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  Chapter 1

  
  




LENA

The eviction notice was tucked under a cheerful yellow sticky note that said Sorry about the inconvenience! :) — as if a smiley face could soften the fact that my life was being systematically erased.

I stood in the hallway outside my apartment door and read it twice. Then a third time, because I build things for a living and I don’t miss details, and I needed to be certain I hadn’t misread the date.

I hadn’t.

Thirty days. Building sold to new ownership effective end of month. We appreciate your tenancy and wish you well in your future housing endeavors.

The sticky note had a little sun drawn on it. A little smiling sun with eyelashes.

I peeled the notice off the door, folded it exactly in half, and tucked it into my bag. My hands were steady. My chest was not.

Inside the apartment, I made coffee I didn’t drink. I stood at the kitchen counter while the machine dripped and the morning light pressed through the window in thin strips and fell across the floor. The apartment wasn’t much. Two small bedrooms. A kitchen that smelled like the lemon cleaner I used every Sunday. A living room where Roman had drawn wolves on the baseboard in permanent marker for six straight months before I discovered it, decided it was fine, and quietly bought a plant to cover the ones near the door.

It was home. My home. Our home.

Someone had just sold it out from under me and hadn’t even put their name on the paperwork.

Private investor. That was all the notice said.

I called the management office. Put them on speaker while I moved through the apartment doing the hundred automatic things that kept two four-year-olds alive every morning — Freya’s fruit cup in the left side of the lunch bag because she refused to eat it if it was on the right, Roman’s reading book from where he’d left it under the couch cushion again, the signed permission slip for the Thursday nature walk that I’d nearly forgotten three times already.

“I understand your concern, Ms. Voss.” The woman on the phone had a careful voice. The kind of careful that meant she’d been told exactly what to say and exactly where to stop. “But the sale was completed through entirely legal channels and—”

“Who bought it?”

A pause. One beat too long. “The new owner has requested confidentiality regarding the transaction—”

“Who bought my building?”

“I’m not at liberty to—”

I hung up.

The coffee had gone cold by then. I drank it anyway, standing at the counter, looking at nothing, the folded notice sitting on the kitchen table like something with weight.

The call from my boss came at ten-fifteen.

I was three blocks from the office with a structural analysis open on my phone — a load-bearing wall a client wanted removed that absolutely, definitively could not be removed without the entire east side of his house expressing a strong opinion about it. I’d been circling the nicest way to tell him this for a week.

David’s voice stopped me cold on the sidewalk.

“Lena.” He had a texture to his voice I’d heard him use exactly once before, when he’d had to let someone else go. Careful. Rehearsed. The voice of a man who has written notes in his head and is trying hard to follow them. “Can you come in? We need to have a conversation.”

Shit.

I knew before I walked through the door. I could see it in the way he arranged himself behind his desk when I came in — back straight, hands folded, eyes that went to my forehead instead of my face. David Marsh always met people’s eyes. He believed it made him look trustworthy.

He wasn’t looking at my eyes now.

“Corporate restructuring,” he said. “It’s happening across several of our regional offices simultaneously. I want you to know this isn’t in any way a reflection of your performance, because you’ve been—”

“How long have you known?”

He blinked. “Lena—”

“How long, David.”

The silence stretched. He picked up his pen. Put it down. “Three days.”

Three days. He had sat across from me at Tuesday’s team meeting and walked us through the Henderson project deadline. He had asked me about the revised load calculations. He had said great work when I explained the solution I’d found.

Three days.

He pushed an envelope across the desk toward me. White. Sealed. My name written on the front in his handwriting. “Given the circumstances, the company wanted to ensure a generous severance package. Especially given how quickly—”

I picked it up. Opened it. Looked at the number.

My stomach went cold.

That wasn’t severance. Severance was a month per year of employment, maybe two if the company felt guilty. This was the kind of number that had a message written underneath it in invisible ink. Take this. Go quietly. Don’t ask questions. Don’t make noise.

This was hush money in an envelope with my name on it in a familiar handwriting.

I set it back on his desk.

“Keep it,” I said.

“Lena, I genuinely think you should—”

“Keep it, David.” I stood up. Straightened my jacket. “I hope the Henderson project goes well.”

I walked out before he could say anything else.

I found out about my bank account on the sidewalk outside an ATM four blocks from the office.

I stood there with my card in my hand and stared at the screen.

Account temporarily restricted. Unusual activity detected. Please contact customer service for assistance.

The thing about being an architect is that you learn early to read what’s actually happening underneath the surface of a thing. You learn to look at a wall and see the structure inside it. You learn that when multiple systems start failing at the same time, it isn’t usually a coincidence — it’s a sign that something deeper is compromised.

My building. My job. My bank account.

Three separate pieces of my life, each one touched in the space of a single morning.

I called the bank. Forty-minute wait, then a woman who apologized and transferred me. Twenty-minute wait, then a disconnect. Third call produced a man named Kevin who was very sorry and very unable to tell me who had flagged my account, why, or when it would be fixed. He offered to open a case number. I let him. I thanked him. I hung up.

I stood very still on that sidewalk while the city moved around me like I wasn’t there.

Not random. The understanding settled in my chest the way cold water settles — slow, thorough, impossible to ignore once it’s there. Not financial trouble. Not bad luck. Not a string of coincidences that happened to stack up on a Thursday morning.

This was targeted.

This was precise.

Someone was pulling the structural supports out from under my life, one by one, in a specific order, to bring it down in a specific direction. And they knew which walls mattered. They’d done the math. They’d identified every load-bearing thing I had and they were working through them methodically.

Don’t think about who, I told myself. Not yet. Get the twins first. Think after.

I put my card back in my wallet and started walking.

Freya came out of the daycare first, the way she always did — at a full run, one braid completely unraveled, backpack bouncing off her shoulder, already mid-sentence about something that had happened involving a boy named Jacob and what he got wrong about frogs.

“Were you right?” I asked, crouching to fix the backpack strap. Her hair smelled like apple juice and crayons.

“Obviously,” she said, with the calm certainty of someone who had never once doubted herself. “He’ll figure it out eventually.”

Roman came out behind her. He always came out like that — measured, deliberate, those silver eyes moving over me the moment he cleared the door. He was four years old and he read people the way I read blueprints. The way I read blueprints on a bad day, when something was wrong and I needed to find it fast.

His eyes moved over my face and his small jaw tightened.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Nothing serious,” I said. “Come on, let’s go home.”

He didn’t argue. He rarely did. But he slid his hand into mine and held it a little tighter than usual, and he didn’t stop watching me the way he watched things that concerned him.

We were passing the corner store when Freya asked why we weren’t getting her after-school fruit cup — it was Thursday, Thursdays were fruit cup days, this was established and important. I showed her the bank screen. I don’t fully know why. Maybe because they were going to feel the wrongness of the day regardless, and Roman especially deserved an honest answer when he asked a real question.

Roman stared at the screen. A sound came out of him — low, short, not quite a growl but pointed in that direction. The sound of a small dominant wolf encountering something that had no business threatening what was his.

“I’ll fix it,” he said.

I almost smiled. “You will?”

“Yes.” No hesitation. No doubt. He handed the phone back to me like the matter was settled and just needed time. “I’ll figure it out.”

Freya reached over and patted my hand. Not frantically, not the busy comfort of a child who doesn’t know what else to do — steadily, rhythmically, just to let me know she was there. “It’ll be okay, Mama,” she said. “It always is.”

The certainty in her voice. Four years old, and she said it with the weight of something she’d seen proven.

I squeezed her hand. I didn’t say anything. My throat had gone tight in a way I was not going to let either of them see.

We were half a block from home when I stopped walking.

Not consciously. My body simply stopped, like it had walked into something invisible. Freya bumped into my arm. Roman went still immediately beside me.

The wind had shifted.

And on it — faint, edged, unmistakable — cedarwood. Something darker underneath. Like the air before a storm breaks, when everything goes electric and clean and slightly dangerous.

My wolf moved.

Four years. Four years of nothing, of quiet, of her pressed small and silent inside me like she’d decided to make herself as small as possible to help me survive. Four years of me waking up in the night sometimes and feeling only stillness where she should have been, and telling myself it was fine, it was better this way, that a wolf who didn’t stir was a wolf who wasn’t going to get us caught.

Four years.

And she moved — not a twitch, not a restless shift. She came up from whatever deep quiet she’d been in like something surfacing from very still water. Alert. Certain. Head up, body forward, the posture of a wolf who has heard something she has been listening for without knowing she was listening.

I stopped breathing.

“Mama.” Freya tugged my sleeve. “Why’d you stop?”

The scent was already thinning. Wind-carried. Already breaking apart in the diesel and concrete and someone’s cooking smell drifting from a building above us.

“Nothing.” I made myself move. “Come on.”

But my wolf didn’t lie back down.

She stayed up, pacing slow and deliberate circles, and my heart was doing something loud and specific against my ribs that I was not going to name. Not here. Not on a sidewalk with my children’s hands in mine.

You’re imagining it, I told myself. You’re stressed and scared and your brain is filling in blanks with things it has no business reaching for. It’s not real.

I believed that for approximately the rest of the block.

Gerald the building manager was waiting by the front door.

Gerald was the kind of man who brought Christmas cookies to the mailroom every December and remembered which residents had dietary restrictions. He watered the lobby plants because someone had to and he didn’t like to see things go without care. He was a good man and right now he looked like a man who had been asked to do something that sat wrong with him and hadn’t found a way out of it.

He held out two keys. New ones. Different shape from the old ones, heavier.

“There’s been an upgrade to the building security, Ms. Voss.” Careful, practiced, not quite meeting my eyes. “All residents are being issued new keys this week.”

I looked at them without taking them. “Who authorized this, Gerald?”

“The new owner. It came through quite quickly, I wanted to make sure I let everyone know personally rather than just—”

“Who is the new owner?”

He looked at the plant in the corner. The floor. Back to the plant.

“Gerald.”

“I’ve been asked to direct any questions to the management company,” he said. Quiet. Genuinely sorry about it.

“But you know.”

He didn’t answer. That was its own answer.

I took the keys from his hand. Both of them. Cold metal, new-cut smell, the slight sharpness of freshly made teeth. My hand was perfectly steady.

“Thank you, Gerald,” I said.

I walked to the elevator. Pressed the call button. Watched the numbers move.

“Ms. Voss.” His voice came from behind me, low, almost below hearing, like the words had slipped out before he could pull them back. “The ownership transfer paperwork.” A pause. “The name on it.”

The elevator doors opened in front of me.

“It’s Draymore.”

I did not move.

Draymore.

Not Gideon Hart — the name I had spent four years being careful about, scanning crowds for, building a new identity and a new city and a new life specifically around the absence of. Not the name attached to the contract my parents signed with shaking hands to settle a debt that had nothing to do with me. Not the name of the man I was supposed to marry the morning after a night I’d spent sitting on the edge of a bed in a locked room, counting the minutes and trying not to be afraid.

Draymore.

The other name. The one that belonged to silver eyes in a dark room. A voice like gravel that had said seven words and changed the entire shape of my life: If you’re smart, you’ll run.

I stepped into the elevator.

The doors closed.

My wolf had stopped pacing.

She stood completely still — the specific stillness of a predator who has confirmed what she scented on the wind and no longer needs to search. The kind of still that comes after certainty, not before.

Cedarwood and dark rain.

He had been here. In this building. On my floor, maybe. Close enough that the wind had carried him to the street outside.

He hadn’t found me.

The word felt wrong the moment I thought it. Because the eviction notice had my lease name on it. The severance check had my name on it. The bank flag was on my account.

He hadn’t just found me.

He had been here long enough to take everything apart first.

The Shadow King had found me. And he hadn’t knocked on my door yet because he wasn’t ready to. Because he was still placing pieces on the board — my job, my savings, my lease, the exits I might have used — dismantling every option before he made himself visible.

The elevator opened on my floor.

I stood in the hallway with two new keys in my hand and the last faint trace of cedarwood in the recycled air, and my wolf stood inside me like a soldier who has received orders and is waiting only for the signal to move.

Four years. I had given four years to being invisible. To being small and quiet and impossible to find in a city that had nothing to do with packs or wolves or debts paid in daughters.

But he had found me. And he’d been here long enough to redecorate.

I put the key in my lock.

My wolf pressed close, alert, certain, and for the first time in four years, not afraid.

I wasn’t sure yet whether that made things better or much, much worse.
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LENA

Running was the only thing I’d ever been good at. Except the one time it mattered, when a voice like gravel and smoke told me to go — and I listened.

I’d been listening to that voice for four years.

The twins went down easier than usual that night. Freya asked for two stories instead of one and I gave her three because I needed to sit beside her in the dark and feel the small solid weight of her against my side and remind myself what I was protecting. Roman read his own book for twelve minutes, then put it down, looked at me, and said: “You’re scared.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

He considered that. “Okay.” He lay down. Pulled the blanket up. “Goodnight, Mama.”

He’d known I was lying. He hadn’t pushed. Four years old and he already understood the difference between a lie he should challenge and a lie I needed him to let go. I didn’t know whether to be proud of him or heartbroken.

Both, probably. Mostly both.

I kissed his forehead. Went across the hall to check on Freya. She’d already pulled the blanket over her face the way she always did — just her wild silver hair spilling out over the pillow, because she ran hot and didn’t like anything near her ears when she slept. I straightened it a little. She didn’t stir.

I closed both doors quietly.

Then I went to the kitchen table and sat down with a piece of paper and a pen because I think better when I write things out, and right now I needed to think better than I ever had in my life.

The paper looked like this when I was done:

Job — gone. Severance refused. No income starting today.

Lease — thirty days. Building sold. Cannot fight the sale.

Bank account — frozen. No access. Unknown timeline.

Car loan — due Friday. Missed payment triggers repossession after seventy-two hours.

Cash on hand — four hundred and twelve dollars.

Emergency fund — in the frozen account.

I sat back and looked at it.

I’d built my life here the way I built everything — carefully, methodically, one layer at a time. A job that used my actual skills. An apartment that was ours, genuinely ours, with Roman’s wolves on the baseboard and Freya’s shoe collection taking up half a closet. A neighbor I trusted. A daycare where both twins knew all the staff by name and had specific opinions about the playground equipment.

Quiet. Safe. Ordinary.

And someone had read every supporting wall and pulled them all in the right order to make the whole thing come down clean.

An architect, I thought distantly. Whoever is doing this thinks like an architect.

My pen moved before I finished the thought. I wrote one more line at the bottom of the list, separate from the others.

Name on the ownership transfer: Draymore.

I stared at that for a long time. The kitchen was very quiet. The refrigerator hummed. Down the hall, I could hear Roman’s steady breathing through his half-open door.

Draymore.

I’d spent four years building a life around the absence of that name. Different city. Different name on my lease — my mother’s maiden name, Voss, which I’d never used before and which had no connection to anything pack-related. Cash transactions where possible. No social media. No photographs. A job that kept me in blueprints and site visits rather than anywhere anyone might look for a girl who ran from a wolf pack the night before her wedding.

I had been so careful.

And it hadn’t mattered at all.

I let myself think about it once. Just once, because I needed to remember clearly and I almost never let myself do that.

A locked room. The night before a wedding I hadn’t agreed to and couldn’t escape. The Draymore estate — vast and cold and nothing like the apartment building I’d just been evicted from, nothing like anything I’d known before. I’d been sitting on the edge of the bed counting the hours until morning, wondering if it was possible to feel this scared and still be breathing, when the door opened.

He wasn’t what I expected.

I don’t know what I expected. Something like Gideon Hart — polished, entitled, the specific arrogance of a man who has been told his whole life that things would come to him. Gideon moved through rooms like everything in them already belonged to him. He’d looked at me the first time we met the way people look at furniture they’ve ordered and are checking for damage.

Kade Draymore did not look at me like furniture.

He stood in the doorway and looked at me like I was something he hadn’t anticipated and wasn’t sure what to do with. He was tall. Broader than I expected. His eyes were silver — not gray, not pale blue, but actual silver, lit from somewhere behind them, and they moved over my face with a focus that made it hard to breathe.

He said: “My nephew is weak. He’ll break you just to prove he can.”

I didn’t say anything. My throat had closed.

“If you’re smart,” he said, “you’ll run.”

Four words. Four years.

I’d never stopped running.

I folded the piece of paper. Tucked it in my pocket. Got up and filled a glass of water I didn’t drink, standing at the sink, looking at the window and the dark outside it.

Don’t, I told myself. Don’t do the thing where you think about his eyes. Don’t do the thing where you think about how he said it — like it cost him something, like he’d come to that room having already made a hard choice and this was what was left of it. Don’t.

I put the glass down. Got my phone.

Shay picked up on the second ring.

“It’s late,” she said. Not a complaint. Just a statement. She’d always been like that — she said things as they were, without adding heat to them either way.

“I know.” I sat back down at the table. “I need to talk through something.”

The pause on her end was short. I heard her sit up — the specific sound of someone in bed adjusting to be properly awake. “Okay,” she said. “Talk.”

So I did. I gave her the shape of it: the notice, the job, the bank, the building manager’s face, the name on the paperwork. I didn’t give her all of it. I didn’t tell her the name meant something to me beyond a landlord’s name. I didn’t tell her about a locked room or silver eyes or four words that had rerouted my entire life.

She listened all the way through without interrupting. That was the thing about Shay — she had a quality of stillness when she listened that made you feel heard before she’d said a single word back.

When I finished, she was quiet for a moment.

“Where are the kids?” she asked.

“Asleep.”

“Okay.” Another pause. “Do you need me to take them tomorrow?”

My chest did something complicated. “I might need you to take them for more than tomorrow.”

“Then I will.” Simple. No drama. No questions yet about how long or what that would mean for her own schedule. Just: I will. “Lena. Whatever you need. You know that.”

“I know.” My voice came out smaller than I wanted it to. “I know. Thank you.”

“Stop thanking me.” I could hear her moving around — getting up, probably. Shay processed difficult things by moving. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m figuring that out.”

“Do you know who this Draymore person is?”

The name sat between us on the phone line. Heavy. Specific.

“Yes,” I said.

She waited for more. I didn’t give it.

“Okay,” she said. She’d learned, in four years, when I had hit the edge of what I could share. She didn’t like it. She also didn’t push past it, because that was the deal we had, unspoken and solid as load-bearing concrete. “Then figure it out. I’ve got the kids. Whatever you need.”

I hung up with my hands shaking.

I pressed them flat on the table until they stopped.

The emergency bag was in the back of my bedroom closet, behind a box of winter clothes and under a shelf of architecture books I’d carried from city to city for four years because they were the only things I hadn’t been able to leave behind. I’d packed the bag two years ago, when I first started to feel like maybe I’d stayed too long in one place, and I’d refreshed it every six months since then. Old habit. The habit of a person who has learned that leaving is sometimes the only option and preparation is the only power.

I pulled it out and unzipped it on the bed.

Cash — four hundred in small bills in a rubber-banded envelope. Still there. Good.

The fake ID I’d made in year one, before I understood how thoroughly I’d need to disappear. The name on it was someone who didn’t exist: Clara Voss, born in a small town in Ohio. Still valid.

My backup phone. A prepaid I’d never activated because I’d told myself I wouldn’t need it. I tucked it in the side pocket.

I went to the twins’ room. Freya’s white stuffed wolf was wedged between her and the wall — she slept with it pressed against her back like a guard. I extracted it carefully. She shifted, muttered something, pulled her blanket tighter. Didn’t wake.

Roman’s gray one was on the floor beside his bed. He’d probably knocked it off in his sleep. I picked it up and held them both for a second — these two small worn things that had traveled every mile of four years with us. I set them on top of the open bag.

Then I stood in the middle of my bedroom and understood something clearly for the first time.

I didn’t want to run.

I had not realized, until that exact moment, that the wanting had stopped. Somewhere in the last four years, in the building of this small ordinary life with fruit cup Thursdays and wolves on the baseboard and Shay next door and the daycare where they knew my children’s names — the wanting had simply ended. I had built something I didn’t want to leave.

That terrified me more than anything else today had.

My wolf moved against my ribs. Not the slow uncertain stir from this afternoon on the sidewalk. Not the surface twitch of something half-asleep. She pressed forward with her full weight, alert and close and absolutely certain, and a low sound built behind my back teeth that I swallowed before it could form.

Close, she said, in the way she’d always communicated — not in words, just in pressure, in direction, in the specific shape of a feeling that didn’t have language. He’s close.

I closed the bag but didn’t zip it.

The hallway was empty when I opened the door.

I had the trash bag in one hand and my keys in the other and the building was doing its normal nighttime sounds — the elevator running somewhere above me, a television through someone’s wall, the ventilation system its low constant drone.

Nothing out of place.

I walked to the trash chute at the end of the hall. Dropped the bag. Stood there for a second in the quiet.

That’s when I saw it.

On the floor outside my door.

I hadn’t been gone thirty seconds. The hallway had been empty when I stepped out. No one had passed me. I had been paying attention the way I always paid attention — tracking everything, filing everything, the low-level alertness that had kept me safe for four years. No one had been in this hallway.

And yet.

A card. Matte black. The kind of heavy card stock that has weight to it, that you can feel the quality of before you’ve read a word. It was lying face up in front of my door like it had been placed there with intention, with care, with the specific precision of someone who knew exactly where I’d be walking back to.

I picked it up.

Draymore Estate, 14 Voss Ridge Road, Greyhaven. Embossed in silver. No phone number. No email. Nothing that could be traced or searched or screenshotted and sent to anyone useful.

Below the address, in clean block print: You have 48 hours before I stop being patient.

The words hit me in the chest like something physical. Cold. Direct. The language of a man who had been waiting and was finished waiting and wanted me to know the difference.

Forty-eight hours.

I turned the card over.

The back was different. The ink was different — darker, slightly thicker, a different pen entirely. The handwriting was smaller than the block print on the front. Neater. The kind of handwriting that came from years of signing documents and writing in the margins of important things.

Five words.

I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you sooner.

I stood in the hallway and read those five words six times.

The front of the card was a command. Come. You have 48 hours. I am not patient.

The back was something else entirely. The back was a man who had been carrying something heavy for a long time and had found one small moment to set it down in ink.

He’d written the apology first. And then someone — him, or not him, but under his name — had printed the command on top of it. As if the apology was the true message and the ultimatum was the cover for it. As if anyone who only read the front would see the Shadow King. Anyone who turned it over would see something underneath.

My throat was tight.

I had spent four years telling myself I didn’t think about him. I’d been convincing, even to myself, most of the time. I’d built an entire internal architecture around not thinking about silver eyes and a voice like gravel and seven words delivered in the dark by a man who had nothing to gain from saying them and had said them anyway.

I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you sooner.

He hadn’t just found me. He’d been looking, and he’d been thinking about this moment, and when he finally reached it, the first thing he did — before the command, before the ultimatum, before the Shadow King — was write an apology in small careful handwriting on the back of a card that I might not even turn over.

He had been hoping I’d turn it over.

“Mama.”

I spun around.

Roman was standing in the doorway of our apartment. Pajamas with the little wolves printed on them — Freya’s pick, she’d bought matching ones for both of them and Roman had worn his without complaint ever since. His blanket was draped around his shoulders. His silver eyes were completely clear and completely awake.

He looked at me. Then at the door. Then at the space just beyond the door, into the hallway, like he could see something past it that I couldn’t.

“He’s close,” Roman said.

I didn’t move. “Who is, baby?”

He blinked, slow, the way he did when he was saying something obvious that he didn’t understand I hadn’t already understood. “The wolf. The one from the wind.” He tilted his head slightly. The gesture was so precise, so specific — I’d seen it somewhere before and couldn’t place it and then I could and my heart stopped. “His wolf smells like a storm.”

He said it the way he said everything — plainly, without drama, as if this were simply a thing that was true and he was passing the information along because it seemed relevant.

He was four years old.

He wasn’t supposed to be able to do this. Scent-tracking through walls and distance wasn’t a skill pups developed until they were much older — it required a wolf developed enough to extend its senses beyond the body, to push awareness outward, to sense pack and threat and kin at a distance.

Kin.

Roman had no pack. He’d never been enrolled, never been introduced to pack structure, never had anyone teach him what his instincts meant or why they worked the way they did. He’d learned everything he knew from the inside out, in a small apartment with a mother who couldn’t shift.

And he’d scented his father through a building.

I looked at my son — silver eyes, the jaw that had been making sense to me for four years and just this moment made a different kind of sense, the complete and unquestioning certainty of a dominant wolf who had identified something real and was simply reporting it.

The card was still in my hand. The apology on the back of it. I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you sooner.

I could run. I had the bag packed. I had four hundred dollars and a fake ID and Shay next door and four years of practice disappearing. I had done it before in worse conditions with fewer resources and I had survived it.

But I was looking at my son.

And my son had just told me, in plain four-year-old language, that he could already find his father by scent alone.

You could not outrun a man your own children were already reaching for. You could not hide from someone your son recognized through walls without ever having been taught to look.

There was no version of running that fixed this. Not anymore.

Roman watched my face. Patient. Still. His blanket slipped off one shoulder and he didn’t fix it, too focused on reading whatever he was reading in my expression.

“Come inside,” I said. My voice came out even. I was proud of that. “It’s late.”

He came. He let me steer him back to bed, let me pull the blanket up, let me press my lips to his forehead. He was asleep before I reached the door.

I went back to the kitchen.

I sat down.

The card was on the table in front of me.

Forty-eight hours. Not forty-seven and a half. Not less. Whatever he was or wasn’t, whoever he’d been on a dark night four years ago and whoever he’d become in the time since, the man had given me the exact time he’d promised.

I turned the card over again.

I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you sooner.

My wolf settled against my ribs — not the pressing urgency of an hour ago, not the bright alarm of something approaching. She settled the way you settle into a chair you’ve been standing away from for a very long time.

I sat with that for a while.

Then I picked up my pen and my piece of paper, the one with all the exits marked closed, and I drew a single line through the word run.
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KADE

Four years. Four years and six countries and three faked deaths — hers, all staged by people trying to protect her, none of them good enough, none of them me.

The first death was in Lyon. Paperwork, mostly. A name on a transit record that stopped moving, a rental agreement abandoned mid-month, a woman who simply ceased to appear in any system that could be traced. Someone had helped her with that one — whoever it was had decent instincts but no real resources. The trail died at a ferry terminal and didn’t pick up again for eleven months.

The second was better. New identity. New city. The kind of disappearance that takes planning, which told me she’d been thinking about it before she ran. She’d had a contingency. She’d been smart enough to build one even before she knew she’d need it.













