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	For every woman who ran — not because she was weak, but because she knew her own worth before anyone else did.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Price of Disappearing

	

	The coffee was terrible.

	Ophelia Vass wrapped both hands around the mug anyway, because it was hot and it was real and those were the two things she needed most on a Montana morning when the sky had gone the particular shade of grey that meant serious weather before nightfall. The diner smelled like bacon grease and old vinyl and someone's floral perfume from three booths over, and underneath all of it, underneath everything, she could smell the cold coming down off the mountains like a warning.

	She had learned to listen to warnings.

	Two years of running had made her fluent in them. The way a room shifted when a stranger's attention lingered too long. The particular quality of silence that preceded something breaking. The way her own body went tight and electric when something in her animal instincts registered a threat before her human brain caught up. She had gotten very good at casual exits, at paying cash, at choosing seats with sightlines to every door.

	She had also gotten very good at pretending none of that was her life.

	The camera bag on the seat beside her was real. The work inside it was real — three weeks of shooting in Glacier National Park, golden eagles and November frost and one extraordinary morning where she'd caught a bull elk standing shin-deep in a half-frozen stream, steam rising from the water around him like he was something mythological. That photograph was going to pay her rent for two months under the name Lia Vale, wildlife photographer, no fixed address, nothing to find.

	Ophelia Vass did not exist on paper anymore.

	She had been quietly, carefully erasing herself for twenty-four months, and she was proud of how thoroughly she'd managed it. No credit trail. No pack scent markers. No contact with anyone from her previous life, which had not been much of a life to begin with — a controlled existence inside Valdrest Pack's territory in northern Idaho, where she had been managed like a resource from the time she was old enough to understand what her gift meant to the people around her.

	Auryn's Gift. That was what the old texts called it. What Corvin Valdrest called it was considerably less poetic.

	Useful, he had said, the day he'd informed her, at twenty-six, that she would be bonded to the Alpha of the Duskhollow Pack as part of a Compact political arrangement. Not asked. Informed. The way you informed a piece of furniture that it was being moved to another room.

	She had smiled at him. She was very good at smiling.

	Two weeks later, she was gone.

	The bell above the diner door jangled and she tracked the movement without looking up from her mug — a reflex so ingrained now it didn't feel like fear anymore, just maintenance. Truck driver, mid-fifties, boots with actual mud on them. Not pack. Not a threat. She let out a breath she hadn't fully taken and flagged down the waitress for a refill of the terrible coffee.

	Her phone buzzed.

	Not her regular phone. The secondary one, the disposable, the one whose number she had given to exactly nobody.

	She stared at it for three full seconds before she picked up.

	"You don't know me." The voice was male, unhurried, with the particular cadence of someone who was very rarely surprised by anything. "My name is Soren Caldveth. I'm the Beta of Duskhollow Pack."

	Every muscle in her body went wire-tight. She kept her face completely still, a skill she had practiced in mirrors until it was automatic, and said nothing.

	"I'm not calling to threaten you," he continued, as though her silence was a perfectly reasonable response and he had anticipated it. "I'm calling because three of Valdrest's hunters crossed into the Northern Reaches four days ago. I don't know exactly where they are. I thought you should."

	The coffee mug was warm under her fingers. She focused on that.

	"Why," she said. One word. Flat.

	"Because the storm coming off the Thornveil range is going to be significant. Probably impassable roads by tonight." A pause that felt deliberate, measured. "Greywing Station is a lodge twelve miles north of Harlow Junction on the 89. The door code is 4471. The pantry is stocked."

	She waited for the rest of it. The condition. The price. The angle, because there was always an angle when someone from a pack offered something without asking for something in return.

	It didn't come.

	"That's it?" she said.

	"That's it." Another pause. "Drive carefully, Ms. Vass. The switchbacks above Harlow get slick fast."

	The line went dead.

	Ophelia set the phone down on the table and looked at it for a long moment. Outside the diner window, the first flakes were beginning to fall — not the soft, decorative kind but the hard, purposeful kind that meant the sky was serious. The mountains to the north had already disappeared into white.

	Three hunters. Four days ago. And a Beta from the pack she was supposed to have bonded into had just handed her a lifeline without asking for anything in return.

	She did not trust it.

	She also did not have a better option.

	She left cash on the table — a little more than the bill, because the waitress had a tired face and deserved it — and slung her camera bag over her shoulder and walked out into the cold. Her truck was a ten-year-old grey Chevy that she had bought with cash in Missoula and maintained with a meticulousness that her previous life had never required of her. She started the engine and sat for a moment with the heater blasting and the snow beginning to collect on the windshield.

	The Duskhollow Beta had called her by her real name.

	She had spent two years building Lia Vale and someone had still found Ophelia Vass underneath.

	The hunters were four days into the Northern Reaches. Which meant they were close. Which meant the careful, invisible life she had constructed was already coming apart at the edges, and she could drive south into open country and try to outrun them, or she could take the strange gift she had been handed and go north into the storm and buy herself time to think.

	She pulled out of the parking lot and turned north.

	The mountains swallowed the road within twenty minutes, the world narrowing to two lanes of grey asphalt and walls of pine and the increasingly insistent snow. She drove with the focused calm of someone who had learned that panic was a luxury she couldn't afford, tracking the road conditions and the mileage and the growing weight of the sky. Her wolf stirred uneasily under her skin — the animal side of her that she had kept carefully leashed for two years because shifting meant scent markers and scent markers meant being findable.

	She talked it down the way she always did. Not yet. I know. Not yet.

	Her wolf had opinions about the running. It always had. Wolves were not made for solitude the way she had been living it, and her animal self made that known regularly in the particular restlessness that gathered in her bones when she went too long between shifts. Two years was a very long time.

	Harlow Junction was a widening in the road with a gas station and a closed-up bait shop. She found the turn for Greywing Station on a sign that had been half-obscured by a pine branch, hand-lettered, the kind of sign that wasn't meant to be found by anyone who wasn't already looking. The access road climbed steeply, switchbacking through old-growth forest, and the snow was already an inch deep on the unpaved surface.

	The lodge appeared through the trees as the road crested a ridge — a long, low building of dark timber and river stone, a covered porch running its full length, a woodpile stacked with the kind of careful precision that suggested someone who found satisfaction in order. No lights on. No vehicles. The storm had settled fully overhead now, the mountains gone, the world reduced to the lodge and the trees and the white.

	She sat in the truck for a moment.

	4471.

	She got out.

	The code worked. The door swung inward on a space that was cold but dry, furnished with the deliberate simplicity of someone who valued function and had enough taste to make function beautiful. Stone fireplace. Heavy wood furniture. Bookshelves. A kitchen that was stocked, as promised, with enough provisions to last a week. No personal items visible, nothing that would tell her about the person who owned this place, which was either professional discretion or intentional erasure, and she couldn't tell which.

	She built a fire first, because she had learned that warmth was always the first priority. Then she made a circuit of the lodge, cataloguing exits and windows with the habit she could not turn off. Then she stood in front of the fireplace with her hands held out to the heat and allowed herself, for just a moment, to breathe.

	The storm pressed against the windows. The fire caught and steadied. Outside, the world had gone completely white and completely silent.

	She was safe. For now.

	She almost didn't hear the door.

	It didn't bang or crash — it opened with the quiet authority of someone who had a right to be there, and a gust of frozen air rolled through the room, and Ophelia turned, and the world she had been so carefully managing for two years stopped making the sense it had made a moment ago.

	He was very tall. That was the first thing, the most manageable thing, the detail her brain reached for because it was concrete and containable. Dark hair, storm-grey eyes that found her immediately and stayed, shoulders that took up a disproportionate amount of the doorway. A scar running from his jaw toward his collar, half-hidden by the neck of a thermal shirt that had no business looking the way it looked on someone who had just walked out of a blizzard.

	But it wasn't the way he looked that stopped her breath.

	It was what happened inside her when he walked through the door.

	Warmth. Recognition. A pull so immediate and so deep it felt geological, like a fault line shifting, like something that had been misaligned for years suddenly, devastatingly, clicking into place.

	Her wolf went absolutely still.

	Oh, some part of her said, from a very quiet distance. Oh, that's what this feels like.

	She had heard about the mate bond her whole life. Had been told she had one waiting for her, politically arranged and Compact-certified, which had made it feel like a tax obligation rather than a miracle. She had not expected this. The sheer animal certainty of it. The way her body knew him before her mind had finished catching up.

	She made absolutely certain none of that showed on her face.

	"You're in my lodge," he said. His voice was low and even and not particularly warm, the voice of someone who had learned to keep the temperature of a room at exactly the level he chose.

	"You're in my storm," she said, and watched something move very briefly across his expression before it locked back down.

	He stepped inside and closed the door and looked at her with those grey eyes that gave away almost nothing, and she looked back at him with the pleasant, unbothered expression she had spent years perfecting, and the fire crackled between them, and neither of them said anything else for a long moment.

	He sat down in the chair across from the fireplace. He did not say he was staying.

	He did not leave.

	Outside, the storm deepened, and the world shrank to the size of one room, and Ophelia Vass looked at the man she had spent two years running from and felt, with a sinking and terrifying certainty, that she had run directly into something she was not going to be able to escape.

	She was not entirely sure, anymore, that she wanted to.

	

	 



CHAPTER TWO: What the Territory Knows

	
	The moment she crossed his boundary, Evander knew.

	He had been running the eastern ridge of the Thornveil backcountry since before dawn — not a leisure run, though in his wolf form the distinction between work and the particular freedom of moving through his own territory at speed was one he rarely bothered to maintain. He ran because the Greywatch Sense needed to be exercised the way any ability did, regularly and deliberately, or it grew dull at the edges. He ran the boundary three times a week, reading his territory the way other people read a room — the shift of air, the layering of scents, the thousand small signatures of everything alive and present within the land that recognized him as Alpha.

	He could feel his pack from here. Not individually, not clearly, but collectively, like a low harmonic in the base of his skull — the living warmth of two hundred wolves going about their morning. Soren's steadiness, always slightly amusedly resigned. Lenne's brightness, currently aggravated about something, which was her default state. Mira's deep, mineral calm. His pack, his responsibility, the thing that had defined the shape of his life since he was twenty-two and his father had bled out in the snow and the Alpha mantle had fallen on him like a stone.

	He had never once put it down.

	The new signature crossed his boundary at 7:43 in the morning, and every hair on his wolf's body stood at attention.

	Pack. Unmated Omega. And something else beneath those
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