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Chapter One

Elara Thorne didn’t hear the first explosion so much as feel it—pressure slamming into her chest, lights flickering, her ears ringing as the hallway heaved sideways. One moment she’d been walking out of Lab 6B with a stack of protein-sequencing results balanced on her forearm... the next, the world was on fire.

The alarms failed to sound. That was her first clue that this wasn’t an accident.

Screams bled through the corridor, sharp and real and far too many of them at once. Elara blinked through the haze, her vision full of drifting dust and orange glow as she stumbled against the wall. A second blast shook the floor beneath her feet.

She looked up just in time to see the reinforced glass pane at the far end shatter outward—pressure wave, not impact. Which meant something inside had blown. Which meant her team—

“No, no, no—”

She ran.

Her sneakers skidded on the polished concrete as she tore through the lab complex she’d practically lived in for the last four years. But nothing looked familiar now—not the overturned gurneys, not the severed cables spitting sparks, not the smear of blood arcing across the doors to Lab 7A.

She’d been late for her night shift today. Coffee spill that had required a change of clothes. If she hadn’t been late—No. She couldn’t afford to think about that, not now.

“Elara!” A voice—raw, terrified—echoed from deeper inside the destruction.

She sprinted toward it, dodging debris. Her lungs burned from the smoke, from the chemical sting that told her something far worse than fire suppression foam was in the air. Her badge was still clipped to her belt, swinging wildly as she ducked into the access corridor.

Dr. Aiken lay half-buried beneath a collapsed lighting rig. His eyes locked onto hers, wild with pain.

“Elara, run!”

“I can get you out,” she insisted, dropping to her knees and trying to lift the metal beam. It didn’t budge. “Just hold on—”

He grabbed her wrist with surprising strength. “They’re here for you, Elara.”

Her breath stalled. “What?”

“They think you leaked the Chimera data.” His voice shook. “They think you sold us out.”

Her stomach dropped into a cold, endless pit. “No, I didn’t! Dr. Aiken, I swear, I didn’t leak anything. I haven’t even seen the raw Chimera models, I only worked on the side-chain metabolic mapping—”

“Stop.” His grip tightened, forcing her to look directly into his fading eyes. “Elara, listen to me. Listen. We don’t have time for you to defend yourself.”

Tears blurred her vision. “But I didn’t—”

“I know.” He coughed, blood flecking his lips. “God, I know. They don’t care. Someone higher up needed a scapegoat, and you were the only one with the access level and naiveté to blame.”

A gunshot cracked somewhere in the building.

Elara flinched.

Dr. Aiken dragged her closer, desperation turning his voice ragged.

“Elara, there are files—deep-buried files—far off the grid. I hid them in a crawlspace on the dark web. You’ll need someone with serious skills to access them, someone who can navigate the rings without triggering the safeguards. They’ll prove what Chimera really was.”

Her chest constricted. “What Chimera really was? What ... was it?”

His eyes flickered, wide and terrified.

“Shifter experimentation.”

Elara’s pulse stopped. Then slammed back into her ribs.

“What do you mean by shifters? As in, the genetic mutation theory? The off-record evolutionary modeling? That’s just—”

“No,” he rasped. “Not theory. Not modeling. They exist in nature, this is all true, but they were trying to make one. And they failed.” His breath stuttered. “Too many dead. Too many cover-ups. And now they need you gone.”

Her entire world tilted. “Dr. Aiken—”

“Listen to me!” His tone had her stopping immediately and doing exactly as he asked. “Run,” he gasped, his fingers dug into her wrist, the last desperate command of a dying man. “Don’t let them find you.”

A shadow moved at the far end of the corridor.

Then a second.

Black tactical armor. Silent steps. No insignia. Extraction team.

Her entire body went cold.

Elara leaned down slowly, pulse pounding in her ears, mind racing to think of how to make this work. “I’m not leaving you.”

Dr. Aiken gave a broken laugh. “You’re not the one leaving, Elara.” A gun she had no idea he had been holding in his other hand was suddenly pressed under his own chin. “I am. Now run.”

A crack echoed—suppressed weapon. His head jerked, and blood and other matter flew from the now gaping hole at the top of his head. He lay against the rubble that had once been this man’s laboratory. His hand slipped from her wrist.

Elara didn’t scream. She ran.

She sprinted out of the rubble as best she could, then down a side passage before the armed team reached her, weaving through the labyrinth of research bays and service corridors she’d memorized across hundreds of late nights. The facility had always been her sanctuary—quiet, forgotten, a place where she could lose herself in equations and gene mapping and the blissful silence of logic.

Now, it was a tomb.

She vaulted a fallen support strut, ducked beneath a cloud of acrid smoke, and burst through the emergency door that led to the loading dock. Night air slammed into her face—cold, sharp, blessedly clean.

She had maybe ten seconds before they realized she’d escaped. 

Elara didn’t stop running until her lungs screamed and the trees behind the compound swallowed the last trace of artificial light. Her shoes were slick with mud, her hair plastered to her forehead, and every breath felt like knives inside her chest. But she didn’t slow—not until her foot caught on a half-buried tree root and she stumbled hard to her knees.

Her palms hit cold dirt. She sucked in a trembling breath.

Get up. Keep moving.

The team they had sent for her would be sweeping the perimeter by now. She didn’t think that they were the kind of men who lost their targets—not unless something went spectacularly wrong.

Well. Things were plenty spectacularly wrong tonight.

She pushed herself up, wiping mud on her lab coat—pointless, since she looked like death warmed up anyway—and scanned the dark stretch of service road ahead. A mile down the road, barely visible from the tree line, was the overflow parking zone.

If she could make it there... If the team looking for her hadn’t reached it first... If she was very, very lucky...

She jogged, pace uneven, breath misting in the cold night air. Every crunch of gravel underfoot felt too loud, too revealing. But she didn’t hear vehicles behind her yet. 

Maybe they assumed she was still inside the complex. Maybe they thought she’d take the main road. Maybe they were arrogant enough to believe she had nowhere to go and dumb enough to stay put.

The road curved. A faint glow appeared between the trees. The gravel overflow lot.

Elara slowed, creeping through the underbrush until she reached the fence. One good kick snapped the old chain-link at the bottom, and she slid beneath it, heart hammering.

The lot was deserted. Row after row of staff cars sat under flickering lamps, undisturbed. So normal. So painfully, stupidly normal.

Her breath hitched and her hands shook.

She swallowed her fear and moved down the row, checking windows. All locked. All dark.

Then she saw it.

A rusty, beat-up four-door sedan—brownish-gray, dented, with a bumper sticker that read, “I brake for coffee”—sitting slightly crooked between two parking lines.

But that wasn’t what made her freeze.

The driver’s door was ajar. Just a sliver.

She approached slowly. Cautiously. Trying not to imagine someone lying in wait.

The interior was empty. A half-eaten protein bar sat in the cupholder. And—

Keys. Still in the ignition.

Elara stared. “Please don’t be a trap,” she whispered to no one.

She gripped the door, eased it wider, slid into the seat, and held her breath as her fingers closed around the keys. The metal was cold, real, and solid.

She turned them.

The sedan sputtered like it was reconsidering its life choices—then coughed to life.

Relief punched through her so hard she choked on it.

The headlights flickered on. The engine hummed. The clock blinked 1:07 AM.

She put the car in gear. Rolled out of the lot. Didn’t dare look back.

She didn’t stop driving until the compound was miles behind her, until the trees thinned and highway signs appeared, until her heartbeat finally slowed enough for her to think.

It wasn’t safe yet. But she was away.

Only now, when the adrenaline wasn’t screaming in her veins, could she plan.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Her brain flipped through its mental Rolodex of people she trusted. The list was short. Painfully short.

Her colleagues? All compromised. Anyone still alive would be watched. Her family? Already long gone. Friends? She had acquaintances, not friends—too awkward, too introverted, too buried in work.

Klarissa Caruso. The name surfaced like a lifeline.

Klarissa was the only person who might know what the Chimera data truly meant... and the only one with enough connections outside the system to help her vanish.

But she couldn’t contact her yet. Not while she was still anywhere near the blast radius. Not while they were still actively hunting her.

She needed distance. Food. A place to hide for at least a few hours before she risked sending a message.

She kept the lights low. She kept her speed normal. She kept moving.

Only when dawn began to smudge the horizon pink did she finally pull off the road and into an isolated, long-abandoned driveway overgrown with weeds.

She killed the engine. Sat in the silence. Let herself shake, she had enough cash on her to rent a room somewhere and think. She just needed to think

Two days later, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be warm again.

The safe house she’d holed up in—a derelict foreclosed property she found by sheer luck—reeked of mold and stale rain. She sat huddled in the corner, laptop on her knees, shaking hands hovering over the keyboard as she logged into the one account she knew wouldn’t be monitored.

Her old university email.

She typed.

Klarissa, I need help. I can’t explain why over email. Please—if you can—reply. I don’t know where else to go.

She hesitated, then added:

They killed everyone. They’re looking for me.

She hit “send” and then prayed.

Minutes ticked by. Her heartbeat pounded in her throat. Her breath trembled.

Then—ding!

From: Klarissa Carusso. 

Subject: Elara? Get to New York. My building. Now. Do not respond. Do not stop. Just get here. 

—K

An address was attached to the email. Elara sagged in relief, a sob caught behind her teeth. She snapped the laptop shut, jammed it into her bag, and bolted.

****​
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Ivan Hrytsenko had always believed dawn should come with coffee, quiet, and absolutely zero meetings.

Instead, he got Victor pacing like an impatient freight train, a holo-table warming up in the center of the command deck, and eleven other shifters chiming into a briefing far too early for anyone with functioning brain cells.

The Bears’ floor—top of the Elite Shifter Enforcers’ headquarters—was usually a sanctuary of order. Broad windows, reinforced steel beams, the scent of pine drifting in from the trees miles below. Their building sat cradled between Montana and Idaho, embedded into the crags of a mountain like a fortress carved from the earth itself. The place was built to withstand a siege... or a nuclear tantrum from a moody leopard.

But today? Order was an illusion.

The holo-projector flared to life above the center table, casting glowing blue light across the war room. One by one, feeds opened—faces and backgrounds materialized like ghosts stepping through glass.

The first window showed Rafe and Dorian Drake, the wolves, sitting in what looked like a battered RV filled with maps, tracking monitors, and a half-eaten pizza. Rafe scowled at the camera. Drake lifted a hand in greeting, already smiling like he’d been born to annoy everyone.

Next came the lions—Caleb, Jackson, and Wyatt Holt—sitting on the mats of what looked like a hotel gym, weights and training mats scattered around them. Shirtless, sweaty, and smug. Typical.

Then the leopards—Kairo and Rylan Vance—materialized from what looked like the roof of a skyscraper, the Chicago skyline blazing behind them. Kairo perched on the ledge with the confidence of his cat about to dare gravity to take a run at him. Rylan stood just in front of him, arms crossed, jaw working like he was already exhausted by his brother’s nonsense.

Jarek and Aleksy, the Razorbacks, came into view next from what could only be described as a semi-legal weapons testing range. Tools, gears, and enough firepower to start their own private war surrounded them.

Finally, the gorilla brothers—Malik and Jamal Ajani—appeared in the conference room of a community center in Atlanta, both massive, both calm, both radiating the serene patience of men who had just negotiated with three rival gang leaders in under an hour.

Ivan folded his arms across his chest as Victor stepped up beside him.

“All right,” Victor rumbled, his baritone rolling through the speakers across the country. “Let’s make this fast. Some of us haven’t had breakfast.”

“Some of us,” Rafe cut in dryly, “have been awake for thirty-two hours tracking a missing senator’s kid suspected of being kidnapped by a rogue. Don’t complain to me about breakfast, bear boy.”

Victor lifted a brow. “Is the kid alive?”

Dorian nodded, flipping the camera so it showed a sleeping teenager wrapped in a blanket, asleep on one of the RV’s couches. “Safe and snoring, and the world has been rid of another rogue bastard. We’ll drop him off at his parents’ house with the additional security measures by noon.”

“Good,” Ivan said. “Next update—Pride team. What’s the situation in Miami?”

Caleb, their unofficial spokes-lion, snorted. “The situation is we’re bored. We spent all night staking out a cartel handoff to a hyena clan we are looking to take down, only for the idiots to cancel at the last minute. Jackson’s been making us train since 4 AM.”

Jackson lifted a kettlebell in greeting without a smile.

Wyatt growled. “We also confiscated a shipment of illegal shifter-animal parts. These assholes are selling out their own, but to who?”

“Rich assholes,” Kairo answered before Ivan could. “Speaking of rich assholes, Chicago’s quiet. Has been since Carusso was taken down. Which usually means Violet took out three criminals last night and we just haven’t heard yet.”

Rylan elbowed him. “Stop antagonizing people who can kill you with two deadly club stick things, and make it look like an accident.”

“Not people,” Kairo corrected. “Just Violet.”

Ivan sighed. “Focus, boys.”

Jamal’s deep voice rumbled through the speaker. “Negotiations in Atlanta concluded. We’ve diffused a pack territory dispute, and two human-run shelters are now under our protection.”

“Good work,” Victor said genuinely.

Malik offered a small smile. “Always.”

The updates continued—quick, efficient, and threaded with the easy banter of men who fought together, bled together, and would absolutely mock each other into the grave.

Then Aleksy leaned closer to the camera, squinting. “Anyone else seeing the chatter on the secure feeds?”

Ivan straightened. “What chatter?”

Jarek slid a tablet into view. “There was an explosion at a classified research facility in Colorado four days ago. The media are saying ‘chemical incident’ with no survivors.”

The room and images around the country stilled.

“Location?” Victor asked.

Aleksy tapped the screen. “About a hundred miles north of Boulder, off a restricted access road. The official statement says it was a gas line malfunction that ignited volatile lab compounds.”

“That’s bullshit,” Rafe said immediately. “Look at the scorch pattern on the aerial shots.”

Dorian flipped through an image feed and whistled. “Damn. That’s controlled detonation spacing. Coordinated breaches. Whoever hit that place knew exactly where structural points were—and how to remove them without collateral spread.”

Caleb frowned. “Is there any agency claiming responsibility?”

“None,” Aleksy replied. “Not government. Not private contractors. And the comms blackout lasted nineteen hours before any emergency broadcast leaked through.”

“That blast is military precision,” Malik said softly. “But not U.S.”

“And not ours,” Victor added.

Ivan rubbed the back of his neck. Something cold unfurled in his gut. “What was that facility rumored to be working on?”

Aleksy shrugged. “Officially? Biomedical research into adaptive metabolic responses.”

“Unofficially?” Ivan pressed.

Jarek grinned darkly. “Stuff that would make bioethicists weep into their grant proposals.”

Dorian swiped another file into view. “No survivors confirmed in any of the reports public or not. Lab staff, guards, administrators—everyone was gone before the explosion even set in. Either evacuated or...”

“Executed,” Rafe finished.

The word hung in the air like a blade.

Ivan exhaled slowly. “We monitor it for now. Quietly. If this hits our world, we’ll deal with it. But for now, it’s not touching any of our ops.”

“Agreed,” Victor said.

Kairo smirked. “Translation: ‘Everyone stay in your corners and don’t poke the mysterious murder-beehive yet.’”

Ivan pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes, Kairo. Don’t poke the murder-beehive.”

Rylan shoved his brother off-screen. A crash followed.

“Ow,” Kairo called faintly.

Ivan ignored them and moved on. “Next, updates from Razorbacks.”

Jarek flexed. “I built a new stun rig, and tested it on Aleksy.”

Aleksy lifted a hand. “I’m still alive, and still very much annoyed.”

Victor snorted. “Try testing it on someone who deserves it.”

“Like Kairo?” Wyatt suggested instantly.

“I heard that!” A voice came from off screen.

Ivan allowed himself one small smile. This circus was exhausting, but it was his circus. His brothers. His unit. His family.

“Been meaning to ask, where are Kamon and Rune?” Rafe asked suddenly.

Victor sighed. “Not active unless called in. They’re off-grid.”

“Probably with Klarissa,” Rafe muttered. “Or doing something terrifying with science.”

“Both,” Ivan confirmed.

He glanced at the screens again, absorbing every face, every voice, and every moving piece across the country.

This was the Elite Shifter Enforcers. Fifteen shifters. One mission. To protect their people. To maintain the balance. To stop monsters—human or otherwise.

And somewhere out there, a facility had been wiped off the map with surgical precision. Four days ago. No survivors. No claim. No reason.

Ivan felt the shift ripple through him—his bear pacing just under his skin.

Something was coming. Something big. Something dangerous.

Victor finally clapped his massive hands together. “All right, teams. Keep eyes open. Updates every twelve hours. And for the love of everything holy, someone make sure Kairo doesn’t die because he fell off another rooftop.”

“I only fell once,” Kairo protested.

“Twice,” Rylan corrected.

“And the second time you bounced,” Wyatt added cheerfully.

“Meeting adjourned,” Ivan said before it devolved into a physics debate.

Screens blinked out one by one. Voices faded. The room dimmed.

Victor turned to him. “Thoughts?”

Ivan stared at the holo-table, jaw tense.

“I think we need to look into that explosion,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t an accident. And something tells me we’re already closer to it than we think.”

Victor grunted. “Then we prepare. Quietly.”

Ivan nodded.

Because whatever hit that lab... It wasn’t finished.

He could feel it. Like the first tremor before an avalanche. Like breath before a roar.

The world was shifting. And the E.S.E. would be right in the middle of it.​
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Chapter Two
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Elara had never truly understood the meaning of exhaustion until now—not the academic kind, not the stayed-up-three-days-running-projections kind, but the bone-deep, soul-trembling sort that made her vision swim and her knees wobble under her own weight.

Two trains. One stolen jacket. Twenty-six hours powered strictly by adrenaline, bad vending machine coffee, and blind panic.

By the time she stumbled into the marble foyer of Klarissa’s building in New York, she felt less like a human being and more like a partially deflated helium balloon someone had dragged behind a taxi.

Cold air hit her cheeks as the revolving door spat her into the lobby. The space was enormous—high ceilings, sleek stone floors, polished chrome trim. Everything about it screamed expensive, the sort of expensive that judged you the second you walked in.

Which made sense. This wasn’t just Klarissa’s home. It was Violet Riccitelli’s domain. And Violet was... well, an enigma, and someone she had read a lot about in the news over the past few years. She was often referred to as a modern day Robin Hood.

Elara clutched her worn duffel bag tighter and forced her trembling legs toward the front desk. The security guard—a tall, broad man with eyes that missed nothing—looked her over with a mix of caution and sympathy.

“Good morning, ma’am. Can I have your name, please?” he asked kindly.

“Elara Thorne,” she spoke, her voice raspy from not using it much and her lips were so dry, they cracked. “Klarissa is expecting me.”

He typed something into his monitor, waited, then nodded. “You’re cleared to go on up. Take the private elevator—there.” He pointed to a sleek steel door inset in the far wall. “Penthouse button is already active for you.”
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