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            Chapter One

          

          THORNE

        

      

    

    
      The van’s suspension screams every time Jackson takes a pothole like it’s personal. Thorne braces his palm against the steel rib of the cargo wall and lets the vibration run up his bones. Diesel. Hot rubber. Wet concrete. Ozone from the half-burnt estate alarms still clinging to their clothes like a curse. The air tastes of tunnel, old stone and stale water, layered over something sharper.

      Blood.

      Not a spill. A pulse. A living thing.

      Vivian Holland lies on the bench seat bolted to the side panel, shoulders curled in on herself, bare feet tucked under her like she’s trying to make her body smaller than the world can find. A gray blanket Renna threw over her slides with each turn. Her hair is damp, tangled, and it keeps sticking to the corner of her mouth when she breathes.

      Her throat is bare.

      Thorne’s eyes keep going there like a reflex. Like a weapon check. Like his wolf is counting exits and counting dangers and counting the empty place where metal used to sit.

      He doesn’t touch her.

      He holds his hands where she can see them, forearms braced on his knees. Open. Not reaching. Not taking. He can feel how unnatural the restraint is, how it scrapes at him from the inside. Thornwood taught him a thousand ways to control a body without leaving bruises. It did not teach him how to sit six inches away from someone shaking apart and do nothing.

      Renna kneels between Vivian’s boots and the van floor with a med kit already opened, her movements quick and clean. Clinical. Compassionate without being soft about it. A penlight flashes. A cuff tightens around Vivian’s upper arm.

      Vivian doesn’t flinch at the cuff. She flinches at the sound.

      Velcro ripping.

      Thorne watches her fingers knot in the blanket anyway, white-knuckled around cheap fabric like it’s the only thing tethering her to the present.

      “Vivian.” Renna keeps her voice low, like she’s speaking to an animal that might bolt. “I’m going to take your blood pressure, okay?”

      Vivian’s gaze drifts toward Renna’s hands. Not her face. Hands. Always hands.

      She swallows. The motion looks wrong without a collar. Like her throat doesn’t trust its own freedom yet.

      “Okay,” she says, and her voice is steady in the way expensive fear can be—trained. Polished. A woman who learned how to sound calm because sounding afraid gets you punished.

      Thorne hates the thought so hard it goes hot behind his eyes.

      Dax sits forward in the passenger seat, body angled halfway back toward the rear, one hand on the grab handle above the door. Sentinel posture. He’s scanning the side mirrors, the rear camera feed Jackson duct-taped to the dash, the dark edges of the road beyond the headlight wash.

      Jackson drives like he’s being paid by the minute. He is. Only the currency is blood.

      “Good news,” Jackson says, voice thin and fast. “We’re off estate roads. Bad news—cell service is back. Which means⁠—”

      A chime slices through the van.

      Not one phone. All of them.

      Thorne feels it in his teeth. A synchronized alert pinging the world awake. The kind that doesn’t belong to one person—it belongs to a network.

      Renna’s head snaps up. Dax’s shoulders go rigid.

      Vivian’s breath catches.

      Thorne’s wolf pushes forward, furious and hungry, ears up in the back of his skull. Hunt. Threat. Kill.

      Jackson’s phone screen throws pale light across his knuckles as he glances down. He doesn’t read it out loud immediately. His jaw tightens first.

      That tells Thorne enough.

      “Say it,” Dax orders.

      Jackson swipes, then holds the phone up so Dax can see. “Corporate recovery alert. Live.”

      Thorne’s own phone buzzes again, then again, as if the system is impatient he hasn’t looked yet. His fingers close around it. The screen is slick with sweat.

      RECOVERY NOTICE: STOLEN MEDICAL PROPERTY

      ASSET: HOLLAND, VIVIAN (ID: VHH-0194)

      STATUS: UNAUTHORIZED REMOVAL / HIGH VALUE / BIOLOGICAL RISK

      AUTHORIZED RETRIEVAL: APPROVED—PRIVATE SECURITY, STATE CONTRACTORS, LICENSED RECOVERY TEAMS

      DO NOT ENGAGE WITHOUT RESTRAINTS

      CONTACT: VOSS ACQUISITIONS & MEDICAL CUSTODY

      Under it, a photo.

      Not current. Not the woman shaking under a blanket in the back of a moving van. A portrait taken under soft light—hair brushed, mouth painted a careful neutral, eyes empty the way you get when you learn how to leave your body while someone else owns it.

      The caption is worse than the photo.

      PROPERTY.

      Not person. Not victim. Not missing.

      Property.

      Thorne hears a sound from the bench and realizes it came from him. A low, involuntary growl he clamps down before it can become a shift. The van is too small. The road is too public. Vivian is too fragile for a wolf to explode into the space beside her.

      Renna’s gaze flicks to him. A warning without words: Do not make this worse.

      Thorne forces his breathing shallow, controlled. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. He tastes Vivian’s fear-scent layered over antiseptic and cold sweat, and it hits him with a memory he doesn’t want.

      A girl in the back of a Thornwood transport. Wrists zip-tied. Mouth dry from crying. An order in his ear: return the asset.

      He’d done it.

      He’d been good at it.

      Now the world just sent the same order, and it used Vivian’s face.

      Vivian pushes herself upright in a slow, precise motion, like sudden movement might break something. Her eyes go to Jackson’s phone. Then to Thorne’s. Then to the small, cracked screen on Dax’s dash.

      She reads fast. Too fast.

      Her lips part.

      “Voss,” she says. It comes out like a cut.

      Thorne’s attention sharpens. “That’s him.”

      Not a question. He knows the name from whispers, from Thornwood briefings, from the way certain accounts moved money like blood through veins. Marcus Voss. Collector. Corporate predator in tailored suits. A man who could buy police cooperation with a handshake.

      Vivian’s fingers tighten in the blanket again. “Yes.”

      Dax twists in his seat. “How wide is the authorization?”

      Jackson’s thumb flies. “It’s not a bounty. It’s… it’s a reclamation order. They’ve got it tagged as medical custody. Biological risk. Which means hospitals will flag her. Pharmacies will flag her. Patrol cars will⁠—”

      “Will stop us,” Dax finishes, voice flat.

      Thorne watches Vivian’s face as Jackson speaks. She doesn’t look surprised. She looks like she’s been waiting for the world to do exactly this. Like she knew extraction was only the first door.

      Her gaze lifts and meets Thorne’s for the first time since the tunnel. It’s not gratitude now. It’s warning.

      “You don’t understand,” she says softly. “Collect—” She stops. Swallows. Corrects herself with surgical precision. “Men like him don’t chase like men. They chase like institutions.”

      Thorne feels the line land inside his ribs. An old truth with a new face.

      Renna slides the blood pressure cuff off with a quiet rip and sets it aside as if making less noise might make the system forget Vivian exists. “Vitals are… elevated, but stable.” She looks at Vivian’s bruised wrists, at the faint red marks around her throat that are already fading. “You in pain?”

      Vivian’s eyes flick down, then away. “Not enough to matter.”

      Renna’s expression doesn’t change, but something hardens around her mouth. “Pain matters.”

      Vivian’s voice stays controlled. “In my experience, pain is not a deciding factor.”

      Thorne’s hands curl into fists before he can stop them. His nails bite into his palms. He wants to tear out the throats of every man who taught her to talk like that. He wants to go back into the estate and burn it down stone by stone.

      He also wants to touch her. To anchor her. To tell her she’s real and here and not going back. His wolf shoves the urge forward with brute simplicity: Mine. Thorne crushes it down so fast it makes his vision spark.

      No.

      Not that word. Not with her. Not when she’s spent three years being called it.

      Jackson’s phone pings again. “Route update,” he mutters. “Traffic cams just lit up with a BOLO overlay. They’re pushing it through private security feeds. That’s… that’s Syndicate-level reach.”

      Lyssa, who has been silent in the far back corner near the rear doors, shifts. She’s the least physically imposing person in the van and somehow still the one who makes the air feel different when she moves. She looks like she belongs in old shadows. In places where maps are passed hand-to-hand instead of printed.

      “The estate protocols are awake,” she says. “Once they post her as stolen property, every contract that ever moved her becomes a leash.”

      Vivian’s eyes flick to Lyssa. Recognition, faint and wary. Like she’s heard the type of voice before in quiet rooms—women who survived by carrying secrets.

      Dax says, “Then we cut the leash.”

      Jackson laughs once, sharp and humorless. “With what, a pair of bolt cutters and a prayer?”

      Thorne stares at the recovery notice. His name isn’t on it.

      Yet.

      He knows it will be.

      The estate cameras saw him. The tunnel sensors caught heat signatures. The guards he put down will have bodycams, maybe. The Collector will have his own footage. Men like Voss don’t leave anything unrecorded.

      Thorne’s phone buzzes again.

      This time it isn’t a broadcast alert.

      It’s a call.

      Unknown number. Private routing.

      His instincts snarl. Dax looks back. Renna stills.

      Vivian’s posture goes rigid like she’s been jerked by a string. She stares at the phone in Thorne’s hand as if she can see the caller through the screen.

      “Don’t,” she says.

      Thorne doesn’t answer. He taps speaker and sets the phone on his thigh without taking his eyes off Vivian.

      A man’s voice fills the van.

      Smooth. Calm. Warm like expensive whiskey. The kind of voice that never has to raise itself because it has people to do it for him.

      “Mr. Thornwood,” the voice says, and Thorne’s blood runs colder at the deliberate use of the name. Not Thorne. Not friend. Not threat. A label. A category. “I believe you’ve taken something that belongs to me.”

      Vivian’s eyes close.

      Thorne’s wolf lunges at the sound, recognizing predator. He forces his voice to stay even. “She doesn’t belong to you.”

      A soft chuckle. “Ah. That romantic misunderstanding.” The man sighs as if amused by human stupidity. “Vivian, darling. Are you there?”

      Vivian’s eyes open. Her face is a mask—beautiful, composed, and dead behind the eyes in a way that makes Thorne want to break his own teeth.

      She doesn’t answer.

      The man continues anyway, as if her silence is consent. “You have mistaken transport for freedom. It’s a common error in… your circumstances.”

      Dax’s hand tightens on the grab handle. Jackson’s foot presses harder on the accelerator. The van surges.

      Thorne leans forward, voice low and lethal. “What do you want, Voss?”

      The name drops like a challenge.

      The man’s tone doesn’t change. “What I want is irrelevant. What I am owed is documented.”

      Thorne’s stomach knots. Legal. Paper. Systems. Thornwood always said the law is just another collar if you have the right contracts.

      “Vivian is medically unstable,” Voss continues, and the lie is crafted like a silk rope. “She requires supervision. She requires treatment. You have removed her from care.”

      Renna makes a quiet sound of disgust.

      Thorne says, “She’s not sick. She’s been imprisoned.”

      “Words,” Voss says, indulgent. “You’re a practical man, Mr. Thornwood. A man who understands retrieval.” The pause is deliberate, a knife slid between ribs. “And you understand consequence.”

      Vivian’s fingers tremble under the blanket. Thorne sees it. His body reacts before his mind does—he shifts closer by inches, a barrier, not a cage.

      “Name your price,” Voss says. “Bring her to me, and you walk away. Money. Amnesty. A new contract. Thornwood keeps your file clean.”

      Dax’s eyes meet Thorne’s in the rearview mirror. A silent question: Is Thornwood in this already?

      Thorne keeps his voice flat. “You think you can buy me.”

      Another chuckle. “I think I already have.” Then, softer, intimate as poison. “Vivian, tell him. Tell him what your file says. Tell him what the world will do when they believe you’re property.”

      Vivian’s gaze snaps to Thorne. For a second the mask cracks, and there she is—furious, terrified, awake.

      “He marked me deceased,” she says. Her voice is quiet, and it shakes anyway. “In one system I’m dead. In another I’m an asset. He has papers that say I’m incompetent. That I’m a danger. That I consented. He—” She swallows, throat working around ghosts. “He doesn’t need to catch me like a runaway. He can… he can recall me.”

      Recall.

      Like merchandise.

      Thorne feels the word hit something old and rotten in him. Thornwood language. Retrieval language. Dehumanization with a polite font.

      Voss speaks again, pleased. “There we are. See? Vivian understands procedure.” The warmth in his voice sharpens. “Bring her back, Mr. Thornwood. Before you make this… unpleasant.”

      Thorne’s hand closes around the phone so hard it creaks. “If you come near her, I’ll kill you.”

      A beat of silence. Then Voss laughs—not startled, not afraid. Entertained.

      “You can try,” he says. “But you are one man with a wolf and a conscience. I am a network.” His voice drops, almost gentle. “Vivian, darling, if you keep running, they will hurt people for you. Every door that opens will be punished. Every hand that helps you will be cut off.”

      Vivian’s face goes white. Not from fear for herself. From the threat turned outward.

      Thorne’s rage spikes. He knows that tactic. Thornwood used it. Break the runaway by making escape a weapon against others.

      “You’re not calling to negotiate,” Thorne says. “You’re calling to remind her she’s trapped.”

      “I’m calling,” Voss corrects, “to offer her the dignity of returning before she embarrasses herself. Mr. Thornwood⁠—”

      Thorne ends the call.

      The silence that follows is loud with engine noise and breath and the distant howl of the world waking up.

      Jackson exhales. “Well. He seems nice.”

      Dax says, “He’s already moving teams.”

      Lyssa’s gaze is on Vivian. “He’s also right about one thing. He is a network.”

      Vivian’s eyes are fixed on the dark window like she’s watching her own grave drift past. “He will burn everything between me and freedom.”

      Thorne watches her, the way her shoulders hold tension like armor, the way she refuses to curl in on herself even when she’s shaking. His wolf presses against his ribs, desperate to crowd closer, to put his body over hers, to claim space and air.

      His mind does predator math.

      Distance to the nearest safe house: twenty minutes if Jackson keeps driving like this. Maybe less if traffic doesn’t choke them.

      Odds it’s still safe: dropping by the second.

      They used the first contact point because it was close, because Vivian was barely upright, because Renna needed light and supplies and a place to assess. Thornwood training says: stabilize, then move. But Thornwood training also says: the first place they go is the first place you hit.

      He looks at Dax. “Change.”

      Dax nods once. No argument. Commanders don’t debate in a kill zone.

      Jackson’s hands tighten on the wheel. “To where? We’ve got one address.”

      Lyssa answers before anyone else can. “Not an address. A direction.”

      Jackson gives a sharp laugh. “That’s helpful.”

      Lyssa’s eyes narrow. “Do you want helpful or do you want alive?”

      Renna shifts her knees, re-packing the med kit with quick efficiency. “She needs a stop.”

      Vivian flinches at the word stop.

      Thorne catches it. “No stops,” he says. “Not where the system expects. Not where the road leads clean.”

      Renna’s gaze flicks to him. She understands the difference between medical need and tactical suicide. “Then give me five minutes of light somewhere I can lock a door.”

      Thorne scans. Through the front windshield he sees the ribbon of highway, the occasional glow of an overpass, the spatter of rain starting again. The night smells like wet asphalt and distant pine. Their own scent is heavy in the van—blood, fear, wolf, antiseptic.

      Any hunter with a good nose will find them if they get close enough.

      Thorne’s phone buzzes again.

      He expects another corporate ping.

      Instead, the screen fills with a new notification.

      RECOVERY NOTICE UPDATE

      PRIMARY ABDUCTOR IDENTIFIED: THORNWOOD, THORNE (ID: TT-7721)

      STATUS: ARMED / SHIFTER-GRADE / TERMINATION AUTHORIZED

      B0UNTY: PRIVATE CONTRACT—PAYMENT UPON DELIVERY OR CONFIRMATION

      His own face stares back at him from the screen, pulled from a Thornwood file photo. Eyes dead. Jaw set. The look of a man who used to believe violence was a job and not a sin.

      Jackson makes a sound that’s half curse, half laugh. “There it is.”

      Dax’s voice goes even flatter. “Termination authorized. That escalated fast.”

      Thorne doesn’t feel surprise. He feels something like inevitability. The world always corrects itself. It doesn’t like stolen property moving outside its channels.

      Vivian’s gaze goes to the screen. She reads it. Her expression tightens, something like guilt trying to take root.

      “I did this,” she says. Not drama. Fact. “If they kill you⁠—”

      Thorne cuts her off. “No.” His voice comes out rougher than he intends. He forces it lower. “You didn’t.”

      Her eyes lift. “Thorne⁠—”

      “Listen.” He shifts closer by a fraction, careful, telegraphing the movement. He keeps his hands on his knees. Visible. Still not touching. “They were always going to come. For you. For anyone who helped. This isn’t you. This is them.”

      The words feel thin against the weight of the system. Against her lived knowledge of cages.

      Vivian’s mouth trembles once before she clamps it down. “You don’t know how many people have died because they did one kind thing.”

      Thorne does know. That’s the poison in his bones. He’s been the blade that makes kindness costly.

      He forces himself to hold her gaze. “Tell me what you need.”

      Vivian blinks, like she wasn’t expecting the question. Like she’s used to men telling her what she needs and calling it care.

      Renna watches them both, still as a witness.

      Dax says, “We need a plan. Now.”

      Thorne looks to Lyssa. “You said direction. Give it.”

      Lyssa leans forward, bracing one hand on the back of the passenger seat as the van sways. “North of here there’s an old industrial strip—closed rail spur, abandoned processing plants. People avoid it. Cameras are dead. Sound carries wrong under the overpasses.”

      Jackson frowns. “That’s not a safe house. That’s a horror movie.”

      Lyssa’s gaze doesn’t waver. “It’s a place where hunters can’t pretend they’re law. That matters.”

      Dax considers. “And from there?”

      Lyssa’s voice drops. “From there we find the next whisper.”

      Thorne catches the phrasing. Whisper. Not contact. Not name. Not address. Like the network is smoke.

      He hates smoke. He likes hard edges. He likes maps. He likes routes you can defend.

      Vivian stares at the floor of the van like she’s listening to a sound only she can hear. When she speaks, it’s soft. “He will hit the first safe house. He’ll expect it. He’ll pay for it to be hit.”

      Renna asks, “How do you know?”

      Vivian’s eyes lift. “Because I watched him do it.” The words are calm. The fury underneath them is not. “He collects people the way other men collect art. He likes to prove he can take what he wants. And he punishes anyone who forgets that.”

      Jackson’s phone pings again. He glances down, then swears. “Private security bulletin just went out with vehicle description. They’ve got the van type, color, approximate heading. They’re scraping traffic cams and toll scans.”

      Dax’s jaw tightens. “We need to disappear.”

      Thorne’s gaze goes to the rear doors. To the seams. To the bolts. To the small vent near the roof. Every room has exits. Every vehicle has vulnerabilities. Every escape has a choke point.

      “Jackson,” he says. “Can you kill our digital?”

      Jackson glances back. “You want me to what?”

      “Phones. GPS. Any device broadcasting.”

      Renna nods once. “He can triangulate.”

      Vivian’s voice is barely above the engine. “He already is.”

      Thorne pulls his phone battery pack out and snaps the device off. The screen goes dark. One small silence.

      Dax follows. Renna, after a beat, powers hers down too.

      Jackson hesitates like a man being asked to cut off his own hand. Then he swipes and kills his.

      The van feels suddenly more primitive. More honest. Just breath and steel and night.

      Lyssa doesn’t have a phone out. Of course she doesn’t.

      Vivian watches them, and something in her face shifts. Not trust. Not relief.

      But a recalibration.

      These people are actually doing it. Actually choosing the hard route. Actually burning their own safety for her.

      That kind of choice has a weight. It changes the air.

      Thorne wants to tell her she’s worth it.

      He doesn’t.

      Words are cheap. Choices cost blood.

      Renna crawls a little closer to Vivian, careful not to crowd. “I need to check your pupils again. For concussion.”

      Vivian’s eyes flick to Renna’s hand. Then she nods once. Permission.

      Renna does it quickly, then reaches for Vivian’s wrist. Pauses.

      “May I?” Renna asks.

      Vivian’s throat works. “Yes.”

      Thorne notices the question. The pause. The respect. He files it away like a weapon. This is how you touch someone who’s been owned—like their body is theirs even when they’re too tired to defend it.

      Renna’s fingers press lightly to Vivian’s pulse. “You’re in shock,” she says, quiet and matter-of-fact. “Adrenaline’s going to wear off. When it does, everything will hurt more. You may shake. You may feel sick. That doesn’t mean you’re weak. It means your body is trying to come back to itself.”

      Vivian’s mouth tightens, like she hates the kindness. Like she hates being seen.

      “I don’t have time,” she says.

      Renna’s gaze holds hers. “Your body doesn’t care about time.”

      Dax interrupts, sharp. “Headlights.”

      Thorne’s attention snaps forward. Through the rear camera feed, he sees them: two sets, far back, cresting a rise. Too fast. Too steady. Not random traffic.

      His wolf tastes threat on the air even through closed doors.

      Jackson mutters, “We’re about to have company.”

      Thorne shifts his weight, reaching under the bench where they stowed weapons. He checks the magazine in his handgun by feel. Cold metal, familiar. He doesn’t like how much he loves the certainty of it.

      Vivian’s gaze goes to his hands.

      Not fear. Calculation.

      She’s reading him the way she reads men in rooms.

      Thorne forces himself to slow. To make sure she sees the difference between predator and protector. “We’re going to change routes,” he tells her. “Stay low. If I tell you to move, you move.”

      Vivian’s jaw tightens at the imperative.

      He corrects immediately, because the correction matters. “—Unless you can’t. Then you tell me. And I adjust.”

      Her eyes narrow slightly, like she’s testing the sincerity.

      Dax says, “They gain, we fight. We don’t fight here.”

      Thorne agrees. Fighting on open highway is a corpse with headlights. He leans toward Jackson. “Next exit.”

      “There isn’t—” Jackson begins.

      Thorne points. “There.”

      A sign flashes by: INDUSTRIAL ACCESS / SERVICE ROAD / 1 MILE.

      Jackson’s mouth twists. “That’s not an exit. That’s⁠—”

      “A service road,” Thorne finishes.

      Jackson nods once, grim. “Copy.”

      The van sways as he cuts lanes. The engine strains. The headlights behind them brighten, closing distance.

      Vivian’s breathing changes. Quickens. Thorne hears it immediately.

      He looks back. Her eyes are wide now, pupils blown. Not from concussion.

      From memory.

      The chase is waking something old in her body. The kind of fear that doesn’t care about logic. The kind that lives in muscle and bone.

      Thorne moves without thinking, then stops himself before he touches her. His hand hovers near her knee, open, offering nothing but presence.

      “Vivian,” he says, low. “Look at me.”

      Her gaze snaps to his hand. Then his face. She blinks once, hard.

      “You’re here,” Thorne says. “You’re in a van. Not a cage. Not a room. Not with him.”

      Her breath shudders. She doesn’t answer.

      Renna watches, still and alert, letting Thorne handle it because Vivian’s eyes are on him, not her.

      Thorne keeps his voice steady, tactical. “Tell me one thing you can feel.”

      Vivian’s brow furrows. The question is so different from what she’s used to that it stalls her panic for half a heartbeat.

      “The… blanket,” she says finally, voice thin. “It’s scratchy.”

      “Good,” Thorne says. “Hold it. Scratchy means now.” He swallows the rest of what he wants to say. That you’re not alone. That you’re not going back. That he’ll kill anyone who tries.

      Promises are easy. Keeping them is the hard part.

      The service road appears like a dark mouth. Jackson jerks the wheel. The van dives off the highway onto cracked asphalt lined with weeds and chain-link. The headlights behind them follow without hesitation.

      Not random.

      Dax swears under his breath. “Professional.”

      “Corporate hunters,” Vivian whispers, and the words sound like a diagnosis.

      The van rattles over a pothole and Vivian bites back a gasp. Renna steadies her with a hand on her shoulder—light, careful. Vivian doesn’t flinch this time. That small non-flinch feels like a victory bought in blood.

      Thorne leans closer to the rear doors, peering through the small window. The pursuing vehicle is a black SUV with no visible markings. Its headlights are too white, too bright. Aftermarket. Tactical.

      He can almost smell the men inside even through glass and rain—shifter, sweat, gun oil.

      His wolf rises, ready.

      Thorne calculates: if they stop, they die. If they run, the chase pulls in more. Cameras may be dead out here, but that doesn’t matter if they have drones or thermal.

      Lyssa speaks, voice low and certain. “Left, after the second overpass. There’s a drop—an old loading bay. We can lose them in the concrete.”

      Jackson barks a laugh. “Lose them? In a box canyon of warehouses?”

      Lyssa’s eyes are dark. “Not lose. Change the rules.”

      Dax says, “Do it.”

      Jackson takes the left when it comes, tires skidding on wet gravel. The van fishtails. Thorne braces, body absorbing the lurch, keeping himself from slamming into Vivian.

      She grabs the bench edge, knuckles white.

      Thorne watches her hands again. Bruises on her wrists like a signature. He feels something inside him go very still and very cold.

      He will never be Thornwood’s retriever again.

      The SUV follows, too close, tires chewing gravel.

      A second set of headlights appears behind it.

      Then a third, farther back.

      Jackson’s voice tightens. “We’ve got more.”

      Dax’s hand goes to his weapon. “They called it in.”

      Renna’s voice is clipped. “Thorne⁠—”

      He already knows what she’s about to say: Vivian can’t run. Not like this. Not yet. Her body is a fresh wound. A miracle she’s upright at all.

      They need a door.

      Not a hiding place. A door.

      Lyssa’s overpass arrives, looming concrete and shadow. Jackson takes it fast. The world narrows to pillars and darkness, rain hissing on metal.

      Then Thorne smells it.

      A shift in the air.

      Not just wet concrete and diesel.

      Something metallic. Old iron. Stale smoke. A ghost scent, half-memory, like a place that has held fear for a long time and learned to keep it quiet.

      Lyssa inhales too, eyes going distant for a fraction.

      “Here,” she says.

      Jackson slams the brakes and yanks the wheel. The van skids into a recessed loading bay half-collapsed behind a curtain of hanging tarp. Rusted signs. Dead lights. A narrow mouth of space between concrete pillars.

      The SUV overshoots by a hair, then brakes hard.

      Headlights sweep across the tarp like a searchlight.

      Thorne moves. Fast. Clean.

      He slides the side door open a crack and slips out into rain and shadow, weapon up, senses wide. The cold hits his skin like a slap. The world smells sharper outside—oil, mildew, wet steel, and the hot animal scent of the men in the SUV.

      He hears doors open. Boots on gravel. Quiet voices. Coordinated.

      Not cops. Not amateurs.

      Hunters.

      Thorne presses his back to the concrete pillar, becoming part of the dark. He can feel his wolf under his skin, muscles itching for fur, teeth aching to be used.

      Inside the van, Vivian is a held breath.

      He hates leaving her line of sight. He hates not being the barrier between her and the world. But if they breach the van, she’s trapped in a metal box. He has to keep the fight outside.

      Dax slips out behind him, silent, taking the opposite pillar. Renna stays inside—good. Someone has to keep Vivian steady. Jackson’s hands stay on the wheel, ready to bolt.

      Lyssa… Lyssa is gone. Not out—gone in the way smoke is gone. Thorne doesn’t have time to wonder how.

      A flashlight beam cuts through rain. Voices approach.

      “Asset’s in the van,” a man says. “Female. Alive. Orders are retrieval, minimal damage.”

      Another voice, colder: “And the wolf?”

      “Termination authorized. Confirm identity. Shoot to stop.”

      Thorne’s lip curls. They speak about Vivian like inventory and about him like a malfunctioning weapon. Thornwood used to speak the same way. He recognizes the cadence. The corporate efficiency.

      His phone is off, but he can feel the world’s eyes anyway.

      The first hunter steps into the loading bay mouth. He’s big, broad, wearing black rain gear with a private security patch that means nothing and everything. His scent is human with something else underneath—wolf-blooded, maybe. Enhanced.

      He sweeps the flashlight. The beam glances off the tarp, the van’s side panel.

      Thorne waits until the man is two steps into the shadow.

      Then he moves.

      One hand clamps over the hunter’s mouth, yanking him back against Thorne’s chest. The other hand drives the knife in under the ribs, angled up. Quick. Clean. No wasted motion. The hunter convulses once, then goes slack.

      Thorne lowers him silently into the puddled gravel.

      He feels nothing.

      That absence scares him more than the violence.

      Dax’s voice is a whisper in Thorne’s ear through comms—old habit, short-range. “Two more.”

      Thorne hears them. Footsteps. The click of a weapon being checked. The soft radio hiss.

      He shifts deeper into shadow, becoming a rumor.

      The second hunter steps in, flashlight beam snapping to the dead man on the ground. “Shit⁠—”

      Thorne doesn’t let him finish. He fires once, suppressed shot cracking the night. The hunter drops.

      The third hunter raises his gun and fires toward the van.

      Thorne’s blood goes ice.

      He fires back, two shots, center mass. The hunter stumbles, falls.

      Inside the van, Vivian screams.

      It’s not loud. It’s not dramatic.

      It’s the sound of a woman whose body remembers collars reacting to gunfire like a command.

      Thorne’s chest tightens. He turns toward the van⁠—

      And sees the tarp ripple.

      A shape moves behind it.

      Not Dax. Not Renna.

      Someone else.

      A fourth hunter. Smarter. He didn’t come through the loading bay mouth. He came through the back access, using the shadow and the tarp as cover.

      He’s close enough that Thorne can smell him now: antiseptic, latex, something chemical. Not a shooter.

      A handler.

      He lunges for the van door with a restraint collar in his hand—sleek, black, keyed like a weapon.

      Vivian’s old file number flashes in Thorne’s mind.

      Thorne moves to intercept⁠—

      But the handler is faster than he should be. Enhanced. Syndicate tech.

      The collar snaps open, jaws ready.

      The handler smiles, and the smile is wrong in the dark. “Asset retrieval⁠—”

      Thorne hits him hard enough to crack concrete. The handler goes down, but the collar skitters across the gravel, spinning, stopping inches from Thorne’s boot like a snake.

      Thorne’s wolf surges at the sight of it.

      Inside the van, Vivian’s breath is ragged, panicked. Renna is speaking—low, steady, trying to pull her back from the edge.

      Thorne wants to get to her.

      But headlights flare at the mouth of the loading bay again.

      More vehicles.

      More hunters.

      A flood.

      Dax’s voice snaps in his ear. “Thorne. We’re outnumbered. Move.”

      Thorne looks at the collar on the ground. Looks at the handler trying to crawl for it, blood bubbling at his mouth.

      Thorne steps on the collar. Crushes it into the gravel with his boot until the casing cracks.

      The handler makes a small, broken sound.

      Thorne leans down, grabs the man by the front of his rain jacket, and drags him up just enough to meet his eyes.

      “Who sent you?” Thorne asks.

      The handler coughs, grinning through blood. “Doesn’t matter. It’s live now.”

      Thorne’s brow tightens. “What’s live?”

      The handler’s eyes flick toward the van—toward Vivian—with ugly triumph. “The reclaim order updated. You didn’t just steal her.” He wheezes. “You bonded her.”

      Thorne’s heart stutters. “What?”

      The handler laughs, wet and broken. “Biometric spike in the tunnel. Bloodmark flare. It’s in the system.” His grin widens. “They know what you are to her now.”

      Thorne’s mind goes cold, tactical. Bloodmark flare. In the tunnel, when Vivian’s blood had smeared his skin and something in him had answered. A pulse. A heat. A flicker like lightning under flesh.

      The system caught it.

      His bond—his wolf’s truth—just became a tracking beacon.

      Dax swears. “We need to go. Now.”

      The handler’s gaze locks on Thorne, delighted. “Syndicate pays extra for bonded pairs,” he whispers. “Two assets. One chain.”

      Thorne’s grip tightens until bone creaks.

      He doesn’t kill the handler.

      Not because he can’t.

      Because Vivian’s scream is still in the air, and Thorne’s promise—no one takes her back—matters more than vengeance.

      He drops the man into the mud and runs for the van.

      As he yanks the side door open, headlights flood the tarp from outside, turning the loading bay into a stage.

      Renna is half over Vivian, shielding her without pinning her. Vivian’s eyes are wild, locked on the door, on Thorne, on the world beyond. She looks like she’s about to bolt or break.

      Thorne keeps his voice low. “Vivian. We move.”

      Her gaze flicks to his face. “They’ll⁠—”

      “I know,” he says.

      Jackson is already revving, hands white on the wheel. “We can’t go forward. They’re blocking the mouth.”

      Dax slips in, rain-slick and armed. “Back exit?”

      Jackson jerks his chin. “Dead end.”

      Lyssa appears in the rear like she stepped out of the wall itself, hair damp, eyes bright with something that isn’t fear. “Not dead,” she says. “Just hidden.”

      Thorne doesn’t have time to question. He trusts Lyssa the way you trust someone who smells like old doors and dangerous promises.

      Outside, boots pound closer. Flashlights. Shouts.

      A loudspeaker cracks to life, voice distorted. “THORNE THORNWOOD. YOU ARE SURROUNDED. SURRENDER THE ASSET AND EXIT THE VEHICLE WITH YOUR HANDS VISIBLE.”

      Vivian flinches at asset like she’s been slapped.

      Thorne turns toward her fully, blocking her view of the door with his body without touching her. He keeps his hands open at his sides.

      “Look at me,” he says.

      Her eyes lock on his.

      His wolf roars inside him, furious at the fear-scent pouring off her, furious at the world’s claim.

      Thorne forces his voice steady. “No one takes you back.”

      Vivian’s laugh is small and broken. “You can’t promise⁠—”

      “I can,” he says. Then, because she deserves truth, not comfort: “Not because I’m stronger than them. Because I will not stop. Because I will burn every route they try to use. Because you tell me where to stand, and I stand there until nothing gets through.”

      Her breath catches.

      A beat. A crack in her control.

      And then—slowly—her hand lifts from the blanket and reaches toward him.

      Not all the way.

      A question.

      Thorne freezes. Every instinct screams to close the distance, to hold, to claim, to anchor. He doesn’t move first.

      He waits.

      Vivian’s fingers brush his knuckles.

      A touch so light it’s almost nothing.

      It hits him like a vow.

      Outside, the loudspeaker barks again. “FINAL WARNING. LETHAL FORCE IS AUTHORIZED.”

      Lyssa leans toward Jackson. “Now,” she says. “Back up. Hard. Trust me.”

      Jackson’s eyes flick to the rear doors like he expects concrete. “There’s a wall.”

      Lyssa’s voice is iron. “There’s a door.”

      Jackson throws the van into reverse.

      The engine screams. The van lurches backward into darkness.

      Thorne wraps his arm around the bench behind Vivian—not around her—bracing against the impact, giving her space even as the van slams into something that should be solid.

      There’s a grinding shudder.

      Then a sudden drop, like the floor disappears.

      Vivian gasps, fingers tightening on Thorne’s knuckles.

      The van plunges into black.

      And above them, through the rear window as the loading bay mouth vanishes, Thorne sees the hunters’ headlights flare and scatter—confused, searching—while a new alert tone begins to rise somewhere out in the world like a siren warming up.

      Jackson’s voice is a strained shout over the rattle. “What the hell did we just⁠—”

      Lyssa answers, calm as prayer. “The first door.”

      Thorne’s phone, powered off, is still dark in his pocket—but Jackson’s dash-mounted tablet, hardwired, flickers as the van stabilizes on a hidden ramp.

      A new message auto-populates across the screen in stark corporate font.

      RECOVERY NOTICE: ESCALATION

      SYNDICATE OVERSIGHT ENGAGED

      NOTIFY ALL CONTRACTED TEAMS: HOLLAND ASSET—BOND EVENT CONFIRMED

      Thorne stares at the words as the van barrels deeper underground.

      Bond event confirmed.

      Vivian’s fingers are still on his hand, trembling.

      And the world has just learned exactly what she is to him.

      What that makes them worth.

      What it makes them hunted for.

      The van races into the dark like a heartbeat trying to outrun a cage.
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      The van drops like a stomach punch. Vivian’s teeth click together hard enough to hurt. Gravity yanks at her organs as if her body is still on a gurney being shoved into an elevator—hands on steel rails, straps cinched, a soft voice telling her to breathe while the floor disappears.

      Her fingers clamp on Thorne’s knuckles. Not because she wants him. Because the dark is hungry and her body remembers what comes after the dark.

      The suspension bottoms out with a metallic groan. Something scrapes along the undercarriage—concrete, iron, old bolts. The air changes in an instant. Highway rain and exhaust vanish behind them, replaced by cold stone, oil, and the stale, metallic breath of a space that hasn’t been opened in years.

      A tunnel. A chute. A hidden throat.

      The van’s headlights carve a narrow wedge of light ahead, catching dust motes and tags sprayed on the wall: faded symbols, numbers, a crude wolf head. Somebody once marked this place as theirs. Somebody else crossed it out. Layers of ownership even here.

      Thorne’s arm is braced behind her, not around her. That matters. His body is a wall without becoming a cage.

      Vivian forces air into her lungs. It hurts. Everything hurts, just like Renna said it would, but pain has never been the deciding factor. Pain is background music.

      The deciding factor is the sound behind them.

      Above, muffled through concrete and distance, she hears the faint stutter of boots and the thin, angry echo of shouted commands. The hunters at the loading bay. Their confusion when the van vanished into a door that wasn’t supposed to exist.

      They will adapt.

      Institutions always do.

      Jackson keeps reversing down the ramp, tires whining as they grip damp concrete. His shoulders are hunched, jaw tight, both hands death-locked on the wheel. Dax sits forward like a trigger pulled halfway back. Renna’s knee presses into the floor by Vivian’s feet, her body angled so she can watch Vivian and the rear doors at the same time.

      Lyssa sits with her chin lifted, listening to the tunnel the way people like her listen to prayer. Calm. Certain. Like this place answers to her.

      Vivian hates certainty. Certainty is what men like Marcus Voss sell. Certainty is a contract that says you are already owned, even if you never signed it.

      Thorne turns his head slightly, and the small movement brings his scent closer—wet wolf, gun oil, blood. It tangles with the cold stone air and makes her body react in a way she refuses to name.

      Bond event.

      The words on the dash tablet are still there, glowing an ugly corporate white: RECOVERY NOTICE: ESCALATION. SYNDICATE OVERSIGHT ENGAGED. BOND EVENT CONFIRMED.

      Vivian drags her eyes away from it like it burns. Because it does. Not on skin. On identity.

      They didn’t just mark her as stolen.

      They marked her as bonded.

      That word is a leash when the wrong people say it.

      Jackson swallows hard. “Tell me that’s a glitch.”

      No one answers.

      Vivian feels the silence as pressure in her ribs. These people—this small, ragged unit of resistance—have learned to live with bad information. To move anyway. But the word Syndicate changes the math. It widens the net until it stops being about roads and becomes about systems that own the roads.

      Dax’s voice is low. “Lyssa. Where does this ramp go?”

      Lyssa blinks slowly, like she’s counting heartbeats. “Under.”

      “Under what?” Jackson snaps, then regrets the sharpness because Renna’s gaze flicks to him, warning.

      “Under the industrial strip,” Lyssa says. “Under old tracks. Under a rail line that doesn’t exist on any map anymore because someone paid to erase it.”

      Vivian’s throat tightens at that. Erased rail lines. Dead routes. The railroad is a rumor that survives by not being true on paper.

      Thorne’s hand shifts a fraction on his knee, close enough that Vivian can feel heat from his skin without him touching her. He keeps looking forward, eyes scanning the tunnel like it might sprout enemies from the walls. Tactical, always.

      But his wolf is here too. She can sense it the way she senses men watching her in mirrors—pressure, attention, a pull at the edge of the air.

      Vivian loosens her grip on his knuckles and forces her fingers back to the blanket. Her body doesn’t want to. Her body wants an anchor.

      She hates her body for wanting anything at all.

      The van levels out. Jackson eases off the brake, and they roll forward into the tunnel proper. The ramp behind them disappears into darkness. No signs. No lights. Just raw concrete with water seeping down the walls in thin threads like veins.

      Renna shifts closer. “Vivian.” Her voice is gentle but precise. “How’s your head?”

      “Fine,” Vivian lies automatically.

      Renna’s eyes narrow a fraction, not buying it. “Nausea?”

      “No.”

      “Dizziness?”

      Vivian’s jaw tightens. “I said I’m fine.”

      Renna doesn’t push harder. She changes the shape of the question instead. “Can you tell me what year it is?”

      Vivian’s gaze snaps to her. The indignation is immediate, familiar. That question has been asked of her in rooms with padded walls. In clinics where men in white coats smiled while writing her into a system as unstable because unstable women are easier to own.

      She forces her voice level. “Two thousand twenty-six.”

      Renna nods like she’s checking a box. “Good. Where are we?”

      Vivian almost laughs. In hell. In a tunnel. In a van that smells like blood and freedom.

      Instead she says, “Underground.” She flicks her eyes to Lyssa. “Apparently somewhere that doesn’t exist.”

      Lyssa’s gaze meets hers, unoffended. “Most of the useful places don’t.”

      Dax leans back, looking over his shoulder through the narrow rear window. Darkness. No headlights chasing. Yet.

      “We’ve got a minute,” Dax says. “Use it.”

      Thorne shifts, finally looking at Vivian fully. His eyes are a hard, pale gray in the dash light. There’s bruising at his temple. Blood dried along one knuckle. He looks like the kind of man who survives by being dangerous and regrets it every time he has to be.

      He doesn’t ask if she’s okay.

      He asks, “That notice.” His voice is rough. “Recovered medical property. Explain.”

      Vivian’s stomach twists. She’d hoped to delay it. To let her body stop shaking. To let the tunnel swallow them long enough for her to pretend they are simply running from men with guns.

      But this isn’t a man with a gun problem.

      This is paper.

      Paper and servers and signatures and the kind of law that wears a tie while it tightens a collar.

      She closes her eyes for one heartbeat, steadying herself. When she opens them, she keeps her gaze on the tablet, not on Thorne, because it’s easier to talk about monsters when you don’t have to see the man who is trying not to be one.

      “It’s not a bounty,” she says. Her voice comes out controlled, almost flat. The way she learned to speak in rooms where emotion was entertainment. “Bounties are public. This is private. It’s a reclamation order.”

      Jackson mutters, “Same thing with better branding.”

      “No.” Vivian’s tone sharpens. “Not the same. A bounty says you’re wanted. A reclamation order says you’re already owned.”

      Silence.

      Even the engine seems quieter in the tunnel, like it’s listening.

      Thorne’s jaw flexes once. “Owned how.”

      Vivian swallows. Her throat is still sore where metal used to sit. The bruise isn’t visible anymore. The memory is.

      “Legally,” she says. “Not with a bill of sale like… like men imagine when they hear the word slavery. It’s cleaner than that.”

      Dax’s voice is grim. “Medical custody.”

      Vivian looks at him. “Yes.”

      Renna’s expression hardens, because she understands the shape of that evil. The way “care” becomes a weapon.

      Vivian continues, because stopping feels like drowning. “He didn’t buy me at an auction with a gavel. He bought me through paperwork. A guardianship order. A psychiatric hold. A ‘risk profile.’ A chain of doctors who signed forms because the forms came with money.”

      Thorne’s gaze is fixed on her now, intense, and she hates the heat of being seen.

      “He marked me deceased,” she adds, because they need the full scope. “In the public record, Vivian Holland died. Car accident. Unidentifiable remains. Closed file. My family—if anyone tried to look—would find a grave and a death certificate.”

      Jackson’s grip tightens on the wheel. “Jesus.”

      Vivian doesn’t react to the name. Religion is a luxury. “In the Syndicate system,” she says, “I’m alive. Asset file. Custody chain. Medical oversight. Compliance notes.” Her mouth goes dry. “He made sure I couldn’t go to the police because the police would find a dead woman trying to file a report.”

      Renna’s voice is quiet. “And if you went to a hospital⁠—”

      “They’d flag my biometric,” Vivian finishes. “Return me to custody. The order authorizes transport companies. Private security. Licensed recovery teams.” She nods at the tablet. “They can walk into an ER and take me in front of witnesses, and the witnesses will think it’s rescue.”

      Thorne’s hand curls into a fist. The movement is small, controlled, but Vivian feels the violence under it like thunder under the earth.

      “And the biological risk?” Thorne asks.

      Vivian tastes bile. “A justification.”

      Dax says, “What does it claim?”

      Vivian’s lips pull tight. “That I’m unstable. That I have a condition. That I’m a danger to myself and others.” She forces herself to say the next part, because the lie is the hook. “That I have… infectious blood.”

      Renna’s eyes flare. “That’s bullshit.”

      “It doesn’t have to be true,” Vivian says. “It just has to be on paper.”

      Jackson glances at the tablet again. “Bond event confirmed. How the hell do they⁠—”

      “They track everything,” Vivian says, and the words taste like old fear. “Vitals. Hormones. Stress responses. Shifter pheromone spikes. Anything that can be coded into a chart. He had me monitored for three years.”

      Thorne’s gaze drops to her throat. The bare skin there. The faint line where a collar used to rest like a halo of damage. His eyes go distant for a moment, as if he’s seeing something he doesn’t want to see.

      Vivian’s fingers tighten on the blanket again.

      Renna shifts, careful. “Vivian, do you have an implant? Anything subdermal?”

      Vivian’s stomach clenches. She hates that question too, because it’s logical and because she has asked herself the same thing in the dark, fingers probing her skin for seams.

      “I don’t know,” she admits, and the admission costs her. “He had doctors. He had access to sedation. He had… opportunities.”

      Thorne’s voice turns colder. “He drugged you.”

      Vivian meets his eyes. “Yes.”

      A beat. Thorne’s nostrils flare, and she can almost see the wolf under his skin wanting out.

      He says, “Where.”

      It’s one word, but it isn’t a question. It’s a promise of violence.

      Vivian’s pulse jumps, and she hates herself for the reaction because part of her wants that violence aimed at Marcus Voss. Part of her wants him ripped apart. Part of her wants the world to finally treat him like the monster he is instead of a respectable man with contracts.

      But she also knows what happens when a woman’s survival becomes a man’s revenge story.

      She keeps her voice steady. “Not now.”

      Thorne’s eyes narrow. “Why.”

      “Because killing him doesn’t erase the system,” she says, and the words are a blade she has sharpened in her mouth for years. “It just makes him a martyr to other men like him. They’ll replace him. They’ll use his death as proof that assets are dangerous and need tighter control.”

      Dax exhales slowly. “She’s right.”

      Thorne’s jaw tightens like it hurts him to agree.

      Vivian looks away, because there’s something intimate about being believed, and she doesn’t know what to do with it.

      The tunnel curves. The van’s headlights sweep over a side passage—blocked by a rusted gate and old chains, the metal furred with corrosion. Beyond it, darkness opens like a mouth.

      Lyssa watches it pass with a faint, unreadable expression.

      Vivian’s mind catches on something else. The notice. The word recovered. The way it frames her as already gone, already returned.

      She forces herself back to the tablet, to the language she knows how to dissect.

      “They’re going to use public institutions,” she says. “Hospitals. Police. Social services. Anything that can touch a body without needing a warrant because they’ll claim it’s care.”

      Jackson swears under his breath. “So what, we can’t stop anywhere.”

      “No,” Vivian says. “Stopping is how they recall you.” She looks at Renna. “No clinics. No pharmacies. No urgent care.”

      Renna’s mouth tightens. “You need antibiotics.”

      “I know,” Vivian says. “But I need freedom more.”

      Thorne’s gaze sharpens. “What do you mean, recall.”

      Vivian feels the old, sick helplessness crawl under her skin. Marcus’s voice in a silk room: Darling, you can run if you like. It will only make the return more… educational.

      “It’s not a chase,” she says. “It’s a retrieval. They don’t have to find me on a street corner. They can flag my face in cameras. They can flag my bloodmark.” Her eyes flick to Thorne, unwilling. “They can flag yours now too.”

      Thorne goes still.

      Bond event confirmed.

      His wolf did that. His body answered hers and the system caught the spike like a hook in water.

      Vivian forces the next words out, because she can’t let him pretend this is simple. “This is why I said you don’t understand. Collectors don’t chase like men. They chase like institutions. They don’t get tired. They don’t get emotional. They delegate.”

      Dax’s voice is terse. “Okay. So we don’t touch public. We don’t use phones. We don’t show faces.”

      Jackson huffs a laugh. “We’re in a stolen van with a rogue Thornwood enforcer and a woman who’s apparently both dead and owned. Easy.”

      Vivian’s stomach turns again. The van’s motion. The tunnel air. Shock wearing off. She swallows it down.

      Thorne watches her closely. Too closely. Like he’s tracking micro-signals.

      “Look at me,” he says quietly.

      Vivian stiffens at the command, then hates that she stiffens because he isn’t Marcus. He isn’t a doctor with a clipboard. He’s a wolf in a van trying to keep her alive.

      Still.

      She meets his gaze.

      His voice stays low. “Tell me what you need.”

      There it is again. The question he asked in the loading bay. The one that feels like a trap because she’s been trained to believe choices are staged.

      Vivian’s mouth goes dry. She could say: I need you to kill him. She could say: I need a shower and a bed and a locked door. She could say: I need my life back. None of those are actionable in a tunnel with hunters above them.

      She chooses truth that matters tactically.

      “I need you to understand my file,” she says. “Not the person. The file.”

      Thorne doesn’t blink. “Tell me.”

      Vivian inhales, and the cold air hurts her lungs. “There are two versions of me,” she says. “The one the public knows—dead. And the one the Syndicate owns—asset VHH-0194. That asset file has sub-files. Medical. Behavioral. Compliance. Transfer. It has a chain-of-custody log that reads like a shipping manifest.”

      Renna’s jaw sets. “So the file is the cage.”

      Vivian nods. “Yes. And it’s portable. It follows me. It follows anyone who touches me.” Her gaze flicks to Thorne’s hands again, remembering the brief contact. How her skin had lit with relief and shame. “If you’re listed as abductor, they can treat you as an extension of the theft. A vector.”

      Thorne’s eyes narrow. “Vector.”

      “The ‘biological risk’ narrative lets them do what they want,” Vivian says. “Quarantine. Sedation. Restraints. They can call it protocol. They can call it safety.”

      Jackson mutters, “Syndicate oversight engaged.”

      Lyssa’s voice is soft, almost to herself. “When the Syndicate steps in, it becomes infrastructure. Not a man’s preference.”

      Vivian’s stomach clenches at hearing it said out loud. Infrastructure. That’s exactly it. Marcus is not the spider. He’s one strand.

      Thorne shifts, tension rolling off him in waves. “You said the first safe house is compromised.”

      Vivian’s eyes flick to the tunnel wall as if she can see the surface through it. “Because he’ll hit it,” she says. “Immediately. It’s the first logical stop. A medic. Supplies. Light.” She looks at Renna with apology she refuses to speak. “He’ll punish whoever opens that door.”

      Dax’s gaze sharpens. “How do you know the address.”

      “I don’t,” Vivian says. “But he doesn’t need it. He’ll hit likely nodes.” She forces herself to say it: “He’s done it before.”

      Silence again. The tunnel hums with the van’s engine and the drip of water.

      Thorne’s voice turns rough. “To you.”

      Vivian’s eyes burn. She refuses to let tears become currency. “Yes,” she says anyway. “To me. To other women. To anyone who tried to help.”

      Renna’s hand, careful and slow, slides onto Vivian’s ankle through the blanket. A grounding touch. Not a hold. Vivian doesn’t flinch. She can’t afford to.

      Dax says, “We need to know what else is in that file. Anything that can hurt us.”

      Vivian’s thoughts flicker—pages, codes, the smell of printer ink in Marcus’s study, the way he let her sit at the desk sometimes like a decorative pet while he talked business, assuming she couldn’t possibly understand.

      He was wrong.

      “There are triggers,” she says. “Failsafes. Clauses that activate if the asset goes missing. If the asset bonds. If the asset is exposed to law enforcement.” She pauses, choosing which truth to hand them. “There’s an incompetence order. It isn’t filed publicly yet, but it can be.”

      Jackson glances back briefly, eyes hard. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning if he files it, any official who sees me will be told I’m not capable of consent,” Vivian says. “So anything I say—any claim that I’m being held—becomes evidence of delusion. They can drag me back in the name of protection.”

      Thorne’s nostrils flare. “We don’t go near officials.”

      Vivian nods once. “Good.”

      The van hits a shallow puddle. Water sprays up under the wheel well with a hollow splash. The sound makes Vivian’s muscles tighten, because it’s too much like the slap of leather against skin. She forces her body still through sheer will.

      Thorne notices anyway.

      He always notices.

      His voice drops further. “You’re shaking.”

      Vivian hates that he can see it. She hates that her body betrays her.

      “I’m cold,” she lies.

      He doesn’t call her on it. He shifts instead, and the blanket edge near her thigh lifts slightly, then settles—he’s adjusted it without touching her directly, using the back of his knuckles and only after pausing, as if asking without words.

      It’s infuriating. It’s considerate. It makes her throat ache.

      Vivian stares at his hand. Big. Scarred. A hand that has hurt people. A hand that is trying very hard not to hurt her.

      She forces herself back to the point, because if she lets herself think about his restraint, she will think about the way her bloodmark flared against his skin under the bridge of the loading bay, and she cannot afford that kind of wanting.

      “Your faces are in the notice now,” she says to Dax and Jackson, because it matters. “If they have footage from the estate, they’ll update the order with anyone seen assisting.”

      Jackson’s laugh is brittle. “So we’re all criminals.”

      “No,” Vivian says. “You’re worse. You’re thieves.”

      Thorne’s eyes cut to her.

      Vivian holds his gaze. “In their language,” she clarifies. “Not mine.”

      Thorne’s mouth tightens. He understands. He’s lived in that language. Thornwood trained him to think of bodies as assets and routes as property lines.

      Dax says, “Lyssa. How long does this tunnel run.”

      Lyssa tilts her head, listening again. “Long enough to change who finds you.”

      Jackson makes a frustrated sound. “Not poetic. Practical.”

      Lyssa’s gaze snaps to him, suddenly sharp. “Practical is this: the hunters above will search the loading bay and think you disappeared into a structure. They will fan out, seal roads, ping cameras. They will not think to look for a door under their feet because doors like this are erased from their maps.”

      Vivian swallows. “Unless someone tells them.”

      Thorne’s eyes harden. He’s thinking the same thing. Betrayal. Information leaks. Networks. He ends up back at the same truth she’s been living with: one weak link is enough to drag you back into chains.

      Renna shifts, voice quiet. “Vivian, you said you have evidence.”

      The word evidence makes Vivian’s pulse jump. That’s the other reason Marcus wants her back. Not the loss of a prized possession. The risk.

      She keeps her face blank. “Yes.”

      “What kind,” Dax asks.

      Vivian hears the caution in his tone. They’re not asking out of curiosity. They’re asking because carrying that kind of evidence changes how the enemy responds. It escalates from retrieval to extermination.

      Vivian keeps her voice controlled. “Names. Accounts. Transfer logs. Contracts that show Syndicate involvement. Not everything.” She meets Dax’s gaze. “Enough to hurt Marcus. Enough to make him desperate.”

      Jackson whistles low. “How the hell did you get it out.”

      “I didn’t,” Vivian says, and the truth is a bitter thing. “Not yet.”

      Thorne’s eyes narrow. “Then where is it.”

      Vivian’s throat tightens. She can’t tell them everything. Not because she doesn’t want to—because she can’t risk it being taken if one of them is captured. Knowledge is a liability. Marcus taught her that too.

      “It’s… staged,” she says carefully. “Distributed. I hid pieces. If I disappear again, it releases.”

      Renna’s brows lift slightly. “A dead man’s switch.”

      Vivian’s mouth tightens. “Yes.”

      Thorne looks at her for a long moment. There’s something like respect in his eyes, and something like pain. As if he’s realizing she wasn’t just surviving in the cage. She was building a blade inside it.

      “Good,” Dax says. “That gives us leverage.”

      Vivian almost laughs. Leverage. Against institutions. It’s like holding a knife against a flood.

      But knives still cut.

      The van’s headlights catch another painted symbol on the wall ahead—three short lines and a crescent shape, burned into concrete as if someone used a torch. Vivian’s breath catches.

      Lyssa notices. “You recognize it.”

      Vivian’s voice goes thin. “I’ve seen it. On clinic intake forms. On transport manifests.” She leans forward slightly, squinting. “It’s a route mark.”

      Dax leans in too. “Railroad.”

      Lyssa nods once, satisfaction quiet. “Yes.”

      Vivian’s skin prickles. Not relief. Not safety. The railroad isn’t safety. It’s movement. It’s risk passed hand to hand.

      Thorne shifts. “So this tunnel is railroad.”

      Lyssa’s gaze flicks to him. “It’s an old mouth of it. A place people used before the Syndicate started buying the city.”

      Vivian’s stomach twists. Before. As if the railroad is ancient and the cage is new. It isn’t. Slavery just changes clothes.

      Jackson’s dash tablet flickers again, as if the tunnel itself doesn’t like electronics.

      A new notification begins to load—buffering, then snapping into clarity.

      Vivian’s blood goes cold.

      RECOVERY NOTICE: ESCALATION 2

      SECONDARY AUTHORIZATION: THORNWOOD INTERNAL COMPLIANCE

      SUBJECT: THORNWOOD, THORNE (TT-7721)

      STATUS: COMPROMISED / RETRIEVAL REQUIRED

      ORDER: RETURN SUBJECT FOR DEBRIEF AND SANCTION

      Thorne leans forward, reading it. The muscles in his neck tense.

      Dax swears softly. “Thornwood just went live on you.”

      Jackson’s voice is brittle. “So your old employer wants you back too.”

      Vivian stares at the words internal compliance until her vision blurs at the edges. Thornwood. The name sits in her gut like a stone. She’s heard it in Collector circles—spoken with a kind of amused contempt. The respectable retrieval arm. The wolves who did the dirty work so men like Marcus could keep their hands clean.

      Thorne’s face doesn’t change much. He’s too controlled for that. But Vivian sees the tiny signs: the way his eyes go distant, the way his jaw locks, the way his shoulders square as if bracing for impact from inside his own history.

      Renna’s voice is sharp. “Thorne, are they tracking you separately?”

      Thorne’s gaze flicks to her. “They have my ID. They always had my ID.”

      Lyssa’s eyes narrow. “They’re calling you compromised. That means they believe the bond changed your priorities.”

      Vivian’s pulse spikes. Bond. Again. The system naming something intimate as a threat.

      Thorne says nothing for a beat. Then, quietly, “It did.”

      The honesty hits Vivian like a slap because it’s simple and it’s not asking anything from her. It isn’t a plea. It isn’t a claim. It’s a fact he’s willing to say in front of everyone.

      Dax’s voice is practical. “Thornwood compliance means enforcer teams. Not corporate hunters. Wolves who know you.”

      Thorne’s mouth tightens. “Wolves who trained me.”

      Vivian forces herself to speak, because her silence feels like complicity. “They will use you,” she says. “They will try to bring you in and turn you into a tool again.”

      Thorne’s eyes flick to her. “I know.”

      “And if they can’t,” Vivian continues, “they’ll kill you and call it containment.”

      Thorne’s gaze holds hers. “I know.”

      The calm in his voice terrifies her more than panic would.

      Jackson gestures at the tablet. “We have Syndicate oversight and Thornwood compliance. That’s… what, a full ecosystem of people who want you both in a box.”

      Vivian’s mouth goes dry. A box. A transport container. A clinic room. A coffin.

      Her stomach rolls. The tunnel air tastes like old rust.

      Renna notices immediately. “Vivian⁠—”

      “I’m not going to throw up,” Vivian snaps, then regrets it because Renna doesn’t deserve the bite. Renna is trying to keep her alive. But kindness feels like pressure right now, like another hand on her body.

      Renna holds up both palms slightly, backing off. “Okay. Then breathe.”

      Vivian does. It hurts anyway.

      Thorne shifts closer by inches, and Vivian’s muscles tense until she realizes he isn’t reaching for her. He’s angling his body so his shoulder blocks her view of the tablet.

      A small mercy.

      He says, low, for her only, “We don’t have to look at it.”

      Vivian’s throat tightens. “I have to.”

      Thorne’s eyes sharpen. “Why.”

      “Because the words are the weapon,” Vivian says. “If I don’t know what they’re calling me, I can’t fight it.” She forces herself to look around the van, to claim space with her gaze. “And I’m done being surprised by paperwork.”

      Dax nods once, approving. “Good.”

      Lyssa’s voice is soft. “Survival is information.”

      Vivian grips the blanket tighter. The fabric scratches her palms. Scratchy means now. Now means she isn’t in Marcus’s suite with the marble floors and the silk sheets and the cameras hidden behind paintings.

      Now means she can still run.

      The tunnel begins to rise. The van’s engine strains slightly. Ahead, the air shifts again—less stale, more damp, threaded with the smell of soil and something like old smoke.

      A vent to the surface. A crack in the underground.

      Jackson squints. “We’re coming up.”

      Lyssa nods. “We’re approaching an exit. Not to the road.” Her gaze flicks to Thorne. “To a place you can hide and still move.”

      Vivian’s pulse quickens. Exits are dangerous. Exits are where hands grab you.

      Thorne seems to sense the spike. He turns his head slightly toward her, voice low. “You okay to move.”

      It isn’t a command. It’s a check. He’s learning.

      Vivian swallows. “Yes.”

      She doesn’t feel okay. She feels like a raw nerve wrapped in skin. But she can move. Movement is what she has left.

      The van rounds a bend, and the headlights catch a heavy metal door set into the tunnel wall—industrial, thick, with a wheel lock like a ship hatch. Old paint flakes from it in long curls. Someone has welded symbols into the steel: three lines, a crescent, and beneath them, a small stamped word:

      MOONRISE

      Vivian’s breath catches.

      Lyssa’s eyes soften. “This is one of the old names.”

      Dax leans forward. “Can we open it.”

      Lyssa’s mouth tightens. “If the lock hasn’t been changed.”

      Jackson slows, tires crunching over grit. The van rolls to a stop in front of the door. The engine idles, loud in the enclosed space.

      Silence presses down. Above them, the world is hunting. Down here, the tunnel holds its breath.

      Thorne is already moving, quiet as a shadow. He checks the door seam, the hinges, the wheel lock. His hands are sure—trained to find weaknesses, trained to open cages.

      Vivian watches him and feels a sharp, ugly twist in her gut. He knows how to open doors. He knows how to close them too.

      He glances back at her, as if feeling her gaze. His expression is unreadable, but his voice is careful. “Stay in the van.”

      Vivian’s spine stiffens. The words hit wrong, even if they’re meant to keep her safe.

      She forces her voice even. “Do not park me.”

      Thorne goes still.

      The air in the tunnel shifts, tension snapping tight like wire. Dax looks between them, alert. Renna’s eyes narrow slightly, ready to intervene if either of them says something that fractures the fragile alliance holding them together.

      Thorne’s jaw flexes once. Then he nods—one sharp motion. “Then come,” he says. “But stay behind me.”

      Vivian could argue that too. Behind you is still a position assigned.

      But she chooses the battle she can win right now.

      “Fine,” she says.

      Renna moves first, opening the side door carefully. Cold air knifes in, carrying the smell of wet earth. Vivian swings her legs down, bare feet finding gritty concrete. The chill shoots up her bones. She bites back a hiss.

      Thorne notices. Of course he does. He shrugs off his jacket and holds it out—doesn’t drape it over her, doesn’t force it, just offers.

      Vivian stares at it. A jacket is warmth. Warmth is comfort. Comfort is danger because it makes you forget to watch the door.

      But her teeth are already starting to chatter, and trembling reads like weakness to predators.

      She takes it.

      Their fingers brush for half a second. Heat sparks up her arm like a live wire. Not sexual. Not romantic.

      Biological. The bloodmark under her skin answering something in his.

      Vivian jerks her hand back, slipping into the jacket quickly, as if she can hide the reaction in the motion.

      Thorne’s eyes narrow, but he says nothing. His restraint is another kind of pressure. It makes her feel seen without being consumed.

      Dax and Jackson get out too, weapons low but ready. Lyssa stays near the door like she belongs to it.

      Thorne grips the wheel lock and turns. It resists. He puts more strength into it, tendons standing out in his forearm. The metal groans.

      Vivian hears a sound then—faint, distant, filtered through the tunnel. Not hunters. Not engines.

      A ping.

      A notification tone, muffled, coming from somewhere above—someone’s device searching for signal, for them.

      Her stomach drops. Even underground, the system is reaching.

      Thorne freezes, head tilting slightly, listening the way wolves listen. Dax’s hand tightens on his gun.

      “We don’t have much time,” Dax murmurs.

      Thorne’s mouth tightens. He twists the wheel lock again. It gives with a sudden jerk, then spins free. The door doesn’t open yet. There’s another latch—newer, welded on, like someone tried to seal the old route.

      Lyssa steps forward, eyes on the weld. “They tried to bury it.”

      Vivian’s breath fogs in the cold. She watches Thorne’s hands on the metal and thinks about all the doors Marcus locked with a smile. All the times Vivian stood on the other side of steel, listening to the click, knowing she would have to become quiet and beautiful again to survive.

      Thorne pulls a tool from his belt—compact cutter. He wedges it under the welded latch and squeezes. The tool whines softly. Sparks spit.

      The smell of burning metal fills the tunnel.

      Vivian’s pulse kicks. Fire is a beacon. Smoke is a signal.

      Above them, boots could be turning, ears catching the wrong sound.

      Thorne finishes the cut. The latch drops with a clank onto the concrete. He grips the door handle and hauls.

      The door swings inward with a scream of old hinges.

      Cold night air rushes in, carrying rain and pine and the faint, distant stink of a city that thinks it owns everything. Beyond the threshold is darkness and a narrow stairwell leading up, brick walls slick with moisture. A service exit. An old maintenance route. Forgotten.

      Lyssa exhales like she’s been holding it for years. “Moonrise,” she whispers.

      Jackson peers up the stairs. “Where does it come out.”

      Lyssa’s gaze is far away. “Under an abandoned processing plant.”

      Dax nods once. “We move. Now.”

      Vivian takes one step toward the stairwell—and her bloodmark flares under her skin, sudden heat like a brand pressed fresh. Her breath catches. Not pain. A pulse.

      Thorne’s head snaps toward her instantly, eyes flaring predatory, as if he felt it too.

      Vivian goes rigid. “What⁠—”

      Jackson’s dash tablet, still running inside the van, emits a sharp, shrill alert tone that echoes down the tunnel like a siren.

      Everyone freezes.

      Renna curses under her breath and lunges into the van, slapping at the screen. Too late. The alert is already broadcasting through whatever hardline it has left.

      Thorne’s gaze goes to the tunnel behind them.

      Vivian follows his eyes.

      In the distance, far down the dark throat they came from, a new light blooms—thin, white, sweeping. Not headlights. Not a flashlight.

      Thermal drone beam.

      A low mechanical whir follows, growing louder.

      They found the door.

      Or someone told them where to look.

      Dax’s voice goes sharp. “Up. Up, now!”

      Thorne grabs Vivian’s elbow—then stops himself mid-motion as if the contact is a line he refuses to cross without her permission. His hand hovers, shaking with restraint.

      Vivian’s body wants to yank away out of reflex.

      Instead she makes a choice.

      “Take me,” she says, voice tight. “Just—don’t drag.”

      Thorne’s hand closes gently but firmly around her elbow. Not a grip of ownership. A guide. A promise of speed. He moves her toward the stairs, his body between her and the tunnel’s mouth.

      Behind them, the drone’s whir intensifies. The beam sweeps, searching.

      Jackson shouts from the van, “They’re pinging the hardline—this tunnel isn’t dead!”

      Lyssa’s eyes flash. “It was. Someone woke it.”

      Renna scrambles up behind Vivian, breathing hard. Dax takes the rear, weapon raised, scanning the darkness.

      Thorne pushes Vivian up the stairs fast. Each step sends pain lancing through her bare feet. She bites it back, refusing to slow. Above them, the exit hatch at the top of the stairwell is a rectangle of deeper dark.

      Then it shifts—light seeping around the edges.

      A shadow passes over it.

      Someone is up there.

      Vivian’s blood turns to ice.

      Thorne stops dead, body tensing, head tilting as he scents the air. His voice is a low growl she feels more than hears.

      “Not hunters,” he murmurs.

      Vivian’s mouth goes dry. “Then what.”

      Thorne’s eyes lift to the hatch. “Thornwood.”

      The word lands like a death sentence.

      Above them, metal scrapes.

      The hatch begins to open from the outside.

      And a voice drops down the stairwell—cold, militarized, controlled.

      “Thorne Thornwood,” the man calls. “Stand down. Deliver the asset. Report for debrief.”

      Vivian’s pulse slams against her ribs, and the tunnel suddenly feels too small to hold all the ways the world wants to own her.

      Thorne’s grip tightens on her elbow—not painful. Protective. Furious.

      Vivian stares up at the widening crack of light at the top of the stairs and realizes the next fight isn’t with corporate hunters.

      It’s with the wolves who taught Thorne how to bring people back.

      And they’re waiting at the only door.
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      The hatch grinds open an inch at a time, metal screaming against metal like the building itself is trying to warn them. Cold air knifes down the stairwell. Rain-scent. Pine. And beneath it—wolf.

      Thorne’s body reacts before thought catches up. His shoulders broaden with tension, tendons drawing tight as cables, teeth aching as his canines want to lengthen. His wolf recognizes the smell the way it recognizes blood. Thornwood pack signature, engineered into them by drills and punishment and the kind of loyalty that isn’t love. It’s branding.

      Above, a boot shifts on wet concrete. A shadow blocks the seam of light.

      “Thorne Thornwood,” the voice calls again. Flat. Controlled. A handler using a name like a leash. “Stand down. Deliver the asset. Report for debrief.”

      Asset.

      The word hits the stairwell and ricochets through Thorne’s skull. He sees Vivian’s throat bare under his jacket collar—pale skin, pulse hammering. He feels the slight tremor in her elbow under his hand where he’s guiding, not gripping. He hears Renna’s breath behind them, Dax steadying the rear.

      Thorne is a wolf in a throat of stone with enemies at both ends.

      His wolf wants to go up the stairs and tear the voice apart.

      His human side counts angles.

      The hatch is a kill box. The stairs are a funnel. They’re stacked like targets.

      He shifts his weight, putting his body between Vivian and the opening without shoving her back, without forcing her into the wall. The difference matters. He learned control in Thornwood. He’s learning restraint now.

      “Dax,” he breathes, barely moving his mouth.

      Dax is behind them, weapon up, eyes locked on the hatch. He doesn’t ask for clarification. He hears the calculus in Thorne’s tone. “I’ve got rear. You’ve got top.”

      Renna’s voice comes quiet, clinical even now. “Vivian, eyes on me. Breathe.” She keeps Vivian anchored without touching unless needed, the way you treat a person like a person.

      Vivian doesn’t look away from the light seam. Her scent spikes—fear, yes, but sharper: rage. She’s seen this kind of authority before. Men who call their violence procedure.

      Thorne keeps his grip on her elbow—gentle, firm. “Do not speak,” he murmurs to her. Not a command to silence her—tactical. If Thornwood hears her voice, if they identify her as alive and present, the whole stairwell becomes a retrieval scene.

      Vivian’s jaw tightens. She doesn’t argue. She knows what listening buys you.

      Above, the hatch lifts wider. Rainwater drips down the edge, tapping stone like a countdown.

      A face appears in the gap. Not fully visible, just a jaw and the edge of a comms mic. Thorne catches a flash of eyes—ice-gray, familiar. A man who trained him to track a heartbeat through snow.

      Kellan Rourke.

      Thorne’s stomach goes tight. Rourke isn’t his superior. He’s worse. He’s the one who taught Thorne how to be a tool without bleeding feelings onto the job.

      Rourke’s gaze drops, locks on Thorne with immediate assessment: stance, breath rate, hand placement. The man reads bodies the way some men read contracts.

      Then his eyes flick to Vivian.

      Not her face. Her throat.

      The bare skin.

      The jacket.

      The proximity to Thorne’s scent.

      Recognition sharpens his expression into something like satisfaction.

      “Compromised,” Rourke says, quiet enough that it feels intimate. “They were right.”

      Thorne’s wolf snarls, deep and silent. Mine— the animal thinks, furious at Rourke’s gaze like hands.

      Thorne kills the word in his throat. Not here. Not ever if it means ownership.

      He keeps his voice flat. “Move away from the hatch, Rourke.”

      A faint smile. Rourke always smiles like he’s already decided what you are. “Come up, Thorne. Hands visible. No sudden moves. You know procedure.”

      Procedure. The language of cages.

      Thorne’s fingers twitch. He wants the knife in his boot. He wants the gun under his ribs. He wants to paint the stairwell with consequences.

      Instead he forces the part of himself that used to obey to speak, because it buys seconds.

      “You’re blocking an unauthorized tunnel,” Thorne says. “Corporate hunters are on route. You want a firefight in a public structure?”

      Rourke’s gaze doesn’t change. “This structure doesn’t exist.” His eyes flick to the stairwell walls, to the old brick, the dripping mortar. “Neither do you, right now. Neither does she.” He tilts his head, listening. “And I can hear the drone. They found your door.”

      The mechanical whir from below is louder now. The thermal sweep’s faint electric hum crawls up the tunnel like insects.

      They’re trapped between Syndicate tech and Thornwood teeth.

      Dax shifts down a step, voice low. “Thorne. Drone’s closing. We have to commit.”

      Thorne knows. Every second here is a noose tightening. His wolf is straining under his skin, wanting fur, wanting violence, wanting escape.

      He looks at Vivian. Her eyes are wide, but her posture is rigid with control, like she’s holding herself together with nails. She watches him, not pleading, not asking to be saved. Just waiting for him to decide what kind of man he is.

      He doesn’t get to decide for her. Not anymore.

      Thorne leans close enough that she can hear him over rain and machinery. “Can you climb fast?”

      Vivian’s throat works. “Yes.”

      Not yes because she’s fine. Yes because she refuses to be the reason they die.

      Thorne nods once. “When I say go, you go. You do not stop for me.”

      Her eyes sharpen. She knows what that means. Sacrifice. The old story men like him love.

      Her voice is tight. “Don’t you⁠—”

      He cuts her off with the only truth he can offer. “I’m not giving you back.”

      It isn’t a promise of survival. It’s a vow of refusal.

      Rourke’s voice drops down again, impatience creeping in like the first crack in his control. “Thorne. Last warning. Step away from the asset and come up. We can still make this clean.”

      Clean. Like retrieval is ever clean.

      Thorne shifts his weight, bringing his gun hand up slowly where Rourke can see it. Not pointing. Just visible. A compliance gesture Thornwood trained into him.

      Rourke watches the movement, satisfied.

      Thorne uses that satisfaction like a blindfold.

      He pivots in one brutal motion, grabbing Vivian at the waist—this time he doesn’t ask, because asking takes time they don’t have—and he hauls her two steps down, out of the direct line of fire from the hatch.

      Vivian gasps, but she doesn’t fight him. She understands. Her body stiffens, then adapts, finding balance.

      At the same time Thorne yanks a flash charge from his belt and slaps it against the stairwell wall just below the hatch lip.

      Rourke’s eyes widen a fraction. “Thorne⁠—”

      The charge detonates with a concussive crack.

      Light and sound explode upward. Not lethal. Disorienting. The stairwell fills with white noise and burning ozone.

      Rourke curses—real sound, not procedure.

      Thorne shoves Vivian into Renna’s space, voice like a knife. “Up. Now.”

      Dax surges forward, taking Vivian’s other side without touching her more than necessary, shepherding her up the stairs while Thorne covers the hatch with his gun.

      The drone below whirs louder, thermal beam flicking in frantic arcs as it seeks heat signatures on the stairs. It’s reading them as shapes of living meat in a tunnel. It doesn’t care about names. It cares about bodies.

      Thorne fires downward once.

      The shot cracks the air and pings off metal. The drone shrieks—a thin electronic scream—and its whir stutters.

      Not down yet. But blind for a second.

      Above, Rourke is recovering fast. Thornwood wolves are trained to breathe through chaos. Thorne knows the timing because he used to be them.

      “Contact!” Rourke barks. “He’s moving!”

      Boots scrape at the hatch. Someone else is there now—another Thornwood scent, younger, more eager. Thorne catches the sharp tang of adrenaline and pack hierarchy.

      They’re stacking up to shoot down the stairwell.

      Thorne moves up two steps, body shielding the others, gun raised. He can’t fire clean without risking Vivian and Renna and Dax. The angle is wrong.

      He needs out of the funnel.

      “Go!” he snarls, more wolf than man now.

      Vivian’s bare feet slap wet brick as she climbs. Thorne hears the pain in the sound, the way her body is paying for every step, and it fuels him like gasoline.

      He fires upward—two shots into the hatch frame, not to kill, to force them back. Metal sparks. Rourke ducks. Someone swears.

      Thorne surges the last steps and slams his shoulder into the hatch opening.

      For a heartbeat he’s in the threshold.

      Rain hits his face cold and clean. Night air floods his lungs, carrying the stink of old industry and something worse—burnt wood.

      The abandoned processing plant is a black skeleton against the sky. Broken windows, sagging roofline, weeds growing through concrete. A place the city forgot on purpose.

      And there—ten yards out—Rourke and two Thornwood enforcers in tactical rain gear, weapons up, eyes bright with the hunt.

      Rourke’s flash-dazed gaze locks on Thorne with something like disappointment.

      “You chose a dead woman over your pack,” Rourke says.

      Thorne’s lip curls. “She’s not dead.”

      Rourke’s mouth tightens. “On paper she is. That’s what matters.”

      Thorne hears movement behind him—Vivian climbing up, Renna’s breath, Dax’s boots. Thorne spreads his stance, making himself a wall at the hatch.

      “Back away,” he orders.

      Rourke’s eyes flick past him. He sees Vivian emerge behind Thorne’s shoulder, pale under the jacket, hair damp, eyes like broken glass.

      Rourke’s expression shifts. Interest. Calculation.

      He speaks into his mic, voice clipped. “Asset visual confirmed. Female present. Wolf compromised.”

      Vivian’s body goes rigid at asset. Her scent spikes. Thorne feels it like a punch.

      He glances back at her, voice low. “Stay behind me.”

      Vivian’s jaw clenches, but she stays. For now. Choice under pressure.

      Below, the drone’s whir grows frantic again. It’s coming up the stairwell, pulled by the heat of their bodies.

      Thorne’s mind runs predator math.

      Three Thornwood enforcers above. Drone below. Corporate hunters likely closing on the surface, drawn by the tunnel’s hardline alert.

      They can’t hold here.

      They need to disappear—now, not later.

      Lyssa is missing. Again. Thorne scans the yard, the broken loading docks, the collapsed conveyor belts. No sign of her.

      Rourke takes one step forward, gun steady. “Thorne. I’m giving you one more chance. You come with us, you live. You hand over the asset, and we can negotiate terms for your debrief. Thornwood can still⁠—”

      Thorne laughs once. It’s a harsh sound he doesn’t recognize. “Debrief,” he repeats. “Sanction. Compliance.” He bares his teeth. “Call it what it is. You want to put me back on a leash.”

      Rourke’s gaze hardens. “We want to fix a malfunction.”

      Vivian’s breath catches behind Thorne. She hears it too. The way they talk about him like equipment.

      Thorne keeps his eyes on Rourke. “I’m not yours.”

      Rourke’s mouth twitches. “You were built here, Thorne. You don’t get to pretend you can crawl out of the factory and call it freedom.”

      Burnt wood rides the wind again. Stronger. Thorne’s nostrils flare.

      It isn’t just old fire.

      It’s fresh.

      Something nearby burned recently—like someone cleaned a scene with flames.

      Lyssa said the next whisper would be north. A contact point. A place to catch breath.

      A safe house.

      Thorne’s gut goes colder.

      Rourke shifts his stance minutely, a man preparing for violence. “Last chance.”

      Thorne’s wolf rises to the surface, snarling for release. Thorne holds it down by force. If he shifts here, in open air, with guns and rain and Vivian within arm’s reach, he risks turning the fight into chaos that could get her killed.

      He chooses controlled violence instead.

      He fires.

      Not at Rourke’s chest. At his weapon.

      The shot punches the gun sideways, sparks flying as it skitters across wet concrete. Rourke swears, stumbling back.

      Dax fires immediately, taking the second enforcer in the shoulder. The man grunts, drops behind a concrete barrier.

      Renna shoves Vivian down behind the hatch lip, keeping her low. “Stay,” she orders, voice sharp now. Not ownership. Survival.

      Vivian doesn’t argue. She drops, eyes on Thorne, breath quick.

      Thorne moves forward into the yard, drawing fire away from the hatch. Rain slicks his hair into his eyes. His boots slide on algae-slick concrete.

      The third enforcer fires at him. The bullet cracks past Thorne’s ear, hot wind. Thorne returns fire, forcing the man behind cover.

      Rourke draws a knife—Thornwood issue, black handle, serrated spine. He comes at Thorne with the smooth confidence of a man who’s fought wolves in human skin.

      Thorne meets him halfway.

      They collide hard, shoulder to shoulder, knife hand to knife hand. Thorne blocks, twists, drives his elbow into Rourke’s throat. Rourke chokes, staggers, then slams his knee into Thorne’s ribs with brutal precision.

      Pain flashes white. Thorne grunts, but he stays upright.

      Rourke’s breath is wet with rain. His eyes are close now, and Thorne sees the truth there: not personal hatred.

      Ownership.

      “You don’t get to leave,” Rourke growls. “Not with what you know. Not with what you are.”

      Thorne snaps his head forward and headbutts Rourke. Bone cracks. Rourke reels back, blood mixing with rain.

      Thorne could kill him. One shot. One twist of the knife.

      But killing Rourke here doesn’t get Vivian free. It just buys seconds and paints a target bigger.

      The drone bursts from the hatch behind them with a metal shriek, rotors screaming. Its thermal beam sweeps the yard, painting everything in ghostly light.

      It locks on Vivian’s heat signature immediately.

      The drone dips toward her like a predator.

      Vivian flinches back, eyes wide.

      Thorne’s wolf erupts inside him.

      No.

      He fires three fast shots into the drone’s housing. Metal sparks. One rotor explodes. The drone spins, crashes into the concrete, and skids—still twitching—toward Vivian’s feet.

      Renna kicks it away with a vicious motion that surprises Thorne. Clinical doesn’t mean gentle when something threatens her patient.

      Rourke sees the momentary chaos and lunges for Vivian, reaching past Thorne’s line.

      Thorne’s body moves without thought. He grabs Rourke by the collar and slams him into the side of a rusted steel beam. The impact rings through the yard.

      “Don’t,” Thorne says, voice low and lethal. “Look at her.”

      Rourke coughs, blood spilling down his lip. He smiles anyway, teeth red. “You’re already done,” he wheezes. “Syndicate oversight. Corporate hunters. Voss.” He spits the name like it’s a joke. “You think this is just Thornwood?”

      Thorne’s fingers tighten. “Why are you here.”

      Rourke’s gaze sharpens. “Because Thornwood doesn’t like loose tools. And because you were always good at retrieval.” His eyes flick toward Vivian again, hungry with the idea of returning her. “You can still be good.”

      Thorne wants to break his neck.

      Instead he throws him—hard—into the mud and turns back toward the hatch.

      “Move!” Dax barks.

      Dax is already pulling Vivian up. Renna is grabbing the med kit, eyes scanning for exits. Jackson is out now too, weapon in hand, face pale in the rain.

      Lyssa appears out of nowhere on the far side of the yard, near a collapsed loading dock. She lifts one hand—a sharp gesture.

      This way.

      Thorne doesn’t question. He runs.

      They sprint across the yard, boots and bare feet splashing through puddles. Vivian stumbles once, pain flashing across her face; she catches herself, jaw clenched. Thorne’s hand shoots out automatically to steady her—then he stops, hovering.

      Vivian turns her head just enough to see him. Her eyes are fierce. “Don’t let me fall,” she says.

      Permission.

      Thorne grips her forearm, firm and controlled, and hauls her forward without yanking. “I’ve got you,” he says, and it’s the first time the words escape him.

      Not mine.

      Not property.

      Just: I’ve got you.

      They follow Lyssa through a jagged hole in a chain-link fence into the plant’s interior. The air changes instantly—mold, rust, stale chemicals. Darkness full of broken machinery.

      Behind them, gunfire cracks again. Rourke shouting orders. Thornwood enforcers regrouping.

      Lyssa leads them through a corridor lined with shattered tile and rusted pipes. The floor is slick with old oil. Every step is a risk.

      Thorne’s senses widen, wolf hearing catching the distant whine of vehicles outside—the corporate hunters, drawn to the alert. The world converging.

      Lyssa stops at a door that looks like it leads nowhere—a metal panel half-hidden behind hanging plastic strips.

      She presses her palm to the wall beside it.

      For a second nothing happens.

      Then a soft click.

      The panel shifts, revealing a narrow passage behind it, descending into darkness.

      Thorne’s eyes narrow. “Another tunnel.”

      Lyssa’s gaze meets his. “Old doors,” she says. “Some people remember where they are.”

      Dax shoves past, weapon up. “We don’t have time.”

      They descend.

      The passage is tight, concrete pressing close. Vivian’s breath is ragged now; shock is wearing off, pain replacing adrenaline. Thorne can smell it—blood under skin, bruises blooming, exhaustion.

      He keeps his hand on her forearm, guiding. Not pulling. Every touch is intentional.

      Behind them, footsteps pound in the plant. Thornwood closing. Corporate hunters likely entering too, following the sound.

      Jackson whispers, “Where the hell does this go?”

      Lyssa’s voice is low, steady. “To the first contact point.”

      Vivian’s head jerks up. “No.”

      The word is a hiss. Fear and certainty.

      Lyssa pauses, looking back. “It’s the closest place with supplies.”

      Vivian’s eyes are bright, furious. “It’s burned,” she says. “He’ll burn it. He always⁠—”

      Thorne feels the certainty in Vivian’s voice like ice.

      He trusts it more than Lyssa’s hope.

      “We don’t go there,” Thorne says.

      Lyssa’s expression tightens. “We need a door.”

      Thorne’s jaw clenches. “We need a door that isn’t a trap.”

      Dax moves down another step, voice hard. “Argue later. Move now. We can decide at the split.”

      The passage opens into a wider maintenance tunnel—old rail service maybe, with tracks half-buried under debris. The smell of iron is stronger here. Dust. Stale smoke.

      Freedom has a smell, Vivian had said. Dust, old iron, stolen antibiotics, whispering names.

      Thorne tastes it on his tongue like a lie he wants to believe.

      They run.

      The tunnel bends, and ahead a faint square of light appears—an exit. A door to the surface.

      Thorne’s heart hammers, wolf straining. Doors are where they get caught. Doors are also where they breathe.

      They push through.

      Night again. Rain. A stand of trees beyond the industrial strip. And there, tucked between tangled brush and an old drainage ditch, a small house—more like a cabin—half-hidden by overgrowth.

      The first safe house.

      Thorne’s gut sinks.

      The air is wrong.

      Smoke. Not old. Fresh, sharp, biting.

      Burnt wood.

      Burnt meat.

      Thorne stops so fast Vivian nearly collides with him. He catches her automatically at the waist this time, because her momentum is real and her bones are fragile. His hand lands, steady and sure.

      Vivian freezes at the contact, then doesn’t pull away. Her eyes are on the cabin.

      The house is blackened, windows blown out, roof collapsed inward like a skull crushed. The porch is gone. The door hangs open, charred.

      A safe house turned into a warning.

      Renna’s breath catches. “No…”

      Jackson swears softly, voice hollow. “They got here first.”

      Lyssa goes still, face pale in the dark. For the first time her certainty cracks. She steps forward, as if drawn.

      Dax catches her by the sleeve. “Don’t.”

      Lyssa’s voice is barely a whisper. “Mara was here.”

      A name. A person. Not a myth.

      Thorne’s wolf paces under his skin, furious, grieving without permission. He smells death in the ash. Human. Shifter. Too many.

      Thorne lifts his gun and moves toward the ruins, scanning for movement, for traps. Fire can hide more than bodies.

      Vivian stands behind him, wrapped in his jacket, hair damp, bare feet in mud. She looks like a ghost someone tried to erase.

      “This is what I meant,” she says, voice flat with rage. “He burns everything between me and freedom.”

      Thorne steps into the ash.

      A shape lies near what used to be the kitchen wall—charred, twisted. A body. Thorne’s stomach clenches, but he forces himself closer.

      A hand is visible, fingers curled as if still holding something.

      Thorne crouches, careful, gun still up. He reaches with his free hand and peels back a layer of burnt cloth.

      The dead woman’s wrist is exposed.

      And there—branded into the skin like a seal—three short lines and a crescent.

      Railroad mark.

      Lyssa makes a sound behind him, pain swallowed. “Mara.”

      Thorne’s jaw tightens until it aches. He looks up, scanning the ruin again. There are other bodies, half-buried under collapse. A man near the back. Another near the porch.

      Not random victims.

      A message.

      Thorne’s wolf snarls. This is what he used to do—hit the first stop, punish the helpers, make the runaway’s freedom taste like blood so they crawl back.

      He forces his breath slow. Tactical. He can’t drown in guilt yet. Not while Vivian is standing in the open with corporate hunters and Thornwood wolves hunting.

      He stands and turns, eyes sweeping the ground.

      There—carved into a charred beam near the doorway—marks gouged deep into the wood.

      Not the railroad symbol.

      Something else.

      Sharp, deliberate slashes: a stylized thorn branch.

      Thornwood retrieval sign.

      Thorne’s blood runs colder than the rain.

      Dax steps up beside him, sees the mark, goes still. “That’s⁠—”

      “I know,” Thorne says, voice rough.

      Jackson’s face drains. “Your people did this?”

      Thorne’s throat tightens. Not his people. Not anymore. But once, yes. He wore their patch. He followed their orders. He told himself he was different because he didn’t light the match.

      It doesn’t matter. The hand that holds the leash is still part of the collar.

      Vivian steps closer, mud sucking at her feet. She stares at the Thornwood mark like it’s a language she didn’t know she could read but somehow understands anyway.

      Her voice is quiet. “They knew where to hit.”

      Thorne can’t lie. Not now. Not with bodies at their feet.

      He forces the truth out. “Yes.”

      Vivian’s eyes flick to him, sharp as broken glass. “How.”

      Thorne swallows. The answer is poison. “Because they taught me how.”

      Silence spreads, heavy as ash.

      Renna kneels near one of the bodies, hand hovering, not touching. Her face is tight with controlled horror. “We can’t stay here,” she says.

      Lyssa’s gaze is fixed on Mara’s burned wrist. She looks like she wants to gather the dead and carry them. But carrying the dead gets the living killed.

      Dax’s voice goes hard. “We move. Now.”

      Thorne nods, but his eyes are on the retrieval mark. A piece of his past carved into a murdered safe house.

      Thornwood isn’t just coming for him. They’re burning the railroad.

      They’re feeding the Collector system, whether they admit it or not.

      Vivian turns away from the bodies, shoulders stiff. She doesn’t cry. She doesn’t collapse. She looks like a woman building a weapon out of grief.

      Thorne steps closer, lowering his voice. “Vivian.”

      She doesn’t look at him. “Don’t.”

      The word isn’t a request. It’s a boundary.

      Thorne stops. His chest hurts with the restraint. He wants to explain. He wants to tear the lie out of his own history and hand it to her like proof he’s trying.

      But explanation doesn’t resurrect burned people.

      Vivian finally looks at him, eyes bright with something deadly. “How many,” she asks.

      Thorne’s stomach drops.

      He knows the question before she finishes it. It’s been sitting between them since the van, since the first alert. Since the word retrieval.

      “How many people like me did you bring back?”

      The rain hisses on ash. Somewhere far off, an engine turns over—hunters searching.

      Thorne’s wolf presses against his ribs, wanting to curl around Vivian, wanting to shield her from the answer.

      There is no shielding her. She asked. She gets the truth.

      Thorne opens his mouth.

      And before he can speak, a new sound slices the night—tires on gravel, fast. Multiple vehicles, coordinated, closing.

      Dax’s head snaps up. “Lights.”

      Jackson curses. “We’ve got company—again.”

      Thorne’s senses flare. He smells them now: not just corporate hunters—wolf. Thornwood. Rourke’s team circling back, driving them toward this point like herding prey.

      A trap.

      The burned house wasn’t just punishment.

      It’s bait.

      Lyssa’s voice comes tight. “They’re corralling us.”

      Renna stands, grabbing her kit. “Vivian can’t run through woods barefoot.”

      Thorne’s gaze drops to Vivian’s feet—mud, cuts starting, toes red with cold. His chest tightens.

      He looks at Vivian. She’s staring at him still, waiting for the answer to her question even as death rolls toward them with headlights.

      Thorne makes a decision that costs him something.

      He steps closer and drops to one knee in front of her—fast, controlled—pulling a pair of spare boots from his pack. He sets them on the ground, open, waiting.

      He doesn’t touch her.

      He looks up at her, voice low. “Put these on.”

      Vivian’s eyes widen, a flash of surprise at the kneel. At the fact that he’s making her choice easier instead of making it for her.

      She hesitates—one heartbeat.

      Then she steps into the boots, hands shaking as she ties them.

      Thorne stands as soon as she’s steady, turning to Dax. “Route?”

      Dax points toward the tree line. “We break into the woods, cut scent, head for the river. Lose vehicles.”

      Jackson shakes his head. “With her injuries⁠—”

      “We don’t have a road option,” Dax snaps. “This is a kill zone.”

      Thorne nods. He turns to Vivian again, voice brutal with urgency. “Can you run.”

      Vivian’s mouth tightens. “Yes.”

      Thorne believes her because she will die before she lets herself say no.

      He steps in close, keeping his hands visible. “If I pick you up, will you fight me.”

      Vivian’s eyes narrow. “Are you asking.”

      “Yes,” Thorne says.

      A beat. Rain on ash. Headlights flaring closer.

      Vivian’s jaw clenches. “Do it,” she says. “But if you carry me, you carry me where I tell you.”

      Thorne’s chest tightens—relief and pain braided together. “Where.”

      Vivian’s eyes flick to the woods, then back to the burned house. To the bodies. To the Thornwood mark. Her voice is quiet, lethal. “Away.”

      Thorne nods once. “Then hold on.”

      He lifts her—careful but fast—one arm under her knees, the other behind her back. Her body tenses, then settles when she realizes he isn’t pinning her. He’s moving her.

      Vivian grips his shoulder, not his neck. Not a collar. A hold chosen.

      Thorne’s wolf surges at the contact, wanting to claim, wanting to howl that she’s his to protect.

      He swallows the impulse like gravel.

      Dax leads them into the trees. Lyssa slips beside them like shadow. Renna and Jackson follow, weapons up, breath harsh.

      Behind, the vehicles stop near the burned house. Doors slam. Voices carry—orders, radios, the cold efficiency of a retrieval team that knows exactly where you’ll run.

      Thorne runs anyway.

      Branches whip his face. Mud sucks at his boots. Vivian’s weight is real in his arms, warm and shaking. Her scent is fear and fury and something else—bloodmark heat, faint but present, a pulse under skin responding to his.

      He forces his focus outward. Exits. Terrain. Wind direction. Water.

      The river scent hits him—cold, fast-moving, mineral. Good. Water breaks trails. Water confuses drones. Water buys minutes.

      They reach the bank—a steep drop, slick with rain. The river below is black and loud.

      Dax turns, breathing hard. “We go down and follow it east.”

      Thorne nods, scanning. On the far bank, faint lights—roads, maybe. Too risky.

      He looks down at Vivian. “Can you climb.”

      Vivian’s eyes are fierce even now. “Put me down.”

      Thorne obeys, setting her on her feet. She wobbles, catches herself on his forearm, then releases as if reminding herself she can.

      They start down the bank.

      Halfway, a spotlight snaps on behind them, cutting through trees.

      “THERMAL CONTACT,” a voice shouts. “DOWN BY THE RIVER!”

      Another voice—Rourke—cold as steel. “Box them in. Asset retrieval—alive.”

      Thorne’s stomach clenches.

      Vivian’s breath comes fast. She looks over her shoulder, eyes reflecting the light like an animal cornered.

      Thorne steps between her and the beam. His voice is low. “Keep moving.”

      They hit the river edge.

      The water is up from rain, fast and violent. It will take them if they misstep.

      Dax wades in first, testing. “Cold,” he grunts. “Deep.”

      Renna follows, teeth clenched.

      Jackson hesitates, then goes.

      Thorne turns to Vivian. “Your choice,” he says, and means it. “We cross or we run the bank.”

      Vivian looks at the water—then back at the light slicing closer through the trees, the sound of boots and radios tightening the circle.

      Her voice is steady despite everything. “We cross.”

      Thorne nods. He lifts her again without asking this time because she already chose the direction and time is gone. Vivian’s arms wrap around his shoulders, firm.

      They step into the river.

      Cold bites like teeth. The current slams into Thorne’s thighs, trying to shove him sideways. Rocks shift underfoot. The water rises to his waist, then his ribs.

      Vivian’s breath hitches. Thorne tightens his hold, bracing, moving step by step.

      On the bank behind them, gunfire cracks—warning shots, maybe. Or someone shooting to stop.

      A bullet snaps into the water near Thorne’s leg, spraying cold.

      Dax shouts, “Move!”

      Thorne grits his teeth and pushes harder.

      Halfway across, the current surges, and his footing slips. A rock rolls. His knee buckles.

      Vivian gasps, tightening her grip. “Thorne⁠—”

      He recovers, muscles screaming, and drives forward.

      They reach the far bank, soaked and shaking. Dax hauls himself up first, then helps Renna. Jackson scrambles, slipping, swearing.

      Thorne climbs with Vivian still in his arms, boots digging into mud. He reaches the top and sets her down behind a fallen log.

      They crouch, breathing hard.

      The spotlight on the far bank sweeps, searching. They’re silhouettes against wet darkness.

      Lyssa’s voice comes quiet, urgent. “They’re not stopping.”

      Thorne knows. The hunters have vehicles. Drones. Dogs. Wolves.

      The river bought seconds, not salvation.

      Vivian’s gaze locks on Thorne in the dark, rain dripping from her lashes. The question from the burned house is still there, unasked again but not forgotten.

      How many did he bring back.

      Thorne’s chest tightens. He will answer her. He owes her that. But not here, not with guns and light and water still running off them like a trail.

      A new sound rises from the woods behind them—another set of footsteps, not from the far bank. Ahead. On this side.

      They weren’t just boxed in from behind.

      They were anticipated.

      Dax’s eyes narrow. “We’re flanked.”

      Thorne scents the air—wolf, human, chemical restraint.

      A figure steps out from the trees ten yards ahead, hands visible, wearing a dark raincoat like someone trying to look civilian.

      But the scent is wrong. Antiseptic. Latex. Corporate.

      The man smiles, calm and polite, voice carrying softly over the river’s roar.

      “Vivian Holland,” he says, like he’s greeting a client. “By authority of Voss Acquisitions and Medical Custody, you are ordered to return to care.”

      Vivian’s body goes still.

      Thorne’s wolf surges, a silent snarl ripping through him.

      The man lifts something in his hand.

      A collar.

      Sleek black. Keyed. Ready.

      And behind him, more shapes shift in the trees—corporate hunters on this side, waiting, weapons low, nets and restraints visible.

      They’ve closed the circle.

      Thorne steps forward, placing himself between Vivian and the collar, gun raised.

      The corporate handler’s smile widens. “Mr. Thornwood,” he says, voice smooth as paperwork. “Termination is authorized. But retrieval is preferred. You can make this easy.”

      Thorne’s finger tightens on the trigger.

      Vivian’s voice cuts through the rain, quiet and deadly. “Thorne.”

      He glances back at her.

      Her eyes hold his—not pleading. Not terrified.

      Calculating.

      She’s choosing something.

      “I need to know,” she says, and the words land like a blade even now, even with a collar in the air. “How many.”

      The handler laughs softly, as if entertained by human emotion. “We can discuss his history during debrief.”

      Thorne’s jaw clenches. The world keeps trying to turn her questions into procedures.

      He looks at Vivian. Rain slides down her face like tears she refuses to give.

      He answers her because she asked, because truth is the only thing he can offer that isn’t another cage.

      “Too many,” he says, voice rough. “Enough that I can’t count without hating myself.”

      Vivian’s throat works. She flinches like she’s been struck.

      Thorne steps closer to her, lowering his voice so only she hears. “And I’m not doing it again.”

      Vivian’s gaze sharpens, something shifting—pain, rage, and a new, dangerous clarity.

      She nods once.

      Then she turns her face toward the corporate handler and says, in the polished, lethal tone of Collector etiquette⁠—

      “Fine,” Vivian says. “I’ll return.”

      Thorne’s head snaps toward her, shock and fury crashing together.

      “Vivian—”

      She doesn’t look at him. But her hand reaches back, fingers brushing his wrist—light, deliberate.

      A signal.

      Trust me.

      The handler’s smile brightens, triumphant. “Good girl.”

      Thorne’s vision tunnels red.

      Vivian’s voice stays calm. “On one condition.”

      The handler pauses, amused. “Condition.”

      Vivian lifts her chin. Her throat is bare and unbowed. “You call Marcus Voss,” she says. “Right now. On speaker. And you tell him I’m ready to come home.”

      Thorne stares at her, understanding slamming into him like a fist.

      She isn’t surrendering.

      She’s baiting the network.

      And if she’s doing that, she’s doing it with Thorne standing beside her—rogue wolf, compromised tool, a man with too much blood on his hands to pretend he’s anything else.

      The handler hesitates—just a flicker. Then he reaches for his comms.

      “Ms. Holland wishes to speak with Mr. Voss,” he says into the mic.

      Thorne’s wolf rises, teeth bared behind his ribs.

      Because if Marcus Voss comes on the line, the leash tightens.

      And if he doesn’t⁠—

      The hunters in the trees shift, nets lifting.

      The collar gleams in the rain.

      Vivian’s fingers tighten once on Thorne’s wrist, a silent command.

      Hold.

      Thorne holds—every muscle screaming for violence—as the handler’s comm crackles and a familiar smooth voice begins to come through.

      “Put her on,” Marcus Voss says.

      And Thorne realizes the burned house was only the first warning.

      This is the next trap closing its teeth.
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