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For everyone who was told they were

too much of one thing

and not enough of another.

You were whole the whole time.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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The Apothecary

—  ✶  —

LYRA

The wards hummed when she crossed the threshold, a low vibration that traveled up through the soles of her boots and settled somewhere behind her sternum. Lyra Voss had calibrated those wards herself — three layers of witch-woven intent, each one tuned to her specific magical signature. She felt them recognize her the way a dog recognizes its owner: not with warmth, exactly, but with the particular satisfaction of correct identification.

She locked the door behind her and didn't bother with the lights. She knew this space the way she knew her own breathing — the twelve paces from door to workbench, the low shelf on the left where she kept the volatile compounds, the high shelf on the right where she kept the ones that needed darkness. Her hands found the lamp cord by memory and pulled it, and the apothecary filled with amber light.

It was a Tuesday. Tuesdays meant the underground orders came in — the ones left in the dead-drop at the corner of Myrtle and Classon, tucked inside the false bottom of a newspaper box that hadn't held actual newspapers since 2019. Lyra retrieved the slip of paper and unfolded it on the workbench, smoothing the creases with her thumb.

Three orders. A pain-block compound for a fae elder whose arthritis had gone beyond what mortal medicine could reach. A memory-steadying tincture for a vampire who'd been alive long enough that the centuries were starting to blur in ways that frightened him. And a bond-ease salve for a wolf pack — the Ironwood wolves, east Brooklyn, proud enough that they'd submitted the order in formal script as if that made it less of an admission that they were struggling.

The bond-ease order was the one that made her pause.

She'd filled three of them in the past two weeks. That was unusual. Bond-ease salve was for the ordinary frictions of wolf-bonding — the early-stage discomfort when a mate bond was still finding its shape, the mild nausea of proximity withdrawal when bonded wolves were separated by work or distance. It wasn't a crisis compound. It was maintenance.

But the Ironwood order specified something additional, in cramped handwriting squeezed below the formal script: *bond-mark fading. please hurry.*

Lyra looked at those four words for a moment longer than she should have, then filed them in the part of her brain that noticed things and didn't yet know what to do with them.

She started with the fae order because the compounds were most volatile and needed to be finished before the temperature shifted at midnight. Her witch magic moved through her hands as she worked — a low, practiced current that most people would have recognized as elemental affinity, the kind of low-grade magic that manifested in healers and herbalists across every supernatural species. What they wouldn't have recognized, because she'd spent three years making sure of it, was the second current underneath: the wolf instinct that occasionally surfaced as a flicker of deeper perception, a sharpening of the senses, a pull toward things that were hurt or hiding.

She didn't name it. She used it the way she used her left hand — automatically, without ceremony, with the specific care of something that needed to be kept in check.

The fae compound came together cleanly. The vampire tincture took longer — memory-work was intricate, requiring her to hold a very specific intention steady while her hands moved through the physical preparation, the magical and mundane tracks running in parallel without intersecting. She'd gotten good at parallel tracks. She'd had a lot of practice.

The bond-ease salve was last.

She was measuring out the wolf's-bane derivative — the compound that soothed the nervous system around a fading bond, bought time, reduced the inflammatory cascade — when she heard the sound outside.

Not a footstep. Something subtler. The particular quality of disturbed air that meant a body had moved through it recently, close to the building's exterior wall.

Her hands stilled. The wolf current sharpened, unbidden.

She'd warded the perimeter. Anyone crossing the outer ward would have triggered the alert sigil she'd painted behind the loose brick to the left of the door — a violet flash visible only to her, designed to be untraceable to anything except her specific magical signature. There had been no flash.

Which meant whoever was outside had either gotten very lucky, or knew enough about ward architecture to find the gap she'd left. Every ward had a gap. She'd learned that early: a seamless ward was a trap, because when it failed — and they always failed — it failed catastrophically. A deliberate gap, carefully positioned, gave her an exit. It also, occasionally, gave someone else an entrance.

She set down the measuring spoon with a care she didn't feel and kept her voice even.

"The shop is closed."

Silence. Then a knock — three measured raps, unhurried, the kind that came from someone who didn't expect to be refused.

Lyra looked at the back door. She looked at the front door. She reached under the workbench and wrapped her fingers around the warding rod she kept there — a length of rowan reinforced with her own magic, capable of delivering a jolt that would stop a wolf in mid-shift and leave a vampire face-down on the pavement.

"I said closed," she said. "Which is a word with a fairly clear meaning."

"I need the bond-ease salve." The voice was male, rough at the edges, with the particular flatness of someone who was working to keep pain out of it. "Ironwood sent me. Said you had an order."

She crossed to the door. Kept the chain on. Opened it three inches and looked through the gap at the man on her stoop.

He was tall — she registered that first. Then: wolf, definitely, the scent of pine and cold stone coming off him even through the three-inch gap. His bond-mark was visible at the side of his neck, just above the collar of his jacket, and it was wrong in a way that sent her wolf current into a spike of alarm she suppressed immediately. The mark was the right shape — a mate bond should look like a dark constellation just below the skin, individual points connected by faint lines. His looked like a constellation someone had tried to erase: the points still present but the lines between them gone pale, the whole pattern fading at the edges as if the ink were washing out of it.

This was not ordinary bond-ease territory. This was something she hadn't seen before.

She took the chain off and let him in.

His name was Declan. He was twenty-nine, a mid-rank Ironwood enforcer, and his mate had been gone for three days without explanation. Not left — gone. No note, no call, no trace of magical transit. Just the empty side of a bed and the bond-mark on his neck going quiet in a way that felt, he said, like trying to listen to a radio station that was slowly going out of range.

"Has your pack reported it?" Lyra asked. She was already at the workbench, finishing the bond-ease salve, moving faster than she'd intended.

"Alpha filed a missing-person with the Supernatural Council this morning." He said it with the specific flatness of someone who didn't expect anything to come of it. "Council said they're seeing similar cases and they're looking into it."

"Similar cases." She didn't make it a question.

"Three others from neighboring packs. All bonded wolves. All going the same way — mark fading, feeling disconnected, then nothing. Like a light going out."

She finished the salve and sealed the jar. Pressed it into his hands. "This will slow the progression for seventy-two hours, maybe ninety if you're lucky. I want to be straight with you — I don't know what's causing this. What I'm giving you buys time. That's all it does."

He looked at the jar. His jaw moved. "Is there anything—"

"Find her," Lyra said. "That's the thing that fixes this. Find her, or find out what happened to the bond. The salve just keeps you functional while you do."

After he left, she stood at the workbench for a long time without moving.

Three orders for bond-ease in two weeks. One walk-in with a fading mark. A Council statement about similar cases.

She knew the shape of a pattern when she saw one. She also knew the particular flavor of dread that came from recognizing a pattern you didn't yet understand.

She was reaching for the lamp cord when she felt it: the faint pressure change against the outer ward-line. Not a crossing. Something pressing against it from outside, testing the edges with a deliberateness that was not accidental.

Someone was examining her wards.

Lyra's hand closed around the rowan rod.

She waited.
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The Hunt

—  ✶  —

CADEN

The bond-sick wolf was still talking when Rhys went down.

Caden caught him before his knees hit the floor — sheer reflex, the kind built from years of watching his second-in-command navigate a world that was always slightly too dangerous for comfort and never admitting it. He lowered Rhys to the concrete and pressed two fingers to his throat, reading pulse and temperature and the particular wrongness that was already spreading outward from the bond-mark at Rhys's shoulder.

Three hours ago, Rhys had been sharp-eyed and irritable, which was his version of fine. Now his bond-mark had gone the color of a bruise that was still deciding whether to surface, and his pulse had the halting, uncertain quality of something that had lost its rhythm without knowing why.

"Get a medical team," Caden said. No one in the room moved immediately, which was the wrong choice. He looked up, and whatever was in his expression had three of his analysts moving for the door before he finished the sentence. The fourth was already on his phone.

"Nadia." He kept his voice flat. "Stay."

Nadia Venn, his data lead, was twenty-six and had a gift for finding patterns in things that looked like noise. She was also, at this particular moment, the only person in the room who was looking at Rhys with calculation rather than alarm. Which meant she was already working the problem.

"The case from Ironwood came in an hour ago," she said. "Same presentation. Bond-mark fading, loss of connection, now complete loss of consciousness." She held up her tablet. "I ran it against the other three cases. They're not random."

"Show me."

She brought up a map. The boroughs of New York City, overlaid with small red points. Six of them, clustered — not randomly, not in a single neighborhood, but in a pattern that his wolf immediately read as deliberate. Predatory. The spacing between points was too even, the distribution too controlled, for this to be organic.

"The Council is calling it a supernatural illness," Nadia said. "Contagious stress response in bonded wolves, exacerbated by urban density."

"The Council," Caden said, "is wrong." He straightened. Rhys was breathing, steadily enough that the immediate crisis was contained, but the bond-mark at his shoulder was still going wrong in slow motion. Caden had seen injuries, seen illness, seen the full range of supernatural damage that two centuries of his family's work had produced. He had not seen a mate bond simply... dim. As if something were draining it from the outside.

"What else do you have?"

"Cross-referencing rejected bonds and natural bond-deaths for the past eighteen months," Nadia said. "The pattern starts small. I think this has been building longer than anyone noticed." She hesitated. "There's one more thing."

"Nadia."

"The points on the map. If I connect them in sequence by the order the cases appeared—" She drew lines on the tablet with her finger. "It's not random distribution. It's a spiral. Moving inward."

Caden looked at the spiral. His wolf moved inside him, restless and low, the specific discomfort of a predator who was being hunted rather than hunting. The wolf had been doing that more frequently in the past six weeks — a background unease he hadn't been able to locate a cause for.

"What's at the center?" he asked.

Nadia zoomed in. The center of the spiral was an area of Brooklyn he knew by reputation rather than territory: the outer edges of what the supernatural underground called the Quarter, where independent practitioners operated outside pack and coven affiliation. Where the untethered lived.

"The center is moving," she said. "It's not a fixed point. But right now, the tightest cluster resolves to—" She zoomed further. "Here. About a four-block radius around the intersection of Myrtle and Classon."

Caden stared at the map.

He'd been running the Ashford Syndicate for eleven years, since his father died and left behind an organization built on controlled power and carefully maintained fear. In that time he'd learned the difference between problems that revealed themselves and problems that hid. This one had been hiding. It had been hiding in plain sight as a medical anomaly, and someone — or something — had made sure the Council would call it that.

"I want everything on dual-natured beings in New York City," he said. "Currently residing, formerly registered, rumored. Any who've come through the Syndicate's medical records in the past two years. Any who've had contact with the Council." He paused. "And anything you can find on a healer operating out of the Quarter. Underground practice, probably witchcraft-based, possibly more than that."

Nadia's fingers were already moving. "Any particular name?"

"That's what I want you to find out."

The medical team arrived. They stabilized Rhys with practiced efficiency and moved him to the Syndicate's medical floor. Caden stood in the doorway of the now-empty briefing room and looked at the map still glowing on Nadia's abandoned tablet.

He picked it up. Looked at the spiral. Thought about the particular quality of wrongness he'd felt in his wolf for six weeks — not pain, not damage, but absence. As if something that should have been present were just slightly out of reach.

He'd told himself it was stress. He was an excellent liar when the subject was himself.

"Caden." Nadia appeared in the doorway, tablet retrieved from his hand without ceremony. "I have a name. Preliminary only — I'll need another hour for a full profile."

He waited.

"Lyra Voss. Twenty-seven. Registered witch, mid-level magical assessment as of three years ago — but that registration is from a pack she was affiliated with, not independent assessment, so the number is probably wrong. She left the Silver Fang pack in the Northern territory three years ago under—" Nadia paused. "Under a rejection."

Caden was still.

"Pack rejection? Or mate rejection?"

"Mate." Nadia looked at the tablet. "The record is sparse. Sealed in parts. The Silver Fang Alpha submitted the rejection paperwork but there's a flag on it — the ritual didn't complete properly. The bond didn't sever cleanly." She looked up. "She's been running a healer's practice in Brooklyn for two and a half years. Underground. She's good — I'm finding traces of her work in six different pack medical records, all listed as 'anonymous practitioner.'"

"And the other half?" Caden said. "The part that isn't witch?"

Nadia's expression told him she'd found it. "The Silver Fang pack record has a notation. 'Dual nature, unspecified.' Whoever added it redacted the specifics."

He handed the tablet back. "I'll go myself," he said. "Tonight."

"Caden—"

"The medical team has Rhys. The analysts have the case data. This one, I handle directly." He reached for his jacket. "Myrtle and Classon."

He was at the door when his wolf did something it hadn't done in six weeks: it oriented. Not toward threat, not toward territory. Toward something it recognized. The sensation was so unexpected he stopped walking for a full three seconds, trying to locate the source.
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