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  CHAPTER 1

  
  




Cain

The floor is cold through my jeans.

I noticed it the first night and I keep noticing it, which is strange because the cold isn’t actually the problem. The bed is the problem. The bed is too soft and too clean and it sits in a room with a window that opens and a door that locks from the inside and every one of those things is something I haven’t had in years — not because Ashford Pack was poor, but because soft and clean and a door that locks from the inside are things you stop noticing when you’ve spent long enough performing the role of a man who doesn’t need them.

I notice everything now.

That’s new. Or old. I can’t decide which.

Two in the morning and I’m on the floor with my back against the side of a bed I’m not using, and the room is dark and quiet, and somewhere in the packhouse above me is my sister — the one I put silver cuffs on at six years old — sleeping in a room that has its own bolt and its own light and a mate who would go through actual walls to reach her because I have watched him do exactly that and I know it’s true.

I am in a guest room.

I don’t deserve the guest room.

I also can’t say that out loud because every time I get close to saying something like that, the people around me do this specific thing — Soren does it, Mara does it, even Ryder does it sometimes — where they wait. Just wait. Like they’ve decided to give me time to come to terms with something at my own pace rather than helping me along by telling me what the terms should be.

I don’t know what to do with that either.

You’re awake, my wolf says.

I know.

I mean actually awake.

I know that too. He’s been saying it for three weeks — reminding me, carefully, like someone who isn’t sure the thing they’re talking to is stable enough to handle the full weight of what they want to say. He’s been asleep for years. Not dead, as it turns out. Just — waiting.

Which is more than I deserved.

I sleep for three hours. Maybe four. I stop counting when the sky outside the window goes from black to grey to the specific flat white of early morning.

Then I get up. Wash my face. Go to work.

The war room is on the ground floor — a large room with tables that have been pushed together to make one long surface, covered in files and maps and the specific organised chaos of a pack dismantling three hundred years of someone else’s infrastructure. Ryder’s people move through it with the focused energy of wolves who know exactly what they’re doing.

I find the pile nobody has touched.

There’s always a pile nobody has touched. In every organised operation there are the urgent tasks and the meaningful tasks and then the tasks that are technically necessary but that require sitting in a room for a long time doing something that feels like no progress because the progress is invisible. Cross-referencing payment records. Mapping account numbers against names. The slow, careful work of following money through shell companies and nominee directors until you reach the actual person.

I pick up the pile. I sit down.

Soren walks past me at eight in the morning, stops, looks at what I’m doing, and doesn’t say anything. He brings me coffee without being asked. Then he goes back to his own work.

That’s the Duskhollow version of welcome, I’m learning. Nobody is cruel to me. Nobody is particularly warm. They just — leave space. Give me the coffee. Let me find where I fit in the work and then let me work.

It’s the most functional pack dynamic I’ve ever been in.

I find that more uncomfortable than I expected.

By midday I’ve mapped six payment chains and found four names that appear in more than one chain under different company structures. I write them on a separate piece of paper. I cross-reference them against the file Soren gave me on Shadow Council operational hierarchy.

Three of the four are already identified.

The fourth isn’t.

I sit with that.

The account this fourth name is attached to isn’t a large one. Not operational spending — the operational accounts were big, consistent, the kind of numbers that run an organisation. This account is small. Irregular. The payments come every three to four months, from different sources, always just below the reporting threshold. Someone careful set this up. Someone who knew exactly where the monitoring started and made sure to stay below it.

Maintenance fees, I think. Not for running an operation.

For maintaining an arrangement.

I pull the originating account. It traces back through two companies to a private fund registered in the north. I pull the fund’s documentation.

And I find, at the bottom of the founding documents, a name I wasn’t expecting.

Not a full name. Just an initial. And below it, a location.

A. Voss.

Varen.

I go very still.

Varen. A northern city. Large pack infrastructure. Historically neutral.

I was there for six months when I was nineteen.

I was sent there by a man who had been advising me for two years at that point — a man with kind eyes and very careful words who arrived three months after the Shadow Council first made contact with me and who told a seventeen-year-old boy, with great gentleness and great patience, that the choices he was making were the right ones. The protective ones. The only ones that made sense given what he was dealing with.

I can picture the way he said it. The slight tilt of his head. The specific warmth of his expression, like someone who was genuinely sorry for the situation and genuinely glad to help.

I can picture it perfectly. I have been picturing it for eighteen years whenever I needed to believe I’d had a reason.

A. Voss.

Varen.

I fold the paper.

I put it in my pocket.

The afternoon moves slowly.

I finish the pile. I make notes. I stack the completed files neatly and I go to find Soren to ask what needs doing next. He gives me two more piles. I carry them back to my table.

I do not take the piece of paper out of my pocket.

I don’t know what I’m looking at yet. I need to know more before I say anything to anyone — because saying something is a specific thing, and specific things have specific consequences, and I spent eighteen years making choices without being sure of the full picture and I’m not doing that again.

Not yet.

Not until I understand it.

My wolf shifts in my chest. He has opinions about this.

He keeps them to himself. Mostly.

Greta finds me at six.

I hear her before I see her — her footsteps, which I know now, which I learned in a clearing at a border meeting and in a keeper’s shelter and in a war room where she stood next to the man she trusted with her life and said we have work to do like it was the most natural thing in the world. Her footsteps sound like someone who has learned to move quietly and then decided to stop hiding the fact that they’re moving.

She comes in with two mugs. Sets one in front of me. Sits down across the table.

She doesn’t ask how I am.

I appreciate that more than I can explain.

“You’ve been in here all day,” she says.

“There’s a lot to do.”

“There is.” She wraps both hands around her mug. “You’ve been in here all day every day for three weeks.”

“Still a lot to do.”

She looks at me. She has this particular way of looking at people — she got it from growing up the way she grew up, I think, that specific quality of attention that comes from spending years reading small signals because the large ones were never in her favour. She looks at me and I have the feeling she’s seeing things I’m not choosing to show.

She probably is.

She always could, my wolf says.

I know.

“You don’t have to break yourself,” she says. “To make up for it.”

I look at the table. I pick up the coffee. I put it down.

“I know,” I say.

She waits.

That’s the thing about Greta — she always waits. She never rushes to fill silence with something softer than what you just said. She just lets it sit there, being what it is.

“I’m not breaking myself,” I say. “I’m — finding out what’s useful.” I look up. “There’s a difference.”

She thinks about that. “Is there?”

“Yes.” I hold her gaze. “Breaking yourself is when you do the damage on purpose. When you make sure it hurts because you think the pain is the point.” I pause. “This is different. This is — finding out what I’m actually good for. What I can actually do. After everything.” Another pause. “I don’t know yet.”

She looks at me for a long time.

Then she does something I wasn’t expecting.

She nods.

Not the nod of someone agreeing to be patient with you. The nod of someone who understands exactly what you mean because they’ve been in a version of the same place.

Of course she has, my wolf says quietly.

Six years of working out what she was for in a world that had decided she was nothing.

I look at my hands on the table.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She doesn’t say it’s okay.

She doesn’t say anything.

She drinks her tea.

We sit there in the quiet of the war room with the files between us and the light going gold through the window and she doesn’t tell me I’m forgiven and she doesn’t tell me I’m not, and somehow the silence of it is the most honest thing I’ve been given in three weeks.

She leaves the mug when she goes.

I sit with the files for another hour after she leaves.

I do the work. I read the numbers. I cross-reference and document and add to the neat stacks on my left.

But the piece of paper in my pocket keeps pulling at the edge of my attention the way a splinter pulls — not painful exactly, just present. Just insisting.

A. Voss. Varen.

The man who advised me had a name. He told me his full name when we first met, sitting in my father’s office — Cain’s office, as it was by then — with that slight apologetic smile that said I know this is a terrible situation, I’m genuinely here to help.

Aldric Voss.

I haven’t thought about Aldric in years. Not because I forgot him. Because thinking about Aldric meant thinking about every conversation we had and what those conversations produced, and what those conversations produced was eighteen years of Greta on stone floors in silver cuffs.

I press my thumb to the edge of the folded paper in my pocket.

Not yet, I tell myself. You don’t know what you’re looking at.

A. Voss. Varen. A maintenance account too small to be operational, too consistent to be accidental.

Not yet.

My wolf shifts.

He has been patient since he woke up — careful and slow and unwilling to be rushed, like something that knows it was gone a long time and needs to relearn the shape of things before it starts moving fast. He has been the cautious one, for once. The steady one.

He is not steady right now.

Hurry, he says.

Just that. Just the one word, sitting in my chest like a stone dropped in still water.

Hurry.

I put my hand over the folded paper.

I don’t take it out.

But I don’t put it down either.








  
  
  CHAPTER 2

  
  




Sera

The eleventh pack looks like all the others from the road.

Gates. Perimeter wolves who clock the car before it reaches the turn. A packhouse that is larger than it needs to be for purely functional reasons, because pack architecture is always partly about the message it sends to everyone who approaches it.

I pull in and cut the engine and sit for a moment.

Eleven packs in three years. I know the rhythm of arrival by now — the assessment that happens in both directions, the careful professional warmth that means we don’t know you yet, the specific quality of attention that dominant wolves give to anyone new on their territory.

I know how to move through all of it without showing anything I don’t choose to show.

That skill is one of the few things my father gave me that I don’t resent.

I get out of the car.

The Beta meets me at the gate.

Soren. I know his name from the briefing file — Soren Vael, Beta of Duskhollow Pack for seven years, reportedly Ryder Kane’s most trusted person and the operational backbone of the Shadow Council takedown. The file described him as efficient. Guarded. Someone who makes assessments quickly and doesn’t share the results until he’s certain.

He looks at me the moment I step through the gate and starts making his assessment.

I start making mine.

He’s younger than I expected for a Beta of his standing. Sharp-eyed. The kind of man who notices things peripherally — he’s looking at my face while simultaneously clocking my car, my bags, how I walked through the gate, where my eyes went first. He’s going to know something about me before I’ve said a word.

I let him look. I have nothing to hide from a Beta reading my body language.

The things I’m actually hiding don’t show up in body language.

“Sera Voss,” he says. Not a question.

“Soren Vael.” I hold out my hand. “Thank you for the access permissions. I know they weren’t straightforward to arrange.”

He shakes my hand. His grip is the grip of someone who takes the measure of people through contact and is too professional to make it obvious.

I take the same measure back.

Loyal, my wolf says quietly. Careful. Not afraid of you.

Good. Afraid wolves make complicated archives to navigate.

“I’ll show you to the main building,” Soren says. “The Alpha wants to meet you before you start.”

“Of course.”

We walk.

I have met a great many Alphas.

In eleven packs over three years I’ve met Alphas who perform dominance like a theatre production — big gestures, loud silences, the whole managed spectacle of a person who needs you to understand the power differential before you’ve sat down. I’ve met Alphas who go the other direction entirely, all warm handshakes and first names, the performance of accessibility that is also a performance.

Ryder Kane does neither.

He stands in the doorway of the war room when Soren brings me through, and he looks at me, and the thing I feel from him is just — attention. Not calculation. Not performance. The specific quality of someone who is fully present in a conversation before it has started.

He shakes my hand.

“Alpha Kane.”

“Ms Voss.” His voice is level. “I’ve read your investigative record. The Halbren Network prosecution was good work.”

“Thank you.”

He looks at me for a moment in a way I can’t entirely decode. Not threatening. Not warm. Something in between that I file under still deciding.

“You’ll have full archive access,” he says. “Anything you need from my people, ask Soren. The only thing I ask is that findings are shared with me before they go to the Council.”

“That’s standard protocol.”

“Good.” He steps back. “Soren will show you the archive.”

As I turn to follow Soren, I feel it — the thing I’ve been feeling since I pulled through the gate, running as a low background hum. The specific sensation that has been part of me so long I’ve stopped calling it anything. My wolf, who is quieter than most wolves and stranger in her qualities, picking up something in the air of this place that she’s trying to give me a name for.

Not danger.

Something older than danger.

I file it. I keep walking.

I meet Greta in the corridor outside the archive.

I knew she would be here — the file was comprehensive about who lived in Duskhollow and the role Greta Kane née Ashford now occupied in the pack’s governance structure. I had read it carefully. I had prepared for the meeting.

I was not, as it turns out, prepared for the meeting.

She is smaller than I expected. The description in every file — the battle accounts, the witness statements, the formal recognition documents from six independent packs — creates an impression of something immense. The last Ashveil wolf. The woman who stood in a field at dawn with a white wolf blazing inside her and stopped a war.

She is standing in a corridor in a grey jumper with a mug of tea, and she looks at me.

The hum in my chest goes very, very loud.

Not my wolf responding to dominance — I know what that feels like. This is something else. Something that has no name in any vocabulary I have. The sensation of two things that belong to the same old story being in the same room for the first time.

I keep my face neutral.

She keeps hers neutral too.

“Sera Voss,” she says.

“Greta.” I pause. “Kane now, I understand.”

Something moves at the corner of her mouth. “Yes.” She looks at me with that steady, reading quality — I have been in eleven packs and nobody has looked at me quite like this. Not assessing threat. Not performing welcome. Just — seeing. “You’ve come a long way.”

“Eleven packs,” I agree. “This is the last one.”

“The most important one.”

“Yes.”

She nods once. It is the nod of someone who has made a decision before the conversation finished. “You’ll have everything you need,” she says. “The archive is complete. Nothing has been removed.” She holds my gaze. “I made sure of that personally.”

I believe her.

She hands me the key to the archive and walks away.

I stand in the corridor for a moment.

What was that? I ask my wolf.

My wolf does not answer. She is busy listening to something I can’t hear.

The archive is a room at the back of the east wing — large, temperature-controlled, with long tables and shelves of files that go floor to ceiling on three walls. Whoever organised it was careful and methodical. The files are indexed by date, cross-referenced by category, and flagged with the kind of colour-coded system that tells you a detail-oriented person built it and then another detail-oriented person checked it.

Ryder, probably. And Cain.

I set up at the long table in the centre. Laptop, notepad, the particular small tools of my trade. I orient myself by pulling the index first — always the index, always the map before the territory.

Three hours in, I have a working picture of what’s here.

It’s good. More complete than I expected. The documentation of Shadow Council operations going back forty years, the payment trails, the communication intercepts, the testimony records — it would take a good prosecution team six months to build a case from this and come out with something that would hold in front of any council.

I have been building my own parallel version of this for two years.

Mine is not as complete. Because mine has a gap in it. A specific gap, deliberately maintained, around a specific name.

I put my parallel investigation away when I came to Duskhollow. I boxed it and sealed it and told myself that the official investigation would find what it needed to find without my interference.

I told myself that.

I’m not entirely sure I believed it.

At midnight the archive is empty except for me.

I have been here for six hours. The packhouse has gone quiet around me — the specific quiet of a building full of wolves who are sleeping, which is a different quality of quiet from a building full of humans. More alive, somehow. More present.

I’m working through a sub-file of communications from a Shadow Council operational cell — middle-tier management, the kind of people who received instructions and passed them down and never asked about the source. Standard structure. The kind you find in every criminal organisation that has survived long enough to become bureaucratic.

The communications are routed through a server relay that encrypts the origin. Standard practice. The investigation team has been working to decode the relay structure for weeks.

I find a node number in the third file.

I read it.

I read it again.

My hands go still on the table.

I know that number.

It is a specific routing node in a specific server architecture that I found in my father’s office three years ago when I was using his desk to make a call and saw a file open that I was not supposed to see. I memorised the node number the way I memorise things that matter — completely, involuntarily, the specific memory of something your body understands is important before your mind catches up.

I have seen that number twice since then. In communications I received through back channels during the investigation — communications I assumed came from Council-aligned informants.

It is in this file.

Shadow Council operational communications, routed through my father’s server infrastructure.

Not adjacent to it. Not passing through a shared relay by coincidence.

Through it. Using it. Using a node that sits inside a server architecture that my father controls.

I close the file.

I open it again.

I read the routing number three times.

He is in the investigation, I think. Not just connected to the Shadow Council in the historical sense. Not just a founding family member whose ancestors built the original structure. Currently. Actively. In the investigation itself.

Which means the communications routing through his server are not just old history.

Someone is using it now.

Someone is feeding information through an architecture my father controls to — someone. Some destination I can’t see from this end. Some recipient who knows what is happening inside this investigation and is using my father’s network to stay informed.

I sit very still for a long time.

I think about the eleven packs. The three years. The careful, precise work of staying close to the official process without touching the central thing, without forcing the hand, without giving my father any reason to know that I know.

I think about whether that strategy has worked.

He is in the investigation.

If he is in the investigation, he has known every move the official process made for however long that node has been active.

Which means he has known I was coming here.

Which means he has known I am here now.

The room is warm. The lamp on the table is warm. I am not cold.

I press my hands flat on the table.

Think.

The routing node proves connection. It does not prove what he knows. He could be monitoring the investigation broadly without knowing that I have been navigating toward the same conclusion from a parallel direction for two years. He could be—

A sound.

I don’t move.

The door behind me is open — I never close archive doors, a habit from working in locations where you need to hear what’s approaching. The sound is footsteps. Coming down the corridor. Slow. Unhurried.

The footsteps stop outside the door.

“You work late,” a voice says.

I look up.

A man is standing in the doorway. Thirty, perhaps. Dark. He is looking at the archive with the expression of someone who has spent a significant amount of time in this specific room — not ownership, something more careful. Familiarity that has a complicated history attached to it.

Cain Ashford.

I know his file better than almost any other file in this investigation. I have read every page of it and I have read the gaps in it and I have made notes in margins that I keep separately, in a document that is encrypted and stored somewhere this investigation cannot access.

He looks at me.

I look at him.

“You work late too,” I say.

“Habit.” He looks at the files spread across my table. He doesn’t come in. He stands in the doorway the way people stand when they’re deciding something. “Find anything useful?”

I look at the file in front of me. At the routing number I’ve read four times now.

“Still working,” I say.

He nods. He looks at me for a moment longer with a quality of attention I didn’t expect — not the Alpha’s assessment or the Beta’s professional read. Something quieter. Like a man who has spent a long time learning to look at things carefully because he got badly burned by looking away.

“Good night,” he says.

He goes.

I listen to his footsteps move back down the corridor.

Then I turn back to the file.

He is in the investigation.

I cannot trust anyone I have not personally vetted.

I look at the empty doorway where Cain Ashford was standing thirty seconds ago.

Including everyone in this building, I think.

Including him.

My wolf, quiet and strange and always just below the surface of things, makes a sound I have never heard from her before.

Not warning.

Not danger.

Something that has no name in any vocabulary I have, landing in my chest like a question I haven’t been asked yet.

I close the file.

I do not sleep well.













