
  
    [image: Silver Sins]
  


  
    
      Silver Sins

      : A Fated Mates Wolf Shifter Romance

      
        Bloodmark Saga

        Book Two

      

    

    
      
        Thalia Night

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Millennial Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Join the Founder’s Circle

      

    

    
      
        Chapter One

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Two

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Three

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Four

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Five

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Six

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Seven

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Eight

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Nine

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Ten

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twenty One

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Two

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Three

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Four

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Five

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Six

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Seven

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Eight

        Jackson

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Nine

        Lyssa

      

      
        Chapter Thirty

        Jackson

      

    

    
      
        Dark Romance Binge Pass

      

      
        Recommended Reading List

      

      
        Recommended Reading List

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Founder’s Circle

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Founding Circle]
          
        

      

      Love dark, steamy romance and want more between releases? The Founder Circle is Millennial Publishing’s reader membership where you get the story before anyone else, plus extras you won’t find in stores. Members receive early chapters and launch-day access, bonus epilogues and alternate scenes, monthly exclusive shorts novellas set in connected worlds, and behind-the-scenes notes on characters, covers, and plot secrets. You’ll also get vote-on-it polls that help shape future books, VIP discounts on eBooks and box sets, and entry to monthly giveaways and live Q&As. Join once, enjoy everything new each month, and cancel anytime.

      https://millennialpublishinginc.com/millennialpublisher_founderscircle

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Lyssa

        

      

    

    
      The blood wasn't hers.

      Lyssa knew this the way she knew the position of the moon without looking—instinct older than thought. She sat in the corner of the kennel, naked skin sticky with cooling red, and catalogued the wrongness. Too much blood. The metallic tang layered with something else. Bear musk. Pine sap. The mineral bite of fear.

      She'd killed a bear.

      The memory sat in her skull like a stone—heavy, foreign, absolute. Claws tearing through fur and fat. Teeth crushing windpipe. The hot arterial spray painting snow crimson under a dawn sky she shouldn't remember seeing.

      Except she'd been in Seattle yesterday. Three hundred miles south. Sleeping in the basement of a condemned church with two other pack remnants who wouldn't meet her eyes.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      The voice came from beyond the chain-link. Male. Older. Shaking.

      Lyssa lifted her head. The movement sent dried blood flaking from her collarbone. She watched the sanctuary owner—Martin, her memory supplied, Martin Reeves, widower, three rescue dogs, drinks decaf after four p.m.—stare at her through the kennel gate. His face had gone the color of old newspaper.

      “Lyssa?” His hand trembled on the padlock. “Where... how long have you been...”

      “Three days.” The words came out rust-rough. Her throat felt scraped raw. From screaming? From howling? “You reported me missing three days ago. Filed with the county sheriff. Didn't call the pack because you're afraid of Kael.”

      Martin's face went whiter. “How do you⁠—”

      “I can smell the fear-sweat on the paperwork from here.” She tilted her head, studying him. The gesture felt wrong. Too sharp. Too predatory. “You used the desk phone. Rotary dial. Your hands shook so hard you misdialed twice.”

      “That's not...” He swallowed. Stepped back. “That's not possible.”

      Lyssa said nothing. Possible had stopped meaning anything useful around the time she'd started speaking languages dead for forty thousand years.

      The Matriarch's voice curled through her thoughts like smoke. The bear challenged our territory. We defended. We fed. We⁠—

      No. Lyssa shoved back against the presence wearing grooves into her consciousness. That wasn't me. I don't even remember shifting.

      You don't remember because you weren't driving, little one.

      The endearment made her skin crawl. Kaiva—the Matriarch, the Prime, the dire wolf queen who'd chosen death and resurrection over extinction—had been getting louder since the Court cache woke. Since Kael's mate had touched that spiral altar and sent a psychic shockwave through every shifter in the Pacific Northwest.

      Since Lyssa's bloodmark had started glowing silver in the dark.

      “I need to make a call.” Martin's voice cracked. “The authorities⁠—”

      “Already called them.” Lyssa pushed to her feet. The movement was too fluid. Too easy. She should be stiff after three days. Should be dehydrated. Starving. “I can hear the sirens. Two vehicles. Four miles out. Coming fast.”

      Martin's hand dropped to the radio clipped to his belt.

      “Not animal control,” Lyssa continued. She walked to the kennel gate. Watched him flinch back. “Wrong frequency. Those are private contractors. Helix BioSystems, if I'm guessing right. Someone reported a feral shifter. Someone who knew what to look for.”

      “I didn't⁠—”

      “I know.” She wrapped her fingers around the chain-link. The metal was cold. Real. Grounding. “You called the sheriff. But the county's been routing shifter reports to corporate tip lines since the Redwater expose. Fifty-thousand-dollar bounty for a confirmed feral. More if they're intact.”

      Intact. The word tasted like bile. Intact meant viable for harvest. Meant her organs were worth more than her life.

      Martin fumbled with the padlock. “I'll tell them it was a mistake. That you're fine. You're clearly not⁠—”

      “Feral?” Lyssa smiled. Felt it pull wrong across her face. “Look at me, Martin. Really look.”

      He did. She watched his eyes track the blood. The too-bright amber of her irises. The silver threading through her black hair that hadn't been there a week ago. The faint luminescence crawling up her spine where her bloodmark sat.

      “Oh god.” His voice went thin. “What happened to you?”

      “I'm remembering things I never lived.” The confession slipped out before she could stop it. “I'm becoming something I don't have a name for. And the people who want to cut me open to find out why are four miles away.”

      The sirens were getting louder. She could pick out individual engine notes now. Two SUVs. Heavy. Armored. The faint chemical burn of weapons-grade sedative in the air circulation systems.

      They were ready for her.

      “Run.” Martin's hands shook as he worked the lock. “There's a service road behind the north enclosures. Take it to the highway. I'll stall them.”

      “They'll hurt you.”

      “I've been hurt before.” The lock clicked open. He pulled the gate wide. “Go.”

      Lyssa hesitated. The Matriarch's voice purred approval. This one understands pack loyalty. Rare in modern humans.

      He's not pack. He's just kind.

      Kindness is a pack behavior. Altruism serves genetic legacy. He protects you because his instincts recognize⁠—

      Lyssa slammed mental walls up. Pushed the voice down. Later. She'd deal with the ancient predator colonizing her headspace later.

      “Thank you.” She meant it. Martin didn't owe her anything. She was just another broken shifter he'd given temporary shelter, back when she'd thought she could disappear into the sanctuary's volunteer program. Before the cache woke. Before the memory bleeds started.

      Before she'd lost three days to a consciousness that had been dead since the last ice age.

      She ran.

      The forest behind the sanctuary was second-growth Douglas fir—sixty years old, dense enough for cover. Lyssa's bare feet found purchase on needles and moss without conscious thought. Her body knew how to move through trees. Had always known. The wolf-sense that made her pack uncomfortable, that made them whisper wrong and other when they thought she couldn't hear.

      Now she understood why.

      Kaiva had run these forests when they were old-growth. When dire wolves and saber-cats and short-faced bears carved territories from the wilderness. The Matriarch's memories mapped over Lyssa's vision like a double-exposed photograph—ghost trees towering twice as high, megafauna paths worn into the earth, the scent of a world unbroken by human hands.

      Beautiful, Kaiva whispered. We were apex. We were⁠—

      Helicopter rotors cut through the memory.

      Lyssa dove into a deadfall hollow as the aircraft thundered overhead. Military-grade. Thermal imaging. She pressed her blood-sticky skin against cold earth and tried to slow her heartbeat. Tried to think past the panic clawing up her throat.

      The Court cache had activated six days ago. She'd felt it like a fishhook in her sternum, yanking her north. Kael had told the scattered pack to stay hidden. Told them the corporations would be hunting anyone who showed signs of cache activation.

      Lyssa's bloodmark had started glowing that same night.

      She'd run. Grabbed her go-bag and disappeared into the volunteer network before anyone could ask questions. Before anyone could see what was happening to her. The sanctuary had seemed safe. Remote. Martin didn't ask about the scars on her spine or why she flinched at sudden movements.

      But safety was a myth. She'd learned that at six years old when her birth pack had abandoned her in the woods for speaking wolf. Learned it again at eight when Valdane's hunters had dragged her to Redwater. Learned it every day in the decade since Kael had broken them out, when the pack had given her a rank and a place but never quite trusted her enough to belong.

      The helicopter banked west. Searchlight raking through the canopy.

      Lyssa counted to sixty. Pushed out of the hollow. Kept running.

      The service road was a quarter-mile north. Overgrown. Barely passable. She could follow it to the highway, try to hitchhike before Helix widened their search perimeter. Maybe make it to the Liberationist safe house in Olympia. Maybe⁠—

      The scent hit her like a wall.

      Human. Male. Gun oil and coffee and something else. Something that made her wolf sit up and take notice.

      Lyssa froze.

      He was downwind. Thirty yards ahead. Positioned exactly where the service road met the forest. Waiting.

      Not Helix. Wrong scent profile. Their contractors smelled like corporate sterility and casual violence. This man smelled like... pine soap. Exhaustion. Old guilt worn into his skin like a stain.

      The Matriarch's voice curled through her awareness. Approach. Assess. He's alone.

      He's armed.

      So are we.

      Lyssa's fingers flexed. Claws pricked beneath her nail beds—half-shifted, involuntary. The wolf was too close to the surface. Had been since the cache woke. Since Kaiva had started piloting her body during the blackouts.

      She couldn't shift. Not here. Not now. If she shifted, she might not come back.

      The man spoke without turning around. “Lyssa Crescent. I'm not here to hurt you.”

      His voice was gravel-rough. Careful. The tone you'd use on a spooked animal.

      “Then put the gun down.” Her voice came out steady. Good. She could work with steady.

      “Can't do that.” He still didn't turn. “But I'm not aiming it at you. Safety's on. Finger off the trigger. I just need you to know I'm not helpless.”

      “Honesty.” Lyssa stepped sideways. Circled toward better cover. “Refreshing.”

      “I try.” He shifted his weight. She caught the silhouette now—tall, broad-shouldered, military posture. “You've got about four minutes before Helix's search grid reaches this access point. After that, we're both fucked.”

      “We?”

      “I'm on their list too.” A pause. “Different reasons. Same problem.”

      Lyssa's mind raced. Helix didn't hunt humans. Didn't need to. Unless⁠—

      “You're Liberationist.”

      “Was.” The correction was soft. Bitter. “They burned me after the last extraction went bad. Now I'm just a guy trying to get one more person out before the corps disappear them.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you're Memoria.” He said it like a diagnosis. “The cache activated you. Every corp in the Northwest has your picture on their priority acquisition list. Helix, Valdane, GeneFront—they all want the shifter who can access the full dire wolf consciousness.” He finally turned. Met her eyes. “They want to cut you open and figure out how you're not insane yet.”

      Yet, Kaiva echoed, amused.

      Lyssa studied him. Gray-blue eyes. Sharp features. A face that had forgotten how to smile. He looked at her like she was a person first, mission second. Unusual. Most humans saw the wolf before they saw her.

      “What's your name?”

      “Jackson Cross.” He lowered the rifle. Clicked the safety on. Set it carefully against a tree. “Former Army Ranger. Former Hunter Unit Seven. Current nobody with a truck and a route to Canada.”

      Hunter Unit Seven. The black ops team that had massacred the Clearwater Pack two years ago. Killed the pregnant female. Orphaned two cubs.

      Lyssa's lip curled. “You expect me to trust you?”

      “No.” Jackson's expression didn't change. “I expect you to make a tactical decision. You can run alone—naked, hunted, with no resources and a glowing target on your spine. Or you can let me get you to the border before they put you in a cage.”

      The helicopter was circling back. Closer now.

      “Why should I believe you're not leading me into a trap?”

      “You shouldn't.” He pulled a jacket from his pack. Tossed it to her. “But if I wanted you captured, I'd have shot you with a tranq dart and collected the bounty. Instead, I'm about to make myself an accessory to shifter liberation, which carries a twenty-year sentence.” His mouth twisted. “So yeah. Maybe trust isn't the right word. Maybe it's just... mutual desperation.”

      Lyssa caught the jacket. Heavy canvas. Worn soft. It smelled like him—pine and exhaustion and something underneath that made her wolf hum with interest.

      Mate, Kaiva whispered.

      Absolutely not.

      The body knows what the mind denies.

      Lyssa shoved the voice down. Pulled the jacket on. It hung to her thighs. Better than nothing.

      “If this is a trap⁠—”

      “You'll kill me.” Jackson's voice was flat. Factual. “I know. I've seen what shifters can do when they're cornered.” He picked up his rifle. “Four minutes is now two. Decide.”

      The helicopter searchlight swept through the trees a hundred yards south.

      Lyssa looked at Jackson Cross. Hunter. Liberationist. Man with guilt etched into every line of his body. He met her stare without flinching. Didn't look away. Didn't try to dominate or submit.

      Just waited.

      She made the calculation. Weighed her odds alone versus her odds with an armed human who knew Helix's tactics.

      “If you try to sell me⁠—”

      “I won't.”

      “If you touch me without permission⁠—”

      “I won't.”

      “If you're lying about any of this⁠—”

      “Then you kill me.” He said it like a promise. “Fair?”

      It wasn't fair. Nothing about this was fair. But fair was another myth, and Lyssa had stopped believing in myths around the same time she'd stopped believing in safety.

      “Where's the truck?”

      Jackson's shoulders loosened a fraction. Relief. He'd actually been uncertain.

      “Half mile east. Logging road.” He started moving. “Stay close. Step where I step. They've got thermal drones.”

      Lyssa followed. Watched how he moved—efficient, aware, checking sight lines without breaking stride. Military training. Muscle memory.

      The Matriarch purred approval. He knows how to hunt.

      He knows how to kill.

      Yes. That too.

      They'd covered two hundred yards when the forest exploded with light.

      Helix drones dropped from the canopy like mechanical wasps. Spotlights pinned them. A voice boomed through speakers—corporate-smooth, artificially friendly.

      “Lyssa Crescent. Remain stationary. You are not under arrest. Helix BioSystems has a legal warrant for protective custody under Valdane Accords Section Seven, Subsection⁠—”

      Jackson grabbed her hand. “Run.”

      They ran.

      Behind them, the voice continued its pleasant recitation of her rights as corporate property. Ahead, she could hear engines. Voices. The Helix net closing.

      Jackson's hand was warm. Calloused. He didn't pull her—matched her pace, adjusted his stride to hers.

      The logging road appeared through the trees. His truck sat there. Old. Battered. Civilian.

      Empty.

      Jackson stopped. Swore. Soft and vicious.

      Lyssa smelled them before she saw them. Six contractors. Positioned around the vehicle. Weapons raised.

      A seventh man stepped from behind the truck. Expensive suit. Predator's smile.

      “Mr. Cross.” The Broker's voice was warm. Amused. “Thank you for finding her. You're a very good dog.”

      Jackson's hand tightened on hers. She felt the rage vibrating through him. The betrayal.

      The Broker's smile widened. “We've been tracking you for three days. Waiting to see where you'd lead us.” He looked at Lyssa. “Hello, Memoria. Dr. Sunder is very eager to meet you.”

      Lyssa calculated angles. Six armed contractors. The Broker. Jackson. Her.

      No winning move.

      The Matriarch's voice rose like a tide. Shift. Kill. Feed.

      They'll shoot me before I complete the transformation.

      Then die fighting.

      Jackson's voice cut through the internal argument. Low. Steady. “Lyssa. When I move, you run north. Don't stop. Don't look back.”

      “They'll kill you.”

      “Probably.” He said it like it didn't matter. Like he'd already made peace with it. “But you don't get captured. Not today.”

      The Broker sighed. “How tedious. Gentlemen⁠—”

      Jackson moved.

      He was fast. Faster than she'd expected. The rifle came up. Fired. A contractor went down. Then another.

      Lyssa ran north.

      Gunfire erupted behind her. She heard Jackson's grunt of pain. Heard the Broker's sharp command. Heard⁠—

      The net hit her like a lightning strike.

      Electricity arced through her nervous system. Her muscles locked. She went down hard. Tasted blood and earth and failure.

      Boots approached. The Broker crouched beside her. Smiled that terrible warm smile.

      “Welcome to Helix, Ms. Crescent.” He produced a syringe. “Dr. Sunder has such wonderful plans for you.”

      The needle bit her throat.

      The world went soft. Gray. Distant.

      The last thing she saw before darkness took her was Jackson. Zip-tied. Bleeding. Watching her with winter-water eyes that held nothing but fury and guilt.

      I'm sorry, she thought. Or maybe she said it. She couldn't tell anymore.

      Then the Matriarch's voice, cold and certain: This is not an ending, little one. This is where you learn what you truly are.

      The darkness swallowed her whole.
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      The zip ties cut into Jackson's wrists. He'd been in worse situations. Mosul. Kandahar. That clusterfuck in Yemen where half his unit had died because intelligence had confused a wedding party for a terrorist cell. He knew how to breathe through pain. Knew how to count exits even when his vision blurred with blood loss.

      Knew how to watch a woman disappear into a corporate van and calculate exactly how he'd failed.

      The Broker stood over him, checking his phone with the casual attention of a man reviewing dinner reservations. “You're bleeding on my shoes, Mr. Cross.”

      Jackson said nothing. The bullet had grazed his ribs—shallow, burning, survivable. He'd packed the wound with his shirt before they'd secured him. Standard field medicine. The contractors had been almost respectful about it. Professional courtesy between soldiers, even when they were on opposite sides.

      “I appreciate the effort, truly.” The Broker pocketed his phone. “Three days of surveillance. Watching you check dead drops, rotate safehouses, run counter surveillance protocols. Very thorough. Very... earnest.” He smiled. “But you've been burned for six months, Jackson. Did you really think the Liberationists didn't tell us when they cut you loose?”

      Jackson's jaw tightened. Six months. Not two years like he'd thought. Not since the last extraction. They'd been feeding Helix his movements since⁠—

      “Since the Bellingham route.” The Broker read his face. “When you moved the Thornwood Beta and her cubs. We let that one go. Goodwill gesture. But when you started sniffing around Memoria...” He shook his head. “That's a different tier of asset.”

      “She's a person.” Jackson's voice came out gravel-rough. “Not an asset.”

      “She's a genetic anomaly worth approximately four billion dollars in patent potential.” The Broker crouched. Met his eyes. “Dr. Sunder has been waiting for a viable Memoria candidate for seven years. Do you know how many shifters we've tested? How many burned out during cache integration?” He leaned closer. “Forty-seven. Forty-seven failures. Brain death, psychotic breaks, complete personality dissolution. And then Lyssa Crescent walks into a cache and comes out speaking Proto-Germanic.”

      Jackson held his stare. Didn't blink. The old Ranger instructor's voice in his head: Never show weakness. Never show fear. They can take your body but they can't have your mind.

      The Broker's smile widened. “You're wondering if you can kill me before the contractors shoot you. The answer is yes. You're fast enough. Well-trained enough.” He stood. Brushed invisible dirt from his slacks. “But then who gets her out of the Crucible?”

      Every muscle in Jackson's body locked.

      The Crucible. Helix's floating black site. International waters. No jurisdiction. No oversight. Where shifters went in and parts came out.

      “Ah. There it is.” The Broker's voice went soft. Satisfied. “You didn't know we'd transfer her that quickly. You thought you'd have time. A rescue window. Maybe coordinate with what's left of your Liberationist contacts.” He checked his watch. “She'll be wheels-up in forty minutes. Crucible processing intake by dawn. Dr. Sunder is very eager to begin preliminary neural mapping.”

      Jackson's mind raced. Forty minutes. The Crucible was three hours by helicopter. If he could get free, get to Olympia, call in every favor he had left⁠—

      “We're going to let you go now.” The Broker's words cut through his tactical calculations. “Cut those ties. Give you a ride back to Seattle. Even throw in a medical kit for that bullet graze.”

      Jackson said nothing. Waited. There was always a catch.

      “Because you're going to watch.” The Broker produced a tablet. Tapped the screen. “Live feed from the Crucible. Twenty-four-seven access. You'll see every examination. Every test. Every time Dr. Sunder makes Lyssa Crescent scream.” He held the tablet where Jackson could see it. “And you're going to know it's your fault.”

      The screen showed a white room. Sterile. Bright. A surgical table in the center.

      Empty. For now.

      “Why?” The question came out before Jackson could stop it.

      “Because you're a message.” The Broker's smile never wavered. “The Liberationists need to understand what happens when they interfere with corporate acquisition. And you—former Hunter, current traitor, man with just enough conscience to be dangerous—you're the perfect example.” He gestured to the contractors. “Cut him loose.”

      One of them—older, scarred, dead-eyed—approached with a knife. “Sorry, man,” he muttered. “Orders.”

      The zip ties parted. Blood rushed back into Jackson's hands. He didn't move. Didn't reach for a weapon. Six contractors, all armed, all watching. The Broker might want him alive, but that didn't mean they wouldn't shoot if he gave them a reason.

      “There's a truck waiting on the logging road.” The Broker pocketed the tablet. “Keys in the ignition. The medical kit is in the glove box. Drive safe, Mr. Cross. Seattle traffic is terrible this time of night.”

      He walked away. The contractors followed. Professional. Efficient. They didn't even glance back.

      Jackson sat in the dirt and gravel, hands shaking with adrenaline crash, and listened to the engines fade. The forest went quiet. Just wind in the trees. The distant sound of the sanctuary's dogs barking. The wet rasp of his own breathing.

      He'd failed.

      Not the first time. Wouldn't be the last. But this one—this one felt like the pregnant shifter in Alaska all over again. The woman whose name he'd never learned. Whose mate had killed himself rather than be taken. Whose cubs had watched from a crawlspace while Jackson had put three rounds in their mother's chest.

      He'd thought she was armed. Intelligence had said armed and dangerous. He'd done everything by the book.

      The book had been wrong.

      Jackson pushed to his feet. His ribs screamed. He ignored them. Walked to the logging road on autopilot. Found the truck—different one, newer, probably stolen from the sanctuary's fleet. Keys in the ignition like the Broker had promised.

      The tablet sat on the passenger seat.

      He stared at it. Wanted to throw it in the woods. Wanted to smash it against a tree until his hands bled and the screen was just glass fragments and spite.

      Instead, he picked it up. Turned it on.

      The feed was live. The white room. The empty table. A timestamp in the corner: 23:47:16.

      Forty minutes until wheels-up. Three hours until processing.

      Jackson set the tablet in the cupholder. Started the engine. Pointed the truck toward Seattle.

      He drove.

      The highway was empty. Late enough that even the truckers had pulled over for the night. His headlights carved tunnels through the dark. The dashboard clock ticked forward. 23:52. 23:53.

      His phone was gone. Taken during the zip-tie process. But the truck had a burner in the center console—Helix's idea of mercy, probably. Let him make his desperate calls. Let him burn through his contact list trying to find someone who'd help.

      Let him fail all over again.

      Jackson picked up the burner. Dialed the only number he had memorized.

      Three rings. Then: “Cross? Jesus Christ, do you know what time it is?”

      “Mara.” His voice came out steadier than he'd expected. “I need everything you have on the Crucible.”

      Silence. Then: “Tell me you didn't.”

      “She's Memoria. Helix has her. They're transferring her tonight.”

      “Fuck.” Mara Chen—hacker, forger, the best information broker in the Pacific Northwest—let out a long breath. “Jackson, the Crucible is a black site. No blueprints. No public records. The only people who know the layout are Helix employees and the shifters who don't come back.”

      “There has to be something.”

      “There's rumors. Ghost stories. A oil rig converted to a floating prison. Somewhere off the coast. Could be anywhere from Vancouver to San Francisco.” A pause. “Even if you found it, how would you get in? It's helicopter access only. Thermal scanners. Biometric locks. And that's assuming you get past the private military contractors who guard it.”

      Jackson's hands tightened on the wheel. “I'm not asking for permission, Mara. I'm asking for information.”

      “You're asking me to help you commit suicide.”

      “Yes.”

      Another pause. Longer. He could hear her typing. The soft click of keys that meant she was already digging. Mara had never been good at saying no to lost causes.

      “I'll see what I can find.” Her voice went soft. “But Jackson? The Liberationists aren't going to back you on this. You're burned. Officially. If you go after her, you're on your own.”

      “I know.”

      “And if Helix catches you again, they won't let you go. They'll disappear you right next to her.”

      “I know.”

      “Okay.” The typing continued. “Give me six hours. I'll send what I find to the usual dead drop.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don't thank me yet.” Mara's voice went hard. “And Cross? Don't get killed. I've got enough ghosts.”

      The line went dead.

      Jackson set the burner down. Watched the road. The clock ticked forward. 00:03. 00:04.

      The tablet screen flickered.

      He glanced at it. The white room wasn't empty anymore.

      They'd brought her in on a gurney. Still unconscious. Still wearing his jacket. Her black hair spread across the pillow like ink. The silver streak caught the fluorescent light.

      Two technicians in scrubs transferred her to the surgical table. Efficient. Practiced. They'd done this before. They strapped her down—wrists, ankles, chest, forehead. Medical restraints. The kind that left bruises.

      One of them produced a scanner. Ran it over her spine. The device beeped. Showed the glowing tracery of her bloodmark in false-color thermal imaging.

      The other technician whistled. “Jesus. Look at that activation pattern. I've never seen one so bright.”

      “Dr. Sunder's going to lose her mind.” The first tech zoomed in on the double helix pattern. “Full integration. No degradation. It's like the cache rewrote her entire genetic structure.”

      “Think she'll survive extraction?”

      “Does it matter?”

      They laughed. Casual. The way you'd laugh about sports scores or weekend plans.

      Jackson's vision tunneled. Red crept in at the edges. His hands shook on the wheel.

      The door to the white room opened.

      Dr. Naia Sunder walked in like she was entering a boardroom. Elegant. Composed. Silver hair pulled back in a perfect bun. She wore a white coat over expensive clothes. Her smile was warm. Interested.

      She looked at Lyssa the way a jeweler looked at a particularly fine diamond.

      “Hello, Memoria.” Her voice was cultured. Kind. “I'm Dr. Sunder. We're going to do wonderful things together.”

      She picked up a tablet. Made notes. Circled the table slowly, studying Lyssa from every angle.

      “Preliminary observations: Subject exhibits advanced cache integration. Bloodmark luminescence suggests active connection to the dire wolf consciousness. Neural pathways are...” She leaned closer. “Remarkable. You're not fighting it, are you? Most shifters resist. Try to suppress the ancestral memory. But you...” Her smile widened. “You're listening.”

      Lyssa's eyes moved behind closed lids. REM sleep. Dreaming.

      Or remembering.

      Sunder produced a syringe. Clear liquid. “This will help you wake up. We have so much to discuss.” She swabbed Lyssa's arm. Found the vein. “I want to know everything. Every memory. Every voice. Every moment when Kaiva speaks to you.” The needle slid in. “I want to know what it feels like to carry forty thousand years inside your skull.”

      She pressed the plunger.

      Lyssa's eyes snapped open.

      Jackson stopped breathing.

      Even through the camera, even across the digital distance, he could see it. The amber of her irises had gone silver. Pure. Metallic. Inhuman.

      She looked directly at the camera.

      Looked at him.

      Her mouth moved. No sound on the feed. But he could read her lips.

      Run.

      Then she started screaming.

      Not pain. Not fear. Something else. Something that made the technicians stumble back. Made Dr. Sunder's smile falter.

      The lights flickered. The camera feed distorted. For a moment, Jackson saw double—the white room and something else. Somewhere else. A cave. Firelight. Bones arranged in spiral patterns.

      A woman with silver eyes and black hair, standing over a dying wolf twice the size of any modern animal.

      We are not prey, a voice said. Not Lyssa's voice. Older. Deeper. We are not yours to harvest.

      The feed cut to static.

      Jackson pulled over. Hands shaking too hard to drive. He stared at the blank screen. Waited for it to come back.

      It didn't.

      His phone—the burner—buzzed. Text message. Unknown number.

      She's stronger than they expected. Sunder's moving up the extraction schedule. You have 72 hours before they start invasive procedures. After that, she's gone. —M

      Marcus. Marcus fucking Thornwood. The shifter double-agent Jackson had nearly killed on his last black ops mission. The man who'd let him live as a test. Who'd been feeding intelligence to the Liberationists for two years while maintaining his cover inside Helix.

      The man Jackson trusted about as far as he could throw a tank.

      Another text: I can get you inside. But you'll owe me.

      Jackson stared at the message. Calculated odds. Weighed options.

      Seventy-two hours. Three days. Mara would have information by dawn. Marcus could provide access. And Jackson⁠—

      Jackson had nothing left to lose.

      He typed: What do you want?

      The response came immediately: When this is over, you help me disappear. New identity. New life. I'm done being Helix's monster.

      Deal.

      Good. Meet me at Pike Place Market. Tomorrow. Noon. Come alone. Come unarmed. If I smell a setup, you never hear from me again.

      The line went dead.

      Jackson sat in the truck on the side of the highway and watched the sky lighten in the east. Dawn coming. The world waking up. Somewhere out there, Lyssa was strapped to a table while a doctor who thought she was saving humanity prepared to cut into her skull.

      Seventy-two hours.

      He could do a lot in seventy-two hours.

      He'd infiltrated terrorist cells with less prep time. Had extracted high-value targets from worse situations. The Crucible was just another black site. Helix was just another enemy. Dr. Sunder was just another target.

      He could do this.

      You're going to get her killed, the voice in his head whispered. The voice that sounded like his CO from the Alaska mission. You're going to fail again. And this time, you'll watch it happen.

      Jackson started the engine. Pulled back onto the highway.

      Seattle was two hours south. Pike Place Market at noon gave him time to clean up. Get supplies. Run through the plan.

      The tablet stayed dark. No feed. No sound. Just his reflection in the black screen—a man with blood on his shirt and guilt in his eyes and absolutely no idea how to save someone who'd trusted him for exactly twelve minutes before he'd proven her right about humans.

      His phone buzzed again.

      This time, it was a video file. No message. Just an attachment.

      Jackson pulled over again. Opened it.

      The video was grainy. Security camera footage. Timestamp: three hours ago. The sanctuary. Martin's office.

      The old man sat at his desk. Hands folded. Face pale. A Helix contractor stood behind him.

      “Mr. Reeves.” The Broker's voice, off-camera. “You harbored a fugitive shifter. That's a federal crime.”

      “I didn't know⁠—”

      “You filed a missing person report. You knew exactly what she was.” A pause. “Helix BioSystems is prepared to be lenient. We understand you were deceived. Manipulated. Shifters are very good at that.”

      Martin said nothing.

      “All we need is a statement. On record. Confirming that Lyssa Crescent exhibited feral behavior. That you feared for your safety. That Helix's intervention was necessary and appropriate.”

      “No.”

      The word was quiet. Firm.

      The Broker sighed. “Mr. Reeves⁠—”

      “She wasn't feral. She was scared. And you people—” Martin's voice shook. “You're the monsters. Not her.”

      The contractor behind him moved.

      The video cut to black.

      Jackson sat very still. Counted his heartbeats. Felt the rage settle into something cold and purposeful.

      Seventy-two hours.

      He was going to need every second.

      His phone buzzed one more time. Another unknown number. Another text.

      They'll kill you if you take me.

      Lyssa's words from the forest. Her voice in his memory.

      The response he'd given her: Then we run fast.

      He hadn't run fast enough.

      This time, he would.

      Jackson deleted the messages. Crushed the burner under his boot. Pointed the truck toward Seattle.

      The sun rose behind him. The road stretched ahead. And somewhere in international waters, a woman who'd asked him if he was there to save her or hunt her was learning exactly what it meant to be Memoria.

      He had seventy-two hours to prove he'd meant save.

      The tablet flickered back to life.

      The white room. The surgical table. Lyssa, still strapped down. But conscious now. Silver eyes tracking the cameras. Dr. Sunder leaning over her with a neural crown in her hands.

      “Let's see what you remember,” Sunder said.

      She placed the crown on Lyssa's head.

      The lights exploded.

      Every bulb in the room shattered simultaneously. The camera feed went wild—static and distortion and something that looked like heat shimmer. Through it all, Jackson could see Lyssa's mouth open. Could see her scream.

      Could see every shifter within fifty miles drop to their knees as the psychic pulse hit.

      The feed died.

      Jackson's phone—the truck's phone, still intact—lit up. Text after text. Liberationist contacts he hadn't heard from in months. Shifters he'd moved along the underground railroad. Even Kael Thornwood, the alpha who'd told him to stay away from pack business.

      All saying the same thing: What the fuck just happened?

      Jackson typed one response. Sent it to everyone: The Crucible activated Memoria. If you ever cared about shifter freedom, now's the time to prove it.

      Then he drove toward Seattle, toward Marcus, toward a plan that would probably get him killed.

      But first, he'd get her out. He'd promised. And Jackson Cross kept his promises. Even when they cost him everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Lyssa

        

      

    

    
      The restraints bit into her wrists. Cold metal. Too tight. Designed for larger specimens. Designed for males who shifted into wolves the size of bears.

      Lyssa tested them anyway. A subtle flex of tendons. A shift of weight against the padded table. No give. The bindings held, smooth and implacable. Helix engineering. Precision cruelty.

      Dr. Naia Sunder stood over her, adjusting the neural crown. Her hands moved with practiced elegance. Silver hair coiled tight at her nape. A lab coat so white it hurt the eyes.

      “Comfortable?” Sunder asked. Not mocking. Clinical. As if comfort were a variable she could measure and adjust.

      Lyssa said nothing. The silence stretched. She cataloged the room instead. White walls. White floor. White ceiling tiles. The only color came from the machines lining the perimeter—sleek monitors, humming processors, coiled cables like surgical snakes. And the red light of a camera lens in the upper corner. Watching.

      Jackson might be watching too, she thought. The idea felt like a shard of glass in her chest. She’d seen him. Briefly. Before the drugs pulled her under. Zip-tied. Bleeding. Fury and guilt warring in those winter-water eyes. Failed again. That’s what he’d be thinking. Failed her.

      He tried, Kaiva murmured. His heart beats true. The Matriarch’s voice felt closer here. Sharper. The sterile air of the Crucible seemed to amplify her presence. He will try again. Trust the anchor.

      Lyssa shut her eyes. Blocked the voice. Anchors were for ships. For things that could be moored. She was driftwood. Tinder. Fuel for the corporate machine now purring around her.

      “We’ll begin with baseline mapping,” Sunder said, oblivious to the internal war. She tapped a tablet. A monitor flickered to life beside Lyssa’s head. Wavy lines danced across the screen. Brainwaves. Hers. “Non-invasive. Just a gentle scan to see where Kaiva’s memories reside in your neural architecture.” She smiled. Warm. Maternal almost. “Think of it as an introduction.”

      Lyssa turned her head. The strap across her forehead bit into her skin. She stared at the monitor. The lines spiked. Jagged peaks and valleys. Fear. Anger. The wolf pacing just beneath her skin.

      “Fascinating,” Sunder breathed. She leaned closer. Her scent was wrong. Expensive perfume layered over something chemical and cold. Like embalming fluid. “No suppression. No resistance. Your consciousness is... porous. Permeable to hers. Remarkable.” Her finger traced the air above the screen. “Most shifters build walls. Mental fortresses against the ancestral bleed. But you...” She met Lyssa’s eyes. Her own were green. Sharp. Hungry. “You opened the gates. Invited her in.”

      She forced her way in, Lyssa wanted to say. But words felt heavy. Useless. Sunder wouldn’t care. To her, Lyssa was a puzzle. A specimen. A key to immortality locked inside a cage of bone and blood.

      “Why?” Sunder asked softly. “What made you different?”

      Lyssa closed her eyes again. The answer was written in scars and silences. In the way her birth pack had abandoned her at six because she spoke wolf in her sleep. In the years at Redwater, strapped to cold tables while doctors probed and questioned. In the Thornwood Pack’s wary kindness. Too human. Too wolf. Wrong. Always wrong. She’d spent a lifetime with her walls crumbling. Of course Kaiva had flooded in.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Sunder decided when Lyssa stayed silent. She adjusted a dial on the neural crown. The device settled heavier on Lyssa’s temples. Cool metal. Softer pads beneath. “What matters is the gift you carry. Do you understand what this means? What we can achieve?”

      Lyssa watched the monitor. Her brainwaves spiked again. Higher this time.

      “Immortality,” Sunder whispered. The word hung in the antiseptic air. Reverent. “Not just extended lifespan. True cellular regeneration. The ability to heal any wound, reverse any decay, conquer death itself.” She touched a screen. A holographic double helix bloomed above her tablet. Twisting silver. Identical to the mark on Lyssa’s spine. “The dire wolf consciousness holds the code. Your unique neurology is the cipher. Together...” She smiled. “Humanity takes its next evolutionary step.”

      At what cost? Lyssa thought. But she knew the answer. Forty-seven shifters burned out trying to hold Kaiva’s memories. Forty-seven minds shattered. Their bodies harvested for parts. Their deaths just another footnote in Sunder’s research logs.

      She felt Kaiva stir. A ripple of ancient fury. We are not livestock.

      Then stop them, Lyssa shot back silently. If you’re so powerful, break these restraints.

      We need the anchor. Kaiva’s voice held a strange certainty. His thread is strong.

      Jackson. Again. Lyssa gritted her teeth. The memory of his hand gripping hers as they ran. The rough canvas of his jacket. The scent of pine and gunpowder and something beneath it—something warm and human and achingly vulnerable. It shouldn’t matter. It shouldn’t anchor anything.

      But it did.

      “Let’s try a simple recall,” Sunder suggested. Her voice pulled Lyssa back. “A memory we can verify. Something recent.” She tapped her tablet. “Tell me about the bear.”

      The words hit like a physical blow. Lyssa’s breath caught. The scent flooded back—musk and blood and crushed pine. The feel of claws sinking into thick fur. The snap of bone. The hot gush of life onto snow she hadn’t seen in decades.

      We hunted, Kaiva supplied. The memory unfolded behind Lyssa’s eyes. Not hers. Not really. But vivid. Immediate. Winter famine. The great bear took two pups from the den. We tracked it to its lair. Killed it slowly. Fed the pack for a moon.

      On the monitor, the brainwaves exploded. Chaotic. Overlapping. Two distinct patterns now—one jagged, human, afraid. The other deep, rhythmic, primal.

      “Extraordinary,” Sunder murmured. Her fingers flew over the tablet. Recording. Analyzing. “Clear differentiation. Alpha and theta waves intertwined. A true co-consciousness.” She looked up. Her green eyes gleamed. “Can you feel her? Right now? Is Kaiva listening?”

      Lyssa turned her head away. Stared at the white wall. Focused on the texture. Tiny imperfections in the paint. A hairline crack near the ceiling. Anything but the Matriarch’s presence coiling tighter in her skull.

      Sunder sighed. A soft, disappointed sound. “Resistance serves no purpose, Lyssa. We will map your mind. With or without your cooperation. The crown can bypass your higher functions. Access Kaiva directly. But it’s...” She paused. Searched for the word. “Messy. Painful. I’d prefer elegance.”

      Lyssa stayed silent. Elegance. Like the surgical tools laid out on a nearby tray. Gleaming steel. Scalpels. Bone saws. Extraction tools designed for precision dissection. Messy was inevitable here.

      “Very well.” Sunder’s voice hardened. A fraction. The warm mask slipped. “Initiate Protocol Echo. Low frequency stimulation. Target: Hippocampal complex. Depth: Sub-threshold.”

      A low hum filled the room. The neural crown vibrated against Lyssa’s temples. It started as a tingle. Then a buzz. Then a deep, resonant thrumming that sank into her bones. The white walls seemed to waver. Blur. The scent of antiseptic faded, replaced by⁠—

      —wet earth. Moss. The rich decay of a forest floor. Firelight flickering on rough stone walls. The smell of roasting meat. Fur against her skin. Voices chanting in a language lost to time.

      Home, Kaiva breathed. The word vibrated with longing. Before the ice. Before the thinning.

      Lyssa fought it. Dug her nails into her palms. Focused on the straps cutting into her wrists. The cold metal beneath her. Not real. Helix tech. Just stimulation.

      But it felt real. The warmth of the fire. The rough stone beneath her bare feet. The press of bodies around her—her pack. Her family. Faces she’d never seen but knew with bone-deep certainty. Vargr, her mate. His hand resting on her thigh. Calloused. Warm. His scent—pine and snow and wolf—a comfort she hadn’t realized she’d missed.

      We led well, Kaiva whispered. Pride colored her voice. Kept them safe. Fed them. Made the hard choices.

      A child crawled into Lyssa’s lap. Small. Dark-haired. Silver eyes wide and trusting. Mother? The word, in that guttural, melodic tongue. Proto-Germanic. Dead for millennia. Alive in Lyssa’s ears.

      My cub, Kaiva answered. Lyssa’s arms moved without her command. Pulled the child close. Brushed dark hair from a smooth forehead. Felt the steady beat of a small heart against her own.

      The love that surged through her was staggering. Primal. Fierce. A possessiveness that would rip the world apart to protect this small life. It wasn’t hers. It was Kaiva’s. But it flooded Lyssa’s veins. Filled her chest until she couldn’t breathe.

      It was real, Kaiva said. Softly now. This love. This belonging. We can have it again. Be whole again.

      Lyssa choked. Tears burned her eyes. Not hers. Kaiva’s grief. A grief forty thousand years deep. For a child who wouldn’t survive the coming ice. For a mate who chose death beside her. For a world lost to snow and time.

      On the monitor, the brainwaves merged. The jagged human peaks smoothed into the deep, rolling rhythm of the wolf. Sunder leaned forward. Intense. “Yes. That’s it. Let her in. Show me.”

      The hum deepened. The vibration became a physical pressure inside Lyssa’s skull. The fire-lit cave shimmered. Threatened to dissolve. She clung to the memory—to the child’s weight, the mate’s scent, the warmth of belonging.

      Don’t take this, she pleaded. Not to Sunder. To Kaiva. To herself. It’s all I have left of them.

      It is ours, Kaiva corrected, gentle but unyielding. Share the burden. Remember the joy.

      The child in her lap looked up. Silver eyes serious. Will the cold come again?

      Yes, little star, Kaiva answered through Lyssa. But we will survive. We will change. We will become. She pressed her forehead to the child’s. We endure.

      The memory fractured. Pain lanced through Lyssa’s temples. The neural crown pulsed. Hard. The firelight vanished. The scent of roasting meat turned to ozone and burning plastic. The child’s trusting eyes dissolved into static.

      “Higher amplitude,” Sunder commanded. Her voice was tight. Excited. “Target the amygdala. Trigger the fear response. I want to see how they compartmentalize trauma.”

      “No!” The word tore from Lyssa’s throat. Raw. Panicked. Not for herself. For the ghost child about to be ripped from her arms. For the memory of love about to be dissected on Sunder’s tablet.

      Too late.

      The vibration became a shriek inside her head. The cave walls dissolved into blinding white light. She saw⁠—

      —snow. Endless snow. Wind howling like a dying animal. The pack huddled in a shallow crevasse. Shivering. Weak. The great cold had come. Game vanished. Rivers froze solid. Starving in the long dark.

      Vargr, her mate, gaunt. Eyes sunken. Fur patchy. He pressed against her. The cache, he rasped. We must reach the sacred place.

      Too far, Kaiva whispered. Lyssa felt the despair. The bone-deep fatigue. The pups—three left now—curled together for warmth. Breathing shallow. Too weak to whimper.

      We go or we die here, Vargr insisted. His voice was a ghost of its former strength. The old ones prepared. Their bones hold the warmth. Their memories hold the way.

      Kaiva looked at her cubs. Listened to the wind scream. We go.

      The memory shifted. Blurred. Days of stumbling through white hell. Hunger a constant ache. Cold a living thing chewing on their bones. One pup fell. Didn’t rise. They buried her in a snowdrift. Kept moving. Two left.

      Then the cave. Spiral chamber. Walls glittering with bioluminescent veins. Warmth radiating from the bones woven into the architecture. Dire wolf skeletons. Hundreds. Thousands. Stacked and braided into pillars. The air hummed with power. With memory.

      Sanctuary, Vargr breathed. He collapsed. Kaiva caught him. Lowered him gently to the stone floor. His breath rattled. Blood-flecked foam on his lips. White lung. Frostbite deep in his chest.

      Rest, Kaiva urged. We are safe.

      He shook his head. Weakly. Not for us. His hand touched her face. Cold. Trembling. For them. He looked at the two surviving pups. Huddled together. Eyes wide with exhaustion and fear. For the future.

      He closed his eyes. His chest rose. Fell. Rose. Stopped.

      Kaiva’s howl shattered the silence. Grief. Rage. Desolation. It shook the bone pillars. Made the crystals weep light. The pups whimpered, pressing closer to her.

      He chose, Kaiva whispered to Lyssa. The ancient grief threatened to drown her. Chose integration over slow death. Chose to seed the future in the long sleep of the cache. She looked down at her mate’s body. We will follow. We will guard. We will wait.

      The pain returned. Intensified. Sunder’s voice cut through the memory. “Fascinating! Look at the cortisol spike! The neurochemical cascade! It’s reliving the trauma with perfect somatic resonance!”

      Lyssa gasped. Back in the white room. The straps cutting deeper. Sunder’s face flushed with scientific triumph. The monitors screamed with overlapping brainwaves. Human terror. Wolf grief. Merging. Churning.

      “Full activation!” Sunder commanded. “Neural crown to maximum! Record everything!”

      The hum became a roar. A physical force inside Lyssa’s skull. Vise-tight. Crushing. The cave dissolved. The grief remained—a raw, open wound. Kaiva’s howl rose inside her. Filled her lungs. Tore at her throat.

      No more! Lyssa screamed internally. Get out of my head!

      We are the head, Kaiva snarled back. We are the heart. We are the memory of the pack!

      The pressure built. Unbearable. Images flashed—Vargr dying. Pups starving. The ice advancing. Bones woven into pillars. Warmth bleeding from stone. A promise made in despair.

      We endure! Kaiva roared.

      Lyssa couldn’t hold it. The grief. The rage. The sheer, shattering weight of forty thousand years of memory. It tore through her mental walls. Burst free.

      She opened her mouth. Not to scream. To howl.

      The sound that ripped from her throat wasn’t human. Wasn’t wolf. It was something deeper. Older. A vibration that shook the surgical table. Shattered the monitors in a spray of glass and sparks. The lights exploded—not just flickering, but bursting in showers of white-hot fragments. The camera feed died in a shriek of static.

      Dr. Sunder staggered back. Hand raised against the psychic onslaught. Her tablet clattered to the floor. “Containment field! Now!” she yelled, but her voice was lost in the primal roar.

      Lyssa felt it leave her. The howl. The grief. The accumulated sorrow of an extinct species. It pulsed outward. A shockwave of pure, undiluted consciousness. It tore through the Crucible’s steel walls. Ignited the air. Raced across the water. A beacon. A call.

      In Seattle, Kael Thornwood stumbled in his kitchen, coffee mug shattering on the floor. The psychic echo hit him like a physical blow. Pack. Loss. Desperation. Lyssa.

      In a Vancouver safe house, a shifter child playing with blocks clutched her head and screamed. Her mother froze, dish towel slipping from nerveless fingers. The howl echoed in her bones. Memoria.

      In the Olympic wilderness, Dax, leader of the Feral Guardians, lifted his head from the elk carcass he was feeding on. His amber eyes blazed silver. He threw back his head and answered the call. A long, ululating cry that shook snow from the trees. We hear. We come.

      And in a stolen truck parked on a Seattle side street, Jackson Cross jerked upright. The tablet in his lap had gone dark. Silent. But the psychic echo vibrated in his teeth. Rattled his ribs. Filled his chest with a howl that wasn’t sound, but feeling. Grief. Rage. A woman drowning.

      Lyssa.

      The pulse faded. The howl died. Lyssa sagged against the restraints. Sweat dripped into her eyes. Blood trickled from her nose. The white room was a ruin. Broken glass. Sparking wires. Smashed equipment. Sunder was on her knees, clutching her head. Blood seeped between her fingers.

      Smoke coiled from the neural crown where it had fused to Lyssa’s temples. She could smell burning hair. Her own.

      Silence. Thick. Stunned.

      Then alarms began to wail. Distant. Echoing through the rig’s metal corridors. Voices shouting. Running feet.

      Sunder lowered her hands. Blood streaked her pale face. Her green eyes fixed on Lyssa. Not with anger. With awe. With ravenous greed.

      “You,” she breathed. The word was raw. Reverent. “You are the key.”

      Lyssa stared back. Exhaustion warred with a fierce, grim satisfaction. The beacon had been lit. The call had gone out.

      They knew she was here.

      They’re coming, she thought. Feral packs. Liberationists. Jackson. All converging on the Crucible.

      And she’d be ready.

      Her lips peeled back from her teeth in a silent snarl. Blood and smoke on her tongue. Kaiva’s rage a living thing in her chest.

      Sunder saw the expression. Her eyes widened. Not fear. Excitement. “Oh, Lyssa,” she whispered. “What else can you do?”

      The door burst open. Contractors poured in. Tactical gear. Weapons raised. Helmets hiding their faces.

      “Dr. Sunder! Are you⁠—”

      “Secure her!” Sunder pointed at Lyssa, her voice cracking with intensity. “Maximum restraints! Prepare for immediate organ extraction! We need cerebral tissue before she destabilizes again!”

      Hands grabbed Lyssa. Rough. Unyielding. Straps were replaced with thicker chains. Cold steel clamped around her wrists, her ankles, her throat. A muzzle snapped over her jaw, silencing her before she could even think to bite.

      They hauled her upright. Dragged her from the ruined room. Sunder followed, her ruined face lit with a feverish determination.

      Lyssa didn’t struggle. Conserved her strength. Her eyes scanned the corridor as they moved. White walls. Steel doors. Strip lights overhead. Air tasted like recycled salt and fear.

      Mark the path, Kaiva urged. Find the weaknesses.

      Lyssa inhaled. Scented gun oil. Sweat. The stale coffee on a guard’s breath. The faint ozone of the null-field generators suppressing her wolf deeper in the rig.

      And underneath it all, the salt tang of the ocean. Freedom. Close enough to taste.

      They turned a corner. Passed a heavy door marked “SUB-LEVEL ACCESS - AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.” The scent changed. Cold. Damp. The reek of blood and chemicals. The cry of something not human in agony. The disposal level. Where failed experiments went.

      The guards tightened their grip. One muttered a prayer.

      Lyssa stored it. Every detail. Every scent. Every door.

      They stopped at an elevator. Heavy steel. Bio-locked. A guard pressed his palm to a scanner. The door slid open with a hiss. Inside, more steel. More restraints bolted to the walls. A mobile prison cell.

      “Level Four,” Sunder commanded. “Isolation Pod Gamma.”

      The guards shoved Lyssa inside. Chained her to the wall. The steel bit into her already bruised skin. The muzzle pressed hard against her teeth.

      Sunder stepped in last. The elevator doors hissed shut. Sealed. The descent began. Smooth. Silent.

      Sunder watched Lyssa. Blood still trickled from her scalp wound, staining the collar of her pristine white coat. Her green eyes gleamed.

      “Remarkable,” she murmured. “A fully integrated neural broadcast. Every shifter on the coast must have felt that.” She leaned closer. Her perfume couldn't mask the scent of her excitement. “Do you know what that means? With control of you... we control them.”

      Lyssa met her gaze. Didn't blink. Her chains clinked softly as the elevator descended.

      Jackson, she thought. Dax. Kael.

      The elevator slowed. Stopped. The doors slid open.

      Revealing a white corridor. Identical cells lined both sides. Reinforced glass fronts. Lyssa caught glimpses inside—silvered eyes in sunken faces. Shifters. Some curled on cots. Some strapped to gurneys. Some just standing, staring blankly at the walls.

      The guards hauled her out. Toward a cell at the far end. “Gamma Pod. Full sensory deprivation.”

      “Cancel that order,” Sunder said sharply. She pointed to the cell directly opposite the elevator. “Put her there. Position the cot facing the door.”

      The guards hesitated. “Doctor... that pod has exterior viewing. Security monitors it constantly.”

      “Precisely.” Sunder smiled. Bloodied. Terrifying. “I want her visible. I want everyone to see what happens to those who defy Helix BioSystems.”

      They dragged Lyssa into the cell. Stripped the jacket from her—Jackson's jacket—and tossed it aside. The cold hit her immediately. Sterile. Unforgiving. They unchained her only long enough to secure her to the cot—wrists, ankles, waist. Then they locked the chains into floor mounts. Iron-hard. Unbreakable. They left the muzzle on.

      Sunder walked to the glass. Placed her palm against it. Her bloody handprint smeared the surface. “Rest, Memoria. Tomorrow, we dissect hope.”

      She left. The guards followed. The heavy door to the cell block sealed with a hiss and a thud of bolts.

      Silence. Thick. Oppressive.

      Lyssa lay on the cold cot. Chained. Muzzled. Isolated. But not alone.

      Kaiva stirred. A low growl vibrated in Lyssa’s chest. They think cages hold us.

      They will, Lyssa thought. Exhaustion pressed down. The psychic blast had drained her. Sunder’s drugs still swam in her veins. The chains felt like anchors pulling her down.

      No. Kaiva’s voice was steel. The anchor is coming. An image flashed—winter-water eyes. A jaw clenched with fury and determination.

      Lyssa closed her eyes. Let the image hold. Jackson’s face. His promise, unspoken but felt. I’ll get you out.

      A sound made her open her eyes. Soft. Rhythmic.

      Tapping.

      From the cell beside hers. A faint, insistent rhythm against the thick glass partition.

      Tap-tap-tap. Tap. Tap-tap.

      Lyssa strained to see. The partition was frosted. But a shape moved behind it. Small. Humanoid. A hand pressed to the glass. Small fingers. Too small.

      Tap-tap-tap. Tap. Tap-tap.

      A child.

      Kaiva’s presence surged. Protective. Furious. Young. Alone.

      Lyssa lifted her hand. As far as the chain allowed. Pressed her palm against the glass. Right where the small hand would be.

      Tap-tap, she answered. Soft. Reassuring.

      A pause. Then, from the other side: Tap-tap-tap. Faster now. Hopeful.

      Lyssa closed her eyes again. The chains felt heavier. The cold deeper. But the small, insistent tapping against the glass was a lifeline. A connection. Proof she wasn’t the only one caged.

      Kaiva’s growl deepened. We break the cage. For them.

      Lyssa rested her head against the cold cot. Listened to the tapping. To the distant thrum of the rig’s machinery. To the phantom echo of her own howl still vibrating in the bones of the world.

      He’s coming, she thought. Jackson. Dax. Kael. They’d felt the call.

      She focused on the tapping. Tap-tap-tap. Tap. Tap-tap.

      We endure, Kaiva whispered.

      We fight, Lyssa answered silently.

      Outside the thick glass door of the cell block, a red light blinked. Recording. Watching.

      Lyssa stared directly into the camera lens. Amber eyes gone cold silver. Defiant.

      Come and get me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Jackson

        

      

    

    
      The coffee had gone cold two hours ago. Jackson sat in the stolen truck, parked three blocks from Pike Place Market, and watched the sun climb over Seattle's skyline. His ribs ached where the bullet had grazed him. The field dressing was holding, but infection was a coin flip at this point. He'd need antibiotics. Proper stitches. Sleep.

      None of that mattered.

      The tablet sat dark in the passenger seat. He'd tried restarting it seventeen times. Checked the connection. Verified the encryption keys. Nothing. The feed from the Crucible had died the moment Lyssa's howl shattered the cameras.

      That howl.

      Jackson's hands tightened on the steering wheel. He'd felt it. Not heard—felt. A vibration that had nothing to do with sound waves and everything to do with something older than language. It had punched through his chest. Rattled his teeth. Left a hollow ache behind his sternum that wouldn't fade.

      Grief. That's what it had tasted like. Ancient. Bottomless. The kind of sorrow that outlived civilizations.

      His phone—the truck's phone—buzzed. Text from Mara: Dead drop ready. Northwest corner. Under the gum wall. Don't touch anything else.

      Jackson pocketed the phone. Checked his watch. 11:47. Thirteen minutes until his meeting with Marcus. Enough time to grab Mara's intel and run a perimeter check.

      He climbed out of the truck. His body protested. Muscles stiff from the fight. The bullet graze pulling with each breath. He ignored it. Pain was just information. His CO had drilled that into him during Ranger training. Pain tells you you're alive. Dead men don't hurt.

      The morning air was cold. Damp. Seattle's signature chill that sank into bones and stayed. The market was already crowded—tourists with cameras, locals with canvas bags, street musicians setting up. The smell of fish and coffee and fresh flowers mixed with exhaust fumes and the salt tang of Puget Sound.

      Jackson moved through the crowd. Not fast. Not slow. Just another face in the stream. He'd worn civilian clothes—jeans, a dark jacket, boots that didn't scream military. His hair was longer than regulation now. Two years of letting it grow. Trying to look less like a soldier. Less like the man who'd killed a pregnant shifter in Alaska.

      It hadn't worked. He still saw her face every time he closed his eyes.

      The gum wall was exactly what it sounded like—a brick alley coated in decades of chewed gum. Tourists thought it was charming. Jackson thought it was a biohazard. But it made a decent dead drop location. Too disgusting for most people to linger.

      He found the northwest corner. A loose brick at knee height. He pulled it free. Inside, a waterproof envelope. He pocketed it without opening it. Replaced the brick. Kept moving.

      His phone buzzed again. Different number. Marcus: Change of plans. Too many eyes at the market. Meet me at the aquarium. Underwater dome. Noon.

      Jackson's jaw tightened. He didn't like changes. Changes meant variables. Variables meant risk. But he didn't have leverage here. Marcus held the access codes. The schematics. The only realistic path into the Crucible.

      He texted back: Confirmed.

      The Seattle Aquarium sat on the waterfront. Ten-minute walk from his current position. Jackson took a longer route. Doubled back twice. Checked reflections in shop windows. Watched for tails.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/final-silver-sins.jpg
Y

\ 'q [
;, \J\ﬁ N

4





OEBPS/images/final-collage.png
UNLOCK YOUR
JSQUNRERS. CIRCLE LIBRARY,

@
Diriarsy
by

i

\,\];
1 ‘S“:
¥ é{'\ v

T TOUSANT S

W E TV

et
. NOA CAMHI

plus more exclusive reads Inside your membership

FOUNDERS CIRCLE EXCLUSIVE
Unlimited access * Read now + Cancel anytime

JOIN FOUNDERS CIRCLE

(Add your subscription link on the next page)

SCAN TO JOIN






OEBPS/images/seo-rank-logo.jpg





