news; without moving, her face arranged in the neutral expression she'd developed for exactly this purpose. Then she'd put the letter in the small iron box she kept under a loose floorboard, gathered the things she kept ready for this kind of evening, and left Thorngate without telling anyone she was going.

Maren Voss had lived in Thorngate for twenty-two months. Maren Voss was already dead.

She mourned her, briefly and practically, on the road east.

She had not gone to warn her father.

This required some internal explanation, the kind she never offered out loud. The simplest version was: she and her father were not close. The accurate version was more complicated and involved loving someone whose capacity for damage was structural, woven so deeply into him that you could not separate the harm from the person without there being no person left.

She loved her father the way you loved a storm you'd been born into: with a kind of stunned, involuntary loyalty she was not proud of and did not entirely understand.

She had not gone to warn him because she was not certain, at any given moment, that she wanted him to survive. That was the part she didn't say out loud. She kept it in the same internal compartment as the broadsheet list, the accounting of what he had done, the careful tally she maintained not to justify hating him but to justify the complicated fact of not saving him.

She had gone to warn Cade.

Cade was twenty-four and had been running perimeter for her father's pack for three years, which meant he'd been recruited at twenty-one; young, impressionable, probably hungry, and her father had offered him pack and belonging and the specific seductive warmth of a place where your nature was not something to be concealed. Lyra understood how that recruitment worked. She did not think Cade was a bad person. She thought he was a person who had made an understandable choice and was now tangled up in its consequences.

She thought he would die tonight if someone didn't move him.

So she'd gone into the Blackfen, which was not a decision she'd made lightly, and found the perimeter markers. She knew how her father's pack organized its scouting lines; she'd grown up watching it. She tracked back to Cade, told him a hunter was in the wood, and ordered him to change his circuit and pull toward the center.

He hadn't argued. He'd looked at her the way the pack always looked at her; with a complicated mix of respect and wariness that she'd long since stopped trying to decode, and he'd gone.

She should have left then.

She had not left, because she'd needed to know. She'd needed to see the hunter, the Greywarden, the name in Petra's letter, and get a measurement of what she was dealing with before she decided her next move. You couldn't plan around an unknown quantity. She'd circled wide and picked up the hunter's trail and followed it with the care of someone who had spent years learning to move without being noticed, and she had been doing perfectly well until she had stopped being careful about her heat signature.

She had not expected him to be tracking that precisely in the dark.

She had, in retrospect, underestimated him.

Standing in the moonlit clearing with Cade injured in the roots and the Greywarden's blade still unsheathed, Lyra ran through her options with rapid internal efficiency.

She could run. She was fast, and the Blackfen was dark, and she had the advantage of knowing the wood. But running meant leaving Cade, and Cade was injured and slow and the hunter was right there, and she was not built for leaving wounded people behind even when the strategic case for it was sound. She'd tried that calculation before. It didn't resolve the way the math said it should.

She could tell a partial truth. She could say she was a contact of the pack, someone who knew Cade but wasn't blood-related, someone peripheral who could be dismissed and forgotten. She was good at partial truths. They were one of the mechanisms of her survival.

She had not told a partial truth. She had told him her name.

She was still trying to understand why she'd done that.

Part of it was the way he'd looked at her. Not with fear or excitement or the brittle aggression that hunters usually brought to encounters with wolves and wolf-adjacent people. He'd looked at her with a kind of flat, exhausted accuracy, as though he was not interested in her as a threat or a curiosity, only as a piece of information he needed to correctly categorize.

She recognized it because she wore it herself.

Part of it was that she was tired. Twenty-two months of Maren Voss. Seven years of other names. A life lived in the constant low-grade vigilance of someone who always knew where the exits were. There were nights—more of them lately—when concealment pressed on her with physical weight, and she imagined simply saying: here is what I am. Here is whose daughter I am. Do with it what you will. The fantasy never lasted. It always ended at the same point: strangers deciding what her name meant before she had the chance to tell them.

She had told the hunter her name because it was tactically correct, because he was going to find out anyway, because a lie would cost her credibility she might need, because she wanted to see what he did with the information before he had time to compose a reaction. She told herself these things and they were all true and not the whole truth, and she filed the rest with the broadsheet list and kept her face composed.

Rowan Vale looked at her the way he looked at everything, she was already learning, with a kind of locked-down, assessing stillness she found more unsettling than anger would have been. Anger she understood. This was harder to read.

"Lyra Thorne," he said. Not a question. Tasting the information.

"Yes."

"He has a daughter." He said this to himself, almost, the way people said things they were verifying against an internal record. "It wasn't in the file."

"I know it wasn't." She had checked. Periodically, over the years, she had accessed what intelligence she could about what the hunters' council had on her father, and her own existence was absent from all of it. "I've made sure."

Something shifted in his expression, not warmth, nothing close to warmth, but a kind of recalibration. "How long have you been out of the pack?"

"I was never in it."

He looked at her steadily. She could see him deciding whether to believe that and she kept her face neutral and let him decide.

"Your father runs one of the largest wolf factions in the middle territories," he said. "He has children and he keeps them out of the pack."

"He kept me out of it. My mother kept me out of it." She paused. "She was human. She had views about what she wanted for me."

"Had."

"She died when I was twelve." She said this without inflection. "After that I spent five years in my father's house. Then I left."

"Why?"

She looked at him. At the unsheathed blade and the crossbow and the six years of focused purpose that she could read in the line of his shoulders. "Because I'd read the broadsheet list," she said. "And I couldn't unknow it."

That landed. She saw the small, involuntary reaction move through him before it was suppressed. He hadn't expected her to say that.

She filed it. He was not impenetrable. He just worked very hard at it.

Behind her, Cade made a sound, a rough exhalation, the particular note of a wolf's healing working through something painful, and she turned to check him without fully turning her back on the hunter, a compromise she'd learned from years of rooms with more than one threat in them.

Cade was sitting up in the roots. His shoulder was closed, or mostly closed, silver-burn scars took longer, left marks that sometimes didn't fully fade, and he was looking at her with an expression she recognized as guilt-flavored confusion.

"Can you walk?" she asked.

"Yeah." He moved experimentally, winced, amended: "In a minute."

"You need to go back. Pull the whole perimeter in, tell them there's a hunter in the wood and the south approach isn't safe." She kept her voice low and level. Not giving orders, she had no authority in the pack, had made sure she had no authority in the pack, just laying out the sensible sequence of events. "Don't tell them about me."

Cade looked from her to the hunter and back. She watched him run his own calculation, the abbreviated tactical math of someone younger than her and less practiced at it, and arrive at an answer that wasn't entirely comfortable for him.

"Lyra," he said, which was not Maren Voss, which meant the hunter now had that confirmed from a second source, which was fine because she'd already said it herself.

"Go, Cade."

He went. She listened to him move through the underbrush, still slower than he should have been, the silver-burn dragging on him, until the sound faded into the general conversation of the wood. Then she turned back to the hunter.

He had watched all of that without speaking. She wasn't sure what he'd made of it. His face was doing the locked-down thing.

"You just removed my secondary intelligence source," he said.

"You shot him."

"He was running a perimeter for a wanted criminal."

"He's twenty-four years old."

"That's not a defense."

"No," she agreed. "It's context. You can decide what to do with it." She let a beat pass. "The way I've decided what to do with the fact that you've been tracking my father's movements, which means you've been in and out of the Blackfen for at least three days without the pack knowing, which means you're better than I was expecting."

Something that was not quite amusement crossed his face. "Is that a compliment?"

"It's an assessment."

He looked at her for a long moment. She made herself hold still under it; not defiant, not submissive, just present.

"You warned them off," he said finally. "You knew I was here, you came into the wood, and you warned them. Not just Cade. You said you warned the pack."

"I sent word. I didn't come into the wood for the pack."

"For Cade."

"Yes."

"Because you didn't want him to get hurt."

"Because I didn't want him to die," she corrected. "There's a difference."

Rowan Vale looked at her, and she had the distinct and unsettling sensation of being read not the way most people read her, with whatever assumptions they'd arrived with and were confirming, but with the attention of someone for whom information was a professional matter and who was genuinely uncertain about what the information meant.

"You're not what I expected," he said.

"No one ever is." She glanced at the blade, still out. "Are you going to sheathe that?"

"Not yet."

She nodded. Fair enough. She wouldn't have either.

The Blackfen settled around them. Somewhere in the middle distance, something moved an animal, small, unbothered by any of this. The moon was still doing its cold, indifferent work. Lyra thought about Thorngate, about the half-finished map on the cartographer's desk, about the rented room and the cobbler's smell and the twenty-two months of a life she'd built and would not be returning to.

She thought about the letter. The Greywarden. Closer than you think.

Petra had been right, as she usually was.

"What happens now?" she asked. Not helplessly, she already had a rough outline but because she wanted to hear what he said, wanted another data point on the shape of him before she committed to any particular course.

"Now," Rowan said, "I decide what to do with you."

"And what are the options?"

"I'm still working that out."

She believed him, which was interesting. She'd expected him to have an answer ready, and the absence of one told her something. He was genuinely uncertain. She had introduced a variable he didn't have a protocol for, and he was too honest a thinker to pretend otherwise.

That was useful.

That was, she thought, with the small and careful optimism she allowed herself on good days, possibly the only useful thing about tonight.

She had told him her name. The name she had not told anyone in seven years, the name she had buried under Maren Voss and Senna Cole and Halla Mourne and all the others, the name that was a door she'd kept shut and locked and plastered over and occasionally, in the private middle of very bad nights, pressed her hand against from the other side.

Lyra Thorne.

It was still her name. She hadn't broken by saying it. The hunter hadn't lunged at her. The Blackfen hadn't swallowed her whole.

She stood in the old, patient dark and watched the man who had spent six years hunting her father, and waited to find out what happened next.

––––––––
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End of Chapter Two
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Chapter Three: First Clash
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Every trap has two sides. The question is which one you're standing on.

— Hunter's field manual, Chapter IV: Engagement

He made his decision in the time it took the moon to shift behind a cloud.

There were three viable options, and Rowan moved through them with fieldwork's usual economy. First: let her go. She had interfered with a sanctioned operation, aided a known wolf-faction's perimeter security, and admitted to being the daughter of a man the council wanted dead. Letting her go was operationally unsound. It was also the option that part of him, the part still capable of something like pity found most compelling, which was precisely why he distrusted it.

Second: kill her. Also unsound, for reasons that had nothing to do with pity. She was unarmed, or appeared to be. She had not attacked him. She had hidden in the wood and warned people she was trying to keep from getting shot, which, taken in isolation, was not a killing offense. He had standards. They were not soft, but they were his, and he kept them because the alternative was becoming something he'd seen in other hunters and found deeply unpleasant.

Third: take her. Question her, hold her, use what she knew about her father's movements and the pack's layout to salvage something from a night that had otherwise been a professional failure. She knew where the perimeter was. She knew how the pack organized itself. She might know where Thorne went to ground when he ran.

She was, in point of fact, the most valuable asset he had encountered in six years of hunting Aldric Thorne, and she was standing right in front of him in the dark.

He sheathed the long blade. Kept his hand near it.

"You're going to come with me," he said.

Something moved in her expression, not fear, he noted again, with the same faint wrongness he'd felt the first time. Most people cornered in a dark wood by a man with a blade produced fear. She produced something closer to a sigh that hadn't reached the surface. "I was wondering when you'd arrive at that," she said.

"You're not surprised."

"I'm rarely surprised." She looked at him with the measuring expression that he was beginning to understand was her default. "Is this a council detention or a personal one?"

The distinction was sharp, and she'd made it precisely, which told him she understood what it meant for her options. A council detention had protocols, documentation, rights of challenge. A personal one had whatever rules he chose to impose. "Does it matter?"

"It matters to me."

"Then let's call it provisional." He took a step toward her, and she held her ground, which he'd half expected. "I have questions. You have answers. We're going to have a conversation somewhere that isn't the Blackfen at midnight."

"And if I decline?"

"Then we skip the conversation and I take you to Varis for the council to deal with, which will be considerably less comfortable for you."

She looked at him for a moment, the same unhurried assessment, the kind that didn't perform thought but simply did it, and then she said: "All right."

"That easily?"

"I didn't say easily." She moved to follow him, and he let her fall into step at his left, where he could see her in his peripheral vision without appearing to watch her. "I said all right. They're different things."

He had a camp an hour's walk north of the Blackfen, at the edge of an old logging road that hadn't seen use in a decade.

It was not a comfortable camp. He'd built it for utility rather than rest, a lean-to against a fallen oak, a fire ring of stones he'd kept unlit for three days to avoid giving his position away, a bedroll, a pack, a small arsenal of tools organized with the precision of a man who found things by muscle memory in the dark. He allowed himself one concession to comfort: good coffee. Bad coffee in the field was a morale problem, and morale problems eventually became judgment problems.

He built the fire now. There was no point in concealment anymore, his position had been compromised the moment Lyra Thorne had tracked him through the Blackfen, which was still irritating. He hadn't been tracked in the field in four years. He set the camp's small perimeter, silver-thread wire strung low between the trees, a pattern any trained hunter would recognize as detection rather than barrier; then made the coffee and said nothing while it brewed.

She sat on the log he indicated, crossed her arms against the cold, and said nothing. They watched each other across the fire with the mutual wariness of two people running separate calculations and fully aware the other was doing the same.

He poured two cups. Handed her one. She took it without thanking him, which he found, oddly, more trustworthy than gratitude would have been.

"How long have you been out of contact with your father?" he asked.

"Seven years."

"Completely?"

"Mostly." She wrapped both hands around the cup. "He sends letters occasionally. I don't write back. Sometimes one of the pack finds me and passes along a message. I listen. I don't respond."

"But you knew about the perimeter. You knew the scout's name, knew his circuit."

"I've kept track of the pack's movements. Not for his benefit." She looked at him steadily. "For mine. Knowing where they are means knowing when to move."

He considered this. It was the answer of someone genuinely out, not a planted asset, not a double, just a person keeping watch on a threat from a distance. He'd met people who'd left wolf packs before. The ones who were really out had exactly this quality: they couldn't afford to stop watching, so they watched from as far away as possible.

"The letter you received," he said. "In Thorngate. You were living as"

"Maren Voss."

"How did your contact know to reach Maren Voss?"

"She's been with me through four aliases. She has methods." A pause. "I'm not going to tell you who she is."

"I'm not asking." He wasn't, yet. He filed the existence of the contact and moved on. "You said you left at seventeen. Where did you go?"

"South, first. Then east. Then wherever seemed reasonable." She said it without self-pity, which was the only way he'd have believed it. "I had some money I'd been setting aside. Enough to get started. I have skills that are sellable, cartography, mostly, and languages. I'm good at noticing things. I managed."

"Languages."

"Five. Reasonably fluent in four."

He noted this. Filed it. "And the alias system; you developed that yourself?"

For the first time, something not entirely composed moved across her face. A small, rueful thing. "I learned it from watching him," she said. "My father. He has different names for different contexts. Different faces. He's been doing it his whole life." She paused. "I used what I learned. I just used it to run in the other direction."

That landed somewhere uncomfortable, and Rowan let it remain there. The fire kept low and steady. The Blackfen was distant enough now to be only a tree line and a memory. He studied the woman across from him, sorting through every useful category he knew, and found that none of them fit.

Enemy was too simple. Witness was too passive. Ally implied a degree of trust neither of them had earned. The
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