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About the Author

Dax J. Hollow knows that the loudest screams are often the silent ones.

Long before he started writing about Alphas and Omegas, Dax spent a decade working the night shift in emergency crisis response. It was there, in the quiet hours between darkness and dawn, that he learned a fundamental truth about human nature: we are all carrying ghosts. That experience became the bedrock of his storytelling, fueling a desire to write fiction where the trauma is real, the stakes are psychological, and the redemption must be earned in blood and tears.

Dax writes Paranormal Romance for readers who want more than just fur and fangs. He specializes in the "Gritty Redemption"—stories about broken men who think they are monsters, and the women who possess the quiet, terrifying strength to bring them to their knees.

His work, including the breakout sensation The Dream Eater’s Exodus, is celebrated for subverting the classic tropes of the genre. Dax doesn’t just write about the strength of the Wolf; he writes about the burden of the Crown. He explores what happens when the bond snaps, when the silence speaks, and when the "weakest" member of the pack turns out to be the god holding up the sky.

When he isn’t tormenting his characters with high-stakes rejection arcs or crafting the perfect groveling scene, Dax can be found off-grid. He splits his time between a laptop in a rain-battered cabin in the Pacific Northwest and the hiking trails of the Cascades, looking for the places where the veil between worlds feels thin.

He is currently working on his next novel, fueled by black coffee, 90s grunge music, and the firm belief that true love isn't found—it’s forged in the fire.

Step into the shadows with Dax.
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Prologue: The Sewer and the Saint
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The Ironfang compound didn't sleep. It simply powered down, humming with the low, industrial vibration of a machine waiting to restart.

In the barracks, sixty wolves lay in rows of identical cots. In the command center, the monitors blinked green. On the perimeter, the sentries walked their grid patterns with mathematical precision. To the outside world, this was a fortress of discipline—a pack forged in iron, impenetrable and flawless.

But Vespera Thorne knew the truth.

She knew that Ironfang wasn't a fortress. It was a pressure cooker. And she was the relief valve.

It was 03:00 AM. The witching hour. The time when biology surrenders to memory.

Vespera lay in her bunk, her body rigid, her eyes wide open and staring at the underside of the mattress above her. She didn't dare close them. Not yet. She could feel the tide rising—the invisible, psychic sludge of three hundred predators dreaming of violence.

It started as a murmur. Then a hum. Then a scream.

Sector 4.

The mental tug hook snagged her navel, sharp and demanding. Vespera gasped, her back arching off the thin sheets. She didn't fight it. She couldn't. Biology was a cruel master, and hers was bred for this specific kind of martyrdom.

She closed her eyes and let the current drag her out.

The barracks dissolved. The smell of bleach and unwashed wool vanished, replaced by the stinging, acrid scent of burning diesel and copper.

She wasn't in her bed anymore. She was standing in a muddy trench, ankle-deep in freezing water. The sky above was a bruised purple, choked with smoke.

In front of her, a man was curled into a fetal ball, shaking so hard his teeth rattled.

Alpha Silas.

He wasn't the six-foot-four warlord who commanded the pack with a stare. Here, in the architecture of his own trauma, he was just a boy. He was staring at his hands, which were coated in something dark and sticky.

"I can't fix it," Silas whispered to the blood on his palms. "The gears are jammed. I can't fix it."

Behind him, a shadow loomed. It was a towering, shapeless thing made of jagged metal and disappointment—the manifestation of his fear of failure. It raised a hammer, ready to crush him.

Vespera stepped between them.

She didn't have a weapon. She didn't have armor. She wore only her gray institutional pajamas and the weight of her exhaustion.

"Give it to me," Vespera commanded.

The shadow paused. It didn't recognize her as a threat; it recognized her as a vessel.

The hammer didn't fall on Silas. It turned into liquid smoke. It poured into Vespera’s open mouth.

She didn't scream. She swallowed.

It tasted like battery acid. It tasted like a week-old bruise. It burned her throat, scorched her esophagus, and settled in her stomach like a stone made of lead. She drank down his panic. She drank his self-loathing. She drained the nightmare until the trench was dry, until the sky turned clear, until Silas—still sleeping in the real world—let out a long, peaceful sigh and uncurled his fists.

Done.

The dreamscape shattered.

Vespera slammed back into her body.

She bolted upright in her cot, gagging. She scrambled off the mattress, hitting the cold linoleum on her hands and knees, retching dryly into the trash bin. Nothing came up but bile and spit. You couldn't vomit up a memory. You had to digest it.

She collapsed against the metal frame of the bed, sweat soaking through her shirt. Her hands were shaking so badly she couldn't make a fist. Her skin looked gray in the moonlight, translucent and sickly.

She felt heavy. Toxic. The caloric cost of metabolizing the Alpha’s trauma alone would leave her starving for days, no matter how much she ate.

Across the room, a floorboard creaked.

Vespera froze, wiping the spittle from her chin.

Silas stood in the doorway of the barracks. He was doing a perimeter check, fully dressed in his tactical blacks, looking sharp, rested, and terrifyingly efficient. He looked like a god of war who had enjoyed eight hours of dreamless, restorative sleep.

He scanned the room, his gray eyes landing on Vespera huddled on the floor by the trash can.

His lip curled. It wasn't hatred. It was worse. It was disappointment.

"Get up, Thorne," Silas whispered, his voice crisp and clear. "Reveille is in two hours. Try not to look like a corpse when you report to the kitchen. It lowers morale."

He turned and walked away, his boots clicking rhythmically down the hall.

Vespera watched him go. She felt the fresh, clean energy radiating off him—the energy she had bought for him with her own life force.

She touched her throat, which still burned from the taste of his nightmares.

"You're welcome," she whispered to the empty doorway.

She pulled herself up, her legs trembling under the weight of a debt he didn't even know he owed. Tomorrow, he would call her lazy. Tomorrow, he would call her useless.

But tonight, she had saved him from himself. Again.

Part I: The Breaking
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Chapter 1: The Gray Fatigue 
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1.1: The Taste of Ash

Consciousness returned not as a gradual lightening of the mind, but as a violent shunt, a sudden, pressurized ejection from the deep ocean to the surface.

Vespera Thorne gasped, her spine arching off the thin, government-issue mattress. Her lungs seized, fighting the intake of air as if it were solid matter. She clawed at her throat, fingers slipping over sweat-slick skin, scraping against the pulse that hammered a frantic, irregular rhythm against her collarbone.

Thump-thump-pause. Thump.

The barracks were silent, save for the rhythmic, congested snoring of sixty-two other wolves. The room smelled of industrial disinfectant, damp wool, and the savory, yeasty scent of bodies that had rested well. But in Vespera’s mouth, the taste was ruinous.

It tasted of rusted iron and wet earth. It tasted of a scream cut short by a mouthful of mud.

She rolled onto her side, the movement sluggish, as if her limbs were submerged in setting concrete. Her hand shot down to her left ankle, gripping the joint hard enough to bruise. Her fingers probed the skin, expecting to find the jagged tears of steel teeth, the hot slick of arterial spray.

Nothing. The skin was smooth. Unbroken.

Vespera exhaled, a ragged sound that dissolved into a whimper. She released her ankle, though the phantom agony—the searing, white-hot memory of a bear trap snapping shut—continued to throb in time with her heartbeat.

Delta Rylan, she realized, her mind sluggishly connecting the dots. The trap line on the northern border. Three years ago.

Rylan was sleeping three bunks down, his chest rising and falling in a slow, peaceful cadence. He had slept through the night, purging the traumatic memory into the ether. And Vespera, the pack’s unwitting filtration system, had drunk it down like poison wine.

"Get up," she croaked. The words were sandpaper on a raw throat.

She tried to leverage herself upright. Her arms trembled, the triceps firing and failing. She collapsed back onto the pillow, the room spinning in a lazy, nauseating tilt. The gray light of predawn filtered through the high, barred windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air. To Vespera, they looked like swarming gnats.

Above her, the bed springs groaned. A face appeared over the edge of the top bunk—Jara. Her eyes were bright, clear, and annoyed.

"You’re vibrating," Jara whispered, her voice sharp enough to cut through the haze. She hung upside down, her braid swinging like a pendulum. "Stop it. You’re shaking the whole frame."

Vespera squeezed her eyes shut, trying to still the tremors racking her body. "Sorry. Just... a nightmare."

"You always have nightmares." Jara flipped back up, landing heavily on her mattress. "And yet, you sleep like the dead. Ten hours, Vespera. I counted. You clocked out before lights out and you’re still horizontal."

Vespera didn't answer. She couldn't. The energy required to formulate a defense was a luxury she couldn't afford. She swung her legs over the edge of the cot. Her feet hit the linoleum floor—ice against feverish skin.

She stood.

Gravity punished her instantly. Her knees buckled, and she slammed a shoulder into the metal locker row to stay upright. The clang echoed through the silent barracks like a gunshot.

"Quiet!" a voice barked from the far end of the room—Unit Leader Kael.

Vespera bit her lip until she tasted copper, using the sharp sting to anchor herself. She peeled herself off the lockers and shuffled toward the communal washroom. Her gait was a shuffle, the walk of the elderly or the infirm. Every step required a conscious negotiation with her nervous system.

Lift. Step. Plant. Don't fall.

Inside the washroom, the fluorescent lights buzzed with a sound that felt like a drill boring into her skull. She gripped the porcelain sink, staring into the mirror.

The reflection was a stranger.

The woman in the glass was twenty-three but looked forty. Her skin had the translucent, gray quality of a fish belly. Dark purple crescents hung beneath her eyes, so deep they looked like bruises from a fist. Her hair, a mousy brown that used to hold gold highlights, hung limp and greasy against her cheeks.

She looked wasted. Hollowed out.

She turned the tap. The water ran freezing cold. Vespera cupped her hands and splashed it onto her face, gasping as the chill hit her. She scrubbed hard, digging her fingernails into her cheeks, trying to scour away the invisible film of Rylan’s fear.

She spat into the drain. The saliva was tinged pink.

"You look like roadkill."

Vespera flinched, water dripping from her chin. Lena, the Head Omega, stood in the doorway. She was already dressed in her gray fatigues, crisp and pressed. She held a clipboard against her chest like a shield.

"Good morning, Lena," Vespera murmured, reaching for a rough paper towel.

"Is it?" Lena stepped into the room, her nose wrinkling as she caught Vespera’s scent. "You smell like ozone. And sour milk. Did you even shower last night?"
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