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FIVE MONTHS BEFORE THE BOND

The last thing Rowan Delacroix drew as a human was a child's face.

She'd hiked three miles into Olympic National Park with her sketchpad and charcoal, looking for the kind of silence Seattle never offered. The Port Angeles trail was supposed to be low-traffic on weekday afternoons—just her, the Douglas firs, and the distant sound of Morse Creek cutting through the valley.

Perfect for clearing her head after six weeks of sketching crime scene witnesses who couldn't stop crying.

The child's face came from memory, not observation: a seven-year-old girl named Maya who'd identified her father's killer in a domestic violence case. Rowan had spent four hours capturing the exact curve of her jaw, the way her eyes held both fear and determination. The sketch had helped convict a man who would have walked free otherwise.

That was Rowan's job. That was her purpose. Forensic sketch artist, Seattle PD. She gave the voiceless a face. She helped people remember what they'd tried to forget.

She was good at it.

Good enough that she didn't notice the forest had gone quiet.

No birdsong. No wind through the trees. Just the sound of her charcoal scratching across paper and her own breathing.

Rowan looked up.

The trail ahead was empty. Behind her—empty. But the wrongness sat heavy in her chest, the kind of instinctive alarm that evolution had spent millennia breeding into human DNA.

You are being watched.

She stood slowly, gathering her supplies. Probably just a deer. Maybe a black bear—they were common in the park, usually more scared of humans than threatening.

Usually.

Rowan started walking back toward the trailhead, keeping her pace casual. Not running. Predators chased things that ran.

She made it fifty yards before she heard it: footsteps matching her rhythm. Heavy. Deliberate. Too close.

Not a deer.

Rowan's hand went to the bear spray on her hip—required equipment for solo hiking, something she'd rolled her eyes at when the ranger recommended it. Now she was grateful.

She turned, spray raised.

The thing standing fifteen feet away wasn't a bear.

It was—

Rowan's brain stuttered. Couldn't process. Couldn't categorize.

Wolf. Too big. Seven feet tall. Standing on hind legs. Eyes that reflected light like an animal's but held intelligence that was entirely, horrifyingly human.

Not possible. Not real. Hallucination, must be hallucination, some kind of gas leak or mushroom spores or—

It moved.

Fast. Impossibly fast.

Rowan's finger found the bear spray trigger, but the canister was already flying from her hand, knocked away by something that moved too quickly to see clearly. Then she was on the ground, gravel digging into her back, sketchpad scattering pages across the trail.

The thing—the wolf—loomed over her.

This close, she could see it clearly: fur the color of storm clouds, muscles coiled beneath skin that shifted between wolf and something almost human, and jaws that opened to reveal teeth designed for one purpose.

Killing.

Rowan opened her mouth to scream.

The jaws closed on her shoulder.

Pain exploded—white-hot and all-consuming, radiating from the bite point outward in waves that made her vision blur. She could feel teeth puncturing muscle, scraping bone, tearing through tissue that had never been meant to survive this kind of damage.

Blood. So much blood. Hers. Spreading across the trail in dark pools that reflected the canopy above.

The creature released her.

Rowan's hand went to the wound automatically, trying to stop the bleeding, trying to—

It burned.

Not just pain. Burning. Like someone had injected acid directly into her veins. The sensation spread from the bite mark through her shoulder, down her arm, across her chest.

Something was wrong. Something beyond the attack. Beyond the blood loss.

Something was changing.

Rowan tried to stand. Couldn't. Her legs wouldn't respond properly. Her vision was doubling. The forest spun.

The wolf—no, the werewolf, because that's what it was, impossible but undeniable—was watching her with those too-intelligent eyes.

Waiting.

For what?

Rowan's chest convulsed. Her heart rate spiked—not panic, something else. Something biological. Her bones ached. Her skin felt too tight. The burning spread to her spine.

"What—" she gasped. "What did you—"

The werewolf turned and ran.

Just left her there. Bleeding. Burning. Dying on a hiking trail three miles from help.

Rowan's phone was in her backpack. She tried to reach it. Her hand was shaking too badly. The burning was worse now—concentrated in her bones, like her skeleton was trying to break itself from the inside.

She was going to die here.

Alone. Unmourned. Another missing hiker in Olympic National Park. Another cautionary tale about going into the woods alone.

Her last sketch—Maya's face—lay in the dirt beside her, charcoal smudged by blood.

I'm sorry, Rowan thought. To Maya. To the other witnesses who'd trusted her to remember them. I'm sorry I couldn't—

The bones in her hand cracked.

Not breaking. Reforming.

Rowan screamed.

And somewhere in the forest, something howled in response.



SIX MONTHS LATER
ISOLATION CABIN SEVEN
MONTH 6
Rowan Delacroix woke up in a body that wasn't hers, in a cabin she didn't recognize, with a wolf living beneath her skin.

And a silver ankle monitor blinking on her leg, counting down to a trial she wouldn't survive.

But that's where the real story begins.
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​Chapter 1: The Dead-Zone
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POV: ROWAN

The charcoal snapped between Rowan's fingers.

She stared at the broken pieces in her palm—black dust smudging the creases of her skin, settling into the whorls of her fingerprints like evidence. Six months ago, she would've cursed, brushed it off, reached for another stick. Six months ago, her hands hadn't been strong enough to break artist-grade charcoal by accident.

Now, everything she touched felt too fragile.

The cabin's single overhead bulb flickered, casting her shadow long and distorted across the plank floor. Evening light bled through the narrow window above the sink—orange and bruised purple, the kind of Pacific Northwest sunset that used to make her pull over on the highway just to watch. Now it just marked another day survived in this place. Month six. Day one hundred seventy-three, if she'd counted right. She had. Rowan counted everything now. It was the only way to prove time still moved forward, that she wasn't stuck in some repeating loop of gray wood walls and the low, constant hum that vibrated through the floor.

The dead-zone's magnetic field. They said you got used to it.

They lied.

Rowan swept the charcoal fragments into the small pile she'd been accumulating on the table—bits and pieces of broken sticks, evidence of her own uncontrolled strength. The pile had grown over the past week. She should probably stop buying charcoal from the monthly supply drop. But if she stopped drawing, she'd have nothing left of herself.

The cabin measured twelve by fifteen feet. She'd paced it approximately nine hundred times. Plank walls, gaps wide enough to let in the cold. A narrow cot with a wool blanket that smelled like cedar and something she couldn't name—something animal. A sink with a pump handle that groaned every time she used it. A woodstove she had to feed twice a day or freeze. A single shelf holding: three changes of clothes (all identical gray cotton), a bar of soap, a toothbrush, five books she'd already read, and the sketchpad.

The sketchpad was hers. The only thing they'd let her bring.

She picked up a fresh stick of charcoal and rolled it between her palms, feeling the smooth grain, the slight give before it would snap. Control. She could control this.

Outside, the forest pressed close. Two hundred yards in any direction, that was her world now. The ankle monitor saw to that—a brushed steel cuff locked around her left leg, deceptively light, blinking a tiny red light every fifteen seconds. Blink. Blink. Blink. A heartbeat. A countdown. Cross the perimeter and alarms scream. Enforcers arrive within minutes. She'd tested it once, the second week. Stepped one foot over the invisible line just to see if the system worked.

It did.

Declan Frost had arrived in under four minutes, stone-faced and silent, to reset the alarm and log the incident. He hadn't asked why. Hadn't needed to. The look in his eyes said he understood the urge to run, even if running was impossible.

She hadn't tried again.

Rowan glanced at the clock above the stove—6:47 PM. Thirteen minutes until her perimeter walk. The only freedom she had, and even that was conditional. Supervised perimeter walks, they called them, though no one actually walked with her. They just watched from the fence line, making sure she stayed inside her invisible cage.

The wolf inside her stirred.

She felt it—a restless sensation beneath her skin, like something pacing just under the surface. It wanted out. It wanted to run, to shift and tear through the woods and feel the ground blur beneath paws instead of feet. The urge came in waves, worse during the week of the full moon, manageable the rest of the time. Manageable, but never gone.

Rowan closed her eyes and pressed her palms flat against the table, focusing on the grain of the wood, the cool solidity of it. Human. She was human. This body, these hands, this mind—human. The thing inside her wasn't real. It was a parasite. A virus. An unwanted guest she'd evict the second she figured out how.

The hum of the dead-zone intensified, a vibration in her molars.

She hated it here.

The dead-zone wasn't a place—it was a feeling. A magnetic anomaly, they'd explained during her intake. Something about the mineral deposits in the bedrock creating a field that disrupted the shift, made it harder to control, more painful to initiate. New-turns needed that disruption during isolation. It kept them from going feral, from losing themselves to the wolf before they learned discipline.

What it actually did was make her feel like her bones were trying to crawl out of her skin.

Every Wednesday, 9 AM sharp, they made her practice. Shift, hold it for ten minutes, shift back. "Mandatory conditioning," the intake officer had said, a bored-looking woman with scars on her knuckles. Rowan had refused the first three times. They'd stopped asking and started enforcing. Two enforcers, stone-faced, standing outside her cabin until she complied.

So she shifted. And it felt like dying every single time.

The dead-zone turned the transformation into agony—bones breaking and reforming too slowly, muscles tearing and knitting back wrong before correcting. Her wolf-self hated it here as much as her human-self did. The field suppressed the instincts, muted the senses, made everything feel wrong. Even the wolf wanted out.

Rowan opened her eyes and stared at her hands again. Steady now. Human.

She reached for the sketchpad, flipped it open to a blank page. Blank pages used to terrify her—all that potential, all that pressure to create something meaningful. Now they were a relief. Empty space she could fill with anything except the thoughts looping in her head. You're a monster. You killed someone. Marcus thinks you're dead. Your family buried an empty casket. You'll never go home.

She started sketching. Nothing specific. Just lines. Angles. The corner of the cabin where the walls met the ceiling, the knot in the wood above her cot. Her hand moved automatically, muscle memory taking over. This, at least, hadn't changed. The wolf might have stolen her life, but it couldn't take this.

6:58 PM.

Rowan set the charcoal down, wiped her hands on her jeans, and stood. The ankle monitor blinked. Blink. Blink. Blink.

She pulled on her jacket—a heavy canvas thing from the supply drop, too big in the shoulders—and stepped outside.

The cold hit immediately. October in the Olympic Peninsula, and the temperature dropped fast once the sun started setting. Rowan's breath plumed in front of her face as she walked down the three wooden steps to the dirt path that circled her cabin. The path was worn smooth from six months of pacing. Her path. Her prison yard.

Two hundred yards. She could see the markers from here—small reflective posts driven into the ground at intervals, outlining the perimeter. Beyond them, the forest thickened into shadows. Somewhere out there, past the trees, was the rest of the pack's territory. The town. The roads. The world she used to belong to.

She turned left and started walking.

The forest smelled like rot and rain. Moss grew thick on everything—trees, rocks, the fallen logs decomposing into the earth. The sound of her footsteps was muffled by the layer of pine needles carpeting the ground. Overhead, the canopy blocked most of the fading light, turning the woods into a study in grayscale.

Rowan's senses sharpened.

She hated that, too. The way sounds grew clearer, the way she could track the path of a bird overhead just by the rush of air through feathers. The way she could smell the difference between the western red cedar and the Douglas fir, could pinpoint the location of the deer that had passed through earlier based on the fading musk of its scent trail.

Human senses didn't do that.

She forced herself to focus on the rhythm of her steps. Left, right, left, right. Counting again. Anything to drown out the wolf's awareness.

Movement ahead.

Rowan stopped, instinct flaring before she could suppress it. Her vision sharpened, picking out details in the failing light—two figures standing just beyond the fence line, maybe fifty yards away. Enforcers. She recognized the posture, the way they stood too still, too aware. Wolves pretending to be casual.

She should turn around. Walk the other direction. They weren't here for her—probably a routine patrol, or a shift change. She wasn't supposed to interact with anyone except during official check-ins.

But their voices carried.

"—doesn't make sense," the first one was saying. Male, younger. She didn't recognize the voice. "Sarah Lennox was an experienced hiker. She wouldn't just wander off-trail."

Rowan froze.

"Doesn't matter what makes sense," the second enforcer replied. Older, rougher voice. "The story's already filed. Lost hiker, exposure, case closed. Stop asking questions."

"But—"

"Stop."

Silence. Then the sound of boots on gravel, moving away.

Rowan's heart kicked against her ribs.

Sarah Lennox.

The name detonated in her skull like a flashbang. She knew that name. Two years ago, Seattle. Domestic violence case—the kind that made her stomach turn even after a decade in forensic work. The victim had been hospitalized three times before she finally pressed charges. Sarah Lennox had been a neighbor, a witness who'd called 911 during the worst of it. Rowan had sketched the suspect based on Sarah's description. The sketch had helped convict him.

Sarah Lennox, who'd testified in court.

Sarah Lennox, who was now a "missing hiker" in the Olympic Peninsula.

Rowan's investigative instincts roared to life—the part of her brain that used to parse witness statements and reconstruct crime scenes from fragments of evidence. The part that noticed patterns, inconsistencies, the gaps where the official story didn't fit the facts.

Lost hiker. Exposure. Case closed.

No. No, that wasn't right. Sarah had been a key witness in a high-profile case. If she went missing, it should've been news. There should've been search parties, media coverage, pressure on the police to investigate.

Unless someone wanted her quiet.

Unless this wasn't an accident.

Rowan turned and walked back toward her cabin, faster now, the ankle monitor's blinking light reflecting off the wet ground. Her hands were shaking. She shoved them into her jacket pockets and forced herself to breathe.

You don't know anything. It's a coincidence. People go missing in the woods all the time.

But her gut knew better.

She climbed the cabin steps two at a time and shut the door behind her, leaning against it like she could block out the world. The overhead bulb still flickered. The hum of the dead-zone still vibrated through the floor.

Rowan crossed to the table, flipped the sketchpad open to a fresh page, and picked up the charcoal.

Her hands moved before her brain caught up.

Sarah Lennox had a round face. Wide-set eyes. A small scar above her left eyebrow from a childhood fall. Rowan had spent three hours with her, taking notes, asking questions, translating her words into lines and shadows. She remembered.

The sketch took shape quickly—muscle memory and training overriding the six-month gap since she'd done this kind of work. Charcoal smudged across the page, building form from negative space. The curve of a cheekbone. The angle of a jaw. The hollow beneath the eyes that came from too many sleepless nights.

Twenty minutes later, Sarah Lennox stared up at her from the page.

Rowan set the charcoal down and stepped back.

The resemblance was perfect. She'd captured the expression Sarah had worn in the police station—wary, exhausted, determined. A woman who'd done the right thing and paid for it.

Lost hiker. Case closed.

Rowan's throat tightened.

She didn't know for certain that this was connected to the pack. Didn't know if Sarah's disappearance had anything to do with the wolves who'd dragged Rowan into this nightmare six months ago. But the enforcers had been discussing it. And they'd been told to stop asking questions.

That meant something.

She picked up the sketch, crossed to the cabin wall above her cot, and pinned it to the wood with a spare nail she'd been using as a makeshift pushpin.

Sarah Lennox looked down at her.

Rowan sat on the edge of the cot, staring at the sketch, her hands still stained with charcoal.

Six months. Six months of shifting and screaming and hating this body, hating the thing living inside her skin, hating the prison they'd locked her in. Six months of trying to survive until she could go back to her real life—back to Marcus, back to her job, back to being human.

And the first thing that felt like her again was drawing a dead woman's face.

Not dead. Missing.

But Rowan knew the difference between missing and dead. She'd worked enough cases. Seen enough crime scene photos. If the enforcers were being told to drop it, if the case was already "closed," then Sarah Lennox wasn't coming home.

The wolf inside her stirred again, restless and angry.

Rowan ignored it.

She lay back on the cot, staring up at the sketch on the wall. Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the cabin's loose boards. The dead-zone hummed. The ankle monitor blinked its red light into the darkness.

Blink. Blink. Blink.

Somewhere in the woods, two enforcers were walking away from a buried secret.

And Rowan Delacroix, forensic sketch artist, former human, current prisoner, had just found her first lead.

She didn't smile. Smiling felt wrong. But for the first time in six months, something other than despair settled in her chest.

Purpose.
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​Chapter 2: The Checkpoint
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POV: DECLAN

The truck's engine ticked as it cooled, the sound unnaturally loud in the afternoon stillness.

Declan Frost sat behind the wheel, hands still gripping the leather at ten and two, and stared through the windshield at Isolation Cabin Seven. Gray wood. Crooked steps. A single window reflecting the flat October sky. The structure looked like it was rotting into the forest floor, which it probably was. Most of the isolation cabins predated the current Alpha by at least thirty years. No one bothered with maintenance. New-turns didn't need comfort. They needed containment.

2:14 PM. He was early. The monthly checkpoint wasn't scheduled until 2:30, but Declan had learned a long time ago that arriving early meant fewer questions. Get in, complete the inspection, file the report, get out. Routine. Predictable. Exactly what Kieran expected from him.

He released the steering wheel and flexed his fingers. The knuckles cracked in sequence—left hand, then right. A nervous habit he'd never managed to break, even after twelve years as an enforcer.

Outside, the dead-zone hummed.

Declan felt it even through the truck's frame—a low-frequency vibration that set his teeth on edge and made his wolf recoil. The magnetic anomaly that made this place perfect for isolation also made it hell for anyone who had to visit. His wolf hated the dead-zone. Hated the way it muted instincts, compressed awareness, turned the world flat and wrong. Every enforcer who drew checkpoint duty complained about it.

Declan had stopped complaining years ago. Complaining implied you thought things should be different.

He grabbed the inspection tablet from the passenger seat and stepped out of the truck.

The cold hit immediately—damp Pacific Northwest cold that worked its way through layers and settled into bone. Declan's breath plumed in front of his face as he circled the truck, boots crunching on gravel. The scent of the forest was muted here, filtered through the dead-zone's interference until everything smelled faintly metallic. Cedar and Douglas fir and rotting undergrowth, all flattened into a monochrome olfactory landscape.

He approached the cabin, scanning the perimeter out of habit.

The reflective posts marking the 200-yard boundary were intact. No signs of tampering. The ankle monitor signal pinged green on his tablet—subject located within approved range, no violations in the past thirty days. Standard. He checked the supply drop log: last delivery completed on schedule, no requests for additional items.

Everything by the book.

Declan climbed the three steps to the cabin's narrow porch and knocked twice. Firm, professional. Not aggressive, not friendly. Neutral.

"Checkpoint inspection," he called. "Enforcer Frost."

A pause. Then the sound of movement inside—footsteps, the scrape of a chair. The door opened.

Rowan Delacroix stood in the doorway, and Declan's wolf immediately cataloged her before his human brain could stop it: Female. Five-foot-seven. Brown hair pulled back, unwashed. Dark circles under gray eyes. Defensive posture—weight on back foot, arms crossed. Prey animal pretending to be predator.

No. Not prey. New-turn. Subject.

He shut down the wolf's assessment and focused on the professional one.

She looked exhausted. They all did at Month Six—the isolation wore people down, turned them hollow and sharp-edged. But there was something else in Rowan's expression. Something that hadn't been there during his last checkpoint. A focus. An intensity that made his instincts prickle.

"Ms. Delacroix," he said. Formal. Distant. "Monthly inspection. May I come in?"

She stepped back without answering, gesturing him inside with a wave that bordered on sarcastic.

Declan entered the cabin, and the dead-zone's hum intensified. His wolf pulled further back, retreating from the sensory disruption. Good. He needed the distance. Needed the professional detachment that came from operating on human logic instead of instinct.

The cabin's interior matched the exterior: sparse, functional, slowly decaying. Twelve by fifteen feet. He'd inspected this space six times now—once a month since Rowan's intake. Nothing ever changed. Cot. Table. Stove. Shelf. Sink.

Except—

His gaze snagged on the wall above the cot.

A sketch. Charcoal on paper, pinned to the wood with a bent nail. A woman's face, rendered in precise detail—the kind of technical skill that came from training, not talent alone. Wide-set eyes. Round face. A small scar above the left eyebrow.

Declan's stomach dropped.

He knew that face.

Sarah Lennox. Burn log, Entry 247. Disposal: Zone Three. Status: Closed.

He forced himself to look away, to keep his expression neutral. His heart rate had spiked—he could feel it, the kick of adrenaline that meant his body knew something was wrong before his brain had fully processed it. Did she know? Had someone told her? No. Impossible. New-turns weren't given information about pack operations. They barely had contact with anyone except checkpoint enforcers.

Which meant she'd recognized the name on her own.

Shit.

Declan turned his attention to the tablet, pulling up the inspection checklist with fingers that felt too steady. Muscle memory. He'd done this enough times that his body could go through the motions while his mind raced.

"Supply levels adequate?" he asked, not looking at her.

"Fine."

"Any maintenance issues? Leaks, heating problems, structural concerns?"

"The sink's loose. I already tightened it."

He made a note. Checked the box. Moved to the next item.

"Shift-practice compliance?"

A pause. Long enough that he glanced up.

Rowan was watching him with an expression he couldn't read. Not hostile, exactly. Assessing. Like she was trying to solve a puzzle and he was the missing piece.

"Every Wednesday," she said. "Nine AM. Just like you told me."

The emphasis on you was deliberate. Declan ignored it.

He crossed to the shelf, conducting the standard contraband check. Books—approved titles from the intake library. Clothes—standard-issue. Soap, toothbrush, nothing unusual. The sketchpad sat at the edge of the shelf, corners worn from use.

"Art supplies aren't prohibited," Rowan said behind him. "I checked the regulations."

"I know."

"Then why are you staring at my sketchpad like it's a bomb?"

Declan set the tablet down and turned to face her. Professional. Detached. "I'm not. I'm conducting a standard inspection."

"Right." She leaned against the doorframe, arms still crossed. The afternoon light coming through the window behind her turned her into a silhouette—dark edges, no details. "Standard."

There was an edge to her voice. A challenge. Declan's instincts prickled again—this wasn't how new-turns usually behaved during checkpoints. Most were either sullen and silent or desperately chatty, starved for human interaction. Rowan was neither. She was watching him.

He picked up the tablet again. "Ankle monitor functioning properly? No discomfort or skin irritation?"

"It's a steel cuff locked around my leg. 'Discomfort' is sort of the point, isn't it?"

"That's not an answer."

"It's fine." She pushed off the doorframe, moving closer. Not threatening, but deliberate. Closing the distance he'd carefully maintained. "You know what's interesting, Enforcer Frost?"

Declan's jaw tightened. He should shut this down. Maintain professional boundaries. But something in her tone made him wait.

"You've been doing these checkpoints for six months," Rowan continued. "Same day every month. Same questions. Same—" She gestured at the tablet. "—same fake concern about whether the sink leaks or the monitor chafes. And every single time, you can't wait to leave."

"The inspection has a set duration—"

"Your scent spikes with guilt every time you lock that door."

Declan froze.

The cabin was too small. Too quiet. The dead-zone's hum filled the space between them like static.

"Excuse me?" His voice came out flat. Controlled. The tone he used with suspects who'd just said something they couldn't take back.

Rowan's expression didn't change. "You heard me. Every checkpoint, same pattern. You go through your little routine, you mark whatever boxes you need to mark, and then you leave. And every time you turn that lock—" She pointed at the cabin's door. "—your scent changes. Guilt. Shame. Whatever you want to call it. It smells like regret."

Declan's mind went blank for three seconds.

New-turns couldn't scent emotions. Not at Month Six. That was an advanced skill that took years to develop—reading the chemical signatures of adrenaline, cortisol, oxytocin, the hormonal cocktails that accompanied different emotional states. Born-wolves started learning it as teenagers. Turned-wolves sometimes never developed it at all.

Which meant either Rowan Delacroix was a statistical anomaly, or she was bluffing.

He studied her face, looking for tells. The micro-expressions that indicated deception. She stared back, unflinching.

Not bluffing.

"You don't believe in this isolation bullshit either, do you?" Rowan said quietly. "You enforce it. You show up, you do your job, you file your reports. But you don't believe it's right."

The words hit like a physical blow.

Declan's professional mask slipped—just for a second, just long enough for his expression to betray something that might have been surprise or recognition or both. Then he locked it down, forced his features back into neutral.

"What I believe," he said carefully, "is irrelevant. Pack law—"

"Is pack law, yeah, I got the speech during intake." She moved closer, close enough that he could see the charcoal smudges on her fingers, the exhaustion in the fine lines around her eyes. "But that's not what I asked. I asked if you believe in it."

Declan should have ended this. Should have logged insubordination, scent-reading outside approved parameters, failure to maintain appropriate enforcer-subject boundaries. The protocol was clear. Deviations got reported.

A year ago, he would have.

But a year ago, he hadn't stood in a Conclave hearing and watched them execute a rogue for the crime of showing mercy. Hadn't falsified three disposal reports in six months. Hadn't started wondering if the wolf-blood shipments he'd been ordered to guard were worth the lives they cost.

A year ago, he'd still believed the pack's laws meant something.

"My beliefs don't matter," he said finally. "I enforce the rules. That's the job."

"So you're just following orders."

The phrase landed like a slap. Declan's wolf snarled—an instinctive flash of anger that he crushed immediately. She was baiting him. Trying to get a reaction. And it was working, which meant he needed to get out of this cabin before he said something he couldn't unsay.

"This inspection is complete." He turned toward the door, tablet gripped too tight in his hand. "No violations. Supply drop will arrive on schedule next month. If you experience any—"

"I'm not trying to get you in trouble."

He stopped.

Rowan was still standing in the center of the cabin, arms wrapped around herself now like she was holding something in. Or holding something together.

"I don't care about pack politics or enforcer drama or whatever internal bullshit you're dealing with," she continued. "I just—" A breath. "Six months. Six months in this place, and you're the only person I talk to. And I can tell you hate this as much as I do. So either I'm losing my mind, or you're as trapped as I am."

Declan looked at her—really looked, stripping away the professional assessment and seeing what was actually there.

A woman who'd been a forensic sketch artist. Who'd had a life and a career and a world that made sense. Who'd been attacked and turned and thrown into isolation with no explanation, no support, no choice. Who'd spent half a year learning to shift in a place designed to make shifting agony, surrounded by people who saw her as a problem to be managed instead of a person.

A fellow prisoner.

The thought arrived unwelcome and undeniable.

"You're not losing your mind," he said quietly.

Something shifted in her expression—surprise, maybe, or relief. Or recognition.

"But my job," Declan continued, "is to enforce pack law. Whether I agree with it or not. And part of that law says new-turns remain in isolation for twelve months. No exceptions. No early release. You have six months left, Ms. Delacroix. I suggest you use the time to practice your shifting and stop trying to read people who are just here to do their jobs."

The words came out harsher than he'd intended. But they had the desired effect—Rowan's expression closed off, the brief moment of connection slamming shut like a door.

"Right," she said. Flat. Bitter. "Following orders. Got it."

Declan moved to the cabin door, pulled it open. The cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of rain and cedar. Outside, his truck waited in the gravel clearing, engine off, windows fogging in the damp.

He should leave. File the report. Mark her compliant and move on to the next checkpoint on his schedule.

Instead, he paused in the doorway.

"The scent-reading," he said without turning around. "That's advanced. Most new-turns don't develop it for years. If anyone asks, you haven't figured it out yet. Understand?"

Silence behind him.

Then: "Why?"

"Because if they know you can read emotions, they'll test you for other advanced abilities. And if you show too many advanced abilities too fast, they'll move you out of isolation early."

"That sounds like a good thing."

"It's not." Declan's hand tightened on the doorframe. "Trust me. You want to finish your twelve months here. The alternative is worse."

He didn't wait for her response. Stepped out onto the porch, down the steps, across the gravel to his truck. The door slammed harder than necessary when he got in.

The engine turned over on the first try. He should have been grateful—the isolation cabins were remote enough that a breakdown meant a two-hour wait for backup. But all he felt was the weight of Rowan Delacroix's eyes on him as he shifted into drive.

You don't believe in this isolation bullshit either, do you?

No. He didn't.

But believing something was wrong and doing something about it were two different things. Declan had learned that lesson the hard way—standing in the pack circle at fourteen, watching his father kneel, watching Kieran step forward with a face carved from stone. Loyalty to the pack, the Alpha had said. Above all else.

His father had chosen love over loyalty.

Kieran had chosen loyalty over love.

And Declan had spent twelve years trying to prove he wasn't like either of them.

The tablet sat in the passenger seat, inspection form half-completed. Declan pulled over a mile down the access road and picked it up. The cursor blinked in the "Behavioral Assessment" field.

He should log it. The scent-reading. The insubordination. The challenge.

His fingers moved across the screen: Subject compliant. No concerns. Next checkpoint scheduled 30 days.

He saved the report. Then he opened the audio log—every checkpoint was automatically recorded, protocol required it—and stared at the playback file.

"You don't believe in this isolation bullshit either, do you?"

Declan's thumb hovered over the delete button.

This was it. The line. Cross it, and there was no pretending he was just following orders anymore. Keep the recording, and Kieran would have proof that Rowan was developing faster than expected, that Declan had failed to report it, that he was compromised.

Delete it, and he was actively covering for a new-turn. Falsifying records. Becoming exactly what his brother expected him to become.

A traitor.

He deleted the file.

The confirmation message appeared: Audio log removed. Action irreversible.

Declan set the tablet down and stared through the windshield at the forest. Rain had started to fall—light, persistent, turning the dirt road to mud. His truck's wipers scraped across the glass in rhythmic intervals.

When did you become your father?

The question sat in his chest like a stone.

He didn't have an answer.

Declan put the truck in gear and drove back toward pack territory, leaving Isolation Cabin Seven and its too-perceptive occupant behind. The dead-zone's hum faded as he gained distance, his wolf slowly emerging from its compressed state.

But the guilt Rowan had smelled—the regret that spiked every time he locked that door—didn't fade at all.

It never did.
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​Chapter 3: The Bond Shift
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POV: ROWAN

The storm hit at 11:47 PM on a moonless Wednesday, and Rowan knew something was wrong before the first alarm sounded.

She'd been lying awake on her cot, staring at Sarah Lennox's sketch pinned to the wall, when the dead-zone's hum changed pitch. Not louder—different. The constant vibration that lived in her molars shifted from a steady drone to something that pulsed, irregularly, like a heartbeat with an arrhythmia. The overhead bulb flickered twice, went out, came back dimmer.

Rowan sat up, her wolf immediately alert beneath her skin.

Outside, the wind had picked up. She could hear it screaming through the trees, branches scraping against the cabin's exterior like fingernails on wood. Rain hammered the roof in sheets, and somewhere in the distance, thunder rolled—low and sustained, the kind that meant the storm was directly overhead.

But it wasn't the storm that made her wolf pace.

It was the absence.

The dead-zone's magnetic field had been a constant oppressive presence for six months—a weight pressing down on her awareness, muting instincts, making everything feel wrapped in cotton. She'd grown to hate it, but she'd also grown accustomed to it. Her body had learned to function inside the suppression.

Now, the suppression was moving.

Rowan stood and crossed to the window, bare feet silent on the plank floor. The glass was fogged with condensation, rain streaming down the outside. She wiped the interior clear with her sleeve and peered out into the darkness.

Nothing. Just trees and rain and the reflective perimeter posts barely visible in the storm.

But the dead-zone's boundary was shifting—she could feel it. The magnetic field was contracting inward, compressing, pushing against her like a physical force. Her wolf recoiled from it, confused and angry. This wasn't how the dead-zone worked. The field was supposed to be stable, contained, predictable.

Three days. It had been three days since Enforcer Frost had stood in her cabin and told her to stop trying to read people who were just here to do their jobs. Three days since she'd called him out for hating this place as much as she did, and he'd looked at her like she'd reached inside his chest and grabbed something vital.

Three days, and she hadn't been able to stop thinking about the way his scent had spiked—guilt and shame and something darker, something that smelled like old grief.

Stop it. Rowan shook her head, pressing her palms against the cold window glass. She didn't care about Declan Frost's emotional damage. She cared about surviving the next six months so she could get out of this nightmare and go home.

The dead-zone's hum spiked.

Pain lanced through Rowan's skull—sudden and bright, like someone had driven an icepick through her temple. She stumbled back from the window, hands flying to her head. The wolf inside her snarled, a sound that reverberated through her bones.

No. Not now. Not tonight.

Tomorrow was shift-practice. Wednesday mornings, 9 AM, like clockwork. She'd
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