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PROLOGUE

	The Night Before the Floor

	She finds the wolf at 11:47 p.m.

	 

	She knows the time because she checks her field watch the moment she hears the sound — a low, fractured whine somewhere between a cry and a question, carried through the mist from the direction of the Hoh River. Serena has been sitting in the dark on the back steps of the research station for forty minutes, not sleeping, not doing anything useful, just watching the treeline and trying to feel something other than dread about tomorrow.

	 

	The whine comes again. She is on her feet before she decides to stand.

	 

	She pulls on her headlamp, doesn't turn it on. She knows this stretch of forest the way she knows her own hands. Two hundred meters through old-growth Sitka spruce, the ground carpeted in oxalis and sword fern, the river audible as a low constant hush beneath everything. She has walked it in the dark a hundred times. The trees are old enough that the canopy closes out the sky almost entirely. Almost. Here and there, through gaps in the cedar and spruce, she can see the moon — nearly full, deep amber at its rim, the color of something just beginning to burn.

	 

	Tomorrow night it will be full. Tomorrow night she will not be here.

	 

	She finds the wolf in a small clearing twenty meters from the riverbank. A juvenile, female, maybe fourteen months. She's got her right forepaw caught in a deadfall tangle, three branches come down in a V with her leg wedged between them. Not broken — Serena crouches and assesses quickly, running the beam of her headlamp over the animal with the light angled low so it's not in her eyes. Soft tissue swelling around the ankle joint. Maybe a sprain. Nothing that won't heal.

	 

	The wolf watches her. Doesn't growl. That, more than anything, tells Serena how much pain she's in — a healthy wolf with a full pack connection doesn't let a human get this close. But pain isolates. Pain makes you accept help from unexpected places.

	 

	I know, Serena thinks. I know exactly what that's like.

	 

	It takes her eleven minutes to work the branches apart carefully enough that the wolf can pull free. She keeps her movements slow, her breathing even, her body low and unthreatening. She is good at this. She has spent three years on the Olympic Peninsula making herself indispensable to animals who would instinctively rather she didn't exist. She knows how to make herself small.

	 

	She has been making herself small her whole life.

	 

	The wolf limps three steps, stops, looks back at her.

	 

	"Go," Serena says quietly. "Your pack is looking for you."

	 

	The wolf goes. Serena listens to the sound of the forest settling back around the absence of her, the fern rustle fading, the river returning to prominence. She stays crouched by the deadfall for a long moment, her headlamp off now, letting her eyes readjust to the moonlight coming through the break in the canopy.

	 

	Tomorrow she will stand in a room full of people who have decided her worth in advance.

	 

	She has thought about running. She has thought about it with the specificity of someone who has actually looked at maps, who has a truck with three-quarters of a tank of gas, who knows which logging roads are passable this time of year and which border crossings have the shortest wait times. She has thought about it the way she thinks about most things — methodically, practically, with full knowledge of what it would cost.

	 

	What it would cost is Marcus's pack. Thirty-seven wolves, eleven of them children, all of them operating under a debt structure that has her name on it whether she signed anything or not. Pack law does not require her signature. Pack law requires her compliance, because she was born into this, because her blood is wolf blood even if it is also half her mother's, even if she has lived her whole life on the edge of belonging and never quite crossed into it.

	 

	She is not pack enough to be protected.

	 

	She is exactly pack enough to be sold.

	 

	The moon moves behind a cloud. The forest darkens completely for a moment, just the river sound and the cold coming off the soil, the smell of cedar and wet stone. She breathes it in. She has loved this place since the first week she arrived, fresh out of her master's program with a field position and a truck full of equipment and the specific relief of someone who has finally found a reason to stop moving. The Hoh Rainforest is the most living place she has ever stood in. Everything grows here. Everything is growing right now, in the dark, quietly, in the way that things grow when no one is watching.

	 

	She has been happy here. Specifically, particularly, this-place-at-this-time happy. The kind of happy that has a location.

	 

	Tomorrow she leaves it.

	 

	She lets herself have one full minute of feeling that — the grief of it, the specific weight of a future narrowing — and then she stands up, brushes the dirt from her knees, and turns back toward the research station. Her field report is half-finished on her laptop. She's going to finish it tonight. She's going to document the juvenile female, the forepaw injury, the estimated recovery time. She's going to do her job until the last possible moment, because her job is the one thing no one put on the auction floor.

	 

	That, at least, is still hers.

	 

	She is twenty meters from the station when she stops.

	 

	The feeling arrives without announcement — a shift in the air pressure, a prickle across the back of her neck that is not quite fear and not quite recognition, something older than either one. She has felt it once before, when she was seventeen, standing at the edge of a bonfire at a pack gathering and suddenly certain, with no evidence whatsoever, that something was about to change.

	 

	Something changed. It always does, when it feels like that.

	 

	She stands in the dark and breathes.

	 

	Somewhere, she thinks — nonsensically, involuntarily — something just woke up.

	 

	She shakes it off. She goes inside. She finishes her report.

	 

	She doesn't sleep.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 1

	What Omegas Are Worth

	The drive to Snoqualmie takes four hours and twenty minutes, and Marcus talks for three of them.

	 

	Serena watches the Olympic Peninsula disappear in her passenger mirror — the treeline giving way to highway, the highway giving way to the grey sprawl of Interstate 90 cutting east through the Cascades — and she listens to her pack Alpha explain, for the third time, why this is necessary. Why it is, in fact, an opportunity. Why the right Alpha, the right bond, the right placement could mean security she has never had before, stability, a future that doesn't depend on grant funding and field rotations and the goodwill of a state wildlife program that loses budget every two years.

	 

	He says the word opportunity so many times it stops meaning anything.

	 

	"You're not listening," Marcus says.

	 

	"I am," she says. "I've just already heard it."

	 

	He is a big man, Marcus — broad through the chest, grey beginning at his temples, the particular kind of handsome that has curdled slightly with age and comfort and too many years of being the most powerful person in any room he entered. He was kind to her once. When she was twelve and her mother was sick and there was nowhere else to go, he took her in, gave her the Vasquez name by pack adoption, enrolled her in school and made sure she had what she needed. She has never forgotten that. She has also never forgotten that he kept a running tally.

	 

	"The debt is real," he says.

	 

	"I know the debt is real."

	 

	"Thirty-two thousand in back payments to the Cascade Council. If we miss the next cycle—"

	 

	"Marcus." She says his name once, flat, and he stops. "I know. I said yes. I'm in the car. I'm going."

	 

	The silence that follows is the particular silence of a man who expected more resistance and is slightly unnerved by not getting it. Serena turns back to the window. She watches a hawk working a thermal above the tree line, riding the invisible column of rising air with total stillness, wings barely moving. Waiting.

	 

	She knows how to wait.

	 

	 

	 

	The Blackthorn Lodge sits on forty acres of private land east of Snoqualmie Pass, accessible by a single paved road that branches off the highway behind an unmarked gate. The gate is open when they arrive. Of course it is — the Auction doesn't announce itself. You either know where to go, or you were never going to be invited.

	 

	The parking area is already full when Marcus pulls in. Serena counts eleven vehicles before she stops counting — black SUVs mostly, two Range Rovers, a Mercedes with Oregon plates, a truck with the kind of aftermarket modifications that say I have money and I want you to know it. Pack wolves. All of them. She can smell it even through the closed windows — a density of wolf-scent layered over expensive cologne and the sharp mineral smell of cold mountain air, everything underlaid with woodsmoke from the lodge's chimneys.

	 

	The lodge itself is enormous. Black timber and river stone, four stories, wings extending east and west from a central great room whose windows glow amber and gold from within. It looks like money and it looks like teeth. It looks, Serena thinks, exactly like what it is: a place where powerful people come to make decisions about other people's lives, dressed up as a tradition so old that questioning it would make you seem unserious.

	 

	She gets out of the car.

	 

	The cold hits her immediately — Cascade cold, drier and sharper than what she's used to on the Peninsula, with a wind off the pass that finds the gaps in her jacket. She has dressed carefully. Not to impress — that instinct died in her somewhere around age sixteen — but strategically. Dark trousers, a charcoal blouse, her good boots. Clothes that say I am not afraid of you in the specific visual language that wolves understand: simple, clean, no performance. She has pulled her dark hair back. Her face is her face — her mother's cheekbones, her father's eyes, the golden-brown complexion that marks her as exactly what she is: a woman built from two worlds that never fully agreed she belonged to either one.

	 

	"Head down," Marcus says quietly, coming around the car. "Don't make eye contact unless spoken to. Don't—"

	 

	"I know the protocol, Marcus."

	 

	"I know you know it. I'm reminding you anyway."

	 

	She looks at him. He looks away first.

	 

	That's new, she thinks. In twenty years she has never made Marcus look away first. She files it.

	 

	 

	 

	The great room is worse than the outside.

	 

	Firelight from two stone hearths the size of small rooms. Exposed timber beams forty feet overhead. The smell of whiskey and wolf and something older underneath both, something that makes the animal part of her go very still and very alert the moment she crosses the threshold — the accumulated psychic weight of how many Auctions have happened in this room, how many times this particular air has held this particular transaction.

	 

	There are perhaps sixty people present. The Alphas and their seconds are easy to identify — they carry the room differently, gravitationally, the kind of physical authority that has nothing to do with size and everything to do with the fact that every wolf in their territory obeys them instinctively. They cluster in loose groups near the hearths and the bar, speaking quietly, periodically assessing the room with the particular scanning quality of predators who have never had to learn not to.

	 

	The Omegas are less easy to identify, because they are trying very hard not to be found.

	 

	Serena counts seven. Three women, one man, and three she can't immediately place — younger, standing close to their pack representatives, wearing the careful stillness of people who have been coached within an inch of their lives on how to stand here without looking like what they are. Which is: for sale.

	 

	She finds a position near the east wall, slightly apart from Marcus, and she waits.

	 

	A woman materializes at her elbow so quietly Serena almost doesn't register it until the scent hits her — warm and familiar, cedar and amber, the smell of the only person in this room she trusts.

	 

	"You look like you're about to commit a federal crime," Marisol says softly.

	 

	Serena exhales for the first time in four hours. "I look fine."

	 

	"You look like a woman planning a federal crime while trying to look fine." Marisol steps in close beside her, shoulder to shoulder, small and dark-haired and incandescently beautiful in the way she's always been, the way that has always made Serena feel simultaneously proud and protective and slightly heartbroken. Marisol was auctioned three years ago. She survived it. She would tell you she is fine about it, and she would be lying, and they both know it. "How are you doing."

	 

	"Phenomenally."

	 

	"Sera."

	 

	"I'm here. I'm upright. That's the ceiling on how I'm doing right now."

	 

	Marisol's hand finds hers in the small space between their bodies. Squeezes once, hard, and lets go. "It'll be over in two hours. The bidding is fast. It's just—" She stops.

	 

	"Just what?"

	 

	"There's someone here tonight who doesn't usually come." Her voice has shifted — something careful in it, something deliberate, like a woman choosing words from a list and discarding several before settling. "Blackridge Alpha. Holt."

	 

	The name lands in Serena's chest the same way the feeling in the forest did last night — without warning, with weight. "I've heard of him."

	 

	"Everyone has heard of him."

	 

	"He doesn't usually Auction?"

	 

	"He hasn't bid in seven years." Marisol's eyes move briefly across the room and return. "He's here tonight."

	 

	Serena doesn't ask why. She tells herself she doesn't ask because the answer doesn't matter — she has no control over who bids, and knowledge of the bidders is just information she'll spend the next two hours uselessly rotating in her head. She tells herself this very firmly.

	 

	"Where," she says.

	 

	Marisol's gaze flicks left. Toward the far hearth.

	 

	Serena looks.

	 

	She finds him immediately. This is not a skill or an achievement — he is simply the kind of man you find immediately, the kind who occupies space differently than other people, as if the air around him operates under a slightly different set of physics. He is standing apart from the group near the hearth, a glass in his hand that he hasn't touched, speaking to no one. Not working the room, not performing easy sociability like the other Alphas. Just — present. Contained. Watching.

	 

	He is tall. Dark-haired, the shadow of a beard, the particular kind of face that isn't classically handsome so much as constructed — angular jaw, a mouth set in a line that looks like it doesn't move often, eyes dark enough from this distance that she can't determine the color. He wears it all like armor. The easy stance, the stillness, the absolute absence of any apparent need for acknowledgment from the room. She has met dominant wolves before. She has felt that particular low-frequency pressure of Alpha energy in a space.

	 

	This is different. This is the specific gravity of something that could level the room if it chose to, currently choosing not to.

	 

	His eyes move across the room in a slow, methodical sweep. And stop.

	 

	On her.

	 

	Serena does not look away. She knows she should — the protocol Marcus drilled into her, the Omega etiquette baked into pack culture since before she was born: eyes down, make yourself small, don't invite attention you haven't been given permission to court. She knows all of this.

	 

	She looks at him directly, and she does not look away.

	 

	Something crosses his face. Too fast to read. He looks away first.

	 

	Also new, she thinks, slightly dazed. That's also new.

	 

	"Sera," Marisol says quietly, and there is something in her voice that Serena doesn't have time to parse because the doors at the north end of the room are opening and the Elder who runs these proceedings — a small, silver-haired man she doesn't recognize — is moving to the center of the floor, and the room is shifting, reorganizing itself, the Alphas moving to the carved chairs on the raised dais and the Omegas being gathered by their pack representatives toward the lit presentation floor, and Marcus is at her elbow.

	 

	"It's time," he says.

	 

	She doesn't answer him. She lets herself be moved.

	 

	 

	 

	The presentation floor is exactly as bad as she imagined it.

	 

	Warm light from above — theatrical, deliberate, designed to illuminate. The stone floor is pale and clean. The Omegas are arranged in a loose line, seven of them, and Serena is placed fourth from the left by a pack representative she's never met who smells like the Cascade Council and gestures her into position with the brisk efficiency of someone arranging furniture.

	 

	She stands straight. She keeps her face still. She looks at a fixed point in the middle distance — not the Alphas on the dais, not the watching crowd, not the silver-haired Elder who has begun speaking in the low ceremonial cadence of pack law so old it predates the English words being used to express it. She has read the Auction protocol. She knows what comes next.

	 

	The Elder speaks for four minutes. Tradition. Legacy. The sacred nature of the bond. The responsibility of the Alpha who bids and the honor of the Omega who is placed. She filters most of it out, catching only the procedural portions: bidding opens by seniority of pack, each Omega presented individually, bond window of forty-eight hours after transfer of custody.

	 

	Transfer of custody. The words arrive in her chest like a closed fist.

	 

	The first Omega is called forward. A young man, nineteen at most, visibly terrified in a way he is doing his best to conceal. The bidding is fast — three Alphas, escalating quickly, resolved in under two minutes. He is led to stand beside the Alpha who won him and he does not look up and Serena watches this and keeps her face absolutely still and thinks: this is medieval. This is a medieval system and we are standing in it in the twenty-first century in a state that has a functioning wildlife protection program and Serena, if you think about this too hard right now you will fall apart, and you cannot fall apart until you are somewhere private.

	 

	Second Omega. Third.

	 

	"Serena Vasquez."

	 

	She walks forward.

	 

	The light is brighter at the center of the floor. She can see the dais clearly now — five Alphas in carved chairs, their seconds standing behind them. She scans them once, quickly, professionally, the way she'd assess a pack formation in the field. Old money on the left. Young aggression in the center. Victor Ashmore, silver-haired and courtly, watching her with an attention so specific it makes her skin tighten, on the right.

	 

	And at the far end of the dais.

	 

	Caden Holt.

	 

	He is watching her with the same absolute stillness as before. Dark eyes, she can see now — dark brown, almost black in this light. His jaw is tight. The glass he was holding earlier is gone. Both hands are resting on the arms of the carved chair and he is very still in the specific way of something that is very much not calm.

	 

	The Elder begins the presentation. Name, age, bloodline, pack affiliation, the physical assessment that she endures by going somewhere else in her head entirely — a clearing by the Hoh River, mist coming off the water, the sound of the forest at 3 a.m.

	 

	"Bidding opens," the Elder says.

	 

	Victor Ashmore speaks first. His voice is smooth, practiced, the voice of a man who has never been told no by anything that was paying attention. The number he offers is high — higher than the standard opening, a statement number, designed to discourage.

	 

	Serena watches it not work.

	 

	Because from the far end of the dais, before the echo of Victor's offer has finished moving through the room, Caden Holt speaks.

	 

	He doubles it.

	 

	The room goes quiet in the specific way that rooms go quiet when something unexpected has just happened that everyone understands the implications of except the two people most directly involved. Victor's composure cracks once — a single rapid blink — and then seals back over. He counters. Holt raises again, immediately, without pause, without looking at anyone but her.

	 

	Three minutes. Four exchanges. Victor's final offer, held in the air for a long moment.

	 

	Caden Holt raises it by half again. No hesitation. No expression. Just the number, spoken in a voice that does not ask the room for anything.

	 

	The silence that follows is very long.

	 

	"Going," the Elder says. "Going."

	 

	Gone.

	 

	Serena stands on the lit floor and does not let herself shake. She breathes through it — the specific nausea of having been assigned a price, the specific rage of having stood here while it happened, the underneath-both-of-those-things sensation that she cannot name and doesn't want to, the low persistent hum that has started somewhere in her sternum and is growing in the specific direction of the man now standing from his chair and walking toward her.

	 

	He stops two feet away. Closer than protocol requires. Close enough that she can smell him — cedar and cold mountain air and something underneath both of those that her wolf recognizes before her brain does, something that makes her want to step toward him and step away from him in equal measure.

	 

	He looks at her for a moment. Just looks.

	 

	"I'm Caden," he says. His voice is low. For her only.

	 

	"I know who you are," she says.

	 

	Something moves through his eyes. Not surprise exactly. "Are you all right."

	 

	It isn't phrased like a question and it isn't phrased like he expects her to perform gratitude. It is phrased like a man asking a real question and intending to receive a real answer.

	 

	She considers him. She considers the room, the floor she's standing on, the fact that her hands are perfectly steady and she would like credit for that even though no one in this room except possibly Marisol understands how much that is costing her.

	 

	"No," she says. "But I will be."

	 

	His jaw shifts. Something in him — some calibration — adjusts.

	 

	"Okay," he says, and means it.

	 

	He offers her his arm. Formal. Correct. She looks at it for one long moment that the entire room is watching, and then she takes it, and lets him lead her off the floor, and does not look at Marcus, who is standing near the east wall with his arms crossed and an expression she cannot read from this distance.

	 

	She does not look at Victor Ashmore either.

	 

	But she feels him watching.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2

	The Last Thing She Wanted to Wear

	They give her a room.

	 

	This is the first surprise. She had expected — she doesn't know exactly what she had expected. A car ride in silence, a compound she'd be shown to like an acquisition, a door that locked from the outside. She had prepared herself for the particular indignity of being processed. Instead, a woman named Dara — thirties, wolf, Blackridge pack by her scent, with the no-nonsense efficiency of someone who has been running logistics for powerful people long enough that the power itself stopped impressing her — meets them in the lodge's east corridor and tells Serena she'll be staying in the guest suite on the third floor tonight, that there are clothes in the wardrobe if she needs them, that dinner will be at eight if she wants it and a tray brought up if she doesn't.

	 

	"If you need anything," Dara says, "press two on the room phone."

	 

	Then she leaves.

	 

	Serena stands in the corridor and waits for the catch.

	 

	Caden is watching her wait for the catch. She can feel it without looking at him — that particular quality of attention, steady and unperforming, like a man who has learned to read the specific body language of people bracing for bad news.

	 

	"There's no catch," he says.

	 

	"There's always a catch."

	 

	"Not tonight." He pauses. "The bond window is forty-eight hours from the close of the Auction. That's —" He checks his watch. "Eleven-forty. We have time."

	 

	We have time. She turns the phrase over. "Time for what, exactly."

	 

	"To figure out what we're doing."

	 

	She looks at him directly. He meets it without flinching, which she is beginning to understand is simply how he operates — not aggression, not dominance performance, just the settled quality of someone who stopped needing to win staring contests a long time ago. "The bond window closes and I go back to the floor," she says. "That's the law."

	 

	"That's one reading of it."

	 

	"Is there another?"

	 

	"There are three others. I have a pack lawyer who's been awake since eight this morning working on them." The corner of his mouth moves — barely, a fraction. "I like to be prepared."

	 

	Serena studies him. In the firelit warmth of the lodge corridor, with the noise of the great room a distant murmur behind them, he looks less like the architectural fact of dominance she catalogued from across the room and more like a person. Tired, maybe. Tightly controlled in a way that suggests the control is habitual and effortful, not natural. The line of his jaw is still hard and his eyes are still watchful but there are shadows underneath them that suggest he didn't sleep last night either.

	 

	"Why did you bid on me," she says.

	 

	A pause. Not the pause of someone formulating a lie — the pause of someone deciding how much truth to offer. "I don't know yet."

	 

	"That's not an answer."

	 

	"It's the only honest one I have." He holds her gaze. "I'll tell you when I know."

	 

	She wants to push. She wants to take the answer apart and examine the infrastructure of it, find what's underneath the admission, because in her experience honesty offered this easily is usually a strategy. But she is tired — four hours in a car and three of them with Marcus talking and before that a night of not sleeping on the back steps of the research station — and the hum in her sternum that started on the auction floor has not stopped and she needs to be in a room by herself before she deals with any of the rest of this.

	 

	"Okay," she says, the same word he used on the floor. Returned. A small test to see if he notices.

	 

	He notices. She can see it in the way the tension in his shoulders adjusts by a degree.

	 

	"Third floor," he says. "Dara will be in the east wing if you need anything."

	 

	"And you?"

	 

	"Down the hall."

	 

	She nods once. Moves toward the staircase.

	 

	"Serena."

	 

	She stops. Doesn't turn all the way around.

	 

	"You said you'd be all right." His voice is measured. Careful in the way of someone who has learned to be careful with certain kinds of questions. "I meant what I asked. Not performance. If you're not — if tonight was—"

	 

	"I said I would be." She does turn then, just enough to see his face in profile. "I keep my word. Do you?"

	 

	The question hangs in the lodge corridor between them, warm-aired and wood-scented and very still.

	 

	"Yes," he says.

	 

	She goes upstairs.

	 

	 

	 

	The room is not what she expected either.

	 

	She doesn't know what she expected — functional, maybe, corporate-neutral, the guest accommodation of a pack lodge designed for utility and not comfort. Instead it's — warm. A bed with actual linen, deep-set windows looking out over the mountain-dark of the Cascades, a reading chair angled toward a small fireplace where someone has already laid a fire and lit it. There are books on the side table. Not decorative books — actual books, spines cracked, a field guide to Pacific Northwest mammals sitting on top of a Le Carré novel and a collection of essays she read in graduate school and still thinks about.

	 

	She picks up the field guide. Opens the front cover.

	 

	Blackridge Pack Research Library — Return When Finished.

	 

	She sets it down. She sits on the edge of the bed and puts her face in her hands and breathes.

	 

	She does not cry. She has a strict personal policy about crying in proximity to situations she cannot control — it wastes water and it muddies her thinking and it provides a release that she's found, over years of practice, makes her feel better in the moment and worse in the aftermath, like she's used up something she might need later. She breathes instead. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the same technique she uses when she's doing fieldwork in territory that might have predators and she needs her senses clean.

	 

	You are fine, she tells herself. You are in a room with a fire and a bed and no one has hurt you. You have forty-eight hours minimum. You think on your feet better than any wolf you have ever met and you have been underestimated in every room you have ever walked into and that is an advantage, not an injury.

	 

	She breathes.

	 

	The hum in her sternum pulses once — warm, low, unmistakable.

	 

	She presses her fist against her chest as if she can physically quiet it.

	 

	The mate bond. She has read about it. Marisol described it to her three years ago, the night before her own Auction, in the careful clinical terms of someone trying to prepare rather than frighten: It'll feel like recognition. Like something you already knew. Your wolf will respond before your brain does. Marisol had said it matter-of-factly, sitting at Serena's kitchen table with her hands wrapped around a coffee mug, and Serena had taken notes because that is what she does when she is frightened, she takes notes, she makes the terrifying thing a data point.

	 

	She is not taking notes now.

	 

	She is sitting on a bed in a Cascade mountain lodge trying very hard not to acknowledge that the moment Caden Holt stepped close enough for her to smell him, the animal part of her — the part she has spent twenty-four years carefully, methodically containing — lifted its head for the first time in her memory and said there.

	 

	"No," she says to the empty room, firmly, in the tone she uses when she means it. "Absolutely not."

	 

	The fire crackles. The Cascades are dark and silent outside the window. The hum continues.

	 

	 

	 

	She finds the clothes at eleven.

	 

	She hasn't been able to sleep — she's been lying on top of the coverlet fully dressed, staring at the ceiling, categorizing what she knows and what she doesn't and what she needs to find out, which is a technique she learned in graduate school for managing information overload and which has been working with decreasing effectiveness since approximately the moment she stood on the auction floor. She gets up and opens the wardrobe more to have something to do than because she needs anything, and stops.

	 

	The clothes inside are — not generic. Not the standard lodge amenity, the basic sizing estimations of someone who didn't think about it. Someone has thought about it. There are jeans in what looks like her actual size, a stack of thermal shirts and heavier knits in colors she'd actually wear, a pair of outdoor trousers with the right pocket configuration for fieldwork, hiking boots in what is probably her size.

	 

	And on the wardrobe door hook, in a garment bag: a dress.

	 

	She unzips it.

	 

	Deep burgundy. Simple cut, long sleeves, the kind of fabric that moves correctly, that was made by someone who understood that good clothing is architecture. She touches the sleeve and immediately understands that this garment costs more than her monthly field stipend.

	 

	There is a note tucked into the garment bag. Small card, no letterhead, handwriting that is angular and economical and unsentimental:

	 

	In case you want to come down to dinner. No obligation. — C.H.

	 

	She stares at the note for a long time.

	 

	Here is what she knows about Caden Holt: he is the Alpha of the Blackridge Pack, which controls twelve thousand acres of the Olympic Peninsula's eastern boundary and answers to no other pack authority in the Northwest. He has been Alpha for nine years, since he was twenty-one, which means he took power young and held it, which means he is either exceptional or ruthless or both. Seven years ago his mate died. He hasn't bonded since. He is at the Auction tonight for the first time in those seven years and he bid on her without hesitation and doubled the standing offer before the room had finished processing Victor Ashmore's opening number.

	 

	Here is what she doesn't know: why.

	 

	She looks at the dress.

	 

	She puts on the jeans and a dark green thermal and the hiking boots that are, as suspected, exactly her size, and she goes downstairs.

	 

	 

	 

	The great room has emptied. The other packs have departed or retired — she can feel the absence of that compressed dominant energy, the room exhaling itself back to a resting state. The fires are lower. A single lamp burns at the bar, and behind it a young wolf is quietly wiping glasses and pretending not to notice her arrival.

	 

	Caden is at a table near the east hearth. He has changed clothes — dark trousers, a grey thermal, no performance of formality — and he has food in front of him and a second place set across the table that he is not looking at, is very specifically not looking at, in the deliberate way of someone who prepared for a possibility and is now committed to appearing like they didn't.

	 

	He looks up when she enters. His expression doesn't change. His eyes move over her — once, quick, taking inventory — and then return to her face.

	 

	"You wore the boots," he says.

	 

	"They're my size."

	 

	"I know."

	 

	"How."

	 

	"Dara is very thorough."

	 

	She crosses the room and sits across from him because the alternative is going back upstairs and she is hungry and she is not going to let hunger be another thing this situation takes from her. The food is simple — bread, a board of cheese and meat, a bowl of something that smells like a beef broth with herbs. Real food. She hasn't eaten since this morning.

	 

	She pulls the bread toward her. "Dara runs your household?"

	 

	"The compound, yes. She's been with Blackridge since before I took Alpha." A pause. "She's also the best tracker in five territories, if you're wondering whether the efficiency is a cover for something else."

	 

	"I wasn't wondering that."

	 

	"You were."

	 

	She looks up. He is watching her with that particular attention again — not aggressive, not predatory, just precise. The attention of someone who notices things and doesn't apologize for it.

	 

	"Fine," she says. "I was."

	 

	Something in his expression loosens by a fraction. Not quite a smile — too contained for that — but an adjacent quality, like a door opening an inch.

	 

	They eat in silence for a while. It is not, she notices uncomfortably, an awkward silence. It is the silence of two people who are both comfortable with quiet and are processing the same impossible evening from opposite sides of it. The fire snaps. The lamp at the bar throws warm light across the stone floor.

	 

	"You're a wildlife biologist," he says.

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"Olympic Peninsula."

	 

	"Hoh Rainforest research station. Three years."

	 

	"Tracking the reintroduced packs."

	 

	She sets down her bread. "You've done research."

	 

	"I like to know who I'm dealing with." He meets her gaze steadily. "You've published four papers. Your model for predicting pack territory expansion in old-growth environments got picked up by three state wildlife agencies. Your supervisor described you in a grant recommendation as—" He stops.

	 

	"As what."

	 

	"'The most instinctively precise field researcher I have encountered in thirty years. Possibly because she is, herself, a predator, though she would object to that characterization.'"

	 

	The accuracy of the characterization lands somewhere tender and she refuses to show it. "He's not wrong that I'd object."

	 

	"Why?"

	 

	"Because predator implies appetite. I observe. I document. I do not—" She stops. Starts again. "I don't hunt."

	 

	"Every wolf hunts." His voice is not unkind. "The ones who say they don't have just redirected it."

	 

	The hum in her chest, which had quieted during the logistics of boots and bread and sitting down, chooses this moment to pulse again — warm and low and infuriatingly specific in its direction. She picks up her water glass.

	 

	"Why did you really bid on me," she says.

	 

	He is quiet for a moment. He looks at his hands on the table — large hands, a scar running across the left one that she hadn't noticed before, old and well-healed. Then he looks up.

	 

	"My wolf has been—" He pauses. Choosing. "Silent. For a long time. Seven years. It's not — it doesn't mean the same thing for every Alpha, but for me it meant the pack could feel it. An Alpha without a fully present wolf is a structural problem. It affects command. It affects the bond between an Alpha and his territory."

	 

	"What does any of that have to do with me."

	 

	"You walked onto that floor," he says, "and my wolf stopped being silent."

	 

	The room is very quiet. The fire makes small sounds.

	 

	She should say something clinical. She should say something measured and practical and appropriately skeptical about the reliability of instinct-based bond responses in high-stress social environments. She has the words. She has filed them in advance for exactly this use.

	 

	"That's not an answer," she says instead, because it isn't — it's a fact in search of a conclusion and she needs to know what conclusion he's drawing from it. "What are you going to do with that information."

	 

	He holds her gaze. "I don't know yet."

	 

	Same answer as before. Returned.

	 

	"You keep saying that," she says.

	 

	"Because it keeps being true."

	 

	She studies him across the small table, in the firelight, with the Cascades dark outside and the lodge quiet around them and forty-eight hours — less, now — ticking down toward a decision she's not ready to make about a man she's known for six hours who has, so far, given her a room with books in it and boots in her size and answered her hard questions with the specific honesty of someone who has decided that honesty is the only strategy he has left.

	 

	She wants to not trust him. She has architecture built for not trusting — years of careful construction, load-bearing walls and reinforced foundations, the whole structure of a woman who learned young that being worth something to someone is not the same as being safe.

	 

	She wants to not trust him.

	 

	The wolf in her chest hums, warm and certain and completely indifferent to what she wants.

	 

	"Goodnight, Caden," she says. She stands.

	 

	He stands too — automatic, immediate, the courtesy of it so unperforming she almost doesn't clock it. "Goodnight."

	 

	She walks to the staircase. She does not look back.

	 

	She doesn't need to. She can feel exactly where he is in the room until she rounds the top of the stairs — that low specific warmth, that impossible sense of orientation, north-needle swinging to magnetic north regardless of which direction she points it.

	 

	She goes to her room. She lies on top of the coverlet again.

	 

	This time, somewhere around two in the morning, she sleeps.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 3

	Five Packs, One Room, No Exit

	She wakes to the sound of wolves.

	 

	Not literally — or not entirely literally. What she wakes to is the specific quality of silence that follows a sound, the forest-hold of a world that has just heard something move through it and is waiting to hear it again. She is upright before she is fully conscious, her hand reaching for the field knife she keeps on her nightstand at the research station and finding only the smooth wood of an unfamiliar side table, the field guide to Pacific Northwest mammals, the cold glass of water she poured before bed.

	 

	She breathes. She remembers where she is.

	 

	The room is grey-lit, early — the mountains visible through the window as dark shapes against a sky just beginning its reluctant shift toward blue. Her watch says 6:12. She has slept four hours and her body is doing the thing it does when it decides four hours is enough: sharp and over-alert, every sense running slightly too hot, the world arriving at too high a resolution.

	 

	She goes to the window.

	 

	Below, in the gravel forecourt of the lodge, two men are standing in the cold. She recognizes Rourke — Caden's Beta, dark-haired and rangy, whom she clocked last night moving through the great room with the economical watchfulness of someone whose job is to know where every threat is before anyone else does. The man he is speaking to she doesn't recognize. Big, pale, wearing a coat that costs as much as Caden's dress and carrying himself with the loose physical confidence of someone who has never once in his life felt physically threatened.

	 

	She recognizes the insignia on his collar. Ashmore Pack.

	 

	The conversation is short. Rourke's posture — she's too high up to hear anything, but she reads bodies the way other people read text — is controlled in the specific way of someone actively managing their own response to provocation. The Ashmore man says something. Rourke says something back, once, with the finality of a door being shut. The Ashmore man smiles in the way that people smile when they want you to know the conversation isn't over before he gets back in the black SUV idling at the gate.

	 

	Rourke watches the car leave. Then he looks up.

	 

	He finds her window immediately, the way wolves do — scent or instinct or both, no searching, just a direct upward lock of his gaze to the exact right place. He looks at her for a moment, unreadable. Then he looks away and goes back inside.

	 

	Serena stands at the window until the sky has gone from dark blue to grey to the flat, uncertain white of a mountain morning that hasn't decided what it's going to be yet. Then she washes her face, puts on the outdoor trousers and a heavy knit from the wardrobe, and goes downstairs.

	 

	 

	 

	She finds coffee before she finds anyone else.

	 

	The kitchen is at the back of the lodge, large and stone-floored and smelling enormously of breakfast — something with onions and peppers, eggs, the deep specific comfort of food being made by someone who knows what they're doing. A woman she doesn't recognize is at the stove with her back to the door, and a coffee pot is on the counter with a stack of mugs beside it, and Serena has crossed the room and poured a cup before the woman at the stove registers her presence.

	 

	"Help yourself," the woman says, without turning around. Amused.

	 

	"Thank you." Serena wraps both hands around the mug. "I'm—"

	 

	"I know who you are." The woman turns now — fifties, silver-streaked hair cut short, the comfortable authority of someone who runs a kitchen the way generals run campaigns. "Lena. I cook for the lodge when the packs are in. Sit down, I'll make you a plate."

	 

	"You don't have to—"

	 

	"I already started it. Sit."

	 

	Serena sits.

	 

	The kitchen is the most human room she's been in since she arrived. There are herbs drying on a rack near the window and a chipped mug of wooden spoons on the counter and a handwritten shopping list on the chalkboard beside the refrigerator with coffee (the good kind) underlined twice. It smells like someone's home. She didn't know she was going to need that until she's in it, and the relief of it arrives quietly and with more force than she's prepared for.

	 

	She drinks her coffee and lets Lena put eggs in front of her and doesn't ask questions, and Lena doesn't offer information, and it is for approximately eight minutes the most peaceful thing that has happened since she got in Marcus's car yesterday morning.

	 

	Then Caden comes in.

	 

	He stops when he sees her — barely, a fraction of a second — and then continues to the coffee pot with the specific deliberateness of a man who has decided not to make anything of something. He is already dressed, which tells her he has been up longer than she has. He looks like he slept about as well as she did.

	 

	"Morning," he says, to her, to Lena, to the room impartially.

	 

	"Your Beta was outside at six," Serena says. "Ashmore Pack."

	 

	He pours his coffee. His back is to her so she can't see his face, but the set of his shoulders tells her the information is not new. "I know."

	 

	"He sent a man before breakfast. That's not a courtesy call."

	 

	Caden turns around. He looks at her over the rim of his mug, measuring something. Then he makes what appears to be a decision. "Victor Ashmore has formally objected to the Auction result. He's filed a challenge through the Cascade Council."

	 

	The eggs are suddenly less interesting. "On what grounds."

	 

	"Procedural irregularity." A pause. "He claims the bidding was conducted out of order. It wasn't — I've already had our lawyer pull the record — but the challenge buys him time and forces an inquiry, which means your status is technically unresolved until the Council rules."

	 

	She is quiet for a moment, absorbing this. "How long does an inquiry take."

	 

	"Minimum seventy-two hours. Maximum — it depends on the Council composition and whether Victor has anyone on the panel." He says this evenly, but she has already spent enough hours studying him to recognize the specific quality of control he is currently exercising, the tight containment of something that would prefer to be moving. "He's not going to win. But he's going to make it complicated."

	 

	"Why does Victor Ashmore want me that badly." She asks it as a real question, not a rhetorical one — flat and direct, the way she asks questions when she actually needs the answer. "I'm a half-blood Omega from a minor pack with no political connections and a research position. I'm not a strategic acquisition."

	 

	Something moves through Caden's expression. Quickly, and then it's gone. "I don't know."

	 

	She studies him. "Is that the honest answer or the careful one."

	 

	"Right now it's both."

	 

	She wants to push. She can feel the shape of something he's not saying — not a lie, exactly, more like an incompleteness, an answer that is true as far as it goes but doesn't go all the way. She files it.

	 

	"All right," she says. "What happens today."

	 

	"The other packs clear out this morning. By noon it'll be Blackridge people only. I'd like to—" He pauses, and she has the impression this is a man who does not often say I'd like to about anything. "I'd like to show you Blackridge. The actual compound, not the lodge. It's an hour north. You can decide whether you want to—" He stops again.

	 

	"Whether I want to what."

	 

	He meets her gaze. "Whether you want to stay."

	 

	The word stay arrives in the kitchen and sits there, taking up more space than one syllable should reasonably occupy. It is not the word she expected. She expected bond or comply or the forty-eight hour window — the language of the transaction she was put into last night. Stay is different. Stay implies a choice. She is not sure she trusts it yet, but she marks the fact that he used it.

	 

	"Show me Blackridge," she says.

	 

	 

	 

	The other packs are leaving when they come back through the great room after breakfast, and the dynamic of the lodge shifts perceptibly with each departure — the heavy layered press of multiple Alpha energies lifting gradually, the air becoming easier to breathe in the specific way of a room returning to itself after too many people have been in it.

	 

	She watches them go from near the east hearth, coffee in hand. The Alphas nod to Caden in passing — most of them, respectful or wary or both. One of them, young, from the Portland territory, lingers a moment and looks at her with undisguised curiosity before his Beta moves him along.

	 

	Victor Ashmore does not leave.

	 

	She registers this before she sees him — the specific tightening of the air in a room that someone unpleasant has just entered. He comes through the south corridor with two of his men behind him, silver-haired and unhurried and dressed with the kind of precision that announces wealth without naming it. He is smiling.

	 

	She has decided she distrusts his smile more than most people's threats.

	 

	"Miss Vasquez." He stops at a socially acceptable distance. His voice is a remarkable instrument — warm, rounded, the voice of a man who has spent decades using charm as a primary tool and has become genuinely skilled at it. "I hope the lodge has been comfortable."

	 

	"It's been fine."

	 

	"Good." He holds his mug — someone has given him tea, she notes, not coffee, the small distinction of a man who considers himself precise — with both hands, relaxed. "I wanted to speak with you before we departed. To introduce myself properly."

	 

	"Victor Ashmore. Ashmore Pack. You were the second-highest bidder last night." She keeps her voice pleasant. "I know who you are."

	 

	His smile adjusts — barely, a recalibration. He didn't expect her to open that way. She files the fact that being direct disorients him. "I wanted to make sure you knew that my interest is — genuine. That if the Council's inquiry resolves in a certain direction, I would want you to feel—"

	 

	"Comfortable with the outcome?" she says.

	 

	"At ease. Yes."

	 

	"Mr. Ashmore." She looks at him steadily. "I wasn't at ease last night and I'm not at ease this morning and I won't be at ease until I'm in a position to make decisions about my own life. But I appreciate the social gesture."

	 

	A beat. Then his smile returns, fuller this time, and something in it has shifted — the charm is still there but underneath it she can see something else looking at her, something specific and interested in a way that has nothing to do with the mate bond. An assessment. A man looking at something he wants and calculating what it will cost.

	 

	"You're more than they told me," he says. Quiet, and not entirely for her ears.

	 

	The they lands like a stone in still water.

	 

	"Who told you anything about me," she says.

	 

	But Caden is crossing the room toward them and Victor's expression smooths back into courtly pleasantness, a mask dropped over the assessment so quickly she would have missed it if she hadn't been watching for exactly that. He inclines his head as Caden arrives.

	 

	"Holt. A beautiful morning."

	 

	"Victor." Caden's voice is flat. Not rude — controlled. The specific neutrality of a man who has decided not to give this person a reaction. He positions himself beside Serena with a naturalness that she clocks and files — not in front of, not between them, beside. "Your team ready to move out?"

	 

	"Shortly." Victor finishes his tea. Sets the cup on the mantle. Looks at Serena one more time — brief, complete, the look of someone finishing an evaluation. "Enjoy Blackridge, Miss Vasquez. I hope it agrees with you."

	 

	He leaves. His men follow.

	 

	The room breathes.

	 

	Serena watches the south corridor for a long moment after he's gone. "He said they told me."

	 

	"I heard."

	 

	"Who told him about me."

	 

	Caden is quiet beside her. She can feel the specific quality of his silence — not evasion, she is beginning to be able to distinguish his silences by texture — but something working, something turning over. "I need to make a call," he says. "Give me twenty minutes."

	 

	"Caden."

	 

	He looks at her.

	 

	"I'm going to need more than twenty minutes of information eventually."

	 

	"I know." His jaw is set. "I'm working on it."

	 

	He goes. She stands by the hearth and drinks her cold coffee and watches the last of the Ashmore vehicles disappear through the gate on the security monitor above the bar, and she thinks about the word they and the specific way Victor's expression moved when he said it and the stone-in-water feeling of it, the widening rings.

	 

	Marisol appears from the corridor before she can get too deep into it — small and dark-haired and wearing the expression of someone who has been trying to find the right moment for a conversation and has decided this is it whether it's right or not.

	 

	"You need to tell me something," Serena says.

	 

	Marisol sits down in the chair nearest the hearth. Wraps her arms around herself. "Yes."

	 

	"Then tell me."

	 

	"I need you to remember," Marisol says carefully, "that I am your friend. That everything I have done, I have done because I thought — I believed—" She stops. Closes her eyes briefly. Opens them. "I found out two weeks ago that Marcus was in contact with the Cascade Council about presenting you at the Auction. Not because of the debt — the debt is real, but it's not why. Someone contacted him. Someone offered to clear the entire pack debt and an additional payment on top, in exchange for putting you on the floor."

	 

	The fire is warm. The room is quiet. Serena is very still.

	 

	"Who," she says.

	 

	"I don't know. I don't know who made the offer. I only know that it was made, and that Marcus took it, and that I have been trying since I found out to figure out how to—" Her voice fractures slightly and she pushes through it. "I should have told you immediately. I know I should have. But I was afraid that if you ran, whoever made the offer would—"

	 

	"Mari." Serena's voice is very level. She has put something in it — a quality of containment, the field researcher's voice, the voice she uses when she needs the situation to stay manageable. "Look at me."

	 

	Marisol looks at her.

	 

	"You should have told me immediately," Serena says. "We are going to deal with that. But right now I need you to tell me everything you know, in order, starting from the moment you found out."

	 

	So Marisol does.

	 

	It takes twelve minutes. Serena listens without interrupting, with the specific quality of attention she uses in the field when an animal is doing something she doesn't yet understand and the most important thing is to observe without disturbing. She listens to the shape of it: the payment to Marcus, the orchestrated debt as cover story, the Auction as delivery mechanism, the precise placement of Serena Vasquez on that lit floor in that specific room on that specific night.

	 

	Not auctioned.

	 

	Delivered.

	 

	When Marisol finishes, Serena sets down her coffee cup on the mantle, next to the spot where Victor Ashmore set his tea, and she looks at the fire for a long moment and thinks about a juvenile wolf caught in a deadfall, and the specific way that pain makes you accept help from unexpected places.

	 

	"Does Caden know," she says.

	 

	"I don't know what he knows."

	 

	"Okay." She breathes in. Out. "Okay."

	 

	"Sera—"

	 

	"I'm not angry with you." She turns. Meets Marisol's eyes. "I'm angry at the situation. There's a difference and I know the difference. Are you safe? Being here — are you safe?"

	 

	Marisol blinks. "I — yes. My bond is—" She looks down. The complicated architecture of her own Auction three years ago present in the pause. "Yes. I'm safe."

	 

	"Good." Serena looks toward the corridor where Caden disappeared twenty minutes ago. "Then I'm going to go find out how much Caden Holt actually knows."

	 

	She crosses the great room. She goes down the corridor.

	 

	She is done waiting for information to come to her.

	 

	 

	 

	She finds him in a small office off the east wing — door open, phone to his ear, standing at the window with his back to the corridor. She stops in the doorway. Listens.

	 

	"—doesn't match the debt timeline. Someone cleared the path." A pause. "How long has the Council had her name." Another pause, longer, and when he speaks again his voice has dropped to the register she has already learned means he is very carefully not doing something with his body that he wants to do. "Find out who filed the initial contact. Today, Rourke. Not tomorrow."

	 

	He hangs up. Stands at the window for a moment. Then, without turning:

	 

	"How much did you hear."

	 

	"Enough." She comes into the room. "The Auction was arranged. Someone paid Marcus to put me on the floor."

	 

	He turns. His expression is very controlled and underneath the control something is burning. Not at her — she has developed, in three hours of proximity, a working ability to read the direction of his anger, and it is not pointed at her. "When did you find out."

	 

	"Ten minutes ago. Marisol."

	 

	His jaw tightens. "I found out eight minutes ago. Rourke's contact on the Council."

	 

	They look at each other across the small office, two people who have just arrived at the same information by different roads, in the specific suspended moment before the next decision.

	 

	"Someone wanted me in a room with you," she says.

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"Victor Ashmore bid against you."

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"But you were supposed to lose." She is thinking out loud now, the field researcher's brain running pattern analysis. "He was supposed to win. Except you—"

	 

	"Except my wolf—" He stops.

	 

	They look at each other.

	 

	"This was someone else's plan," she says. "And we are currently off-script."

	 

	Something shifts in Caden's face. Complicated, and very brief, and then he is controlled again — but the thing she saw in the gap between is not nothing. It is the specific expression of a man who has just understood that the ground under his feet is different than he thought it was, and is deciding how to stand on it.

	 

	"Yes," he says.

	 

	"Okay." She looks at the window. The Cascades. The flat white morning sky. "Then I think we need to figure out whose script this is." She looks back at him. "Together."

	 

	The word settles between them.

	 

	He nods once. "Together."

	 

	 


CHAPTER 4

	The Bid

	CADEN

	 

	He didn't intend to go.

	 

	That is the fact he keeps returning to, standing at the window of the east office with Serena's voice still in the room — together, she said, like it was simple, like it was the obvious next move, like a woman who has been delivered into his custody by a conspiracy she didn't consent to can just decide to work alongside the man who bought her and have that be a reasonable thing — and he keeps returning to the fact that four days ago, when Rourke slid the Auction invitation across his desk and said the Council was requesting Blackridge's attendance, Caden had said no.

	 

	He had said no clearly, in the specific tone that ends conversations in his pack, and Rourke had nodded and taken the invitation back and Caden had returned to the territory survey he was annotating and that had been the end of it.

	 

	Except then he went.

	 

	He woke at 4 a.m. two days later with the knowledge that he was going sitting in his chest like a stone he hadn't put there, complete and decided, no reasoning attached to it. He lay in the dark and examined it from every angle, looking for the logic, and found none. His wolf — which had been a specific quality of silence for seven years, a held-breath stillness he had learned to work around the way you learn to work around an old injury — was not exactly speaking. Was doing something more unsettling than speaking. Was leaning. Like a compass needle that has found north after years of spinning and will not be argued away from it.

	 

	He got up. He told Rourke they were going. He did not explain why.

	 

	He has spent his entire adult life as an Alpha making decisions from evidence. His father ran Blackridge on instinct and charisma and the kind of dominant confidence that doesn't need justification, and it worked, mostly, until the three years at the end when it catastrophically didn't and Caden inherited a pack that was financially overextended and politically isolated and held together by the sheer stubborn loyalty of wolves who had nowhere else to go. He rebuilt it methodically. He made decisions slowly and correctly and when he was wrong he was wrong in ways he could trace and learn from.

	 

	He does not make decisions the way he made the decision to attend the Auction. He does not make decisions the way he made the bid.

	 

	 

	 

	Here is what it felt like, which he has not told her and is not sure he knows how to:

	 

	She walked onto the floor and his wolf, which had not made a sound in seven years, said her with such totality that he had to grip the arm of the carved chair to keep his body from standing up.

	 

	Not her as in I want that. Not her as in the pull of physical attraction, which he is familiar with and has navigated without incident in the years since Lena — since his first mate — since the thing he does not say her name about in his own head anymore because the shape of it still has edges. This was not that. This was older and more structural than want. This was the specific recognition of something his animal self had apparently been holding a space for, without his knowledge or consent, for thirty years, and was now indicating — with absolute calm and absolute certainty — had arrived.

	 

	He looked at her on the lit floor and she looked back at him.

	 

	She didn't look away.

	 

	He cannot explain what that did to him. The Omegas presented before her had all, to varying degrees, performed the required submission — eyes down, bodies angled inward, the careful shrinking of a social animal in the presence of dominant wolves. It is not cruelty, that instinct. It is old and it is real and he has never held it against anyone. But Serena Vasquez stood under the presentation lights in her dark trousers and her charcoal blouse with her hair pulled back from a face that was doing absolutely nothing to make itself palatable to the room, and she found him across forty feet of firelit space and she looked.

	 

	Not challenge. Not performance. Just — I see you, I know you're there, I will not pretend otherwise.

	 

	Something in his chest broke open. Quietly, and all at once, the way ice breaks on a river in the first real warmth of spring — not violently, just released, the way things release when they have been held too long.

	 

	Victor opened the bidding. Caden heard the number distantly, the way you hear things when your attention is entirely elsewhere. He looked at her on the floor. He looked at her standing straight and contained and furious in a way she was not letting herself perform, the fury a thing he could see only because he was looking for it, because he had spent enough time in the presence of people controlling difficult emotions to recognize what controlled difficult emotion looks like from the outside.

	 

	She was terrified. She was enraged. She was holding both of those things without flinching under the lights of a room that had decided her worth in advance.

	 

	He opened his mouth and doubled Victor's number.

	 

	There was no calculation. He would like to say there was — he would like to present it as a strategic decision, Blackridge's financial position more than adequate to absorb the cost, the political value of the acquisition outweighing the expenditure. He would like to have a ledger for it.

	 

	He has no ledger for it.

	 

	He doubled the number because the alternative was Victor Ashmore walking off that floor with her, and his wolf, which had been silent for seven years, made it extremely clear that this was not going to happen. Not in this room, not on this night, not ever.

	 

	 

	 

	He comes back to the present in the east office. The window. The flat white Cascade morning going slowly gold at the edges as the sun finds the right angle.

	 

	Serena is at the small table, which she has apparently appropriated in the two minutes he spent in his own head, and she has pulled a notepad from somewhere — her jacket pocket, he thinks, she had a jacket — and she is writing in it with the compact focused energy of a woman conducting a field assessment. She has made a list. Two columns. He can see from here that one column is labeled KNOW and the other is labeled DON'T KNOW YET.

	 

	The DON'T KNOW YET column is longer.

	 

	Something moves in his chest. Not the wolf hum — that is constant now, a background warmth he is trying to not acknowledge with too much frequency because he does not trust himself to be objective about it — but something more specific. The feeling of watching a person be exactly who they are without asking permission.

