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            Chapter One

          

          THEY REMEMBER EVERYTHING

          KAEL REDWATER

        

      

    

    
      The taste of blood coated his tongue, thick and coppery, rich with the iron tang of prey. But it wasn’t his blood. It wasn’t prey he’d hunted. Kael Redwater’s eyes snapped open in the pitch-dark of the safehouse basement, his body drenched in cold sweat, muscles coiled tight as springs. He lay rigid on the thin mattress, the rough wool blanket tangled around his legs like a shroud. For a disorienting second, he couldn’t tell where he was—only that something inside him was still running, still tasting, still killing. The echo of the dream—no, not a dream, a memory—pulsed behind his ribs, a phantom heartbeat not his own.

      Running. Snow crunching under massive paws. The sharp, clean bite of glacial air filling lungs built for endurance. The scent of musk-ox on the wind, heavy and promising. The thrill of the chase vibrating through a pack-mind, a single purpose shared across distance. Then the impact, the yielding flesh, the hot gush of lifeblood over fangs⁠—

      Kael gagged. He rolled onto his side, the motion too fast, too sharp, and his shoulder slammed into the concrete wall beside the cot. Pain flared bright and real. Good. He clung to it like a handhold. He shoved himself upright, one hand braced against the cold concrete floor, the other pressed hard against his sternum as if he could physically push the alien sensations out. His mouth watered with the memory of meat. His jaw ached as if it still carried the weight of a bite powerful enough to shear through bone.

      His tongue scraped his teeth. Copper. Old blood. A smear of something that didn’t exist.

      He forced a swallow. It went down like gravel.

      The basement air was cold enough to sting his damp skin. It smelled like damp earth and old stone, like rusted rebar hidden inside walls, like wet wool that never fully dried. Under it all lay the faint ozone tang of the suppression tech humming in the corners—the grid that kept their signatures blurred, their heat smudged, their existence just another shadow in a world of satellites and drones. The sound wasn’t loud. It lived in the bones. A low, steady thrum that set his molars on edge and made the inside of his skull feel lightly pressurized, like a hand resting at the base of his brainstem.

      Time did something strange during the bleeds. It stretched and snapped. One breath felt like a minute. The next, a whole hour vanished.

      Kael blinked hard. The darkness didn’t change. The safehouse basement never got true light. It was designed that way. No windows. No leaks. No mercy. Just concrete, steel, and the ugly necessities of staying alive.

      Four steps to the reinforced door. Four steps back to the cot. Four steps past the stacked crates—ammunition in one, MREs in another, medical supplies in a third with the lid kept half-loose for quick access. A battered duffel slumped in the corner like a dead animal, stuffed with cash, burner radios, and paper IDs sealed in plastic sleeves. Boots lined up along the wall—scuffed soles, cracked leather, laces replaced with paracord. A cheap analog clock hung crooked over a utility shelf. The second hand ticked louder than it should have. Tick. Tick. Tick. As if the room itself counted down.

      He got to his feet too fast. The world tilted. For half a heartbeat, the basement became an ice forest again—white and endless, wind sharp as knives, his body huge and unstoppable.

      Kael’s stomach clenched. He rode the vertigo, jaw tight, nails biting into his palms. Control. It was always about control.

      A low, involuntary growl rumbled in his chest, vibrating the air. He clenched his teeth, forcing it down. Fifteen years of running, hiding, scraping together a semblance of life for his scattered pack, and now this? Fragments of a life lived forty thousand years ago bleeding into his present like ink into water? His vision swam, the edges darkening, tinged with the predatory gold of the wolf straining against its chains. The shift clawed at him from the inside, a relentless pressure demanding release. His bones ached with the phantom memory of reshaping.

      He needed to run.

      He needed to hunt.

      He needed—God—he needed to feel something that belonged to now.

      He paced the narrow confines like a caged animal, the concrete scraping under his bare soles. The movement helped, and it didn’t. It gave his body something to do while his mind tried to claw its way back into the present.

      The maps on the wall caught his eye. Pinned haphazardly, layered over each other, corners curling from moisture. Corporate patrol zones circled in red grease pencil—Valdane’s pharmaceutical research outposts, Helix BioSystems’ military testing grounds, the Syndicate’s known trafficking routes. Safe roads crossed out. Alternate routes scribbled in black ink. A note in Thorne’s blunt hand: NO SIGNAL. CASH ONLY. TWO HOURS MAX IN ANY ONE PLACE.

      Territory. Always territory.

      The pressure built, a crushing weight behind his eyes and deep in his spine. He stopped, braced his hands against the cold concrete wall, head bowed. His breath came in ragged gasps, fogging the air. He could feel his canines elongating, pressing painfully against his lower lip. Nails thickened, darkened into claws. They bit into the concrete with a scrape that made his skin prickle.

      The shift wasn’t a smooth transformation, not like in the holovids. It was a violent rending—a tearing apart and a brutal reassembly. Muscle fibers screamed as they stretched and reconfigured. Sinew snapped and re-knit with agonizing speed. The sound was wet, internal, a grotesque symphony only he could fully hear. His spine popped in sharp, brutal increments; each crack sent a flare of white pain down his nerves. His shoulder blades twitched as if something beneath the skin wanted to unfold.

      Run. Hunt. Kill.

      The ancient imperative pulsed through him, drowning out rational thought.

      Pack. Protect. Lead.

      His own counter-mantra, worn smooth from repetition. He clung to it the way a drowning man clung to driftwood.

      The heavy steel door hissed open on well-oiled hinges, admitting a sliver of dim light from the corridor and the broad-shouldered silhouette of Thorne. The Beta froze on the threshold, his sharp intake of breath loud in the sudden stillness. Thorne’s dark eyes, usually steady and assessing, widened fractionally as he took in Kael’s hunched posture, the tremors running through his Alpha’s frame, the unnatural glint of gold in eyes that should be human-brown.

      “Kael?” Thorne’s voice was low, gravelly, deliberately calm.

      He didn’t step fully into the room. He knew better. He respected the volatile energy crackling in the small space the way you respected a live wire—by keeping just far enough away not to get burned.

      His scent, usually tightly leashed, carried an edge of concern, sharp as broken glass beneath the pine and gunmetal. He brought the cold in with him—night air from upstairs, damp with forest and the faint ghost of rain.

      Kael didn’t turn. Couldn’t. His shoulders bunched, tendons standing out like cables in his neck. A low, guttural sound escaped him, half-growl, half-groan. His knuckles were white where they pressed against the wall.

      “Not… now… Thorne.” The words were mangled, forced past lengthening teeth. Spittle flecked the concrete.

      Thorne took a single, cautious step inside, letting the door sigh shut behind him. The suppression field intensified slightly, a low thrum Kael felt in his molars. “Talk to me, Alpha.”

      Thorne kept his hands loose at his sides, non-threatening, but his posture was coiled, ready. He’d seen Kael ride the edge before. He’d held him there. He’d dragged him back. But this… this felt different. Sharper. Like the line they walked had thinned to a thread.

      “Another bleed?” Thorne asked, keeping his voice steady as stone.

      Bleed. Their term for it. When the past flooded the present. When the ghost wolf’s memories seeped through the cracks in Kael’s control.

      Kael managed a stiff nod. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to focus on the cold bite of the concrete beneath his palms, the gritty texture against his skin. Real. Now. The phantom taste of musk-ox blood threatened to choke him. He swallowed convulsively.

      “How bad?”

      Thorne moved closer, slowly, deliberately, stopping just outside arm’s reach. Not close enough to provoke, but close enough to anchor. “Tell me what you see.”

      Kael’s breath hitched. The wolf inside him snarled at the question—Don’t speak. Don’t confess weakness. But the man, the Alpha, knew better. If he didn’t name it, it owned him.

      “Old,” Kael forced out. His voice was rough, layered with the growl simmering beneath the surface. “Hunting. Snow. Blood… so much blood.” A shudder ripped through him, a full-body spasm. His spine cracked again, a brutal realignment that made him grit his teeth hard enough to ache. “Feels… real. Too real.”

      Thorne’s gaze swept over him, taking in the subtle changes: the increased definition of muscle beneath sweat-slicked skin, the way his body held itself as if it belonged to something bigger. Thorne didn’t flinch. He never did. He met Kael’s worst moments with the same steady brutality he met everything else.

      “Ground,” Thorne said, voice dropping into the tone that wasn’t quite command and wasn’t quite comfort. The ritual voice. The one that said I’ve got you. “We do it the same way.”

      Kael’s jaw clenched. He hated needing it. He hated that he couldn’t claw his way out alone. But the bleed still pressed behind his eyes, hungry and insistent.

      Thorne lifted his hand—not toward Kael, but toward the shelf beside the door. He grabbed a dented metal cup and a small canvas pouch. He shook the pouch once. Coins clinked softly inside.

      “Name the room,” Thorne said.

      Kael’s chest rose and fell too fast. He forced his focus outward like shoving open a stuck door. “Basement,” he rasped.

      “Name five things you can touch.”

      Kael’s claws scraped the wall. “Concrete. Steel door. Blanket. My… skin. Your scent—” His voice snagged, angry at himself.

      Thorne didn’t react to the slip. “Good. Four things you can hear.”

      Kael listened, and the world sharpened around edges. Tick of the clock. Thrum of suppression tech. His own ragged breath. The faint, distant whisper of forest through the vents. “Clock. Grid. Breathing. Wind.”

      “Three things you can smell.”

      Kael inhaled. Damp earth. Ozone. Thorne’s pine-and-gunmetal undercut by concern. “Stone. Suppression. You.”

      “Two things you can see.”

      Kael’s eyes snapped open. The corridor light made the basement shapes half-visible. Maps. Crates. Thorne’s silhouette. “Maps. Your face.”

      “One thing you are,” Thorne said, and this—this was always the hardest part. Because it demanded Kael claim himself as human first, Alpha second, beast last.

      Kael’s throat worked. He tasted phantom blood again, tried to choke it down. “Kael,” he said. “I am Kael.”

      Thorne’s shoulders eased by a fraction. “Again.”

      “I am Kael.” The second time came easier, like a nail driven into place. “I am Kael Redwater.”

      The gold haze receded from his vision, leaving the world stark and clear in the dim light. The shift didn’t vanish—it never did—but it loosened its grip, settling into a low-grade thrum beneath his skin instead of a ripping demand.

      Kael pushed away from the wall, turning slowly to face his Beta. His movements were still stiff, inhumanly fluid one moment, jerky the next, as if his body couldn’t decide which form to settle into. His eyes met Thorne’s. The molten ring of gold still hugged his pupils, but the human awareness was back—sharp and grim.

      “Better?” Thorne asked.

      “Contained,” Kael corrected. The growl subsided to a low thrum. He flexed his hands; the claws retracted slowly, leaving throbbing crescents in his palms. “For now.” He dragged a hand through his sweat-damp hair, the gesture weary. “It’s getting stronger, Thorne. The bleeds. They’re… clearer. Longer. It’s not just feelings anymore. It’s memory. Detailed.” He gestured vaguely toward the wall, toward the maps, toward the world. “Forty thousand years. I could smell the ice.”

      Thorne’s expression tightened. “The bloodmark?” His gaze dropped pointedly to Kael’s bare chest.

      Kael looked down.

      High on his left pectoral muscle, just below the collarbone, a complex pattern of interlocking spirals and sharp angles seemed to writhe beneath his skin. Normally it was a faint, silvery scar only visible under ultraviolet light or intense moonlight—the genetic signature, the Bloodmark, passed down from the dire wolf whose fragmented consciousness now haunted him.

      But now it pulsed with a soft, eerie light.

      Bioluminescent blue-white, bright enough to cast faint, dancing shadows on the concrete wall behind him. It wasn’t the moon. The basement had no windows. And the UV lamps were off. The mark felt warm under his fingers, alive, and the frequency of its glow resonated through his bones like a distant drum.

      “No trigger,” Kael said tightly, tracing the edge of the glowing mark with a fingertip. “Just… woke up like this. With the bleed. Like it’s resonating.”

      Thorne stepped closer, his scent tightening with controlled alarm. He studied the mark, brow furrowed. “That’s new.”

      “Bad new?” Kael asked, though he already knew the answer.

      “Unknown new,” Thorne said, which was worse. He held Kael’s gaze. “What does it feel like?”

      Kael’s stomach sank. “Like a beacon.” He swallowed hard. The word tasted like ash. “Like something out there can hear it.”

      To the corporations hunting them.

      Or to something older.

      Something buried deep in rock and bone and DNA.

      Kael looked past Thorne, drawn to the maps on the wall. The red grease pencil marks suddenly felt like targets painted on their fragile sanctuary. “Fifteen years,” he murmured. “Fifteen years quiet. Why now? What changed?”

      Thorne followed his gaze. “Maybe nothing changed out there,” he said slowly. “Maybe the change is in here.” He tapped his own temple. “The ghost wolf waking up fully.”

      The implication hung between them, cold and terrifying. If the ancient consciousness fully awakened… would Kael Redwater—Alpha of the Thornwood Pack—still exist? Or would he become a vessel, a skin stretched over a predator dead for millennia?

      The weight of leadership pressed down on him, heavier than ever. He was their shield. Their strategy. Their line between survival and slaughter. He couldn’t afford to fracture. He couldn’t afford to become something they needed protection from.

      Kael straightened, forcing the fear down, locking the weariness behind a mask of grim resolve. The Alpha. Always the Alpha. “We need to be ready,” he said, voice hardening. Purposeful. “Double the perimeter checks. Rotate the sentries every two hours, not four. Inventory the emergency packs. Assume we have days, not weeks.”

      Thorne nodded immediately. “Understood, Alpha.” His gaze flicked once more to the glowing mark. “And that?”

      “We watch it,” Kael said. “We learn.”

      He moved to the small basin in the corner and splashed icy water from a jug onto his face. The shock helped. For a moment, it ripped him cleanly into the present. Water dripped from his chin onto the concrete floor. He scrubbed at his stubble with rough fingers.

      Real. Now.

      Pack. Protect. Lead.

      As he reached for a threadbare towel, the image flashed behind his eyes again—no ice and snow this time.

      Sterile white. The bite of antiseptic. Cold steel restraints biting into wrists. Lights too bright. The sound of a monitor counting his heartbeat like it owned him. And a voice—soft, accented, trembling with something that might have been regret, or fear, or both.

      “I’m sorry. Run.”

      Kael’s breath caught.

      Dr. Chen. Su Ting. The architect of his cage. The ghost from the lab tangled now with the ancient predator’s hunger. Why her? Why now? The questions twisted like knives under his ribs.

      Before he could grab hold of the thought, the steel door burst open with a force that rattled the hinges.

      Lyssa stood framed in the doorway, her chest heaving, her usually sleek braid coming undone, wild strands clinging to her sweat-slicked face. Her eyes were wide and fierce. The scent of pine needles, damp earth, and pure, unadulterated panic rolled off her in waves.

      “Alpha!” Her voice was a raw scrape, cutting through the tense silence like broken glass. “Helix drones! A full squadron! They just lit up the western perimeter sensors like a damn solstice tree! They found us!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          THE ARCHITECT'S GUILT

          SU TING

        

      

    

    
      The satellite feed on her screen pulsed with an impossible signature. A cold knot tightened in Dr. Su Ting Chen’s stomach, twisting beneath the careful layers of her tailored blouse and the weight of fifteen years of running.

      Blue-white. Bioluminescent. Resonant frequency matching… him.

      She leaned closer to the glowing monitor in the sterile darkness of her Chicago hotel room, her knuckles white where they gripped the edge of the cheap laminate desk. The image was a thermal overlay superimposed on a topographic map of dense forest—somewhere in the northern wilds, coordinates scrambled by the suppression grid Thornwood Pack used. Or had used. Because there it was: a single, concentrated point of heat, radiating an unnaturally pure blue-white light against the cooler greens and yellows of the surrounding terrain. It wasn't a shifter's usual thermal bloom, diffuse and shifting with the body's rhythms. This was a pinpoint. A beacon. Exactly where the old predictive models—her models—had suggested Kael Redwater might hole up.

      The Bloodmark. Her mind supplied the term with clinical detachment, even as a wave of nausea threatened. His Bloodmark. Active. Glowing. Transmitting.

      She’d designed the genetic trigger for that. Buried deep in the Apex Project’s core sequence. A failsafe, they’d called it. A way to track the assets if they ever went rogue. A barcode made flesh. She’d written the code, spliced the retrovirus, overseen the integration into the germ line. Intellectual Property demanded identification.

      Now, watching it flare on a stolen Helix BioSystems satellite feed, it felt less like science and more like a curse she’d etched onto his skin.

      A sharp, rhythmic banging echoed through the thin hotel wall to her left. Not on her door. Not yet. But close. Too close. Room 1217. Helix security, moving floor by floor. Their voices were muffled but distinct through the plasterboard: flat, authoritative, demanding credentials. The heavy tread of boots. The low whine of handheld biometric scanners priming. They were hunting. Not just shifters tonight. They were hunting her.

      Su Ting’s breath hitched. She forced her fingers away from the monitor, leaving smudges on the cold glass. The hotel room air tasted stale, filtered through vents that hummed with a constant, low-level drone. It smelled of antiseptic cleaning products, cheap lemon-scented soap from the tiny bathroom, and the faint, lingering ozone of her own illicit tech setup. Outside the floor-to-ceiling window, the Chicago skyline glittered, cold and distant, a forest of steel and light owned by corporations like Helix. The glass reflected her own pale, strained face back at her—dark eyes wide, lips pressed into a bloodless line, the sleek knot of her black hair starting to fray at the temples. She looked like what she was: a ghost haunting the machine she’d helped build.

      Thirty minutes. That’s what the digital counter on her burner phone displayed, synced to the forged identity packet currently shielding her from the hotel’s facial recognition system. Thirty minutes until Eleanor Vance, mid-level logistics coordinator for Valdane Pharmaceuticals, ceased to exist in the system. Thirty minutes until Helix’s omnipresent security AIs flagged the discrepancy and sent a real team, not just room-check grunts, straight to her door.

      Panic was a luxury she couldn’t afford. It clouded judgment. It wasted time. Time was the only currency she had left.

      She turned back to the slim, matte-black laptop open beside the monitor. Its screen displayed a complex encryption interface, lines of rapidly scrolling code reflected in her glasses. Her fingers flew over the keys, a frantic ballet of precision. Every keystroke felt like laying another brick in a fragile wall between herself and the hunters outside the door. The data on the drive plugged into the laptop’s port was everything. Fifteen years of stolen research, blackmail dossiers on key Helix and Valdane executives, schematics for next-generation suppression tech… and the damning proof of Project Apex’s Phase Two. Ascension. They weren’t just hunting shifters anymore. They were planning to become them. To weaponize the bleed.

      The thought sent a fresh chill down her spine. Phase Two had been theoretical when she’d fled. Blueprints. Ambition. Now, judging by the fragmented data she’d intercepted, it was operational. Human trials. Forced integration. The Valdane Accords wouldn’t protect them. It only applied to the assets they’d created. Humans volunteering—or being volunteered—for the process? That opened a door to a level of corporate control that made her old sins look like misdemeanors.

      She had to get this data out. To him. To Kael. The only force with the strength, the motive, and the sheer, feral desperation to potentially stop it. The irony tasted like ash. Sending salvation to the monster she’d made.

      Another bang, closer this time. Room 1219. Her room was 1221. The biometric scanner’s whine was louder now, a hungry mosquito sound cutting through the wall. They were checking identities against the central Helix employee database. Her face, her real face, was flagged Tier-1 Classified: WANTED FOR TREASON, ESPIONAGE, UNAUTHORIZED ASSET RELEASE. The Eleanor Vance identity wouldn’t hold up to a retinal scan or a fingerprint match. It was a mask made of smoke, dissolving in the wind.

      Her fingers stuttered on the keys. A bead of sweat traced a cold path down her temple. She could run now. Abandon the encryption, grab the drive, try for the stairs. But the data was fragmented, raw. Without the final encryption pass, it was useless. Worse than useless—a beacon of its own, screaming her location and her crime to anyone with the decryption keys Helix undoubtedly possessed. She had to finish. She had to make it untouchable.

      Focus.

      She inhaled sharply, the antiseptic air scraping her throat. Her gaze flicked to a small, worn photograph tucked partially under the laptop. A relic. A weakness. She shouldn’t have kept it. But she had.

      It showed a boy. Maybe sixteen. Too thin, shoulders hunched as if expecting a blow, dark hair falling into wary eyes. He stood in a sterile white corridor, a pale blue hospital gown hanging loosely on his frame. A Helix BioSystems ID band was visible on his thin wrist. Subject A-17. Kaelen Redwater. Before the Thornwood Pack. Before the Alpha. Before the ghost wolf started bleeding through.

      She remembered that day. The baseline neural scan. He’d been silent. Watchful. His eyes, even then, held a depth that unnerved her—a flicker of something ancient and wild beneath the adolescent fear. She’d administered the injection herself. The third iteration of the Apex retrovirus. The one that finally took. The one that bound the ghost.

      What did I make you? The question echoed in the hollow space behind her ribs, a constant companion for fifteen years. A brilliant monster? A living weapon? Or just a boy condemned to carry an extinct predator in his bones, forever hunted?

      She’d watched the changes unfold in the lab. The accelerated healing. The heightened senses. The first, terrifying partial shift during a stress test. She’d recorded every tremor, every surge of abnormal brain activity, every spike in aggression metrics. She’d documented the emergence of the Bloodmark, faint then, only visible under UV. Data points. Variables in an equation. Intellectual Property.

      Until the night she looked into those eyes—no longer just wary, but hollow, haunted by things no teenager should see—and saw not Subject A-17, but Kael. A person. Trapped. Drowning. And she’d whispered the only act of rebellion left to her: “I’m sorry. Run.”

      It hadn’t been enough. It would never be enough. He’d run, yes. Straight into a life of constant fear, hunted by the very corporation she’d served. And the boy in the photo? He was gone. Replaced by the Alpha the feeds showed now—a man whose eyes burned with predatory gold, whose body radiated contained violence, whose Bloodmark pulsed like a star on her stolen satellite display. A feral thing. Her creation.

      The banging was at 1220 now. The scanner’s whine was a drill bit against her skull. Her pulse hammered in her throat, a frantic counterpoint to the methodical thump-thump-thump of security moving down the hall. Thirty minutes felt like thirty seconds.

      Her fingers moved faster, driven by a surge of adrenaline-fueled clarity. Lines of cipher text blurred on the screen. She could feel the seconds slipping away, grains of sand in an hourglass about to shatter. The encryption progress bar crawled: 87%... 88%...

      A memory surfaced, sharp and unbidden. Not Kael this time. Dr. Caldwell’s voice, smooth as oiled glass, during an early Apex Project briefing. “The Bloodmark isn’t just an identifier, Dr. Chen. Think of it as a tuning fork. When the asset achieves… resonance… with the integrated consciousness, the mark activates. It’s the ghost wolf’s signature, broadcasting its awakening.”

      Awakening. The bleeds Kael was experiencing—they weren’t just memories leaking through. They were the ancient consciousness stirring. Pushing towards the surface. Towards control. And the Bloodmark’s glow… it was a symptom. A siren song. Calling to Helix drones. Calling, perhaps, to other things buried deep in forgotten ice.

      What happens when it fully wakes, Doctor? Thorne’s question, implied in Kael’s frantic report intercepted weeks ago, echoed in her mind. Does Kael Redwater cease to exist?

      The thought was a physical blow. She’d condemned him not just to a life on the run, but to eventual erasure. Replaced by the ghost of an apex predator she’d resurrected from dust. The data on the drive… it wasn’t just about stopping Phase Two. Buried within the encryption were fragmented notes, half-formed hypotheses, desperate gambits she’d theorized in stolen moments—potential ways to stabilize the host consciousness. To suppress the ghost. To give Kael a fighting chance to remain Kael.

      It was a long shot. A flicker of hope in a sea of darkness. And it might already be too late. The beacon on her screen pulsed, bright and terrible.

      89%... 90%...

      The banging stopped outside her door.

      Room 1221.

      Su Ting froze. Her blood turned to ice water in her veins. Every sound in the room magnified—the hum of the laptop fan, the frantic thud of her own heart, the suppressed gasp catching in her throat.

      A heavy fist landed on the door. THUD. The cheap wood vibrated in its frame.

      “Helix Security! Room inspection! Open up!”

      The voice was bored, routine. But the authority behind it was absolute. The biometric scanner whined right outside, a high-pitched keen hungry for her identity.

      Eleanor Vance. Logistics. Valdane. The cover story was a house of cards. One retinal scan, one fingerprint pressed against the door sensor, and it would collapse.

      Her gaze darted to the laptop. 92%. So close. Too close. Aborting now would be catastrophic. Running was impossible. The window? Thirty floors up. Suicide.

      Think. Adapt.

      She took a shuddering breath, forcing her face into a mask of weary annoyance. She stood, smoothing her blouse with trembling hands. Her legs felt like water. She walked to the door, each step measured, deliberate. The peephole showed two figures in standard-issue Helix security uniforms—black, utilitarian, devoid of insignia but radiating institutional power. One held the scanner, its lens glowing a soft, ominous blue. The other, bulkier, had a hand resting near the stun baton on his belt.

      She engaged the door’s manual bolt lock—a flimsy barrier, but it bought seconds. “Just a moment!” she called, her voice carefully pitched to sound irritated, sleep-roughened. Eleanor Vance wouldn’t be happy about a 3 AM security check. “What’s this about?”

      “Routine sweep, ma’am,” the bored voice replied. “Corporate mandate. Open the door, please. Scan will only take a second.”

      Liar. The scanner wasn’t for routine sweeps. It was keyed to specific biometric flags. Like hers.

      Her eyes flicked back to the desk. The laptop screen glowed like a beacon in the darkened room. The encryption bar: 95%. The satellite feed still pulsed with Kael’s location. The photograph of the boy lay exposed.

      Stupid. Sentimental. Dangerous.

      She moved quickly, silently. Snatched the photograph and shoved it deep into the pocket of her trousers. Grabbed the small, matte-black external drive still plugged into the laptop. The progress bar hit 96%. Almost there. She couldn’t wait.

      With a silent apology to the data gods, she yanked the drive free. The laptop screen flickered, the encryption process stalling, throwing an error. ABORTED. DATA FRAGMENTED. A cold spike of fear lanced through her. Fragmented was better than nothing. Better than captured. She pocketed the drive, its casing warm against her thigh.

      THUD. The fist landed again, harder. “Ma’am. Open the door now or we will override.”

      Override meant a breaching charge. Or a master key from the building’s central security hub, undoubtedly Helix-controlled. Seconds. She had seconds.

      She scanned the room. The window was sealed shut, corporate safety regs. The bathroom offered no exit. The closet was a death trap. Her gaze landed on the room service tray near the door, a half-eaten sandwich and a carafe of water left from hours ago. An idea, desperate and thin, formed.

      She picked up the carafe, her hand trembling only slightly. Took another steadying breath. Unbolted the door.

      She opened it just a crack, the security chain still engaged. She peered out, letting just enough of her face show—carefully angled away from the scanner’s lens. “Look, officers,” she said, injecting a note of flustered embarrassment into Eleanor Vance’s voice. “It’s the middle of the night. Can’t this wait? I have a Valdane logistics summit at seven, and I’m barely coherent as it is.” She held up the carafe. “Just getting some water.”

      The security officer with the scanner frowned, trying to angle the device towards the gap. “Protocol, ma’am. Handprint scan on the panel. Quick retinal. Then we’re done.”

      “Handprint? Really?” She feigned exasperation, shifting her body slightly, keeping her right eye (the one with the distinctive scar near the brow from a lab accident years ago) shielded. “Fine. Fine. Let me just…” She made a show of fumbling with the carafe, her hand slippery. Then, with a calculated stumble, she “accidentally” tipped it forward.

      Cold water sloshed out through the gap in the door, splashing over the scanner in the officer’s hand and the keypad panel beside the doorframe.

      “Oh! Damn it! I’m so sorry!” Su Ting exclaimed, genuine alarm in her voice now as the scanner sputtered, its blue lens flickering erratically. Water dripped onto the hallway carpet.

      The officer jerked the scanner back with a curse, shaking water off it. “What the hell⁠—?”

      “I’m terribly sorry!” Su Ting babbled, pushing the door wider against the chain, letting them see her distressed expression, the wet front of her blouse. “Clumsy! Just… let me get a towel!” She turned away from the door, moving back into the room, towards the bathroom. Away from the momentarily disabled scanner. Away from their direct line of sight.

      It was a gamble. A tiny window. They might just wait. They might call for backup. They might decide Eleanor Vance was suspiciously clumsy.

      Her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. She didn’t go to the bathroom. She veered left, towards the desk. Her fingers closed around the laptop, snapping it shut. She grabbed the satellite receiver module, ripping cables free. Stuffing them, the laptop, into the waiting padded case beside the desk. Her movements were frantic, silent.

      “Ma’am! Just the scan!” the other officer barked, his voice losing its bored edge. Suspicion. Water dripped. The scanner whined weakly, trying to reboot.

      “Towel!” Su Ting called back, her voice strained. She shoved the laptop case strap over her shoulder. Her hand dipped into her pocket, clutching the warm metal of the drive. The fragmented data. Kael’s only hope. And maybe, just maybe, the key to silencing the ghost wolf’s beacon before it consumed him entirely.

      She took a step towards the window. Not an exit. But maybe… distraction. She could smash it. Cause a commotion. Buy seconds to reach the door while they were distracted.

      As she turned, her foot caught the leg of the desk chair. It scraped loudly on the thin carpet.

      Silence from the hall. Then a heavy thud against the door. The security chain groaned under the impact. “Open this door! Now!”

      The chain wouldn’t hold another hit. They were coming in.

      Su Ting whirled, facing the door, the laptop case heavy on her shoulder, the drive a hard lump in her pocket. No escape. No bluff left. She braced herself, her mind racing through useless combat protocols she’d never mastered. This was it. Capture. Interrogation. A quiet disappearance into a Helix black site. All that stolen knowledge, all that guilt, erased.

      Then, a sound cut through the pounding on the door and the sputtering scanner.

      Ping.

      Sharp. Insistent. Coming from the laptop case slung over her shoulder.

      Su Ting froze. It wasn’t a system chime. It was the custom alert she’d programmed years ago, buried under layers of false code. An alert keyed to one specific, heavily encrypted communication frequency. A frequency she’d only ever shared with one asset. One person.

      Her hand moved on pure, disbelieving instinct. She unzipped the case just enough to see the laptop screen. It had woken from sleep mode. A single line of text glowed in the darkness of the open lid, stark white against the black command prompt interface. No identifier. No preamble. Just eleven words, cutting through the chaos like a knife:

      Dr. Chen. We need to talk. Or you need to run faster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          RUN THE MATH

          KAEL

        

      

    

    
      Six pack members. Four vehicles. Three hours. The numbers hammered against the inside of Kael’s skull like a drumbeat counting down to disaster. He moved through the chaos of the safehouse basement with predatory efficiency, every muscle coiled tight, every sense stretched thin. The air tasted like ozone and panic, thick with the scent of adrenaline souring on skin and the acrid tang of burning plastic.

      Lyssa’s warning still echoed in the cramped space: Helix drones. A full squadron. Found us. The suppression grid hadn’t been enough. His Bloodmark pulsed beneath his shirt, a warm, insistent throb high on his chest, a beacon he couldn’t extinguish. Its blue-white glow seemed to seep through the fabric, a silent accusation. My fault.

      “Thorne!” Kael’s voice cut through the frantic scuffling, sharp as a knife. “Status on the burn!”

      His Beta stood over a dented metal barrel shoved into the far corner, feeding handfuls of paper and plastic cards into the hungry orange flames licking upwards. The firelight cast harsh shadows on Thorne’s grim face. “Ninety percent torched,” he growled, not looking up. Sweat glistened on his temple. “IDs, transaction logs, route maps. Burner phones are in the shredder bucket. Molotov cocktail ready for the hard drives once they’re wiped.” He tossed another stack of paper into the fire. A curl of black smoke rose, carrying the smell of charred identities.

      Kael nodded, the movement tight. Good. Clean. Leaving nothing that could lead Helix to their next bolt-hole or expose their network of sympathizers. He scanned the room. Lyssa was already shoving the last of the medical kits into heavy-duty duffels, her movements a blur of controlled panic. Her eyes, when they flicked to him, held a fierce, feral light. She smelled of pine needles and damp earth from her perimeter run, undercut by the sharp bite of fear. “Perimeter sensors are blinking out one by one, Alpha,” she reported, her voice tight. “Drones are circling, tightening the net. They’re mapping the suppression field weaknesses.”

      Mapping. Learning. Adapting. Helix wasn’t just hunting; they were dissecting their defenses. Kael’s jaw clenched. The wolf inside him snarled, pushing against his ribs, demanding release. Fight. Tear them from the sky. The image flashed—massive paws slamming down, jaws snapping drone metal like brittle bone. He shoved it down, hard. Pack. Protect. Lead.

      “How long?” His voice was gravel.

      “An hour. Maybe less, if they commit ground teams.” Lyssa zipped a duffel shut with a violent yank. “The western tree line is already hot. Thermal signatures moving in.”

      Ground teams. Hunter-killers. Human or Ascension? The question hung unspoken but heavy in the air. The Phase Two intel Su Ting had hinted at in her fragmented data dump—forced integration, human trials—meant the hunters could be… different now. Stronger. More resilient. More like them.

      Kael grabbed a heavy canvas bag from a stack near the door and began methodically loading weapons. Pistols, magazines clattering against each other. Boxes of ammunition. Combat knives in sheaths. Two compact, matte-black pulse rifles—stolen Helix tech, brutal and efficient. The cold weight of the metal in his hands was an anchor. Real. Tangible. He could work with this. Plan with this. Kill with this.

      “Renna, Dax,” he barked, not looking up. “Vehicle prep. Now. Standard dispersal pattern. Thorne, you take Van One with Lyssa and Selene. Renna, Van Two with Dax. Jackson, you’re with me in the Rover. Move fast. Load essentials only: weapons, ammo, cash, meds, water. Ditch comfort. Ditch sentiment.” His gaze swept the room, landing briefly on the worn photograph pinned near the maps—a younger pack, smiling, a lifetime ago. It went into the fire barrel without hesitation. Flames licked at the edges, curling the image into black ash. No anchors. No weaknesses.

      Renna, her usually composed face pale but set, nodded sharply and grabbed a set of keys from a hook. Dax, lean and restless like a caged coyote, flashed a humorless grin. “About damn time we got some action,” he muttered, snatching another set of keys. His eyes held a dangerous glint. The promise of violence hummed around him like static. Jackson Cross, the human Liberationist, moved with military precision, checking the action on a pistol before sliding it into a shoulder holster. His face was grim, etched with the lines of a man who knew exactly what corporate “retrieval” entailed.

      Thorne extinguished the last of the burning papers with a scoop of dirt from a bucket. “Drives are wiped. Molotov?” He held up a rag-stoppered bottle filled with amber liquid.

      Kael shook his head. “Not yet. The grid might still hold long enough to mask the heat signature. Save it for the exit distraction.” He slung the heavy weapons bag over his shoulder, the strap biting into muscle. “Lyssa, jammer status?”

      Lyssa was already crouched by a humming metal box wired into the wall. “Portable units charged and distributed. Main grid holding at… 72% efficiency. The drones are probing, Alpha. Pinging it relentlessly. It’s degrading faster than projected.” Her fingers flew over the box’s controls. “They’re learning the frequency modulation.”

      Seventy-two percent. A fraying shield. The suppression grid’s thrum felt weaker in Kael’s bones, the pressure in his skull lessening—a dangerous relief. It meant they were bleeding through. The Bloodmark on his chest pulsed hotter in response, as if greeting the thinning veil. Beacon. The word was a cold stone in his gut. Was it drawing them? Amplifying their sensors? Or was it something else, something older, stirring in the deep places?

      He forced the thought down. No time. Run the math. Six pack. Four vehicles. Three hours shrinking to minutes. Evacuation vectors. Fallback points scattered across three states. Contingencies within contingencies. His mind, honed by fifteen years of evasion, spun through scenarios, probabilities, kill-zones. The wolf snarled at the retreat, the submission. Fight! It clawed at his control, fueled by the scent of fear in the room, the adrenaline singing in his own blood. His vision hazed at the edges, tinged with predatory gold. He felt the shift pressing—the ache in his jaw, the coiling power in his limbs.

      Ground.

      He didn’t need Thorne’s ritual now. He did it himself, internally, ruthlessly.

      Smell: Smoke. Ozone. Sweat. Pine resin from Lyssa’s clothes.

      Hear: The frantic shuffle of boots. The crackle of the dying fire. The whine of drones filtering faintly through the vents.

      Touch: The rough canvas strap cutting into his shoulder. The cold steel of a rifle barrel against his palm.

      See: Thorne’s steady hands prepping the Molotov. Lyssa’s fierce concentration. Jackson’s grim resolve.

      One thing you are: Kael Redwater. Alpha.

      The gold receded, leaving cold clarity. Fight was suicide. A glorious, bloody last stand that would end with his pack dead or collared. Retreat was survival. Ugly. Humiliating. Necessary. Leadership wasn’t pride; it was sacrifice. Choosing the hard path that kept them alive.

      “Thorne, Lyssa—go. Now. Route Gamma. Thorne, you lead. Lyssa, watch the rear. Keep Selene close.” His Beta met his gaze, a silent understanding passing between them. Thorne nodded once, a sharp dip of his chin. He grabbed the Molotov bottle and a heavy pack, gesturing to Lyssa. They moved towards the reinforced steel door leading to the garage bays.

      Kael turned to the others. “Renna, Dax—Route Beta. Dax, you drive. Renna, navigate. Avoid the main arteries. Jackson, with me. We’re taking the forest track east. Load up. Move!”

      The basement erupted into a final flurry of motion. Duffle bags were shouldered. Weapons checked one last time. Renna scooped up a trembling Selene, the youngest pack member, her eyes wide with terror, murmuring low reassurances. Jackson grabbed a heavy case of ammunition. Dax hefted a duffel bulging with cash bricks.

      Kael crossed to the small, hardened communications console bolted to a steel table. It was a relic, analog where possible, encrypted digital where necessary, shielded by the suppression grid. He flipped a switch. A green light glowed dimly. He keyed in a complex sequence. The screen flickered to life, displaying a single line of text on a black background, the characters stark white:

      Dr. Chen. We need to talk. Or you need to run faster.

      Su Ting’s message, received minutes after Lyssa’s warning. A lifeline? A trap? The woman who’d made him and unmade him. The architect of his cage and the voice that had whispered freedom. He remembered the sterile white lab, the cold restraints, the hollow eyes of Subject A-17 in the mirror. Her face, pale and strained, whispering I’m sorry. Run.

      Fifteen years of running. Now she wanted to talk.

      His fingers hovered over the worn keys. The wolf bristled, sensing vulnerability, a potential threat. Strategy warred with a deeper, darker impulse—a need to confront the source of his torment, to demand answers, to make her see what she’d wrought. But the pack came first. Always.

      He typed, each keypress deliberate, final.

      Chicago. Pier 7. Midnight. Come alone or don’t come.

      No signature. No room for negotiation. A command. A test. If she came, it was on his terms. If she didn’t… well, she’d chosen her path long ago. He hit send. The message vanished into the encrypted void. He powered down the console, yanked wires, smashed the delicate internal components with the butt of his knife. Another piece of their fragile safety destroyed.

      A heavy thud echoed from the garage bay door—Thorne signaling they were loaded and ready. Kael grabbed the last duffel, slinging it beside the weapons bag. He spared one last glance at the gutted basement—the smoldering barrel, the empty crates, the maps now just ash on the floor. A tomb for another identity shed. Then he turned and strode towards the heavy steel door leading to the garage.

      Cold, damp air hit him as he stepped through. The garage was a concrete cavern lit by flickering emergency lights. Four vehicles stood ready: two battered cargo vans with reinforced panels and darkened windows, Thorne’s hulking black pickup truck, and Kael’s own modified, mud-spattered Land Rover. Engines idled, a low, tense growl that vibrated in Kael’s chest.

      Thorne stood by the driver’s door of Van One, the Molotov bottle in one hand. Lyssa was already in the passenger seat, her face a mask of fierce concentration. Selene huddled in the back, her eyes huge. Renna and Dax were climbing into Van Two. Jackson slid into the Rover’s passenger seat, racking the slide on his rifle.

      Kael tossed the duffels into the back of the Rover and climbed behind the wheel. The leather seat creaked under his weight. He gripped the steering wheel, the worn grain familiar under his palms. The scent of oil, gasoline, and cold metal filled the cab. Outside, the forest pressed close, dark and watchful. He could hear it now—the high-pitched whine of drones, closer than before, like angry hornets searching. The suppression grid’s thrum was a weak, faltering pulse.

      He met Thorne’s eyes through the windshield. His Beta raised a hand, fingers spread: Five seconds.

      Kael nodded. He started the Rover’s engine. The powerful growl joined the chorus of idling motors. He shifted into gear, his knuckles white on the shifter. Every instinct screamed Go! Now!

      Thorne moved. He lit the rag stuffed into the Molotov bottle with a quick flick of a lighter. Flame bloomed, orange and hungry. He didn’t hesitate. He hurled the bottle in a high arc towards the back corner of the garage where the main suppression grid transformer hummed behind a metal grate.

      WHOOSH.

      Fire erupted, engulfing the transformer in a wave of heat and light. Sparks showered like angry stars. The grid’s thrum died instantly, replaced by the crackle of flames and the sudden, deafening shriek of drone engines as their sensors, finally unblocked, locked onto the thermal bloom and the four suddenly visible vehicle engines.

      “GO! GO! GO!” Thorne’s roar cut through the noise.

      Van One lurched forward, tires screeching on concrete, bursting through the flimsy wooden outer garage door like it was paper. Van Two followed, close on its heels. Thorne sprinted for his truck, yanking the door open and diving in as it began to move.

      Kael slammed his foot down. The Rover surged forward, engine roaring, tearing after the vans. Cold night air blasted through the open driver’s window as they exploded out of the garage mouth and onto the narrow, rutted forest track. Trees whipped past in a dark blur. The sudden absence of the grid’s pressure was a physical relief, but it left him feeling horribly exposed. The Bloodmark pulsed hot against his skin, a target painted on his chest.

      Behind them, the safehouse garage was fully engulfed, flames licking high into the night sky, a defiant, sacrificial pyre. Drones swarmed above it like vultures, their searchlights stabbing down through the smoke. But others were already peeling off, banking sharply, streaking after the fleeing vehicles. Their engines screamed, a sound of pure, mechanical menace.

      Kael wrenched the wheel, sending the Rover fishtailing around a bend, branches scraping the reinforced sides. He kept one eye on the rearview mirror. Thorne’s truck was a dark shape behind Van Two, holding position. Van One, with Lyssa navigating, was already pulling ahead, vanishing into the thicker trees on Route Gamma.

      A searchlight beam speared down from above, momentarily blinding, painting the track in stark white. It swept past the Rover, then locked onto Van Two ahead. Kael saw Dax wrench the wheel hard. The van slewed sideways, tires churning mud, barely avoiding the beam’s center. A drone dropped lower, its underbelly glowing as it prepared to fire.

      “Jackson! Three o’clock high!” Kael barked.

      Jackson didn’t need telling. He was already leaning out the passenger window, pulse rifle braced against his shoulder. The weapon coughed three times—thump-thump-thump—vibrating the Rover’s frame. Blue-white bolts lanced upwards. One struck the drone’s searchlight, shattering it in a shower of sparks. Another punched into its engine housing. The drone wobbled violently, spewing black smoke, then veered off course and slammed into a thick pine tree. Fire bloomed against the dark trunk.

      “Scratch one!” Jackson yelled, ducking back inside as another drone’s beam swept over them.

      Kael didn’t celebrate. More were coming. He could hear them, feel the vibration in his bones. They were fast, agile, relentless. And they were herding them. Pushing them away from the thicker cover, towards more open ground. Towards a kill zone.

      He saw the fork in the track ahead—Route Beta veered sharply left, deeper into the dense woods. Route East, his planned escape, went straight, skirting a rocky outcrop before descending towards a wider, more exposed fire road. Van Two, with Renna and Dax, took the left fork, vanishing into the welcoming gloom of the ancient trees. Thorne’s truck followed them, a dark shadow swallowed by the forest.

      Kael stayed straight. The Rover bounced violently over ruts. Jackson braced himself, reloading the pulse rifle with swift, practiced movements. “They’re peeling off after the vans!” he shouted over the engine roar and the shrieking drones. “But two are sticking with us!”

      Kael saw them in the mirror—two sleek, angular drones dropping lower, keeping pace maybe fifty yards back. Their searchlights were off now. Hunting mode. Silent stalkers. Waiting for an opening.

      The track opened up slightly, running along the edge of the rocky outcrop. To their left, the ground fell away steeply into a ravine choked with boulders and deadfall. To their right, the rock face rose sheer and dark. No cover. A perfect ambush point.

      The first projectile hit the rear bumper with a metallic clang. Not an energy bolt. Something small and dense.

      “Net charge!” Jackson warned, recognizing the sound.

      Kael didn’t hesitate. He stomped on the accelerator, sending the Rover lunging forward. The net charge detonated behind them with a sharp crack and a sizzle, throwing out a cloud of conductive filaments designed to short-circuit engines. It missed by inches, tangling harmlessly in the undergrowth.

      The second drone fired. This time, the projectile whined past Kael’s open window, missing his head by a hair’s breadth, and struck the rock face to their right. It exploded in a shower of sparks and sticky, expanding foam that instantly hardened into a rock-like barrier.

      “Thermal foam! Blocking the track!” Jackson yelled.

      Kael saw it too. A wall of grey foam, already setting, sealing off the path behind them. Cutting off retreat. Forcing them forward. Towards what? He scanned ahead. The track curved around the outcrop, then descended sharply towards the fire road. Open ground. Exposed.

      The two drones hung back now, maintaining distance, herding them towards the trap they’d sprung. Kael’s knuckles ached on the wheel. The wolf snarled, sensing the noose tightening. Fight! Turn and fight!

      He forced his foot down harder. The Rover’s engine screamed in protest. They hurtled around the bend. The fire road lay below, a pale ribbon under the moonlight, flanked by sparse, stunted trees. No cover. Perfect killing ground.

      As the Rover’s front tires hit the slope leading down to the road, a dark shape detached itself from the shadows beneath the rocky outcrop overhead. Not a drone. Human-sized. It dropped silently, landing in a crouch on the track directly in their path, maybe twenty yards ahead.

      Kael’s enhanced vision caught the details in the split second before impact: black, form-fitting armor, matte and non-reflective. A sleek helmet obscuring the face. A heavy, multi-barreled weapon slung across its chest. It moved with unnatural speed and precision, raising its arm, not towards the Rover, but towards the rock face beside the track.

      It fired. Not a projectile. A focused pulse of shimmering energy. It struck the rock, and instantly, the air above the track warped. Heat haze? No. The moonlight fractured, bending around an invisible field that now spanned the path, shimmering like oil on water. A thermal net. Designed to trap shifter body heat, cook them alive inside their vehicles.

      Kael slammed the brakes. The Rover’s tires locked, skidding violently on the loose gravel. They slid sideways, the rear end fishtailing towards the sheer drop into the ravine. Jackson cursed, bracing hard. The Rover came to a shuddering halt, angled across the track, mere feet from the shimmering barrier and the armored figure standing calmly beyond it. The two drones hovered silently behind them, blocking retreat.

      The figure lowered its arm. It took a step forward, the movement fluid, almost graceful. Unnervingly quiet. It stopped just outside the shimmering thermal net. Its helmeted head tilted slightly, studying the trapped vehicle. Kael could feel the weight of its gaze, cold and assessing, through the dark visor.

      The wolf inside him went utterly still. Not with fear. With recognition. This wasn’t just a hunter. This was something else. Something new. Something that smelled of ozone and sterile labs and… power. A low, instinctive growl rumbled deep in Kael’s chest, vibrating the steering wheel under his hands. His Bloodmark flared, a sudden, hot pulse against his skin, as if resonating with the figure standing in the moonlight.

      Before Kael could react, before Jackson could bring his rifle to bear, a sharp, high-pitched thwip cut through the night air.

      Not from the figure ahead. From the rocks above.

      A small, needle-like projectile struck the Rover’s doorframe inches from Kael’s open window. It embedded itself with a dull thunk, quivering. A tiny vial at its tip glistened under the moonlight, filled with a viscous, amber fluid.

      Sedative. High yield. Kill-authorization levels.

      They weren’t just hunting to capture anymore.
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