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Book blurb

He signed my banishment order six years ago.

Now I'm back—and he's the last person who can know why.

I came back for the Covenant. Not for him.

But I came back with a five-year-old son who has silver hair and his father's grey eyes.

I'm the last Koss Covenant Reader—banished on false testimony,
raising a wolf pup alone in a human city,
surviving on a law I memorised so deeply they couldn't take it from me.
Agron Morke. Alpha. Controlled. Running out of time.

His binding mark has been fading since the night he signed my order.
The mate bond he severed is destroying him from the inside.
He felt me cross his border before I cleared the gate.
The bond between us never fully closed.
Six years of managed distance.
Six weeks of the same compound.
One archived truth that could burn everything.
He doesn't know about our son.
I don't know if he's the man who wronged me—
or the man I came back for without admitting it.
And the enemy already inside his gates wants me to destroy everything he's spent six years protecting.

The bond doesn't forget.

Neither do I.

★ Author's Note: This book contains rejected mate, fated mates, secret baby, he falls first, ancient pack law, forced separation & reunion, possessive alpha, steamy scenes, and a complete HEA guaranteed.
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Prologue
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Six Years Ago

The chair they gave me was slightly too high.

Not by much — an inch, maybe two — but enough that my feet didn't sit flat on the floor. I noticed it immediately, the way you notice the wrong thing when everything around you is trying to arrange itself into the shape of the worst day of your life. I had two choices: heels up, like a child who'd been called to the headteacher's office, or legs dangling, which was worse, which meant I'd have nothing solid beneath me at all. I chose heels up. I pressed them into the floor and I kept them there, and that was the physical decision I made during the four minutes the Kolvane council took to dismantle everything I thought I was.

The hall smelled the way it always smelled. Pine resin and candle wax and the mineral cold that comes off the mountain limestone even in summer, even with fourteen bodies filling the room. I had catalogued that smell since I was eight years old and my grandmother first brought me here to observe a session, not to participate — you observe first, she'd said, you learn how a room breathes before you ever open your mouth inside it. I'd observed this room for three years before I was given my place at the record table. Five more years sitting at that table, keeping the Covenant's record in my own hand, before they put me in this chair instead — the witness chair, the one that sat two meters in front of the council table and slightly to the left, angled so the full council could see your face without turning their heads — and read my name out of my own handwriting.

I had sat in that witness chair once before as a child, when my grandmother brought me at ten years old to watch a territorial dispute and had placed me in the chair rather than the gallery so I could feel the sight lines, so I could understand the geometry of accountability. The witness chair faces the council and the council faces the room, she'd said, and that means everyone in the room can see the witness's face. There is nowhere to look that is also nowhere to hide. I had thought about that a lot, in the years since. I was thinking about it now.

The secretary read the charge in the same tone he used to read boundary amendments.

"On the fourteenth day of the fourth council month, Darra Koss, active Covenant Reader of the Kolvane, did authorize unrestricted territory access to registered rogue wolves Berin Malt and Sarun Hesk, in violation of First Covenant provision seven, section three, without Alpha sanction or council approval. The record bears the Covenant seal and the Keeper's signature."

He set the folder down. He did not look at me. In fairness, most of the council didn't look at me after that — they looked at the folder, or at their own hands, or at the empty space above my left shoulder, which is where people look when they're deciding something and they don't want the person it concerns to see them doing it.

I looked at the folder too. I knew what was in it. My handwriting, my ink, my seal — except none of that was true, and the knowing sat in my chest like something cold and very heavy, and I thought very carefully about my feet on the floor and I did not move.

My uncle Pello was at the far end of the council table. He was the only Koss bloodline member on the council and I had been brought to his knee as a child and he had given me my grandmother's language primers when she died and I had never once thought, until I looked at his face that morning, that he might believe a thing I didn't do. He wasn't looking at the folder. He was looking at the table in front of him, and the look itself — like a man reading something he wishes were in a different language — told me everything I needed to know about where his vote was going.

I looked at my sister instead.

Zella sat in the secondary witness chair, angled opposite mine, close enough that I could see her hands in her lap. She had her hands folded the way our mother had always told us to fold our hands in formal situations — fingers interlaced, left thumb over right. I had stopped folding my hands that way at fourteen and she had never stopped. She was twenty-one and she was wearing the grey formal dress she wore to council sessions and she looked like someone who had prepared very thoroughly for a thing she was going to do regardless of how it felt.

Her voice, when the secretary called her, was steady in the way that things are steady when someone has worked at them — not the steadiness of conviction, but the steadiness of preparation, and the difference between those two things is something I learned to read at my grandmother's table and I could see it from three meters away and none of it mattered.

She made eye contact with me once. At the beginning, before she started speaking, the way you look at someone when you need them to understand you've already made the decision.

Then she looked at the council and she spoke.

Three sentences. She delivered them without hesitation, without flinching, without the small tells that usually accompany a lie — the slight upward movement of the eyes, the fractional delay before a word the body doesn't fully believe. She had practiced them until they were hers. She said she had seen me approve the territorial access directly. She gave the date, the time, the location in the compound where she claimed to have witnessed it. She said she had not spoken immediately because she had not believed, at first, that what she had seen meant what it meant.

The council thanked her. The secretary made a note.

I was given the opportunity to speak. I said I had not written that entry. I said the handwriting was mine but the content was not. I said I could prove the latter, given time, given access to the full record rather than a single extracted page, because the crossbar of the t in the word access on the third line sat fractionally high and that was not how I formed that letter and never had been, and I could produce three years of my handwriting if the council required the comparison. The council secretary noted that as well. I watched him write it, four words, the ink going down on the paper, and then the council broke for deliberation.

Four minutes.

In those four minutes I sat in the slightly-too-high chair with my heels on the floor and I did not let my face do anything at all. The room was not quiet — thirteen people and the low sound of people who are trying not to make sounds, the scrape of a chair, the shuffle of pages, someone clearing a throat. Outside the hall windows the Rhodope pines moved in the wind. The mountain spring was audible from this side of the compound, cold and constant, which I had always found comforting and did not find comforting now.

I thought about the entry. The third line. The high crossbar. I thought about my grandmother's hands guiding mine at the copying table, correcting the angle of my grip, telling me that a Covenant Reader's handwriting was a matter of legal authenticity and that I would write every character the same way every time or I would write it again. I had written it the same way every time for eight years. I had been writing it the same way since I was fifteen years old, and there was not a letter in any document in the Kolvane record archive that bore a crossbar of the t at that angle, and the council had not asked me to demonstrate the comparison, and the four minutes ended.

"The council finds the charge credible. In accordance with First Covenant provision twelve, the Kolvane record-keeping role is temporarily suspended pending further investigation. In accordance with provision fourteen, and given the severity of the charge, the council moves to issue a banishment order contingent on the Alpha's signature."

I kept my eyes on the secretary's pen.

The folder crossed the table to Agron. I heard the wood, the specific slide of paper on old oak. I did not look at him. I had not looked at him since the secretary finished reading the charge, because I knew then that I could not afford to look at him directly and stay in the chair, and I had been right to understand that, and I was going to keep being right about it until the pen finished moving.

I looked at him anyway.

He was reading the folder. I watched him reach the end of the first page, turn it, read the second. His face in council sessions was always the same — arranged around attention, around assessment, around the careful stillness of a man who had been trained since boyhood to process information without revealing what the processing cost him. Eighteen months into his ascension. Twenty-seven years old. I knew the specific way his jaw set when he was working something out, the way his right thumb moved against his index finger when he was between two conclusions, because I had been watching him in this room for three years from the record table and I had catalogued these things the way I catalogued everything — accurately, without deciding what the catalogue was for.

He reached the end of the second page. He looked up.

He looked at me.

Four seconds. Maybe five. His eyes were the color of the Kolvane grey wax, the same grey as his wolf when he shifted, a grey that in certain light looked almost silver, and I had never described them that way to myself before and I did it now because my brain was doing something I recognized as the specific cognitive scrambling of a person trying not to feel something specific, and it wasn't working.

He looked at my face the way you look at evidence — not searching, not searching for anything specific, just taking it in and setting it alongside everything else in the folder and waiting for it to resolve into a conclusion. I watched him doing it. I watched him register what was in my face and I watched him look back at the folder.

I watched him make the decision.

I was standing before he picked up the pen. My legs decided before I did. I heard the scratch of it on the paper — he had a heavy hand when he wrote, his signature was deep and deliberate the way the rest of him was — and I was already moving.

I didn't run.

That was the thing I was most careful about. I had calculated, in the four minutes of deliberation, that if I ran it would confirm the charge in everyone's eyes and that if I argued I would be crying before I finished the first sentence and that if I stayed in that chair one second longer than I had to, something in me was going to break in a way I couldn't afford to let anyone see. So I stood and I walked. Normal pace. Deliberate. Past the secondary witness chair where Zella sat with her hands still folded, left thumb over right, not looking at me. Past Pello's end of the table, where he was still looking at the table in front of him.

Fourteen steps to the door. I counted them because counting was something to do with my mind that wasn't this.

I bit the inside of my cheek when I passed the record table — my table, the one with the ink mark on the right corner where I'd set a pot down carelessly in my second year. Hard enough to taste metal. Hard enough to have something specific and real to hold onto, and I kept walking and I did not look back and I reached the door.

The bond-mark tore when I crossed the threshold.

I don't have a gentler word for it. I've tried. Tore is accurate: something that had been building since the previous night, something that had arrived between one breath and the next and that I'd had no framework for and no name for, something that felt like a sentence half-spoken and the most real thing in my life and the most frightening thing in my life at the same time. Gone. Three inches of silver left behind on my left collarbone, permanent and instant, the way a seam looks when it's been ripped rather than cut.

I stood in the mountain dark on the other side of the door and ran my tongue over the inside of my cheek and found the place where I'd bitten through. I pressed the back of my hand to my collarbone. The new scar burned beneath it. The mountain air was cold and it smelled like pine and iron water and somewhere up the cliff face the wind was moving through the trees with a low sound like something being said very quietly in a language you almost know.

Real, I thought. That at least is real. I know where that came from.

The door closed behind me.

I have carried the sound of it for six years. Not the image — not his face or Zella's or the folder open on the table or the grey light through the council hall windows. Just the door. The weight of it swinging shut on its hinges, the click of the latch, the half-second of sound and then nothing. The specific nothing of a mountain night when a door has just closed and you are on the outside of it.

I did not look back.

I started walking, and I did not stop.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


Darra

My son was explaining something about beetles to the salt shaker when the letter arrived.

He'd been at it for eight minutes by the time the post slid under the door — I know it was eight minutes because I had checked the kitchen clock at the start of the beetle discourse and I checked it again when I heard the paper, which is the kind of thing you do when you work at home and the boundaries between your workday and your child's consciousness of the concept of monologue are inexact. On the kitchen table in front of me: two bone tablets in their foam-lined cases, a magnifying loupe, a pair of cotton conservation gloves, and the notebook where I had been transcribing the inscription from Tablet Seven in the set the Constanța Historical Institute was paying me to authenticate and translate. They thought the tablets were Thracian pottery records. They weren't pottery records and they weren't Thracian, not precisely, but the Human Archaeological Association didn't have a taxonomy for wolf-bone covenant documents, pre-Ottoman, Balkan pack law, so Thracian pottery records it was.

Rael put the salt shaker down and picked up the pepper mill. He was explaining the beetle's leg structure now, using his hands to demonstrate a point about the hind limbs that seemed to require both the pepper mill and the sugar bowl as visual aids.

"—and the back ones are longer," he said, "which is how come he can jump even though he doesn't look like he could jump, and I think that's very sneaky of him."

"I think so too," I said, without looking up.

"Do you actually think so or are you just saying that."

I looked up. He was watching me with his arms folded and his head tilted, his dark grey eyes doing the thing they did when he'd been narrating to himself long enough that he'd decided to verify whether the rest of the room was still following. He had his father's silver hair, curling at the ends because I could never get him to sit still for a proper cut, and he had my grandmother's cheekbones, and he had, apparently, inherited my ability to distinguish genuine agreement from conversational maintenance.

"Both," I said.

He considered this, decided it was acceptable, and resumed the beetle discourse.

I went back to Tablet Seven. He was five years old and he already argued like someone who knew he was right about half the time and had decided to claim the full percentage anyway. His preschool teacher had described him as engagingly verbal. She had said it the way people say things they've chosen carefully. I had taken that as an endorsement.

The fourth line of the inscription was giving me trouble — the script shifted mid-line from the standard proto-Thracian wolf notation to something older, a variant I'd seen twice before in the Koss family records, which meant the carver had either been trained in two separate notation traditions or had been working from a second source text altogether. I made a note, marked the shift point, and was reaching for the loupe when the post hit the floor.

Three envelopes. Two were bills. The third had a grey wax seal.

I knew what grey wax meant before I picked it up. I sat with my hand near it for a moment — not touching it yet, looking at the seal's embossed design from a distance. The howling wolf outline. The circle of Covenant script. The specific visual grammar of four hundred years of pack law that I had been reading since I was eight and that I could identify across a room by the way the resin in the wax gave off a scent that was half-mineral and half-something-older when it was warm from transport.

The bond-scar on my left collarbone did the thing it did near official Kolvane correspondence.

A slow, low heat. Not the sharp burn I got near wolves or near pack territory or near things I'd spent six years telling myself I wasn't thinking about. This was duller, steadier — the way an old injury makes itself known in cold weather. Consistent. Unhurried. Just: remember. Remember what this is and where it came from.

I picked up the envelope.

Darra Koss on the front, in the council secretary's formal hand. My name, spelled out in full, in the specific font that the Kolvane council had used for official communication since before I was born. I hadn't seen my name written that way in six years. It looked like someone else's name — like a name belonging to a person who had a place at the Kolvane record table and a grandmother who drilled into her the specific angle of the third character in the Covenant script so it could never be confused with the seventh. A name that had belonged to a life I'd walked out of while the pen was still wet.

I read the letter twice. I folded it along its original crease and set it on the table beside Tablet Seven and went to make more coffee.

Rael had moved on from the beetle and was now at the window, explaining to the clouds why they looked different from the clouds in his library book. The apartment was on the fourth floor, which meant the windows faced sky and rooftop and the blue-white of the Black Sea coast in the morning, and the windows were always open because I needed to smell what was coming before it arrived and six years of living among humans had not changed that in my wolf. The sea air came in off the water two blocks east and the sound of it was a constant background I'd long stopped noticing except in the moments when it was absent, which were the moments I needed it most.

I made the coffee. I drank it standing at the counter, looking at the letter on the table.

Emergency amnesty. Thirty days. Pack-essential service. The tablets have been stolen. You are the last active Covenant Reader. Immediate response is required.

The tablets. All seven of them, taken from the archive room brackets where they'd rested for four hundred years. Without them, the First Covenant had no physical form. Without the physical form, the council's authority rested on precedent and memory, and the pack's regional standing — its territory claims, its rogue protections, its treaty provisions with three neighbouring packs — sat on ground that hadn't been tested since 1743. The second fire. My grandmother had told me that story alongside the memorization requirement, which I now recognised as preparation, not precaution.

I was the last active Covenant Reader. I was also banished for twenty-two more years. The council had the authority to suspend that under provision nine — thirty-day emergency amnesty, pack-essential service, reviewed and revocable — and they had done it, and the letter was in my hand, and the bond-scar burned its steady low burn and I stood in my kitchen with the Black Sea coming in through the window and I thought: thirty days.

I thought: he signed the amnesty order the same way he signed the banishment order. The same pen, probably. The same heavy hand.

I fed Rael lunch. I read him two chapters of the book he'd chosen — something about a hedgehog who was also an inventor, which he found both realistic and aspirational. At the chapter break he said but why doesn't the hedgehog just ask someone to help him and I said because he thinks he has to do it himself and he considered this for a moment and said that seems like a mistake and I said it is, but he figures it out later. He nodded in the specific way he nodded when he'd suspected something was true and was setting the confirmation aside for future reference. His hands were warm in mine when I pulled the covers up, warmer than they'd been last autumn, warmer than a child's hands should run in July — the wolf in him coming online on its own schedule and without asking me whether I was ready for it — and I had been tracking this with the same methodical attention I gave everything I couldn't change: accurately, with contingency plans in place, without naming it out loud until I needed to.

I sat on the edge of his bed until his breathing went long and even and his silver hair spread against the pillow and his hands went loose, the way they always did in sleep, the specific looseness of a child who'd been using his hands to talk for twelve straight hours. I looked at him for a while. He had his father's colouring and my grandmother's cheekbones and, apparently, the bone-reader bloodline waking up right on schedule, and I thought about what I would need to tell him before too long and chose, as I usually did, to think about it clearly and then set it aside until the timing was right.

At eleven o'clock I went back to the kitchen. I opened the letter again.

The bond-scar was warmer now — not sharp, not the deep ache that came on full-moon cycles when the half-bond pulsed through me for an hour and then retreated, leaving me wrung out and precise about why I didn't want to name what it was. Just the steady warmth of official Kolvane contact and the letter's smell of grey wax and mountain resin and six years of a life I'd built correctly and carefully in the specific shape of something that worked.

Works, I thought. Not lives. I know the difference.

I went to the bedroom. I pulled the travel bag from the top of the wardrobe — already half-packed, because I moved for work often enough that it was faster to leave it ready. I added the things not already in it. I went to Rael's room and packed his bag the same way: methodical, nothing twice. The library book. The grey wool sweater, because he ran hot but highland altitude was a different cold from the coast and I knew this from the last time I'd made that journey — not to the Kolvane, not to the Rhodopes, but north, to a different mountain in a different life, and the cold at elevation had a quality that no amount of warm hands prepared you for. His notebook with the beetles in it.

Back in the kitchen I stood at the draining rack for a moment.

The coffee cup with the crack in the handle. The crack ran from the handle attachment point — one inch, hairline, the result of a thermal shock from two years ago when I'd been distracted and poured boiling water into a cold cup. It had been cracking for precisely as long as I'd been meaning to throw it away, which was to say it had been cracking since the day after I cracked it and had shown no signs of stopping at either end of that timeline.

I picked it up. I turned it in my hand once, feeling the crack under my thumb.

I wrapped it in a shirt and put it in the bag.

I was not going to leave it behind. I had not decided yet what that said about anything else, and I was not going to decide tonight. Tonight I was going to pack the bag and check the door and set my alarm for five in the morning, and the rest of it could wait until I was on the road with the mountains coming up on the western horizon and enough distance between me and my kitchen window to think clearly.

I had told myself, in the first months after Constanța, that the bond-scar would eventually stop responding to Kolvane communication. That was how injuries worked — they healed, the nerve response quieted, the body found new equilibrium. I had told my one human friend, who had twice watched me press my palm flat to my collarbone and turn gray for an hour without explanation, that it was a nerve condition. She believed me because she had no reason not to. My wolf had its own opinion about the accuracy of that description, which it conveyed through the way it refused to let the scar quiet down near anything that smelled of Kolvane pine resin.

I also noted, rereading the letter at midnight with the cold coffee beside me, that the amnesty had not been council-initiated. The letter's formal language was clear on this. The request had been Alpha-directed. Agron Morke had signed the amnesty order before the council could draft it. I put the letter down and did not examine that information in any detail because it was late and I had a five-year-old and a twelve-hour drive ahead of me, and there would be time for examining on the road when I had enough distance from my own kitchen to think without the walls listening.

I went to bed. I did not sleep for a long time. The bond-scar burned its low, steady burn, and outside the window the Black Sea moved with its constant low sound, and I lay in the dark and thought about the crossbar of the t in the word access and whether, after six years, it was still the first thing I thought about when I thought about that morning.

It was. It always was. I thought that probably meant something. I had not figured out what.
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Agron

My wolf has been running cold for six years.

Not silent — wolves don't go silent. Silence would be easier to live with. Silence would mean the absence of something, and you can manage absence, you can build your days around the shape of the missing thing, you can route your thinking to avoid the gap. Cold is different. Cold means the thing is still there, still present, still registering every input it ever registered — it just can't do anything useful with most of it, because it's operating below the temperature that makes it function correctly. My wolf tracked the perimeter of the territory every night while I slept. He catalogued every pack member by scent, read the weather coming over the ridge three hours before it arrived, caught the note of stress in a voice at thirty meters and filed it under things to address before I'd consciously heard what was said. He did his job with the efficient, grinding precision of something that refuses to stop even when it's running wrong.

I had learned to mistake that efficiency for health.

I knew better. I'd watched my father deteriorate the same way after my mother died — watched it happen across three years and catalogued every stage of it with the attention of a man being trained, simultaneously, to lead the pack his father was failing to run and to understand why. My father had been the most capable Alpha the Kolvane had seen in two generations, and in the end what killed him wasn't weakness or failure or any of the things an Alpha fears. It was the absence of the thing that made him whole, and the three-year, grinding, efficient process of his body trying to compensate.

I was going slower. I had not yet determined whether that was something to be grateful for.

What cold running looked like, practically: I stopped reading the pack's ambient state at distance. Things I should have caught through the bond-network — who was carrying unresolved conflict, which pairs were straining, where the low-grade territorial irritation was building before it surfaced as something I had to manage — I had to learn through slower methods. Conversation. Torvan's briefings. Marru's reports. I ran the pack correctly. I had all the information I needed, gathered the long way around. I was not failing at my job. I was doing it with one hand while the other dealt with something I was not naming. Brelka's injections kept the deterioration manageable, administered every week in the specific, private way of a healer who had long since learned that some treatments were as much about maintaining dignity as about medicine. I owed her for that in ways I hadn't found the right form to repay yet.

The eastern border checkpoint was my fourth of the night. I ran personal inspections when the intelligence situation was unsettled, which it had been for six weeks — the Hollowed presence in the regional network was consistent and coordinated in a way that suggested organizational depth, and the missing tablets meant the Kolvane's legal standing was exposed in ways I hadn't fully mapped yet. The mountain dark was clear and cold and smelled the way Kolvane territory smelled at elevation: iron-cold water from the mountain spring, the resin of the black Rhodopean pines along the cliff face, the specific mineral smell of the limestone that I had been breathing since I was born and that my wolf registered, every time I returned from the lowlands, as the first signal that we were home.

That signal, at least, still worked.

I had three warriors with me: Marin on my left, two others behind. Marin had been on border detail since before I ascended. He ran quiet and didn't fill silences he hadn't been invited to fill, which was not a common quality and which I valued accordingly.

I was assessing the sight-lines from the border marker to the first bend in the access road — calculating where a surveillance point would need to sit if someone wanted eyes on the eastern checkpoint without being visible from either the road or the treeline — when the wind shifted.

Crosswind. From the east. Off the treeline, off the access road and the hundred meters of mountain dark between us and the first bend.

Cedar sawdust and rain-wet stone.

I went down on one knee on the gravel path before I knew I was moving.

Right knee, hard into the gravel, which was not comfortable, which I registered as a secondary fact behind the primary one: cedar sawdust and rain-wet stone, archive rooms and coastal limestone and a scent I had been tracking in pieces for six years without knowing I was doing it. The trace of cedar oil on the archive room's door handle. The faint limestone undertone in the corridor outside the record room. My wolf had been collecting these fragments and cataloguing them against a reference he wouldn't name, and now the reference was forty meters away and he'd recognized it before I had and my knee was on the gravel before I'd processed the second breath of it.

The binding mark on my chest went warm.

I need to be precise about what that means because imprecision here doesn't serve either of us. The binding mark is the wolf tattoo inked over my sternum at my ascension, covenant-blessed, set in the old tradition using ink made from the Kolvane's mountain spring and pine ash. When I ascended at twenty-five it was vivid black, sharp-edged, the lines clean and exact the way they're supposed to be when the ink takes correctly. In the years since Darra's banishment, I had watched it fade. The edges went first, softening toward the skin around them, the way shadows go when the light changes. By the third year the center had started too — the ink looking diluted, the wolf outline losing the clarity of intention. I had checked it every morning for six years the way you check a bruise you know is still there: with one thumb pressed to the skin, reading the lines, noting the condition.

Cold. For six years. Not painful, not dramatic, just cold and dimming in the slow, grinding way that the bond-sickness went, in the direction I'd watched my father go.

And now: warmth.

Not heat. Not the sharp reactive burn of something forced or disturbed. Warmth, like a room warming up after a fire's been lit, like a handprint left on cold glass. Patient. Sure of itself. Warmth in a place that had been cold for so long I'd genuinely forgotten warmth was something it was capable of, and I pressed my right knee into the gravel and I breathed through it and I counted: one second, two seconds, three, four. Four seconds on my knees in front of three of my warriors. The Alpha of the Kolvane Pack, oldest pack seat in the southern Balkan wolf network, thirty-four years old, nine years into his ascension, on his knee on the gravel path of his own border checkpoint because a crosswind had carried cedar and rain-wet stone out of the eastern treeline.

I stood up.

My left hand had closed into a fist at some point during the four seconds. I registered this, let it stay. Marin was looking at me with the expression of a man who is deciding he didn't see what he just saw. The other two were looking at the treeline, which was the right tactical response to an Alpha going down and might also have been a courtesy. Either way I was grateful for it.

"She's here," I said.

The words came out before I'd decided to say them. Not an announcement, not a tactical briefing — just information my mouth had produced because it was true and my wolf had no reason to keep it internal. The wind had been carrying her toward us for the last minute. My wolf had been tracking it the entire time we were standing here and it hadn't told me because my wolf and I had an arrangement, over the past six years, where it tracked the things it tracked and didn't report on anything that wasn't actionable and we both knew that the woman on the other side of the treeline had not been actionable until this week.

"Alpha?" Marin said.

"Who's here?" said one of the others.

I looked at the treeline. The access road bent at the first turn about a hundred meters in. The dusk was deep enough that I was reading by scent and sound rather than sight: footsteps, two sets, adult and child, the child's pace punctuated by the small irregular pauses of a five-year-old who found things worth stopping for on the road. A beetle, maybe. A stone. Something.

I knew the weight of those footsteps. Not from memory — from the half-bond that my wolf had refused to release in six years of cold, the frayed thread of the connection that my father's system had severed and my wolf had declined to stop holding anyway, running it at the lowest possible current like a thing that knew full well it was still attached to something on the other end.

I turned back toward the compound.

None of my warriors asked another question. Marin had been on border detail since before my ascension and he had long since learned the distinction between silence that wanted to be filled and silence that was a directive.

I had approximately ninety seconds before I reached the compound gate, where two council members were waiting for the post-inspection report. Ninety seconds before I had to be the Alpha who signed things and managed things and held the oldest pack law in the Balkans together through the accumulated weight of the missing tablets and the Hollowed intelligence and six years of a fading binding mark and a binding mark that was, right now, still warm against my chest, for the first time in six years, and none of that was information I was prepared to give the council at eight o'clock in the evening.

I used the ninety seconds.

Not to prepare an expression or locate a protocol. The situation did not have a protocol. I had been Alpha for nine years and my father's system had a provision for almost everything that an Alpha needed to navigate, and this was not one of the things it had a provision for because it had not been a possibility my father had needed to prepare for and I had not thought to build one from scratch during the six years I'd had to work with.

The situation: my mate was coming back. The mate I had banished on the basis of a correct methodology and a wrong conclusion, and the six years since had been one long education in the distance between those two things. I had thirty days with her on my territory. Thirty days with the amnesty that I had directed rather than waited for the council to draft because there were still decisions I was capable of making without running them through my father's framework first, and this had been one of them. Thirty days to not repeat, by a different mechanism, the thing I had spent six years understanding that I had done.

My wolf was warm. My wolf had not waited for any of this reasoning. My wolf had felt cedar and rain-wet stone on a crosswind and had woken up and gone straight to its knees and not asked me whether I was ready.

I used the ninety seconds to let my wolf be right about something, for once, before the Alpha had to take over again.

Then I reached the gate.

Cedar and rain-wet stone.

Six years of cold, and the mark on my chest burning warm.

I reached the compound gate. Torvan was in the courtyard — he had intercepted whatever council briefing was waiting for me, which was what a Beta was for and why I had chosen a Beta who knew the specific situations in which I needed the council intercepted. He fell into step beside me without breaking my pace.

"She's on the access road," he said. "Six minutes out."

"I know," I said.

He looked at me sideways. His version of a raised eyebrow, which he expressed in the set of his jaw rather than his face and which I'd been reading for nine years.

"She brought the boy," he said.

I said nothing.

"Silver hair," he said. "Dark eyes. Marin's estimation puts him at five, maybe just past."

The flagstone path from the gate to the main door was twenty-two steps. I had walked it ten thousand times and I knew every variation in the surface. My boots were loud on it tonight.

"I'll position at the main entry," I said.

"Marin's already at the—"

"Send someone else."

A pause. Not a long one. Torvan had been my Beta for four years, and before that he'd been my father's Beta for five, and he had accumulated in that time a thorough and unsentimental working knowledge of when to press and when to record.

"Good," he said.

I walked through the main door.

The binding mark was still warm. I pressed my palm flat against my sternum once, briefly, in the dark of the entrance hall before the corridor opened into light. Feeling the warmth. Feeling the edges of the tattoo that had been softening for six years.

Still there. Both things.

I went to take up my position.
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Darra

The road into Kolvane territory smelled the way I remembered, which was the most honest thing that had happened to me all day, because nothing else about this was going the way I remembered and yet the mountain didn't care about any of that. Pine resin and iron-cold water and the high-altitude mineral smell that lived in the air above twelve hundred meters — my wolf knew it before my nose did, before the first hairpin turn that brought the cliff faces into view, pressing forward in me with the focused attention of something that has been waiting a long time for a familiar smell and is not going to be polite about it now that it's arrived.

The drive had taken eleven hours. Rael had slept for the last three, which meant I'd had three hours of uninterrupted access to my own thoughts on the final stretch into the mountains, and my thoughts had not been useful company. What they had mostly offered me was an extended series of scenarios beginning with when you see him that I had been firmly declining to finish for four days and was still declining now, because finishing those sentences required imagining what his face would do when I walked through the Kolvane's main door, and I did not have a reliable model for that. The face I had was six years old and it had been looking at an evidence folder when I'd last seen it and I was not going to spend eleven hours rehearsing a meeting I had no script for.

I had, instead, thought very carefully about the archive room. The bracket dimensions. The access timeline. The six questions I planned to ask the council that I expected only four of them to be able to answer.

Rael had been asleep for the last three hours after being awake and narrating for the nine before that, which meant I'd spent most of the drive in the half-attention long journeys with a five-year-old produced — enough focus to answer questions, not enough remaining space to run the kind of structured thinking I needed. The mountains had been coming up on the western horizon since the third hour. I'd been watching them and not-watching them in roughly equal measure, the way you watched something you were aware of having complicated feelings about and had decided not to examine those feelings in a moving car with a child in the back seat who asked follow-up questions.

By the time the road turned onto the lower mountain approach, the pine resin was coming in through the ventilation in concentration and my wolf was awake and pressing forward with the specific purposeful urgency of something that knew precisely where it was going and did not care whether the rest of me had caught up. I turned the air off. I opened the window a crack. I told myself this was because the mountain air was better than recirculated car air at this elevation, and that was also true.

Rael woke up when I took the final turn onto the access road, the same way he always woke up when the car slowed significantly — some mechanism in him that registered changes in speed and pitch before conscious thought engaged. He sat up, pushed the silver hair out of his eyes, and looked out the window at the mountain dark.

"Where are we?"

"Almost there."

"What's that smell?"

"Pine trees. Limestone."

He pressed his nose to the window glass. "It smells like something else too."

"Cold water," I said. "There's a mountain spring."

He accepted this and moved on to the next question, which was whether the rocks in this mountain were the same kind of rocks as the rocks at the beach, which was the beginning of a geological enquiry that lasted until I parked the car on the flat shoulder of the entry road and told him we were going to walk from here. He was out of the car and standing in the gravel with his hands in his pockets before I'd finished the sentence.

I stood beside the car for a moment.

The bond-scar on my left collarbone was burning. Not the low steady warmth of official Kolvane correspondence, not the faint pulse of too-near wolves in a public space. This was white. This was the specific, insistent heat of someone pressing a warm iron to the same three inches of skin, consistent and thorough and deeply uninterested in my rebranding of it as an old injury responding to familiar territory.

I pressed my palm flat against my collarbone through my shirt. I called it what I always called it.

It didn't believe me either. But we'd been having this disagreement for six years and it hadn't changed anything yet.

The border marker was a limestone block set into the shoulder of the access road — ancient, low, carved with the Kolvane wolf outline in the pre-heraldic style of Mara Koss's original period, which I recognised by the proportions. The later carvings stylised the wolf toward the heraldic convention; this one was drawn from life, or from direct observation, the musculature of the hindquarters rendered with a realism that the second generation of carvers had smoothed away because it looked less formal. I knew this because I had spent eight years in this territory reading everything written about the Covenant, and because my grandmother had told me to notice what got lost between the original and the copies, because the copies always lost something and the losses told you what the copiers had valued over accuracy. I drove past the marker without slowing down. Stopping at your own border to take stock felt too much like asking permission, and I had stopped asking permission for things that were already mine.

"Mum," Rael said. "Why are you doing that?"

"Stretching," I said. I took my hand away. I reached into the back seat for the bags.

He watched me with the dark grey eyes he'd been watching me with since he was old enough to watch, the ones that missed less than I would have preferred. Then he picked up his own bag and put it on his shoulder and that was the end of the questioning, which I filed under things I would address later when I'd figured out how.

The entry road was gravel, the kind of old gravel that had been compacted and re-laid so many times it had practically become its own geological layer, flanked on both sides by black Rhodopean pines that grew close to the path and made it feel narrower than it was. Cold came off the cliff face to the right — not wind-cold but stone-cold, the mountain's specific temperature at this elevation in the early evening. I had not been on this path in six years and it felt the same under my feet as it had felt on the first day I walked it at nineteen, which was a detail my wolf found deeply relevant and I found deeply inconvenient.

The bond-scar intensified with every twenty meters. By the time we cleared the first pine stand and the compound came into view above us on the cliff face, I had my palm pressed to my collarbone again and I'd stopped pretending it was a stretch.

The compound looked the same. That was the first thing I registered, and it surprised me in a way I couldn't fully account for — I'd expected to find it changed, diminished
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