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      For everyone who believes stories are worth taking a chance on.
    

    
      To every reader who chooses an indie author, thank you for giving new worlds a home.
    

    
      And to every indie author still writing through doubt, setbacks, and quiet days... someone out there is waiting to fall in love with the story only you can tell. 
    

    
      Keep going.
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      The Grove That Died
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      To most of Newcastle, Jesmond Dene was simply somewhere green.
    

    
      A ribbon of woodland sunk between streets and stone, busy enough on dry mornings that the paths filled with runners, dog walkers, parents coaxing children away from the water, and commuters taking shortcuts beneath trees that had outlived almost every building around them. There were bridges slick with rain, muddy banks, old stone walls softened by moss, and the constant restless sound of the Ouseburn slipping over rock.
    

    
      People came because it felt removed from the city. That was the clever part. It wasn’t. Not really. Prim Alder stepped aside as a spaniel tore past her with a stick twice the width of its body, its owner several metres behind and already apologising. “Sorry!”
    

    
      Prim smiled. “No harm done.”
    

    
      The woman barely looked at her. Why would she? To her, Prim was just another person on the path, albeit one in moss-green overalls with mud on her boots and enough leaves caught in her black hair to suggest she had lost an argument with a hedge. The dog stopped. Its tail froze. Prim looked down. The spaniel stared towards the trees on her left. Not at anything visible. At the place where the glamour began. Its nose twitched. The dog whined.
    

    
      “Come on, Bailey.” The woman gave the lead a tug.
    

    
      Bailey resisted for half a second, eyes still fixed on the woodland, then allowed himself to be dragged away. Prim waited until they disappeared around the bend. Then she stepped from the public path. The glamour opened around her. Silverweave magic rarely bothered with spectacle when subtlety did the job better. The air shimmered. One blink, and the familiar woodland shifted. Brown bark became pale silver, not metallic exactly but luminous beneath the morning cloud, the trunks catching stray light where there should have been none. Ferns spread in vast green fans across the ground, their edges faintly translucent. Flowers crowded the banks in colours too rich to feel entirely natural, violet deep enough to hurt the eye, blue almost electric, orange petals glowing against damp earth as though they remembered sunlight the sky had forgotten to provide. Everything was beautiful and slightly wrong.
    

    
      That was Silverweave. Beauty without softness. The flowers drew the eye because they wanted the eye. Some of them wanted more than that. Prim stepped carefully around a cluster of bell-shaped blooms the colour of fresh bruises.
    

    
      “Don’t start.” The nearest flower tilted towards her. She pointed at it. “I mean it.” The bloom continued to lean. Prim moved on. 
    

    
      Behind her, the glamour settled again, leaving the ordinary path visible through a faint haze between the trees. A jogger passed within twenty feet of where she stood and never once turned his head. Good. Silverweave preferred it that way. Their territories were scattered throughout Newcastle and beyond, hidden within places ordinary people thought they understood. Gardens. Woodland. Old estates. Forgotten stretches of riverbank. Buildings that somehow never seemed occupied even when the lights burned every night.
    

    
      Jesmond Dene was one of their larger holdings. It was also one of the more inconvenient ones. The western edge pressed close to Hound territory, which made it one of Prim's less popular routes. Nobody had formally complained about the arrangement in her lifetime, but Silverweave had perfected the art of silently communicating disapproval. Personally she had no issue with the Hounds. Mostly because she rarely saw them. She followed the narrow path deeper into Silverweave ground. Here, away from human eyes, the Dene unfolded differently.
    

    
      Ancient trees rose higher than they had any right to, silver trunks twisting around one another, their branches knitted into a high canopy. Thin streams of light spilled through gaps overhead and broke across flowers that seemed to pulse faintly when shadows passed over them. Moss climbed everything, soft and thick and vividly green, filling cracks in old stone steps and swallowing the remains of walls built before anyone currently alive remembered what they had once enclosed.
    

    
      The Court sat farther east, hidden behind another layer of glamour where the woodland widened. Prim was not heading there. Not yet. Her route this morning took her north through one of the older sacred groves, then along the boundary where Silverweave land pressed closest to the Hounds. Routine. That was all. She checked paths. Wards. Growth patterns. Anything that might suggest a territorial problem before it became a political one. Mostly, she found fallen branches. The occasional damaged ward. Once, memorably, three drunk students who had somehow wandered through a glamour fold and spent forty-five minutes insisting Prim was an elf. She had considered telling them they were correct.
    

    
      Instead she had returned them to the public path with their memories softened enough that they later blamed the whole thing on cheap vodka. A small shape moved near her boot. Prim stopped. A frog sat beside a root, half-hidden beneath a leaf. Her expression brightened immediately.
    

    
      “Well, hello.”
    

    
      The frog stared. It was brown-green and damp, broad enough across the back that it looked mildly offended by gravity.
    

    
      Prim crouched. “You’re handsome.”
    

    
      The frog blinked.
    

    
      “Don’t let it go to your head.”
    

    
      Something pale lay beside it. Prim reached down and picked up a tiny carved frog, no larger than the nail of her thumb. Wood. Old enough that the grooves had softened. She turned it over in her fingers. Someone had probably dropped it years ago. Maybe a child. Maybe a tourist. Maybe a Silverweave craftsperson who had carved it while bored and forgotten all about it. Prim slipped it into the pocket of her overalls.
    

    
      The living frog remained unmoved. “You saw nothing.”
    

    
      She stood and continued along the path. For the first few minutes, nothing seemed unusual. Then she noticed the lack of birds. Prim slowed. Somewhere behind her, deeper in the Dene, a robin called once. Nothing answered. That was odd. Not alarming. Just odd. She kept walking. The path narrowed, descending towards a shallow stream that normally ran alongside the northern edge of the grove. Prim knew the sound of it. She had known it for decades. Water over stone. A constant silver rush beneath the leaves.
    

    
      Today she could hear her own boots instead. Prim stopped. The silence around her did not feel empty. It felt deliberate. She turned slowly. The trees here were still alive. Leaves moved. Branches stirred in the breeze. Everything looked healthy. But there were no birds overhead. No insects moving through the low flowers. No rustle beneath the undergrowth. A fox stood thirty feet away. Prim almost smiled. Foxes crossed Silverweave ground all the time. They were better at ignoring glamour than most animals, although whether that came from intelligence or sheer audacity had never been decided. This one was narrow-faced and russet, with a black streak down one foreleg. It watched her. Then looked beyond her. Towards the grove. Prim followed its gaze. Nothing moved between the trees. She looked back. The fox had stepped away. Not bolted. Not startled. Simply taken one careful step backwards. Then another. Its ears remained fixed forward.
    

    
      Prim frowned. “What is it?”
    

    
      The fox turned. Within seconds it disappeared through the ferns. Prim stayed where she was. A chill travelled slowly over her arms. Animals fled danger. Prim knew what that looked like. This had been different. The fox had not looked frightened. It had looked unwilling. Prim resumed walking. The stream should have appeared after another bend. She knew she had reached it because the path dipped. She did not hear it. Prim came through the trees. Stopped. Water filled the channel. But it was not moving. A scattering of yellow leaves rested on the surface as though preserved beneath glass. Prim stared upstream. The water should have been coming down from higher ground. It wasn’t. She crouched beside it. One fingertip broke the surface. Cold spread immediately through her skin. Too cold. Not frozen, just cold enough that instinct made her pull back. The water trembled once where she had touched it. Then became still again. Prim’s humour disappeared. The sacred grove lay only a short distance ahead. She left the path. As she moved, the woodland began to change. Not visibly at first. The colours dimmed. The flowers became fewer. Silver bark lost some of its lustre. Then the smell changed. Prim knew woodland smells the way other people knew voices. Wet soil. Green sap. Old leaves. Stone. Mushrooms. Running water. Rot, sometimes, which was not unpleasant to her because rot belonged here. Rot meant something was being broken down so something else could grow. This was different. There was no rot. No smoke. No obvious chemical bitterness. Only a thin metallic emptiness that sat at the back of her throat. She climbed the rise. The grove appeared below. Prim stopped breathing. For a long moment, she simply stared. The glamour ended at its edge. Not vanished. Failed. That was somehow worse. On one side, Silverweave woodland remained painfully alive, silver trees luminous beneath the canopy and flowers spilling colour over the ground. Then, within the grove, everything turned grey. No gradual decline. No thinning vegetation. One step divided one world from the other. The trees were dead. All of them. Leaves clung brown and brittle to branches. The silver had gone from the bark entirely. Ferns lay collapsed across the earth, their fronds shrivelled into dark threads. Flowers had curled inward. Moss blackened the bases of the trees. Even the air felt different. Still. Heavy.
    

    
      Prim descended slowly. Her boots crossed the boundary. Nothing happened. That frightened her more than if something had. She knew dead woodland. Everyone who worked land did. Trees fell. Disease spread. Storms stripped branches. Lightning burned trunks hollow. Dead things were loud in their own way. Beetles moved in. Fungus spread. Worms worked through soil. Roots softened. Decay began. Life reclaimed everything. Here, nothing had claimed anything. Prim crouched beside a patch of moss. Black. Dry. She did not touch it. She didn’t need to. She could feel the difference simply standing there. Silverweave land normally pressed against her awareness, not words or voices, but an endless background presence she had stopped consciously noticing centuries ago. Here, that presence stopped. 
    

    
      Prim rose. The oldest tree stood near the middle of the grove. An ash. She had known it longer than she had known most people. As a child she had climbed it badly and fallen out. As an adult she had slept beneath it after midsummer celebrations she refused to discuss. It had survived storms that tore younger trees from the ground. Prim walked towards it. The silence deepened with every step. Her hand hovered over the bark. For the first time that morning, she hesitated. Then she touched it. Prim went still. Not weakness. Not pain. Not the remnants of something recently dead. Nothing. She closed her eyes and reached. The instinct was as familiar as breathing. Usually the contact opened into layers of sensation, moisture rising through wood, tension held within roots, the faint slow pressure of growth. There was no opening. Only absence. Prim withdrew her hand. “No.” She touched the tree again. Nothing changed.
    

    
       Her fingers curled against the bark. This could not have happened overnight. Except it had.
    

    
      She had been here two mornings earlier. Everything had been alive. She stepped away. The grove stretched around her. Every tree bore the same empty stillness. Prim did not go from trunk to trunk. If the oldest ash had nothing left to give her, the others would not either. The stream passed through the far side of the grove. She moved towards it. Here, the water looked almost black beneath the dead branches. No insects skimmed its surface. No tadpoles moved in the shallows. Not even pond weed stirred. Prim crouched. A tiny ripple appeared. Her head snapped up. For one second she thought the water had begun moving. Then she saw the source. A hedgehog stood on the opposite bank. Small. Dirty. One side of its face wet. It had apparently approached to drink. The animal lowered its head. Stopped before touching the water. Prim watched. The hedgehog sniffed once. Then turned around. It shuffled back through the dead leaves with far more urgency than hedgehogs usually brought to anything. Prim stared after it. Every living thing knew. Not why. Not what. Only that this place should be avoided. 
    

    
      She looked down at the stream. Very carefully, she lowered her hand into the cold water. This time she did not search for the water itself. She reached beneath it. For the land. For roots. For anything connecting this grove to the rest of Silverweave. Something answered. Not the grove. Something farther away. So faint she almost mistook it for the pressure of her own magic. Prim froze. There. Not a pull exactly. An orientation. The strange sense of something pointing elsewhere. She followed it for perhaps a heartbeat. Then it disappeared. Prim jerked her hand from the water. Her pulse had quickened. She stared towards the eastern trees. Beyond them lay deeper Silverweave territory. Beyond that, the Court. And farther still, layered beneath everything she understood, the Veil. Prim stood. She hated that thought immediately.
    

    
      The Veil was not something Pathkeepers dealt with casually. It was older than territory. Older than factions. Older than almost every argument Silverweave had ever preserved in writing. It thinned in places. It shifted. Sometimes it reacted. But Prim had never known it to kill anything. Certainly not like this. She looked around again. Even the glamour seemed unable to settle properly here. At the edge of the grove, its silver shimmer kept flickering across dead bark, attempting to make the trees beautiful again before failing and snapping back to grey. Prim’s stomach tightened. The sight offended something deep in her. Silverweave glamour was not decoration. It was identity. Protection. Territory. The grove was rejecting even that. Or perhaps there was simply nothing left for the glamour to hold onto. Prim backed away. The moment she crossed into living woodland, sensation returned so suddenly that she almost stumbled. Leaves moved overhead. A distant bird called. Something tiny shifted through the undergrowth. The world resumed. Prim looked behind her. The grove remained silent. Not dying. Not diseased. Dead. She ran.
    

    
      The public Dene was busier now. Prim slipped through the glamour and nearly collided with an elderly man throwing a ball for a terrier. “Sorry, pet.”
    

    
      Prim shook her head. “You’re fine.”
    

    
      The terrier ignored the ball. It stared towards the hidden trees. Prim kept moving. She crossed the path, cut through another fold in the glamour, and disappeared back into Silverweave territory before anyone thought to look twice. The Court occupied a concealed rise beyond the public woodland, hidden behind layers of illusion that turned buildings into trees, paths into bramble and windows into patches of harmless shadow.
    

    
      Inside the glamour, stone buildings curved between living trunks. Not built around the forest. Built with it. Pale stone caught silver reflections from the trees. Bridges crossed narrow streams. Flowers spilled from terraces in impossible colour. Vines threaded through carved archways and rearranged themselves whenever they decided someone had stood still for too long. Prim crossed the main courtyard at a pace that drew attention. Silverweave did not rush. They glided. Drifted. Appeared where needed. Running through Court grounds was generally reserved for fires and children. Prim looked like neither. A woman carrying a basket of flowers moved aside sharply.
    

    
      “Prim?”
    

    
      Prim didn’t stop. “Council chamber?”
    

    
      “East hall.”
    

    
      She changed direction. By the time she reached the east hall, mud streaked one leg of her overalls and several strands of hair had escaped around her face. The doors stood open. A handful of Court representatives were already inside. Prim recognised some. Ignored most. Then noticed Aurelian Briar. They sat near the far end of the long table with a thin ledger open before them. Aurelian looked exactly as Prim always remembered them looking, which somehow never helped her remember anything useful about their appearance afterwards. Elegant. Still. Pale hair catching the light. Eyes too light to comfortably hold for long. They were not a Court leader. Aurelian kept records, witnessed agreements and preserved testimony when Silverweave decided something mattered enough that memory alone could not be trusted with it. Prim had always found them mildly unsettling. Not because they were unfriendly. Because they listened as if every word had already become evidence. Aurelian looked up. Their gaze travelled once over Prim. Mud. Leaves. Breathing too fast. They closed the ledger.
    

    
      “Something happened.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. Conversation around the table stopped. An older woman Prim knew as Councillor Mareth turned from the window.
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “North grove.”
    

    
      Mareth frowned. “The sacred grove?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    
      Prim opened her mouth. For a moment, the answer refused to become language. She could still see the glamour flickering helplessly across grey bark. “It’s dead.”
    

    
      No one spoke. Mareth’s expression sharpened. “The grove?”
    

    
      “All of it.”
    

    
      “That isn’t possible.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      The room changed. People sat straighter. Aurelian opened the ledger again. Their pen rested against the page. Mareth came closer.
    

    
      “Disease?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Fire?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Poisoning?”
    

    
      “I couldn’t find any sign of it.”
    

    
      “You checked the water?”
    

    
      “It’s stopped moving.”
    

    
      Mareth stared. Prim continued before anyone could interrupt.
    

    
      “There are no birds inside the boundary. No insects. Nothing feeding from the dead growth. Animals won’t enter.”
    

    
      Aurelian’s pen moved quietly over the page.
    

    
      Mareth looked towards them, then back to Prim.
    

    
      “How long?”
    

    
      “It was alive two days ago.”
    

    
      Someone at the table whispered something under their breath.
    

    
      Prim barely heard it.
    

    
      Mareth did. “
      Enough.
      ”
    

    
      Silence returned.
    

    
      Then Aurelian spoke. “What did the grove tell you?”
    

    
      Their voice was soft. Too precise. Prim looked at them. Of course that would be the question they asked. She swallowed. “Nothing.”
    

    
      Aurelian stopped writing. It was the first reaction Prim had seen from them. Tiny. Almost nothing. Their pen no longer moved. 
    

    
      Mareth’s expression changed. “You couldn’t read it?”
    

    
      “No.” Prim hated how inadequate the word sounded. She tried again. “There was nothing to read.”
    

    
      Aurelian watched her. Not the way the others did. No disbelief. No visible fear. Only attention.
    

    
      “Nothing at all?”
    

    
      Prim thought of the stream. That faint distant orientation. The impression that something had touched the grove and moved on. “Not from the trees.”
    

    
      Aurelian’s eyes sharpened. “What did answer?”
    

    
      Mareth glanced towards them.
    

    
      Prim hesitated. “I don’t know.”
    

    
      Aurelian waited.
    

    
      Prim exhaled slowly. “The water felt wrong. There was something underneath it.”
    

    
      “Magic?”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      “Silverweave?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      The answer came too quickly. She was sure of that much. Aurelian resumed writing. Mareth walked towards the windows. Outside, Court woodland glowed beneath its glamour. Alive. Untouched.
    

    
      “Seal the northern paths,” she said.
    

    
      One of the attendants near the door nodded immediately.
    

    
      “No one enters the grove without a Pathkeeper. Inform everyone working the western boundary as well.”
    

    
      Another nod.
    

    
      Prim’s stomach tightened at the mention of the boundary.
    

    
      Mareth turned back.
    

    
      “If this reaches Hound territory, they’ll know before we do.”
    

    
      Someone muttered, “Wonderful.”
    

    
      Prim might normally have laughed. She didn’t.
    

    
      Aurelian turned a page.
    

    
      “Do you believe the grove presents an immediate threat?”
    

    
      Prim considered the question. The fox stepping backwards. The hedgehog refusing the water. Roots beyond the grove bending away. “I think everything living near it believes it does.”
    

    
      Mareth’s jaw tightened. “Then we treat it as one.” She looked towards another Court representative. “Send word to the Tribunal.”
    

    
      Several expressions soured at once. Silverweave secrecy was not simply preference. It was habit built over centuries. They did not invite outsiders into their territory. They certainly did not invite Tribunal investigators unless there was no other option. Mareth knew that. Everyone in the room knew that. Aurelian simply recorded the decision. Their pen scratched across the page. Prim watched them. For some reason, that quiet movement made the situation feel more real than anything else had. A grove could recover. A mystery could be dismissed. A strange morning could become a story. Once Aurelian Briar wrote something down, Silverweave intended to remember it.
    

    
      Mareth looked at Prim. “You’ll guide whoever they send.”
    

    
      Prim stared at her. “
      Me
      ?”
    

    
      “You found it.”
    

    
      “I was rather hoping that disqualified me.”
    

    
      Nobody laughed.
    

    
      Prim sighed. “Worth trying.”
    

    
      Aurelian’s mouth shifted. Not quite a smile. Prim caught it anyway. Mareth ignored both of them.
    

    
      “Go home. Clean yourself up. Then return to the northern boundary. I want a full report before sunset.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. She should have left. Instead she moved towards the window. Beyond the glamour, if she looked through the trees at exactly the right angle, she could see fragments of ordinary Newcastle. A rooftop. The upper floor of a house. A red bus passing briefly between gaps in the woodland. People would be walking through Jesmond Dene right now. Dogs off their leads. Children throwing sticks into water. Someone drinking coffee beneath trees they believed were completely ordinary. None of them would know that only a few hundred metres away an entire piece of woodland had died in a single night. None of them would know that the animals had already noticed. Prim pressed her fingers against the carved stone sill. Somewhere north, beyond the living trees, the grove waited. That was the word that came to her. Waited. Not threatened. Not warned. The surrounding forest was not afraid. It was listening. And Prim had no idea what it expected to hear. 
      

    

    
      2
    

    
      Four Hounds
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Tribunal sent four Hounds and a sealed order. Prim saw the seal before she saw any of their faces. Black wax. Red thread. The Tribunal insignia pressed cleanly into the centre. Official. Unmistakable. 
      Unwelcome.
    

    
      She stood with two Silverweave wardens near the western crossing while the Hounds waited on the other side of the glamour. They had been permitted as far as the boundary and no farther. That alone said more than any formal greeting could have. Ordinary life moved only a short distance behind them. A woman in a pink coat walked two terriers along the public path. Somewhere farther down the Dene, a child shouted. A bicycle bell rang twice. The four Hounds stood among all of it looking entirely human. Silverweave were not the only faction capable of hiding in plain sight. The oldest of the group held the Tribunal scroll. Prim knew immediately that he was the captain because the others placed themselves around him without appearing to. One slightly ahead. One behind. One to his left. Loose enough that a passer-by would see four people waiting beneath trees. Prim saw a formation.
    

    
      The warden beside her stepped forward. “Captain Mercer.”
    

    
      The Hound inclined his head. “Warden Finn.”
    

    
      No handshake. The Silverweave warden was tall and narrow, dressed in a charcoal coat embroidered along the cuffs with thread that caught silver beneath the glamour. A short blade rested at his hip. Ceremonial enough to be respectable. Sharp enough to be useful. Beside him stood Warden Elowen Marr, one hand resting loosely behind her back. Prim knew the posture. Elowen disliked the situation. 
    

    
      Ralph Mercer appeared to know it too. “We come under Tribunal instruction,” he said. His voice was calm. Formal. He lifted the sealed scroll.
    

    
       Finn did not take it. “Your order will be presented before the Court.”
    

    
      A pause. Then Ralph nodded. “Understood.”
    

    
      The woman standing to his right glanced towards the woodland beyond the glamour. She was broad across the shoulders, dark-haired, with the patient stillness of someone who preferred action to protocol. Rhea Black. Prim had read their names that morning. Captain Ralph Mercer. Rhea Black, Shield. Bobby McCarmick, Medic. Ash Rowen, Tracker. The fourth Hound had not moved since Prim arrived. Ash stood half a step behind Ralph, attention fixed not on the wardens but on the glamour. Prim noticed because it seemed impolite. Then realised he wasn't staring. He was studying it. The shimmer between the trees moved like heat over stone, masking everything beyond from ordinary eyes.
    

    
      Ash’s gaze followed its edge. He could see something. Not all of it. But enough. Hounds were difficult to deceive completely. Their spectral nature complicated glamour. Prim had always found that interesting. She looked at him for a fraction too long. Ash turned. Their eyes met. Prim looked away first.
    

    
      Finn raised one hand. The glamour parted. The change was immediate. The public Dene remained visible behind the Hounds, all wet paths and ordinary bark beneath the grey Newcastle morning. Ahead, Silverweave territory opened. The four of them went still. Even Ralph. Prim had grown up inside it. She sometimes forgot what it looked like to people seeing it for the first time. Silver trunks rose through the woodland in twisting columns, luminous where pale light caught the bark. Flowers spilled over the banks in colours too intense to belong comfortably in nature, violet almost black, red blooms glossy as fresh lacquer, blue petals burning against green like fragments of stained glass. The air itself seemed richer. Damp soil. Sap. Pollen. Something sweet beneath it. Too sweet. The sort of sweetness that warned before it poisoned.
    

    
      The Silverweave settlement lay deeper inside, partially hidden among trees and stone. Finn stepped through first. Elowen followed. 
    

    
      Prim waited. “Captain.”
    

    
      Ralph looked at her.
    

    
      Prim gave a small nod towards the opening. “Stay with the wardens.”
    

    
      His expression did not change. “Miss Alder.” The formality of it made something inside her straighten. So he knew exactly who she was.
    

    
      “Captain Mercer.”
    

    
      They crossed. Ralph first. Then Rhea. Bobby. Ash last. The glamour sealed behind them. For several seconds none of the Hounds spoke. Prim almost smiled. Rhea broke first. Quietly.
    

    
      “I didn’t know what to expect.”
    

    
      Bobby kept his voice low.
    

    
      “No wonder they keep it secret.”
    

    
      Ash looked towards a line of silver trees disappearing uphill. “Can't see where the boundary ends.” 
    

    
      Prim heard all three. So did Finn. His shoulders stiffened by a fraction.
    

    
      Ralph glanced at them. That was enough. Nobody spoke again. They followed the wardens deeper into Silverweave territory. The settlement revealed itself slowly. That was deliberate too. Silverweave architecture never announced where it began. One moment there were trees. The next, pale stone appeared between them. Walkways curved through the woodland, pale buildings rising around living trunks rather than replacing them. Thin bridges crossed clear streams. Everywhere, life crowded close. Flowers leaned towards passing bodies. Vines twisted around railings.
    

    
      Nothing was still.
    

    
      Prim saw the Hounds noticing that. Not simply the beauty. The intelligence behind it. Silverweave territory did not feel decorated.
    

    
      It felt aware.
    

    
      Bobby leaned slightly towards Rhea. “That flower 
      moved
      .”
    

    
      Rhea murmured, “Don’t touch it.”
    

    
      “I wasn’t going to.”
    

    
      “
      Good
      .”
    

    
      Prim kept facing forward. Finn led them through an arch woven from living branches. The main settlement opened beyond. People stopped. Not dramatically. Silverweave were far too polite for that. But conversations lowered. Heads turned. Four Hounds walking through the heart of their territory under guard would earn attention whether anyone admitted it or not. Prim felt the atmosphere tighten. Silverweave and Hounds were neighbours in the way old houses were neighbours. Close enough to hear one another. Far enough apart to pretend they did not.
    

    
      The Veil had divided supernatural society long before Prim was born, not into neat borders but into loyalties, traditions and territories layered across ordinary human places. Crimson. Augury. Hollow Moor. Hounds. Silverweave. The Tribunal above them all, at least in theory. Nobody particularly liked that part. 
    

    
      A child standing beside one of the paths stared openly at the Hounds. His mother pulled him closer. Rhea noticed. Something shifted in her expression before she looked away. Prim watched her. They reached the main hall. It stood at the centre of the settlement beneath the largest concentration of silver trees. Wide steps led towards double doors carved with intertwining branches. No guards stood outside. The building itself was warded. Prim felt the magic in the stone as they approached.
    

    
      Finn turned. “Your weapons remain sheathed inside.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “Of course.”
    

    
      “No shifting.”
    

    
      This time Bobby looked surprised but Ralph did not.
    

    
      Finn continued. “No spectral manifestation beyond defensive instinct unless authorised.”
    

    
      Ralph said, “Understood.”
    

    
      “No glamour breaking.”
    

    
      Another nod.
    

    
      “You will not leave escorted routes while within Court territory.”
    

    
      Rhea folded her arms. “Even during an active investigation?”
    

    
      Finn looked at her. “Especially during an active investigation.”
    

    
      Silence stretched between them. 
    

    
      Ralph answered for them. “We understand.”
    

    
      Finn stepped aside. The doors opened. The Silverweave main hall was quieter than the settlement outside. Not silent. Leaves moved overhead where living branches had been allowed to grow through the upper structure. Water ran beneath the floor in narrow channels carved through pale stone. The entire hall seemed built around the assumption that the natural world had as much right to occupy it as anyone else. Prim followed the wardens inside. The Hounds came behind.
    

    
      Several Court representatives waited near the raised central table. Councillor Mareth stood among them. Aurelian Briar sat slightly apart. A thin ledger lay open before them. Prim had begun to suspect Aurelian could manifest paperwork through force of will. They looked up as the group entered. No visible surprise. No welcome either. Ralph stepped forward. He removed the Tribunal scroll from inside his coat. Black wax remained intact.
    

    
      Finn accepted it this time. He carried it to Mareth. She inspected the seal before breaking it. Everyone waited while she read. Ralph’s face remained neutral. Rhea studied the room. Bobby looked at the water channels beneath the floor. Ash looked at Aurelian, who looked back. Neither moved. Prim felt suddenly glad she was not part of whatever silent assessment had just occurred between them.
    

    
      Mareth finished reading. “The Tribunal recognises a potential threat to the boundary between Silverweave and Hound territory.” Her gaze lifted. “And has appointed your pack to investigate.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Under Tribunal authority.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The words hung slightly heavier than necessary. Mareth folded the scroll. “Within Silverweave territory, Tribunal authority does not supersede Court law.”
    

    
      Rhea’s jaw shifted.
    

    
      Ralph answered before she could. “We have no intention of disrespecting your territory.”
    

    
      “Intentions are rarely the issue.”
    

    
      Prim glanced at Aurelian. Their pen moved.
    

    
      Mareth continued. “You may examine the affected area. You may track anything connected to the incident. You may pursue a direct threat if one presents itself.”
    

    
      Ralph listened.
    

    
      “But you will not enter restricted Silverweave holdings without permission. You will not disturb sacred root systems. You will not remove plant matter, soil, water or remains without agreement from a Pathkeeper.”
    

    
      Bobby frowned slightly at that.
    

    
      Mareth noticed. “You have a question?”
    

    
      “Samples could help identify contamination.”
    

    
      “They could.”
    

    
      “Then why restrict them?”
    

    
      “Because what you call contamination may be something else.”
    

    
      Bobby considered that. Then nodded. Fair.
    

    
      Mareth looked back to Ralph. “If your investigation indicates that the Veil itself has been disturbed, you stop.”
    

    
      Rhea straightened. Ash’s attention moved to Mareth. Ralph’s expression did not, but something behind it did. 
    

    
      “Stop?”
    

    
      “You report to the Tribunal.”
    

    
      “And leave?”
    

    
      “You do not interfere with a Veil disturbance without further instruction.”
    

    
      Ralph glanced briefly towards Finn. Then Mareth. “Understood.”
    

    
      Prim wondered whether he meant it. Aurelian wrote something.
    

    
      Mareth looked towards her. “Prim Alder will serve as Pathkeeper.”
    

    
      Four sets of eyes turned. Prim resisted the urge to wave. 
      Barely.
    

    
      “She will guide you through Silverweave ground, identify protected areas, and advise where your investigation may risk damage to the territory.”
    

    
      Ralph inclined his head. “Miss Alder.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “Captain.”
    

    
      Mareth’s gaze moved over all of them. “You leave when she says you leave.”
    

    
      Rhea’s brow lifted. Prim felt the weight of that one land.
    

    
      Mareth continued before anyone objected. “If she tells you not to touch something, you do not touch it.”
    

    
      Bobby looked faintly offended by a warning clearly aimed at him for no reason whatsoever. “If she says a route is closed, it is closed.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded once. “We understand.”
    

    
      Mareth looked towards Finn. “Escort them to the northern boundary.”
    

    
      Prim stepped forward. “They’ll need to see the grove.”
    

    
      “Yes.” Mareth’s expression tightened. “And nothing beyond it.”
    

    
      Aurelian’s pen stopped.
    

    
      They left the hall under guard. The mood had changed. Not worsened. Formalised. Prim walked with Finn ahead of the pack. Elowen remained behind them. Escorted in. Escorted out. A reminder to everyone watching that the Hounds were here because Silverweave had permitted it. Not because they belonged. They passed through the settlement again. This time the Hounds spoke even less. Prim could feel their restraint. Rhea hated being watched. Bobby was curious about everything. Ralph measured every interaction before responding. Ash remained difficult to read. That annoyed Prim slightly. Mostly because she liked knowing things. Near the edge of the settlement, a low growl vibrated behind her. Prim stopped. Elowen’s hand moved towards her blade. Ralph turned. Bobby muttered something. Ash had gone very still. For one strange second, his shadow changed. Not literally. The shape behind him deepened. Widened. Prim saw the suggestion of shoulders far broader than any human body. A head. Ears. Something enormous standing where nothing stood. Then it was gone.
    

    
      Ash exhaled slowly. Rhea looked at him. “You good?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Prim stared. He caught her. 
      Again.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “
      Nothing
      .”
    

    
      Ash’s expression remained flat. “A lot of staring for 
      nothing
      .”
    

    
      Prim nearly smiled. Stopped herself. “Your shift, what triggered it?”
    

    
      He looked towards the settlement behind them. “Too much magic.”
    

    
      Finn spoke without turning. “Then control it.”
    

    
      Ash’s jaw tightened.
    

    
      Ralph said quietly, “He is.” The answer carried just enough edge to remind everyone present that restraint went both ways.
    

    
      Finn looked back. Then continued walking. Prim glanced at Ash. Spectral Hounds were rare enough outside their own territory that most Silverweave knew them only through story. They did not shift like creatures bound entirely to flesh. Their wolves could bleed through before the full transformation, shadows of something much larger pressing briefly against their human shape. Prim had heard Ash Rowen’s wolf was bigger than most. She believed it now. They left the main settlement. The paths narrowed. Silver glamour thinned into woodland again.
    

    
      After several minutes, Finn stopped. “This is where we leave you.”
    

    
      Ralph looked around. “The grove?”
    

    
      “North.” Finn looked to Prim. “Pathkeeper.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “I’ve got them.”
    

    
      Elowen gave her a look that clearly meant 
      unfortunate
      . Prim ignored it. The wardens turned back. The Hounds watched them leave. Nobody spoke until they disappeared between the trees.
    

    
      Then Rhea exhaled. “Well.”
    

    
      Ralph gave her a warning look. She lifted both hands. “I said one word.”
    

    
      Bobby looked at Prim. “Are they always like that?”
    

    
      Prim considered pretending not to understand. Decided against it. “With outsiders?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “With 
      Tribunal outsiders
      ?”
    

    
      Bobby sighed. “Right.”
    

    
      Prim started walking. “You’ll get used to it.”
    

    
      Ash followed. “Hopefully we won't need to.” 
    

    
      Prim glanced back. “Neither do they.”
    

    
      That earned the smallest shift in his expression. Not amusement. Recognition. Better. They moved north. The woodland became quieter. Ash noticed before the others. His head lifted. His pace slowed. Rhea sensed him adjusting and automatically moved wider. Ralph shifted closer to Bobby. No command. No discussion. Pack instinct. Prim watched. There it was again. Not military training. Something older. Ash crouched near the edge of the path. He examined the soil.
    

    
      Prim stopped beside him. “What?”
    

    
      “No fresh rabbit.”
    

    
      “There usually is.”
    

    
      “How usually?”
    

    
      “Every morning.”
    

    
      He looked towards the bracken.
    

    
      “No fox either.”
    

    
      Prim frowned. “You can tell that already?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      No smugness. No performance. Just an answer. He stood.
    

    
      “Wildlife cleared out.”
    

    
      Prim looked towards the grove. “Mostly.”
    

    
      Ralph came closer. “Predator?”
    

    
      Ash scanned the surrounding trees. “Possibly.”
    

    
      Prim shook her head. 
    

    
      He noticed. “You disagree.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      She hesitated. Not because she did not know. Because explaining Silverweave instinct to someone who read mud and broken stems instead of living systems was difficult without sounding vague. “The woodland isn’t behaving like something hunted it.”
    

    
      Ash looked around. “There’s nothing here.”
    

    
      “That isn’t the same thing.”
    

    
      “It left.”
    

    
      “Quietly.”
    

    
      His eyes narrowed.
    

    
      Prim continued. “If predators were moving through here, birds would warn. Rabbits would hide. Foxes would circle wide. There would be movement everywhere.”
    

    
      “And there isn’t.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      Ash looked towards the silent trees.
    

    
      Ralph spoke. “What does that mean?”
    

    
      Prim slowed. The dead grove was close now. She could feel the blank place ahead. “Everything moved away.”
    

    
      Bobby frowned. “That sounds like fear.”
    

    
      Prim shook her head. “No.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “How can you tell?” The question was genuine. That surprised her.
    

    
      Prim searched for the simplest answer. “Fear is noisy.”
    

    
      Ash said nothing.
    

    
      She looked deeper into the woodland. “This isn’t.”
    

    
      The grove appeared beyond the rise. Rhea stopped. Bobby’s breath caught. Ralph went still. Ash stared. Silverweave colour ended ahead of them. The magical woodland stopped as abruptly as paint cut from a canvas. Grey trees. Brown leaves. Blackened moss. The stream frozen in place without ice. Even the glamour failed against it, silver light flickering across dead bark before fading again. Prim watched the Hounds take it in. Then Ash stepped closer. He did not cross. Good. His eyes moved through the grove. Ground. Branches. Water. Edges. Tracker.
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “Well?”
    

    
      Ash crouched. His fingers hovered above the soil. He did not touch it. Also good. “Something has been through here.”
    

    
      Prim’s stomach tightened. “You can tell?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Ralph looked towards him. “Large?”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      “Recent?”
    

    
      Ash studied the ground. “Recent enough.”
    

    
      His gaze moved towards the deeper grove. “Could explain the wildlife.”
    

    
      Prim shook her head. “No.”
    

    
      Ash looked back. “Still no?”
    

    
      “Still no.”
    

    
      He stood. “You’ve got an empty woodland and evidence something moved through it.”
    

    
      “And neither tells you why the animals left.”
    

    
      “A predator would.”
    

    
      “Not like this.”
    

    
      Rhea looked between them. “How, then?”
    

    
      Prim stared into the grey grove. She thought of the fox. The hedgehog. The missing birds. The way the entire living edge seemed to hold itself away from the dead ground without panic. “The forest isn’t frightened.”
    

    
      Ash watched her. For the first time since arriving, he looked less certain.
    

    
      Ralph glanced towards the grove. “What is it?”
    

    
      Prim folded her arms. “Listening.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Ash looked back at the trees. “To what?”
    

    
      Prim wished she knew. “I don’t know.” Four Hounds. One Pathkeeper. A dead grove. And somewhere beneath all of it, the Veil. Whatever had passed through the grove hadn't arrived here. It had left.
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      The Wrong Tracks
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The tracks began where the glamour failed. Ash found the first one less than twenty minutes after entering the grove. Prim nearly walked over it. He caught her lightly by the forearm before her boot came down. She stopped. Ash released her at once. “Sorry.”
    

    
      Prim looked down. At first she saw only dead leaves. Brown. Grey. Crumbling beneath the weight of a woodland that had somehow died without beginning to rot. Then Ash crouched. He brushed two fingers just above the surface, careful not to disturb anything. “There.”
    

    
      Prim leaned closer. A depression sat in the damp earth beneath the leaves. Large. Too large. Her first thought was Hound. Then she looked again. “No.”
    

    
      Ash glanced up. “No?”
    

    
      “That isn’t one of yours.”
    

    
      Rhea had come closer. “Bit rude.”
    

    
      Prim ignored her. The print was too broad through the front. Too deep at the centre. Claw marks cut into the soil at an angle that made no sense for anything moving naturally on four legs.
    

    
      Bobby crouched on Ash’s other side. “Could be distorted.”
    

    
      Ash shook his head. “Not by that much.”
    

    
      Ralph remained standing. “How old?”
    

    
      “Hard to say.”
    

    
      Ash looked around the grove. “Ground’s wrong.”
    

    
      Prim understood what he meant. Moisture sat beneath the dead surface but did not move the way it should. Leaves had fallen but barely broken down. The soil still held shape too cleanly in places, as though the grove had stopped participating in time. Ash shifted sideways. Found another mark. Then another. Prim followed his gaze. The trail was there once he showed her how to see it. Not obvious. Not neat. Something had moved through the grove in long, uneven strides, sometimes leaving only the edge of a heel or claw, sometimes crushing entire patches of undergrowth beneath its weight.
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “That’s not walking.”
    

    
      “No.” Ash straightened. 
    

    
      “Running?” Ralph asked.
    

    
      Ash looked ahead. “Maybe.”
    

    
      Prim studied the line. “No.”
    

    
      Ash glanced at her. “You’ve got another theory?”
    

    
      She did not answer immediately. The trail cut through the grove without wandering. No circling. No hesitation. No pauses around water. Whatever had made it had not been searching for shelter or food. It had simply passed through. Prim looked deeper into the trees. “It knew where it was going.”
    

    
      Ash’s expression tightened slightly. “That’s not the same as knowing why.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      He nodded once.
    

    
      They followed the trail. Finn’s instructions stayed with Prim. 
      No removing samples. No disturbing sacred roots. No leaving approved routes. 
      The last had already become difficult. The tracks did not care where Silverweave had decided the path should be. They cut east. Then north. Then through a section of the grove where the dead trees grew closer together. Ash slowed. Rhea's hand moved towards the weapon at her hip. Ralph stopped talking. Bobby shifted his medical satchel higher on his shoulder. The adjustment travelled between them without a word. Prim looked ahead. Nothing. Then the smell reached her. Blood. Not much. But enough. Metallic. Warm once. Cold now. 
    

    
      Ash changed direction. “Stay behind me.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “
      Excuse me
      ?”
    

    
      His gaze stayed forward. “Please.”
    

    
      Prim swallowed whatever response had been forming and followed. They found the body beneath a dead rowan. Human. Male. Mid-thirties, perhaps. Dark jacket. Jeans. One shoe missing. At first, Prim thought he had fallen badly. Then she saw his throat. Her stomach turned. Rhea moved in front of her without making a show of it. Not blocking the view. Just there. Bobby dropped beside the body. Ash scanned the surrounding ground.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards Prim. “Do you know him?”
    

    
      She forced herself to look properly. “No.” The answer came too quickly. She checked again. No Silverweave markings. No glamour work. Nothing familiar in the shape of his face. “No.”
    

    
      Ralph looked towards the boundary. “Human?”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “As far as I can tell.”
    

    
      Bobby put two fingers against the man’s neck. After a moment, he withdrew his hand. “Dead several hours.”
    

    
      Ash crouched near the opposite shoulder. “Not here.”
    

    
      Bobby looked at him. “What?”
    

    
      “He didn’t die here.”
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “There’s blood.”
    

    
      “Not enough.”
    

    
      Ash pointed towards the ground. “No spray.”
    

    
      “No drag marks either,” Ralph said.
    

    
      Ash nodded. “He walked some of it.”
    

    
      Prim looked at the man’s hands. Dirt beneath the nails. Skin split across two knuckles. A tear in the sleeve. “He fought.”
    

    
      Bobby opened the jacket carefully. Prim looked away for half a second. Then back. Bruising spread across the ribs. Deep. Dark. Too much force. One arm sat at the wrong angle.
    

    
      Bobby’s mouth tightened. “Broken.”
    

    
      Rhea swore softly.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the throat again. Two punctures. Vampire. Except something felt wrong. Prim had seen vampire feeding before, though Silverweave and Crimson did not socialise enough for it to be common. Everyone knew the signs. This was not clean. The flesh around the punctures had been torn. Ash leaned closer. His attention fixed on the wound.
    

    
      Ralph saw it. “What?”
    

    
      Ash did not answer immediately. He looked at the neck. Then the bruising. Then the broken arm. Then back at the throat. “Hardly drank.”
    

    
      Bobby nodded. “Agreed.”
    

    
      Prim frowned. “How can you tell?”
    

    
      Bobby glanced at her. “Blood volume.”
    

    
      He gestured carefully. “If someone fed enough to kill him, there’d be more missing.”
    

    
      Rhea looked at the body. “So what killed him?”
    

    
      Bobby’s eyes moved over the injuries. “Take your pick.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Prim looked at the injuries again.
    

    
      Ash stood. “No.”
    

    
      Ralph looked at him.
    

    
      Ash’s jaw had gone tight. “This wasn’t feeding.”
    

    
      Bobby remained crouched. “You sure?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Something passed between the Hounds. Not fear. Recognition.
    

    
      Prim hated that more. She looked from one face to another. “What?”
    

    
      Rhea’s expression had lost whatever softness it usually carried.
    

    
      Ralph said quietly, “Ash.”
    

    
      Ash kept looking at the body. “There are bite marks.”
    

    
      Prim glanced down. “I can see that.”
    

    
      “Not just there.”
    

    
      He pointed. Shoulder. Upper arm. Near the ribs. Small tears. Partial punctures. Nothing deep enough to suggest deliberate feeding.
    

    
      Prim’s mouth went dry. “Then what was it doing?”
    

    
      Ash answered without looking at her. “
      Trying
      .”
    

    
      Prim looked again. Now she saw it. The attack had no rhythm. No purpose. The man had been bitten repeatedly but barely fed from. Struck. Thrown. Caught again.
    

    
      Bobby rose slowly. “This is messy even for a feral.”
    

    
      Ralph looked at him. “Feral?”
    

    
      Bobby shook his head. “No.”
    

    
      Ash had gone very still. Prim noticed his hands. Not clenched. But close.
    

    
      “Tell me.” Ralph’s voice hardened.
    

    
      Ash finally looked at him. “Unbound.”
    

    
      Prim knew the word. Everyone did. Knowing it did not make hearing it here any better. Rhea swore.
    

    
      Bobby looked back down at the body. “You’re certain?”
    

    
      Ash nodded. “The pattern fits.”
    

    
      Prim looked from him to Ralph. “What pattern?”
    

    
      Ash’s gaze shifted to her. For once there was no distance in it. Only seriousness. “They feed without consent.” Prim waited. Ash continued. “It corrupts them. The more they do it, the worse it gets. Eventually the hunger doesn't stop.” His voice stayed even. “Neither does the pain. By the time they're fully gone, there's nothing left but hunger and pain.” 
    

    
      Prim looked at the man beneath the rowan. “So they kill.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Because they’re hungry?”
    

    
      Ash’s expression shifted. “Not only.” 
    

    
      That answer unsettled her. “Then why?”
    

    
      “Because they’re in pain.”
    

    
      Rhea looked towards the trees. “And because once they’re that far gone, they don’t stop themselves.”
    

    
      Prim stared at the body. Not a predator feeding. Not even rage. A creature trapped inside an appetite that could never satisfy it.
    

    
      Bobby spoke quietly. “They don’t talk.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “No?”
    

    
      He shook his head. “Not once they’re fully gone.”
    

    
      Ralph’s attention moved immediately to the trail. “One?”
    

    
      Ash crouched again. He looked at the prints. Then past them. “No.”
    

    
      Prim’s stomach dropped. “How many?”
    

    
      Ash moved several metres east. Found another track. Smaller. Then another crossing it at an angle.
    

    
      Rhea joined him. “Shit.”
    

    
      Ralph stepped forward.
    

    
      Prim stayed where she was. The grove seemed suddenly too large. Too quiet. Ash examined the ground for several seconds. Then stood.
    

    
      “At least three here.”
    

    
      Bobby looked towards the dead trees. “Here?”
    

    
      Ash nodded. “Could be more outside the grove.”
    

    
      Ralph’s face hardened. “Can you track them?”
    

    
      “Yes.” No hesitation.
    

    
      Prim looked at the body again. Something didn't fit. She crouched.
    

    
      Rhea looked over. “What are you doing?”
    

    
      Prim ignored her. The dead man’s jacket was torn across one shoulder. Mud covered the knees of his jeans. One hand remained clenched. Prim looked at it. “Bobby.”
    

    
      He came closer. “What?”
    

    
      “Can we open his hand?”
    

    
      Bobby nodded. Carefully, he eased the fingers apart. Something small fell into the leaves. A silver petal.
    

    
      Prim stopped breathing.
    

    
      Ralph noticed. “What is it?”
    

    
      She picked it up. The petal was narrow. Almost translucent. Dead now. But Prim knew the flower. “They only grow inside Silverweave territory.”
    

    
      Ash looked at the body. “So he was taken farther in.”
    

    
      “Maybe.” Prim turned the petal over. Her attention returned to the tracks. She looked towards the tracks. Then the grove. Then back to the body. “He wasn’t carried.”
    

    
      Ash shook his head. “No drag marks.”
    

    
      “He walked.”
    

    
      “For part of it.”
    

    
      Prim stood slowly. “Why?”
    

    
      Nobody answered. The man had entered Silverweave territory. Been attacked. Survived at least part of it. Moved through the dead grove. And died beneath the rowan. Ash studied the ground around them. “He was running.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “From them?”
    

    
      “Most likely.”
    

    
      “Then why are their tracks ahead of him?”
    

    
      Ash looked back at the tracks.
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “What?”
    

    
      Prim pointed. The clearest tracks continued north. Past the body. Not clustered around it. Not circling. Not doubling back. Ash’s attention sharpened. He crouched again. Examined the soil. Longer this time. Ralph waited. Finally Ash stood. “You’re right.”
    

    
      Prim did not enjoy that as much as she expected. “What does that mean?”
    

    
      Ash looked along the trail. “They attacked him. Then left him.”
    

    
      Bobby looked at the body. “Without feeding.”
    

    
      Rhea’s expression darkened. “Unbound don’t leave food.”
    

    
      Ash said nothing. The grove was silent around them. But now it held something else. Evidence. Movement. Violence.
    

    
      Ralph looked at Ash. “Could they have been disturbed?”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      “By us?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Ash looked deeper into the grove. “This happened hours ago.”
    

    
      Prim followed his gaze. The tracks continued in one direction. Always one direction. She remembered the faint sensation beneath the stream. Not a pull. An orientation. Something pointing elsewhere. Her skin prickled.
    

    
      Ash moved towards the trail.
    

    
      Ralph stopped him. “Not yet.”
    

    
      Ash looked back. Ralph nodded towards the body. “We report first.”
    

    
      “We have a live trail.”
    

    
      “We have civilians inside Silverweave territory and at least three Unbound.”
    

    
      Ash’s jaw tightened.
    

    
      Ralph’s voice stayed calm. “That means we do this properly.”
    

    
      A long second passed. Then Ash nodded.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards her. “Miss Alder.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “We need this reported to your Court.”
    

    
      Prim glanced at the dead man. “Yes.”
    

    
      “And the Tribunal.”
    

    
      Her stomach twisted. “Yes.”
    

    
      Rhea looked towards the trees. “Then we come back.”
    

    
      Ash did not take his eyes off the trail. Prim already knew the answer. Prim glanced at the dead man. “Yes.”  
    

    
      “And the Tribunal.”  
    

    
      Her stomach twisted. “Yes.”  
    

    
      Rhea looked towards the trees. “Then we come back.” 
    

    
      Ash did not take his eyes off the trail.  Prim closed her fingers around the dead silver petal. Somewhere ahead, beyond the silent trees, the tracks continued. Straight. Purposeful. Wrong.  The hunt had begun. Prim closed her fingers around the dead silver petal. Somewhere ahead, beyond the silent trees, the tracks continued. Straight. Purposeful. Wrong. The hunt had begun.
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      The Silence Between The Trees
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      By late afternoon, the Tribunal had officially classified the northern Silverweave territory as an active Unbound site. The wording arrived on a strip of paper no wider than Prim’s hand. She read it twice. 
      Active Unbound site. 
      Three words for a dead man beneath a rowan tree. For an entire grove that had stopped living overnight. Three words that transformed a piece of Silverweave land into somewhere the Tribunal could justify sending armed Hounds.
    

    
      Prim folded the notice and handed it back to Warden Finn. His mouth had settled into a thin line. “You stay with them.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “If they leave the agreed search area, you stop them.”
    

    
      Prim glanced past him. The four Hounds waited near the northern boundary. Rhea was checking the straps securing the weapons at her hips. Bobby had exchanged his smaller medical satchel for a larger pack. Ralph stood with Ash over a map of Jesmond Dene, although Ash seemed considerably more interested in the land surrounding it than anything drawn on paper.
    

    
      Prim looked back at Finn. “And if they don’t listen?”
    

    
      His pale eyes settled on hers. “They will.”
    

    
      Not particularly useful. Finn held her gaze a moment longer. “The Court has permitted a hunt, Prim. It has not surrendered the territory.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “The distinction may become important.”
    

    
      His attention shifted towards the Hounds. Prim understood. The Tribunal had given them authority to pursue the Unbound. Silverweave had given them permission to do it here. Neither side wanted anyone confusing the two.
    

    
      “I’ll keep them out of restricted ground.”
    

    
      “And away from the Court.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Finn nodded. Then his voice lowered. “If this is connected to the Veil...”
    

    
      Prim waited. He did not finish. The instruction from the main hall remained unchanged: if they found evidence of a Veil disturbance, the investigation stopped. Prim glanced towards the dead grove. “And if the Veil doesn’t care about our instructions?”
    

    
      Finn held her gaze. “That is precisely what concerns me.” He left. Prim watched him disappear between the silver trees. Then she turned towards the Hounds.
    

    
      Ralph folded the map. “Miss Alder.”
    

    
      “Captain.”
    

    
      “We’re ready.”
    

    
      Prim looked at the four of them. The distinction between visitors and hunters was suddenly obvious. No armour. No ceremonial weapons. Jackets fastened. Equipment secured. Nothing loose enough to catch on branches. Rhea had braided her hair more tightly. Bobby’s medical pack sat high across his shoulders. Ash wore a knife at his thigh and another at his back. Prim’s gaze lingered on the knives. He noticed. 
    

    
      “Problem?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “You’re looking at the knives.”
    

    
      “You have a lot of them.”
    

    
      “Two.”
    

    
      “That feels like a lot.”
    

    
      “Not for Unbound.”
    

    
      Prim decided she did not particularly want clarification. 
    

    
      Ralph looked towards the northern trail. “The tracks?”
    

    
      “This way.”
    

    
      They crossed back into the dead grove. The silence met them immediately. Prim hated how quickly she noticed it now. One step among living Silverweave woodland and the world pressed around her. The next, nothing. The boundary had not moved. Prim had checked three times already. No new trees had died. No grass had greyed beyond the original line. The corruption, if corruption was even the right word, had not spread. 
      Yet.
    

    
      The word had been following her around all day. Prim stepped carefully over a fallen branch. Behind her, the Hounds entered without speaking. Even Rhea had gone quiet. Ash moved towards the place they had left the trail. The dead man had already been removed. Silverweave had taken his body to a secured holding place until the Tribunal could arrange identification and return him to whatever ordinary life he had belonged to before wandering into theirs. Only the shape remained. Flattened leaves. A darker patch of earth. One silver petal Prim had apparently missed. She picked it up. Ash glanced at her.
    

    
      Prim slipped it into her pocket. “What?”
    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    
      “You looked.”
    

    
      “I’m allowed to look.”
    

    
      She gave him a small smile. Ash returned his attention to the ground. He crouched. The others spread around him. Prim stayed close enough to see. Ash traced the trail without touching it. Three sets of prints crossed the ground. That was what he had said earlier. Now, with more time and less urgency around the corpse, Prim could see differences between them. One set was enormous. Deep impressions. Long stride. The second moved unevenly, the left side consistently deeper. The third appeared and vanished repeatedly, as though whatever made it sometimes travelled on two feet and sometimes four.
    

    
      Prim stared. “They can do that?”
    

    
      Ash looked up. “What?”
    

    
      “Change how they move.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Speed. Injury. Terrain.”
    

    
      Rhea came closer. “Some forget they ever walked upright.” Something in Rhea's tone made Prim look at her. Not disgust. Not even hatred. Something colder. Prim wondered how many Unbound she had seen before. She did not ask.
    

    
      Ash stood. “This one’s injured.”
    

    
      He pointed towards the uneven trail. “Left leg.”
    

    
      “From the attack?” Bobby asked.
    

    
      “Could be older.”
    

    
      Ralph looked towards the deeper prints. “Largest?”
    

    
      Ash studied them. “Hard to judge.”
    

    
      “You said at least three.”
    

    
      “At least.”
    

    
      Prim did not like that phrase. At least only left room for the number to grow. Ash started north. They followed. The trail left the dead grove after several hundred metres. That should have made tracking harder. It did not. Ash barely slowed. Prim began to understand why the Tribunal had selected him. He did not hunt the way she had imagined Hounds hunted. No nose-to-ground imitation of their wolves. No dramatic examination of every broken twig. Most of the time he simply walked. Stopped. Changed direction. Walked again. He noticed things Prim would never have considered evidence. A smear of mud halfway up a trunk. A fern bent against its natural growth. A patch of moss compressed by something heavy enough to leave moisture gathering around its edges. Once, he stopped beneath a low branch and stared at it for several seconds.
    

    
      Prim came beside him. “What?”
    

    
      “Hair.”
    

    
      She leaned closer. A single dark strand had caught against the bark. Prim would never have seen it. Ash removed a small pair of metal tweezers from his pocket. She immediately cleared her throat.
    

    
      He paused. “What?”
    

    
      “No removing samples.”
    

    
      Ash looked at the hair. Then at her. “Seriously?”
    

    
      “Court rules.”
    

    
      “It’s hair.”
    

    
      “Still inside Silverweave territory.”
    

    
      “It came off an Unbound.”
    

    
      “Which was inside Silverweave territory.”
    

    
      Ash stared at her. Prim tried not to enjoy this. Mostly succeeded. He put the tweezers away.
    

    
      “Can I touch it?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Generous.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      He rubbed the strand carefully between two fingers.
    

    
      “Vampire.”
    

    
      Prim blinked.
    

    
      “You can tell that from hair?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      She stared.
    

    
      Ash looked towards her. “I can smell it.”
    

    
      Prim paused. Of course. 
      Wolf.
       “Could have led with that.”
    

    
      “You asked if I could tell from the hair.”
    

    
      Rhea made a suspicious coughing sound behind them. Prim chose to ignore her. Ash released the strand. The trail continued. North-east. Prim knew these woods. She knew every route branching from here. The old stone bridge lay south. Court territory east. The public Dene west. The Hound boundary north-west. The Unbound were heading towards none of them. They travelled through the spaces between. That bothered her. She followed. An hour passed. Then another. Cloud thickened overhead, turning the gaps between the canopy dull white. Occasionally ordinary Newcastle intruded: traffic beyond the Dene, a siren somewhere distant, the faint thump of music from a house they could not see. Then the woodland swallowed it again. Ash stopped. Prim nearly walked into him. She caught herself.
    

    
      “Found something?”
    

    
      He pointed. Another track. Then another.
    

    
      Ralph came closer. “Same group?”
    

    
      Ash nodded. “They split here.”
    

    
      Prim looked around. Three trails split through the woodland. One continued north-east, another east, the third sharply north.
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “Hunting?”
    

    
      “Probably.”
    

    
      Prim looked at Ash. “You don’t sound convinced.”
    

    
      He shrugged slightly. “Would make sense.”
    

    
      “Would it?”
    

    
      Ralph looked towards her. “Something wrong, Miss Alder?”
    

    
      Prim walked towards the nearest trail. The injured one. She had learned to recognise it now. Left side deeper. Uneven stride. It travelled east for perhaps twenty metres. Then curved. Prim followed. Ash came behind her. The trail continued around a cluster of silver birches. Then turned north-east. Prim stopped.
    

    
      Ash looked down. “What?”
    

    
      She pointed.
    

    
      “It came back.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Didn't find anything.”
    

    
      Prim looked towards the other trail. The largest Unbound had travelled north. She followed it. Thirty metres. Forty. Then it too curved. North-east. Prim stopped. “Ash.”
    

    
      He was already looking. The third trail did the same. Three creatures. Three directions. All eventually correcting themselves towards the same line. 
    

    
      Ralph crouched beside one of the prints. “They separated to search.”
    

    
      Ash nodded. “Likely.”
    

    
      Prim stared through the trees. “For what?”
    

    
      “Food.” Rhea answered.
    

    
      Prim looked at her. “There are easier places to find it.”
    

    
      “Doesn't mean they know that.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Prim walked towards the nearest tree. Alive. Silver bark shimmered beneath the lowering light. She looked past it. Beyond the glamour lay human paths. Houses. Roads. People. An Unbound searching blindly for food should have moved towards them. The smell alone should have drawn it. Instead, all three had travelled deeper into concealed woodland.
    

    
      Prim looked at Ash. “They crossed the public path earlier.”
    

    
      His expression sharpened. “When?”
    

    
      “Before the grove. Your tracks from this morning came through the western side.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “There would have been people there.”
    

    
      “Depending on the time.”
    

    
      “There are always people there.”
    

    
      Rhea looked towards Ralph.
    

    
      Bobby frowned.
    

    
      Prim continued. “If they're starving, why didn't they follow the easiest food?”
    

    
      Ash considered that. “They might have.”
    

    
      “They didn't.”
    

    
      “You don't know that.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Prim pointed towards the tracks. “But neither do you.”
    

    
      Ash looked at them again. For a moment, neither spoke. Then he nodded. “Fair.”
    

    
      Prim had not expected the concession. She liked it more than she should have.
    

    
      Ralph straightened. “Could be territory.”
    

    
      Ash shook his head. “They aren't marking.”
    

    
      “No repeated kills either,” Rhea said.
    

    
      “Other than the man,” Bobby added.
    

    
      Ash looked back the way they had come. “They didn't stay with him.”
    

    
      Prim remembered the body. Barely fed from. Abandoned. She looked around them. No dens. No repeated routes. Nothing doubling back towards easier hunting ground.
    

    
      Only movement.
    

    
      “They're travelling,” she said.
    

    
      Ash looked through the trees. “Yes.”
    

    
      Until now, the Unbound had been monsters loose in Silverweave territory. Monsters going somewhere were another problem entirely.
    

    
      Bobby looked towards the three trails. “Could still be hunting.”
    

    
      Ash nodded. “Could.”
    

    
      Rhea glanced around. “For a very specific meal.”
    

    
      Nobody smiled. Prim turned slowly. The woodland here was alive. But quieter than it should have been. The birds were farther away. Insects still moved among the undergrowth, but less densely. The forest knew the Unbound had passed. Yet the same strange absence of panic remained. She looked towards the north-east. Every trail pointed there.
    

    
      “What’s that way?” Ralph asked.
    

    
      Prim thought. “Woodland.”
    

    
      “Silverweave?”
    

    
      “Some.”
    

    
      “West is Hound boundary lands.”
    

    
      “Housing or popular places?”
    

    
      “Nothing major.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “What about beyond your territory?”
    

    
      “Newcastle. It’s pretty big.”
    

    
      Rhea glanced at him. “
      Helpful
      .”
    

    
      Prim ignored her. “There are old routes. Some abandoned Silverweave ground. A few public areas. Houses eventually. Augury's hidden library or whatever they call it.”
    

    
      “Anything else?”
    

    
      Prim frowned. “Not that I know of.”
    

    
      Ash’s gaze stayed on her. “That you know of?”
    

    
      “We're secretive, not omniscient.”
    

    
      He looked back towards the trail. Ralph checked the time. “We keep moving for another hour.”
    

    
      Bobby shifted his pack. “And then?”
    

    
      “Then we reassess before dark.”
    

    
      Rhea nodded. Ash had already started forward. Prim followed. The three sets of prints began drawing closer together. Twice more, one wandered away from the others before eventually correcting north-east. By the third time, Prim stopped thinking of it as coincidence.
    

    
      Prim came alongside him. “They're not lost.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “They're not wandering.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Still think they're hunting?”
    

    
      Ash took longer this time. “Maybe.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “That sounded convincing.”
    

    
      He ignored that. “Hunger drives Unbound. Everything they do eventually comes back to feeding.”
    

    
      “Eventually?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Ash looked towards the tracks. “They're always hungry.”
    

    
      “You said that yesterday.”
    

    
      “They don't get full.”
    

    
      Prim waited. He continued. “Not properly. Feeding eases it, but it doesn't last.”
    

    
      “So if they smell blood...”
    

    
      “They go for it.”
    

    
      “Even if they're already hunting something else?”
    

    
      Ash nodded.
    

    
      Prim thought of the dead man. Barely fed from. Left behind. The public paths they had crossed. The creatures splitting only to return to exactly the same direction.
    

    
      “What would make them leave food?”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “I don't know.”
    

    
      That was the first time she had heard him say it. Prim looked towards the north-east. The trees seemed darker in that direction. Probably only the weather. She started walking again. They found the rabbit just before Ralph called the search. Dead. Prim saw the white of its underside beneath a fern. She stopped immediately.
    

    
      Bobby came closer. “Another attack?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Prim crouched. The rabbit was intact. No blood. No wounds. It had been dead long enough for the body to stiffen.
    

    
      Ash stood behind her. “Natural?”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      Prim looked around. The Unbound trail passed within feet of it. She pointed. “They walked straight past.”
    

    
      Ash followed the line. One set of tracks came close enough that the creature could almost have stepped on the rabbit. It had not stopped.
    

    
      Rhea folded her arms. “They prefer live prey.”
    

    
      “Blood is blood,” Ash said.
    

    
      Prim looked up.
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “So why leave it?”
    

    
      Nobody answered. A breeze moved through the canopy. Prim heard birds calling farther away. For the first time all afternoon, Ash seemed less like a hunter following prey and more like a tracker confronting a puzzle. He walked several paces along the trail. Stopped. Looked north-east.
    

    
      Prim watched him. “What?”
    

    
      Ash did not answer immediately. Then he lifted one hand and pointed. “Every time they split, they come back to this.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “I know.”
    

    
      “The same bearing.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Ralph came beside them.
    

    
      Ash looked towards him. “They're not establishing territory.”
    

    
      Ralph waited.
    

    
       “They're not doubling back to previous kills. They're not following the largest concentrations of people. They aren't even taking the easiest ground.”
    

    
      Bobby glanced towards the rabbit. “And they're passing food.”
    

    
      Ash nodded.
    

    
      Prim looked through the trees. “And they're still heading north-east.” 
    

    
      Ash’s gaze followed hers. “Looks that way.” 
    

    
      Rhea shifted her weight. “To where?”
    

    
      No one knew. Prim reached into her pocket without thinking. Her fingers closed around the little carved frog she had found the previous morning, solid and familiar beneath her thumb. She rubbed her thumb across the worn wooden back. Ahead, the trail disappeared between silver trunks. One direction. Always one direction. Somewhere in the distance, beyond glamour and woodland and the hidden boundaries Silverweave had spent centuries protecting, a dog barked. Ordinary life, carrying on. The Unbound did not turn towards it. Prim knew because their tracks never did. She stared north-east. She rubbed her thumb across the worn wooden back. Somewhere in the distance, beyond glamour and woodland and the hidden boundaries Silverweave had spent centuries protecting, a dog barked. Ordinary life, carrying on. The Unbound did not turn towards it. Prim knew because their tracks never did. She stared north-east. “They're going towards something.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “You don't know that.”
    

    
      Prim didn't answer. Ahead, the trail disappeared between the silver trunks. Behind them lay a dead man, a dead rabbit and human paths the Unbound had crossed without turning towards them. Three starving creatures. One direction. Whatever waited to the north-east, they wanted it more than blood.
      

    

    
      5
    

    
      The First Encounter
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      They returned at first light. The Tribunal had wanted the hunt continued through the night. Silverweave had refused. For once, Prim had been grateful for Court stubbornness.
    

    
      Hounds could see better in darkness than she could, smell things she would never notice and, if necessary, unleash spectral wolves capable of hunting through woodland at speeds Prim preferred not to imagine while eating breakfast. None of that changed the fact that they were inside Silverweave territory. The Court had already allowed armed outsiders farther into Jesmond Dene than most had travelled in decades. Letting four Hounds disappear unsupervised into protected woodland overnight had apparently been the precise point at which Councillor Mareth decided cooperation had limits.
    

    
      Ralph had accepted the restriction. Rhea had looked like she wanted to argue. Ash had simply asked what time the glamour would reopen. Prim had said seven. He had arrived at six fifty-two. She noticed because she had arrived at six fifty-five. Neither mentioned it. Now morning mist clung low between the silver trees as they retraced yesterday’s route, leaving the main settlement behind and moving north-east towards the last place the Unbound tracks had converged. No wardens accompanied them this time. The Court had apparently decided Prim was sufficient supervision. Prim suspected this was either a compliment or punishment. Possibly both.
    

    
      She walked behind Ralph. Ash ranged ahead. Rhea held the rear. Bobby remained central with his medical pack. The formation had become familiar enough that Prim noticed when it changed. Ash stopped. Rhea stopped. Ralph raised one hand. Prim froze. She had heard nothing. That was becoming an increasingly unhelpful measure of whether something was wrong. Ash crouched. The trail from yesterday remained faintly visible beneath the damp. He examined it. Then looked east.
    

    
      “What?” Ralph kept his voice low.
    

    
      “Fresh.” 
    

    
      Rhea moved away from the path. Bobby adjusted his position.
    

    
      Ralph stepped closer to Ash. “How fresh?”
    

    
      Ash studied the ground. “Hours.”
    

    
      “Since we left?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Ash pointed towards a patch of disturbed soil. “They came back through.”
    

    
      Prim looked at the tracks. She recognised the largest immediately. Deep. Broad. But another trail crossed beside it. Then a third. She followed them with her eyes. North-east. Always north-east.
    

    
      “Same ones?” Ralph asked.
    

    
      “Looks like it.” Ash moved several metres, then stopped.
    

    
      “What?” Prim asked.
    

    
      He looked back towards the trail they had used to enter. “They crossed our tracks.”
    

    
      Rhea came closer. “
      Followed 
      us?”
    

    
      “No.” Ash shook his head. “Didn't even turn.”
    

    
      Prim looked down. Their footprints from yesterday remained visible in the soft ground. The Unbound trail cut directly through them. No hesitation. No deviation. Whatever had passed through had either not noticed five fresh scents or had not cared. Bobby glanced towards the surrounding woodland.
    

    
      “That doesn't fit.”
    

    
      “No.” Ash stood.
    

    
      Yesterday Ash had defended the idea that hunger explained the creatures’ movement. Today he did not offer it. They continued. The farther north-east they travelled, the less familiar the territory became even to Prim. She knew the paths. That was different from knowing every tree. Silverweave territory folded strangely here, glamour layered over old woodland routes that had changed repeatedly as Newcastle grew around them. Some sections sat close enough to ordinary streets that Prim could hear traffic when the wind shifted. Others felt miles removed from anything human despite houses standing barely beyond the concealment.
    

    
      The Unbound trail ignored all of it. At one point, it crossed within perhaps fifty metres of a public path. Prim could hear a dog barking. A human voice called after it. The tracks did not turn. Ash noticed. He said nothing. Neither did Prim. A sound came from ahead, wet and short. Almost a cough. Every Hound stopped. Prim’s skin tightened. Another sound. A scrape against bark.
    

    
      Ralph turned towards her. “Behind Bobby.”
    

    
      Prim opened her mouth, then caught the look on Ralph's face. Not commanding. Not dismissive. Serious. She moved. Bobby shifted slightly in front of her. Rhea drew her blade. Ash did the same. Prim looked at his knife. Veil-Steel.
    

    
      Ralph’s voice dropped. “Manifestation only if necessary.”
    

    
      Rhea nodded.
    

    
      Bobby reached inside his coat.
    

    
      Prim could not see what he took from it.
    

    
      Ash moved first. Slowly. One step. Then another. The woodland ahead looked empty. Mist drifted between silver trunks. Flowers moved faintly in the morning breeze. Somewhere above them, a bird called. Then stopped. Ash froze. His head turned. Prim followed his gaze. Nothing. For several seconds, there was only woodland. Then something moved behind a tree. Too quickly. Prim barely saw it. A pale shape crossed the gap between two trunks and vanished.
    

    
      Rhea shifted. “Left.”
    

    
      Ash shook his head. “Circling.”
    

    
      Ralph moved backwards towards Prim and Bobby. “Distance?”
    

    
      Ash listened. Prim realised she could hear his breathing change. Slow. Controlled.
    

    
      Then his eyes sharpened. “Twenty metres.”
    

    
      Prim’s heart began hammering. She could not hear anything.
    

    
      “Fifteen.”
    

    
      Rhea adjusted her grip. 
    

    
      “Ten.”
    

    
      The Unbound came through the ferns. Prim had expected a vampire. Some part of her had. Pale skin. Blood. Fangs. Perhaps something wild-eyed and starving. This was not a vampire anymore. It moved on all fours. Its limbs were too thin for the speed they carried, elbows and knees striking the earth in a broken rhythm that should have slowed it but somehow did not. Clothes hung from its body in filthy strips, enough remaining to show they had once been ordinary. Jeans. A shirt. One trainer still clinging to its left foot. Human things. Its skin had greyed beneath layers of dirt and dried blood. Veins stood dark beneath the surface. The hands were raw. Several fingernails had torn away completely. Its face made Prim recoil. The jaw hung slightly open. Blood covered its chin. Its lips had split. Fangs remained permanently descended. The eyes were bloodshot almost completely through, the whites webbed crimson around pupils so wide they seemed to swallow everything else. It looked sick, but not diseased. It looked like it was suffering. Its whole body trembled.
    

    
      The Unbound saw them. Stopped. For a second, nobody moved. Prim heard it breathe. Fast. Wet. Shallow. Its head twitched. Once. Twice. Then its gaze fixed on Bobby. The creature screamed. Prim flinched. The sound bore little resemblance to a human voice. The Unbound launched itself forward.
    

    
      Ash intercepted it. He moved so quickly Prim barely followed him. His shoulder slammed into the creature and both of them hit the ground. The Unbound twisted beneath him. Its hand struck Ash across the chest. He flew backwards, his body hitting a silver trunk hard enough to shake leaves loose from the canopy. Rhea was already moving. Her blade cut across the creature’s shoulder. Black-red blood sprayed the ferns. The Unbound screamed again. Not pain. 
      Rage. 
      It struck her. Rhea blocked with one arm. The impact drove her sideways.
    

    
      Ralph came from behind. His knife buried beneath the creature’s ribs. The Unbound twisted impossibly fast. Its teeth snapped inches from his face.
    

    
      “Ralph!” Rhea grabbed the back of its shirt. Fabric tore. The creature spun. Prim saw its mouth open. Saw Ralph’s exposed throat. Something enormous passed through him.
       
      Silver light erupted beneath Ralph’s skin. For half a heartbeat, the shape of a wolf occupied the same space as the man. Massive. Spectral. Its head rose above Ralph’s shoulder, jaws opening where his own body remained solid beneath it. The Unbound recoiled. The wolf vanished.
    

    
      Ralph drove his forearm into the creature’s throat. “
      Now
      .”
    

    
      Ash hit it from the side. He had recovered. Blood marked one corner of his mouth. His eyes were no longer entirely human. Pale light had entered them, something colder than colour. The Unbound crashed to the ground. Ash pinned one arm. Rhea caught the other. For a second, Prim thought they had it. Then the creature bent. Its spine twisted at an angle Prim’s body rejected on sight. Its teeth sank into Rhea’s forearm. She shouted. Ash drove his knife down. The blade punched through the Unbound’s shoulder. It released her. Rhea stumbled backwards. Bobby moved instantly. Prim caught her before she fell.
    

    
      “I'm fine.” Rhea was already trying to pull away. Blood ran down her sleeve.
    

    
      “You've been bitten.”
    

    
      “No shit.”
    

    
      Bobby grabbed her wrist. “Hold still.”
    

    
      “I said I'm fine.”
    

    
      “And I don't care.” He pulled her behind him.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the fight. The Unbound had risen again. Ash stood between it and them. Something flickered behind him. A wolf. No. The suggestion of one. Prim had glimpsed it yesterday near the Silverweave settlement. That had been nothing compared with this. A spectral shape towered behind Ash, translucent enough that she could still see the trees through it. Charcoal-grey. Enormous. Dire wolf shoulders rising nearly level with Ash’s head even while the creature stood on four legs. Ice-blue eyes fixed on the Unbound. Prim felt the magic of it across her skin. Cold. Not Veil-cold. Something else. Something belonging entirely to the Hounds. The Unbound saw it too. It hesitated. Ash breathed out. The wolf stepped through him. Not a full shift. Its forelegs emerged first, spectral paws sinking into the earth without disturbing it. Its jaws opened.
    

    
      The Unbound screamed. Then attacked anyway. There was no calculation. No self-preservation. It threw itself towards Ash despite the creature manifesting behind him being large enough to tear it apart. Ash met it halfway. Wolf and man moved together. The spectral jaws closed around the Unbound’s shoulder at the exact moment Ash drove his body into its chest. The impact shook the ground. Ralph came in from the right. Rhea tried to follow. Bobby physically pulled her back.
    

    
      “Absolutely not.”
    

    
      “Let go.”
    

    
      “You're
       bleeding
      .”
    

    
      “So is everyone.”
    

    
      “
      Wonderful.
       Stay here.”
    

    
      Prim's attention stayed on the Unbound. It was losing. One arm hung uselessly. Blood poured from its shoulder. Ralph's knife had opened a deep wound beneath its ribs, and Ash's wolf prowled behind it, more solid with every passing second. The creature should have fled. It attacked again. And again. Not strategy. Not fury. 
      Need. 
      Prim remembered what Ash had told her. The hunger didn't stop. Neither did the pain. The Unbound couldn't stop. Its body trembled even when it stood still. One hand repeatedly clawed at the side of its own head between attacks, nails dragging across its scalp until fresh blood appeared.
    

    
      Prim stared. “It's hurting.”
    

    
      Bobby glanced at her. “What?”
    

    
      “
      Look
      .”
    

    
      The Unbound staggered. Its fingers dug into its temple. Once. Twice. Hard enough to tear skin. Then it lunged for Ralph. Ash’s wolf struck it sideways. The creature hit the ground.
    

    
      “It’s in pain.”
    

    
      Bobby looked properly. “Yeah.”
    

    
      “From the injuries?”
    

    
      “No.” 
    

    
       Prim looked at him.
    

    
      Bobby’s eyes remained on the creature. “They're always in pain.” 
    

    
      The creature's ragged breathing filled the silence. 
    

    
      Prim swallowed.
    

    
      The Unbound tried to rise. Ash approached. Slowly. Knife ready. His wolf moved with him. Ralph circled left. Rhea had stopped fighting Bobby and now held one hand firmly over the bite on her arm. The creature looked between the Hounds. Its chest heaved. Prim knew what came next. Ash would kill it. He had to. Unbound were hunted on sight. There was no cure. No returning whoever had once worn those jeans, that shirt and that single remaining trainer. Prim looked at its face. For just a second, she wondered who it had been. Then the Unbound stopped. Ash stopped too. The change was so abrupt Prim thought something had killed it. But the creature remained standing. Its head lifted. The frantic breathing slowed. Its gaze moved past Ash. Past Ralph. Past Prim. Towards the north-east. Everything else disappeared from its attention. The Hounds noticed too. Ralph glanced towards Ash. Ash did not take his eyes off the creature. The Unbound tilted its head. Listening. Prim’s skin prickled. It wasn't listening. It was responding.
       
    

    
      The creature took one step. Not towards Ash. Sideways. Its body turned. Ash moved with it. The Unbound did not react. A spectral dire wolf stood between it and escape. The creature barely seemed to see it anymore. Prim followed its gaze. Trees. Only trees. Nothing moved beyond them. No sound reached her. No magic she could recognise. Yet the Unbound stared. Its mouth fell open. A low noise came from its throat. Not the scream from before. Something smaller. Almost distressed.
    

    
      “
      Ash
      .”
    

    
      “I see it.”
    

    
      The Unbound moved. Not to attack. To leave. Ash lunged. The creature dropped beneath his arm. Ralph cut it off from the left. It changed direction instantly. Rhea shouted something. Prim never heard the words. The Unbound hit a tree. Climbed it. Three steps straight up the trunk before launching itself sideways onto another. Ash’s wolf snapped at empty air beneath it. Branches broke. Leaves scattered. The creature hit the ground twenty feet away. Then ran. North-east. Ash moved to follow. Ralph caught his arm.
    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    
      “We've got it.”
    

    
      “Rhea's bitten.”
    

    
      “Bobby has her.”
    

    
      “And we don't know what we're running into.”
    

    
      Ash looked towards the trees. The Unbound was already gone. Prim could hear her own heart. 
    

    
      Ralph released Ash. “Tracker.”
    

    
      Ash crouched. Found the trail almost immediately. He followed the marks north-east. “Same direction.”
    

    
      North-east. The same bearing as yesterday. Rhea came closer, her sleeve cut away around the wound while Bobby wrapped it tightly.
    

    
      “Why the hell did it run?”
    

    
      Ash stood. “It was injured.”
    

    
      Rhea stared at him. “It was injured thirty seconds earlier when it tried to rip my arm off.”
    

    
      Nobody answered. Bobby tied the bandage. “Maybe it finally decided it was losing.”
    

    
      Prim shook her head. Four faces turned towards her. She wished she had not done that.
    

    
      Ralph spoke. “Miss Alder?”
    

    
      Prim looked towards the trees. “It didn't run from you.”
    

    
      Ash said nothing. She met his eyes. “You saw it.”
    

    
      His silence answered her.
    

    
      “It forgot you were there.”
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “That thing was trying to kill us.”
    

    
      “Then it wasn't.” Prim pointed north-east. “Something pulled its attention away.”
    

    
      Ash looked down at the trail. Ralph glanced towards the direction the Unbound had fled.
    

    
      “Something it heard?”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      Prim thought of the still stream. The fox stepping backwards. The tracks correcting themselves over and over. The way the creature had lifted its head. Yesterday she had said the forest was listening. Now she had watched an Unbound do the same. 
    

    
      “What is it?” Ash’s voice was quieter now.
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “I don't know.” She looked towards the north-east. “But I think that's the first time we've seen one choose something over blood.”
    

    
      Ash stared between the trees. Somewhere ahead, the Unbound was still running.  Not away.  
      Towards.
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      Pack
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time they stopped for the night, the light had thinned to a dull blue-grey between the trees.
    

    
      They had followed the Unbound for another hour after the attack, but Ralph had called the hunt before the trail could pull them too far from the approved Silverweave routes. Rhea’s bite was shallow, Bobby insisted, but shallow did not mean harmless. The argument over whether to keep moving had ended the moment Ralph looked at her arm and said no.
    

    
      They made camp in a clearing Prim knew well, one of the old Pathkeeper rest points tucked into a fold of woodland where the glamour ran thick enough to keep ordinary people away. The place was hardly luxurious. A ring of flat stones marked an old fire pit, roots curled around the edge of the clearing like sleeping animals, and a narrow stream ran close enough that the air always carried a cold mineral scent. Someone, decades earlier, had built a low shelter from stone and timber beneath the trees. Silverweave had repaired it repeatedly since, but never enough to make it comfortable.
    

    
      Rhea sat on one of the larger rocks while Bobby worked on her arm for the second time that evening.
    

    
      “You already cleaned it.”
    

    
      “I’m cleaning it again.”
    

    
      “You enjoy this.”
    

    
      “I enjoy not having to explain to Ralph why you lost an arm because you decided antiseptic was an insult.”
    

    
      Rhea looked across the clearing towards Ralph. “He’d understand.”
    

    
      Ralph, crouched beside the fire while attempting to coax damp wood into something useful, did not look up. “I would not.”
    

    
      Rhea gave Bobby a long, betrayed look.
    

    
      Prim smiled despite herself, the first time since they had seen the Unbound.
    

    
      Bobby caught it. “There. See? 
      Someone
       appreciates me.”
    

    
      “I appreciate your commitment,” Prim said.
    

    
      “To medicine?”
    

    
      “To
       winning.
      ”
    

    
      Rhea snorted.
    

    
      Bobby tried not to look pleased.
    

    
      Prim turned her attention back to the fire. Silverweave fires were usually discouraged this deep within Court territory. Not forbidden, exactly, but unnecessary. Their people could coax light from other sources, draw warmth through wards and old stone, encourage phosphorescent growth along branches if they needed to see after dark. Hounds preferred fire. Prim thought she understood why. It gave them something fixed. A centre. A place the four of them naturally arranged themselves around. Pack. She was beginning to understand that word differently. Earlier, she had thought of it as rank and formation: Ralph at the centre, Rhea guarding, Bobby tending, Ash ranging ahead. Now she saw the quieter pieces. Rhea handed Bobby a flask before he asked. Ralph shifted his coat aside so Ash could sit closer to the fire without needing to say anything. Ash checked the edge of the clearing twice before finally settling. Bobby counted bandages without looking while listening to every word around him. They didn’t seem aware they were doing any of it.
    

    
      Prim sat on the opposite side of the fire. Close enough to be included. Far enough to remember she wasn’t. The distinction had started to feel less comfortable than it had that morning. Ralph finally got the flames to catch. A soft orange glow spread through the clearing. Prim watched it move over the Hounds’ faces. They looked less severe in firelight. More tired. Rhea especially. The bite had taken more out of her than she wanted anyone to know. She held one shoulder slightly lower.
    

    
      Bobby noticed too. He finished tying the fresh bandage. “Don’t shift tonight.”
    

    
      Rhea looked unimpressed. “I wasn’t planning to.”
    

    
      “I mean it.”
    

    
      “I 
      heard
       you.”
    

    
      “Spectral manifestation either.”
    

    
      That got her attention. Rhea looked at him. “Why?”
    

    
      “Because the bite went deeper than you think.”
    

    
      Prim glanced over.
    

    
      Bobby saw it. “Not dangerous,” he said, before she could ask.
    

    
      Rhea scoffed. “You don’t have to reassure her.”
    

    
      “I’m reassuring 
      everyone
      .”
    

    
      Ralph looked at him.
    

    
      Bobby corrected himself. “Not dangerous unless it becomes infected.”
    

    
      Rhea sighed.
    

    
      Prim looked at her arm. “Unbound bites don’t spread anything, do they?”
    

    
      “No,” Bobby said. “Not like that.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. She had known the answer, but hearing it helped. The corruption that made Unbound came from what they had done, not what they were. The creature from earlier flashed through Prim’s mind. Clawing at its own temple. Throwing itself at Ash despite the spectral wolf towering above him. Then stopping. Looking north-east. Forgetting them.
    

    
      Prim stared into the fire.
    

    
      Ralph noticed. “You’ve been quiet.”
    

    
      She looked up. “Have I?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Rhea leaned back carefully. “I was starting to worry.”
    

    
      Prim raised an eyebrow. “You’ve known me less than two days.”
    

    
      “And yet.”
    

    
      That earned a small smile.
    

    
      Prim looked back towards the flames. “I keep thinking about the way it stopped.”
    

    
      Ash had been silent for most of the evening. He sat slightly apart from the others, one knee drawn up, forearms resting loosely across it. A darkening bruise marked one side of his jaw where the Unbound had thrown him into the tree. Bobby had already checked it twice. Ash had tolerated both examinations like someone being inconvenienced by weather.
    

    
      Now he looked at Prim. “So do I.”
    

    
      Rhea glanced between them. “It was losing.”
    

    
      Ash shook his head. “That wasn’t why.”
    

    
      Ralph leaned back against the fallen trunk behind him. “You’re sure?”
    

    
      “Yes.” No hesitation.
    

    
      Something settled inside Prim. Recognition rather than relief. Yesterday, Ash had questioned her every time she said the forest was behaving strangely. Now he had seen the same sudden orientation, an Unbound turning away from four armed Hounds and fresh blood because something else mattered more.
    

    
      Prim folded her hands loosely around her knees. “The forest changed before we saw it.”
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “In what way?”
    

    
      “Not the grove.” Prim searched for the right words. “The living parts.”
    

    
      Bobby looked towards the trees around them. “Changed how?”
    

    
      “They stopped warning me.”
    

    
      That pulled Ralph’s attention fully towards her. “Warning you?”
    

    
      “Not with words.” She waved one hand vaguely. “I know that sounds absurd.”
    

    
      “No,” Ash said.
    

    
      Prim looked at him.
    

    
      He shrugged once.
    

    
      “You’ve been right so far.” It landed harder than Prim expected. 
    

    
      Prim looked back at the fire before anyone noticed. “The woodland has been unsettled since the grove died,” she continued. “At first it felt like everything was pulling away from it. Avoiding it. But today, farther north-east, that changed.”
    

    
      Ralph waited.
    

    
      Prim searched for the right shape of it. “It felt still.”
    

    
      Rhea glanced around. “It’s woodland.”
    

    
      Prim smiled faintly. “Not that kind of still.”
    

    
      She looked towards the dark line of trees beyond the firelight. “It’s as though everything is waiting to see what happens next. The forest isn’t warning us anymore.”
    

    
      Ash followed her gaze. “What is it doing?”
    

    
      She thought of the tracks. The abandoned rabbit. The Unbound lifting its head. “Listening.” The word carried more weight now.
    

    
      Rhea rubbed her thumb along the edge of the bandage. “To what?”
    

    
      Prim exhaled slowly. “I wish I knew.”
    

    
      The fire cracked between them. For a while, nobody spoke. Silverweave hated uncomfortable silence. Someone always softened it, changed the subject, offered tea, asked something harmless. Hounds seemed content to let it exist until it had finished being useful. Prim found she liked that. Eventually Bobby reached into his pack and pulled out a wrapped bundle. He opened it. Bread. Cheese. Something smoked.
    

    
      Rhea immediately reached for it.
    

    
      Bobby slapped her hand away. “You have your own.”
    

    
      “Mine’s over there.”
    

    
      “Then move.”
    

    
      “My arm hurts.”
    

    
      Bobby stared at her.
    

    
      Rhea stared back.
    

    
      Prim watched the battle unfold.
    

    
      Bobby sighed and handed her a piece of bread.
    

    
      Rhea smiled. “Thank you.”
    

    
      “You’re unbearable.”
    

    
      “Yet beloved.”
    

    
      Ralph muttered something that sounded like, “
      Debatable
      .”
    

    
      Prim laughed before she could stop herself. Not the polite sound she made when someone expected one. A proper laugh, short and surprised. 
    

    
      Rhea looked pleased. “There she is.”
    

    
      Prim immediately became suspicious. “Who?”
    

    
      “Knew there was someone under all those Court manners.” 
    

    
      Prim frowned. “I have manners.”
    

    
      “Of course you do.”
    

    
      “I do.”
    

    
      Bobby handed Prim a piece of bread.
    

    
      She took it. “Thank you.”
    

    
      Rhea pointed. “See? Court manners.”
    

    
      Prim looked at Bobby. “Would you prefer I insult you?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then she’s wrong.”
    

    
      “Agreed.”
    

    
      Rhea leaned towards Ralph. “They’ve formed an alliance.”
    

    
      Ralph continued eating. “It won’t last.”
    

    
      Prim smiled down at the bread. The edge of being alone had softened. Not belonging. Not yet. She had spent most of her life around Silverweave. People who understood exactly what she meant when she spoke about roots, streams, glamour and living territory. The Hounds understood almost none of it. Yet now they listened. That mattered more than she expected.
    

    
      Ash broke the quiet after several minutes. “You said the tracks keep correcting north-east.”
    

    
      Prim looked up. “Yes.”
    

    
      “You know that territory?”
    

    
      “Some of it.”
    

    
      “Enough to know what’s there?”
    

    
      Prim nodded, then hesitated. “Enough to know what should be there.”
    

    
      Ash noticed the distinction. “And?”
    

    
      “Nothing important.”
    

    
      Ralph looked over. “Define important.”
    

    
      “No Court holdings. No sacred sites that I know of. No settlements.”
    

    
      “Veil points?”
    

    
      Prim’s attention sharpened.
    

    
      Ralph noticed.
    

    
      She looked at him. “There are thin places throughout the city.”
    

    
      “Breath points?”
    

    
      “Not there.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded.
    

    
      That did not reassure Prim. The Veil was not a wall. People liked to describe it that way because walls were easy to understand. A barrier between this world and what lay beyond. But Prim had never thought of it as something so simple. The Veil breathed, shifted, responded. There were places where it sat thin against the world, places where magic pressed closer to the surface, places Silverweave avoided without entirely admitting why. The dead grove had not been one of them. That was part of the problem.
    

    
      Ash looked towards the dark. “Could there be something you don’t know about?”
    

    
      Prim gave him a look. “I’m a Pathkeeper.”
    

    
      “That wasn’t an answer.”
    

    
      “It was meant to be.”
    

    
      Rhea smirked.
    

    
      Prim ignored her. Then she considered the question properly. Silverweave kept secrets from other factions. They also kept secrets from themselves. Old families, old agreements, old magic buried beneath places no one wanted disturbed. Prim knew more of the territory than most. That did not mean she knew everything.
    

    
      “Yes,” she admitted.
    

    
      Ash nodded once. “We check tomorrow.”
    

    
      Prim studied him. “You’re asking?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You weren’t yesterday.”
    

    
      “Yesterday I thought we were following hungry vampires.”
    

    
      “And now?”
    

    
      Ash looked into the fire. “Now I think you were right.”
    

    
      Prim waited.
    

    
      Ash looked into the fire. “They ignored available blood. Even injured, that one ran in the same direction as the others.”
    

    
      Prim's grip tightened slightly around the bread. “Yes.”
    

    
      Ralph looked between them. “So tomorrow we stop asking what they're hunting.”
    

    
      Ash nodded. “And start asking where they're going.”
    

    
      The fire shifted. A spark rose between them and disappeared. Prim looked towards the north-east. Nothing beyond the clearing seemed unusual. Trees stood beneath the glamour. Leaves moved gently. The stream continued over stones nearby. Alive. Beautiful. Normal, by Silverweave standards. Still, she felt that strange waiting quality. As though the woodland itself had turned its face towards something too distant for her to hear.
    

    
      Rhea shifted beside her.
    

    
      Prim looked over.
    

    
      “You should sleep.”
    

    
      Rhea gave her an offended look. “Why me?”
    

    
      “Because you were bitten.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “So you look exhausted.”
    

    
      “I look excellent.”
    

    
      “Excellent shade of grey.”
    

    
      Bobby pointed at Prim. “See? Listen to her.”
    

    
      Rhea glared at both of them.
    

    
      Prim smiled. “You can have my blanket.”
    

    
      Rhea hesitated. “You’ll be cold.”
    

    
      “I’m Silverweave.”
    

    
      “That means nothing.”
    

    
      “It means I know which plants radiate heat.”
    

    
      Bobby looked around immediately. “Which ones?”
    

    
      Prim pointed towards a cluster of broad leaves growing near the shelter.
    

    
      Bobby stared at them.
    

    
      “They do?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Rhea narrowed her eyes. “Are they poisonous?”
    

    
      Prim considered lying. “No.” A pause. “Mostly.”
    

    
      Rhea stared.
    

    
      Prim smiled. This time, when Rhea laughed, Bobby did too. Even Ralph almost smiled. Ash looked down, a brief smile disappearing with him. Their laughter settled easily into the clearing. Just five people around a fire in a woodland that had spent two days becoming increasingly difficult to understand. Prim looked at them. Four Hounds. Yesterday, they had been Tribunal agents. Outsiders. Today, something had shifted. Not friendship. Not yet. The beginning of trust, perhaps. She was beginning to understand that packs were built in smaller ways than she had imagined. Not through invitation. Through repetition. Standing together. Returning together. Knowing where everyone was without having to look. Prim leaned back against the stone behind her. The fire warmed her boots. Above them, the canopy hid most of the sky. A bird called somewhere in the distance. Once. Then again. Prim listened. For the first time all day, the sound did not make her uneasy.
    

    
      Tomorrow they would follow the tracks deeper north-east and, perhaps, discover what had drawn an Unbound away from blood. Tonight, the woodland could wait. Prim closed her eyes. For a few minutes, surrounded by Hounds she barely knew and a fire she technically should not have allowed, Prim stopped listening.
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      The Hunger
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      They found the injured one just after midday. Ash noticed the blood first. Not fresh enough to be bright, but recent enough to stain the underside of a fern where something had dragged its weight through the undergrowth. The trail ran north-east, as every trail seemed determined to do now, but this one broke rhythm every few metres. One print deepened. Another smeared sideways. A heel carved through wet earth where the creature had stumbled and caught itself.
    

    
      Prim followed Ash’s gaze. “The one with the bad leg.”
    

    
      He nodded. “Looks worse.”
    

    
      Rhea glanced towards the blood on the fern. “
      Good
      .”
    

    
      Bobby gave her a look. She ignored it. The injury had not changed its course. The tracks continued in the same direction. Always. Their tracks continued in the same direction. Always. Prim had stopped finding comfort in coincidence.
    

    
      Ralph crouched beside Ash. “Could it be alone?”
    

    
      “Possibly.”
    

    
      Rhea shifted her weight. “That sounded optimistic.”
    

    
      “It was meant to.”
    

    
      Ralph straightened. “Can we take it alive?”
    

    
      Ash looked towards him. Prim did too.
    

    
      Bobby was the one who answered. “For how long?”
    

    
      Ralph held her gaze. “Long enough to learn something.”
    

    
      Rhea folded her arms. “It doesn’t talk.”
    

    
      “We know.”
    

    
      “It won’t reason.”
    

    
      “We know that too.”
    

    
      Rhea looked towards the trail again. “Then what exactly are we learning?”
    

    
      Ralph turned slightly. “How it reacts.”
    

    
      Ash’s attention moved back to the blood. “To what?”
    

    
      Ralph looked north-east. “That direction.”
    

    
      Prim understood before anyone said more. They had spent the morning confirming yesterday’s pattern. The creatures could split. They could wander. They could cross one another’s trails. But eventually, every route corrected itself north-east, including the injured one despite the blood it was losing. Whatever drove them was stronger than pain. Possibly stronger than hunger. That was what Ralph wanted tested.
    

    
      Prim looked at Ash. “You think we can contain one?”
    

    
      Ash considered the question properly. “With a trap.”
    

    
      “What kind?”
    

    
      “Not one it can break.”
    

    
      Helpful. 
      Rhea glanced at the surrounding woodland. “We’ve got trees.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Rhea looked at her. “I didn’t mean cutting them down.”
    

    
      “You were thinking it.”
    

    
      “I was thinking using them.”
    

    
      “That can still go badly.”
    

    
      Ralph stepped in before the argument could begin. “Miss Alder.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him.
    

    
       “We follow your rules.” There was no impatience or challenge in his voice. Only a reminder. Prim nodded. Ralph still called her Miss Alder, still kept the distance, but he no longer treated Silverweave restrictions as inconvenient decoration.
    

    
      Ash turned towards her. “Is there anywhere nearby we can close off without touching protected roots?”
    

    
      Prim thought. Then remembered. “There is.”
    

    
      They backtracked less than ten minutes. The hollow sat between two steep banks where an old drainage channel had once cut through the earth long before Silverweave glamour claimed the area. Thick stone remained beneath moss and ivy. The entrance narrowed naturally between two outcrops, while the back wall rose high enough that even a vampire would struggle to climb it without exposing itself.
    

    
      Prim stopped at the edge. “This used to be part of an older route.”
    

    
      Ash examined the ground. “Only one way in?”
    

    
      “One practical way.”
    

    
      Rhea looked up the bank. “Practical?”
    

    
      Prim followed her gaze. “If it wants to throw itself through thirty feet of thorn, that’s technically another option.”
    

    
      Bobby frowned. “Poisonous?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      He relaxed.
    

    
      Prim added, “The berries are.”
    

    
      Bobby looked at her.
    

    
      She gave a small shrug. “Relevant distinction.”
    

    
      Ash crouched near the entrance. “We can work with this.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “Do it.”
    

    
      The trap took twenty minutes. No elaborate machinery or Silverweave magic clever enough to complicate things later. The Hounds worked simply. Rhea and Ralph shifted fallen timber that Prim approved for use. Bobby laid strips of treated cord between anchor points, thin enough to disappear beneath leaves but strong enough to tighten under weight. Ash moved in and out of the hollow, checking angles, distance and whatever invisible path he imagined an Unbound would take when it came through. Prim watched. They were different when they worked like this, quieter and sharper. The humour from the fire the night before disappeared. Pack became function again.
    

    
      Ralph saw the whole. Rhea built strength into it. Bobby anticipated injury, Ash movement. Prim stood slightly outside that structure, but not excluded from it anymore. When Ash wanted to shift one anchor point, he asked her first. When Bobby needed to move a dead branch, he waited for her nod. Rhea even stopped herself from stepping into a patch of silver moss without permission. Prim said nothing. The plan was simple. Ash would follow the injured trail and pressure the Unbound back towards the hollow. Not chase it. Guide it. Ralph and Rhea would close it in. Bobby would remain outside the entrance. Prim would stay with him. She had objected once. Ralph had listened, then said no. Prim had considered arguing until she remembered what happened the last time an Unbound came through the trees. She stayed with Bobby. Ash disappeared first. His spectral wolf did not manifest fully, but Prim felt its presence as he moved away. A cold, enormous pressure travelling beneath human skin. Rhea went east. Ralph west. Then Prim and Bobby were alone beside the hollow. For several minutes, nothing happened. She stood with every part of her attention reaching into the woodland, not magically, simply listening. Wind moved through living trees. Birds called farther south. Something small rustled beneath leaves. Then everything stopped.
    

    
      Bobby saw it. “What?”
    

    
      She lifted one hand.
    

    
      Wait.
    

    
      The woodland seemed to hold itself in suspension. A branch snapped somewhere north-east. Then another. Bobby’s hand went to the weapon beneath his coat. Prim heard running. Fast. 
      Too fast. 
      The sound came closer. Then a scream tore through the trees. Prim flinched. The Unbound burst into the hollow. It hit the first cord. The trap snapped tight around one leg. Momentum carried the creature forward. It crashed shoulder-first into the ground, rolled, twisted and came up halfway before the second line caught across its chest.
    

    
      Rhea appeared from the trees behind it. “Now!”
    

    
      Ralph came from the opposite side. Together they drove the creature deeper into the hollow. The Unbound screamed again. Prim saw it properly. The injured one. The left leg dragged badly now, the knee swollen beneath torn fabric. One side of its face was bruised nearly black. Blood covered its mouth, though whether its own or someone else’s, Prim could not tell. It looked worse than the first because of the way it moved, not the injuries. Every motion seemed to hurt. Its hands clawed at the earth. Then at its own arms. Then at the cords holding it. Its entire body shook so violently its teeth clicked together between screams. Ash emerged last. His breathing came hard. A long tear ran across one sleeve. Prim's attention caught on the blood beneath it.
    

    
      “Not mine,” Ash said.
    

    
      Relief came anyway. The Unbound struck the nearest cord. The treated line snapped tight. Its body jerked backwards.
    

    
      Rhea stepped closer. “Careful.”
    

    
      Ash nodded.
    

    
      The creature lunged at him anyway. Its teeth closed on empty air. The cords held. Barely.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards Bobby. “How long?”
    

    
      Bobby moved closer. Prim moved with him. He glanced at her. She frowned. “I’m not staying ten feet back while you walk in.”
    

    
      Bobby looked like he might argue, then decided against it. They stopped just outside the Unbound’s reach. Up close, Prim could see scars layered across its arms. Old bites. Fresh wounds. Places where fingernails had torn its own skin. The creature’s head snapped towards Bobby. It screamed. Not words. Nothing even close. Just raw sound forced through a throat already damaged by too much of it.
    

    
      Bobby's mouth tightened. 
    

    
      “Can it understand us?” Prim asked.
    

    
      Ash answered from behind them. “Maybe.”
    

    
      She looked back. “Maybe?”
    

    
      “Some understand longer than they can respond.”
    

    
      The Unbound screamed again.
    

    
      Prim looked at it. “Can you hear me?”
    

    
      Nothing. Its eyes fixed on her. Bloodshot. Wild. Pain had erased almost everything recognisable from them. Still, for one second, Prim thought she saw awareness. Then its attention snapped to her throat. The creature lunged. The restraints pulled tight. Prim stumbled backwards. Bobby caught her elbow. Ash moved instantly between them. The spectral wolf flickered through his body. The Unbound recoiled. Then screamed at him. Its hands flew to the sides of its head. It dug its nails into its temples.
    

    
      Prim stared. “There.”
    

    
      Bobby looked. The creature clawed harder. Fresh blood appeared beneath its fingers.
    

    
      “Same as the other one.”
    

    
      Bobby nodded. “Pain.”
    

    
      Ash watched the creature. “Constant.”
    

    
      “How constant?”
    

    
      Bobby looked at her. “There’s no way to know.”
    

    
      “Guess.”
    

    
      He hesitated. “Bad enough that most of what remains of them is trying to escape it.”
    

    
      Prim looked back at the Unbound. The body trembled. The jaw clenched. Hands pressed hard against its skull as though it might crush the pain out through bone. “And feeding helps?”
    

    
      “For a while.” Ash’s voice.
    

    
      Prim turned. His voice had gone hard, practical rather than cruel.
    

    
      “Hunger and pain feed each other. Blood takes the edge off both.”
    

    
      “Then why didn’t the others stay with the man?”
    

    
      That was why they were here. Ralph stepped closer. The Unbound snapped towards him.
    

    
      “Can you smell the others?”
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      Rhea looked at Ralph. “You’re asking it questions now?”
    

    
      “We know it can’t answer.”
    

    
      The creature screamed.
    

    
      Ralph did not move. “North-east.”
    

    
      At the word, nothing changed.
    

    
      Prim frowned.
    

    
      Ralph tried again. “The grove.”
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      “The Court.”
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      Ash watched carefully. Prim understood what they were doing. Not language. Stimulus. Testing whether anything triggered the same reaction as before.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards her. “Anything Silverweave?”
    

    
      Prim thought. “The roots.”
    

    
      No response.
    

    
      “The Veil.”
    

    
      The Unbound stopped. Everyone else followed. The creature remained frozen. Only for a heartbeat. Then its head twitched north-east. Ralph’s eyes narrowed.
    

    
      Prim stepped closer before she could think better of it. “
      Veil
      .”
    

    
      Again. The Unbound’s head turned. Same direction. The cords creaked as its entire body shifted. Not lunging. Orienting. 
    

    
      Ralph looked at Ash. “That’s not random.”
    

    
      “No.” Prim stared. “The grove felt wrong beneath the water.”
    

    
      Ash glanced towards her. “You think this is connected?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.” The Unbound began to whine. Prim had not known it could make that sound. Low. Broken. Almost continuous. Its attention remained fixed north-east. Then, abruptly, the creature screamed. Not at them. At something none of them could see. The sound ripped through the hollow. Somewhere in the distance, another scream answered.
    

    
      Rhea turned. “Shit.”
    

    
      Another came from the west. Farther away. Then one from the north.
    

    
      Bobby’s face drained. “They heard it.”
    

    
      Ash shook his head. “No.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “What?”
    

    
      Ash was already scanning the trees. “The wind’s wrong.”
    

    
      Ralph understood before Prim did. 
    

    
      Ash pointed south-west. “Sound’s carrying that way.”
    

    
      The second scream had come from the north. 
    

    
      Rhea looked towards the trees. “So?”
    

    
      “They didn't hear it.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “How do you know?”
    

    
      “The nearest one's north. Wind's carrying south-west. And the second is too far out.”
    

    
      The trapped Unbound screamed again. This time, answers came almost immediately. One. Two. Three. Different distances. Different directions. Every one of them raw and broken.
    

    
      Bobby stepped backwards. “How many?”
    

    
      Ash listened. “Too many.”
    

    
      Ralph drew his blade. “Break the trap.”
    

    
      Prim stared at him. “What?”
    

    
      “We’re leaving.”
    

    
      Rhea moved towards the entrance. The trapped Unbound began throwing itself against the restraints. Not attacking them. Panicking. Its head snapped from one direction to another as the distant screams came closer. Prim watched it writhe against the cords.
    

    
      “They’re coming for it.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “Yes.”
    

    
      “No.” She shook her head. “Not for it.” 
    

    
      The Unbound was not calling for help. It did not look relieved. It looked worse. Its body writhed against the cords. Hands clawed at its own face. The scream became almost continuous.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the woodland. “What if they can feel this?”
    

    
      Bobby frowned. “Feel what?”
    

    
      She pointed. “The pain.”
    

    
      Another scream answered. Closer. The trapped creature jerked. Not language. Not telepathy. Something more primitive. Shared sensation.
    

    
      Ash looked at the trapped creature. “You think they know it’s hurt.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “I think they hurt 
      with
       it.”
    

    
      Rhea looked towards Ralph. “Captain.”
    

    
      Branches broke in the distance. Fast. Several directions.
    

    
      Ralph did not hesitate. “Cut it loose.”
    

    
      Bobby stared. “Loose?”
    

    
      “If we stay here, they converge on us.”
    

    
      Rhea moved to the nearest restraint. “And killing it?”
    

    
      Ash looked towards the trapped Unbound. “If we kill it and she’s right, we don’t know what that does to the others.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “Release and move.”
    

    
      Prim stepped back. Rhea cut the first cord. The Unbound threw itself forward. Ash’s spectral wolf manifested instantly between them. Charcoal shoulders. Ice-blue eyes. Huge enough that the hollow suddenly felt too small to contain it. The Unbound recoiled. Rhea cut the second line. Then the third. For half a second, the creature remained where it was, free, bleeding and trembling. Its eyes fixed on Ash’s wolf. Then its head snapped north-east, away from the approaching screams. It ran. Straight past the mouth of the hollow. Dragging the injured leg. Ignoring the creatures coming towards it.
    

    
      Prim stared after it. “Why isn’t it going to them?”
    

    
      Nobody answered. A shape moved between the trees. Then another.
    

    
      Ash turned. “Move.”
    

    
      They ran. Prim stayed between Bobby and Ralph as the Hounds closed around her. Behind them, the woodland erupted. A scream. Branches breaking. Something hitting the ground hard enough that Prim felt the impact through her boots. Rhea swore. Ash did not look back. They cut south-west, away from the trail and the direction every Unbound seemed determined to follow. Prim’s lungs burned. The Silverweave woodland blurred around her in flashes of silver and impossible colour. For several minutes, the screams followed. Gradually they faded, one by one, until only the sound of five people running remained. Ralph finally called a stop near a narrow stream where the glamour thickened. Prim bent forward, hands on her knees. Bobby immediately checked Rhea. She immediately complained. Ash stood with his back to them, listening. His spectral wolf remained half-visible around him.
    

    
      Prim forced her breathing to slow. “What happened?”
    

    
      Ralph looked at her. She straightened. “They didn’t hear it.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “They 
      felt
       it.”
    

    
      Ralph said nothing. Prim looked towards the direction they had come from. The trapped creature had screamed. The others had answered across distance and woodland, without sound carrying between them.
    

    
      Bobby frowned towards the trees. “Shared pain.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “Maybe hunger too?”
    

    
      Ash turned. “Why hunger?”
    

    
      She remembered the creature snapping towards every exposed throat before the word Veil had changed it. “The way they reacted to us.” Ash watched her. Prim continued. “What if it isn’t five separate creatures feeling the same thing?”
    

    
      Rhea frowned. “What then?”
    

    
      “Not thoughts.” Prim shook her head. “I don’t think they’re talking to each other.”
    

    
      Ralph waited.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the north-east. “Maybe they don’t need to.”
    

    
      Somewhere beyond them, one injured Unbound was still moving. And somewhere around it, the others knew exactly how much it hurt.
      

    

    
      8
    

    
      The Call
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      By the following morning, every trail had changed. Ash stopped at the first junction and stayed there too long. The five of them had returned to the northern routes under heavier restrictions than before. Two Silverweave wardens waited at the edge of the approved search area, not close enough to interfere, but close enough to remind the Hounds that the Court had not forgotten where they were.
    

    
      Councillor Mareth had made that painfully clear before they left. No pursuit beyond Silverweave boundaries. No unauthorised manifestation near the settlement. No contact with the dead grove unless Prim approved it. And if there was any further indication that the Veil itself was involved, they were to return immediately. The last instruction had sat poorly with Ralph, but he had accepted it anyway. Now Ash crouched in the damp earth beneath a silver birch and stared at a set of prints that should not have been there.
    

    
      Rhea glanced towards him. “What?”
    

    
      Ash did not answer at first. He looked back the way they had come. Then east. Then south-east. Prim followed his gaze. The tracks were wrong because of their direction. For three days, every trail had eventually corrected north-east. This one did not. It turned south. Ash stood. Ralph came closer.
    

    
      “Same group?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      Ash moved several feet. Another set crossed the first. Then another. He studied the crossing trails. “All of them, I think.”
    

    
      Bobby frowned.
    

    
      “All?”
    

    
      “At least the ones we’ve been tracking.”
    

    
      Prim looked south. Towards the Court. “No.”
    

    
      Ash glanced at her. She was already moving. The trail cut cleanly through the undergrowth. No wandering. No corrections. No splitting. Every set of prints followed the same course. South.
    

    
      Ralph caught up. “Miss Alder.”
    

    
      “They’ve changed direction.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Towards the settlement.”
    

    
      “We don’t know that yet.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. He was trying to keep the conclusion from getting ahead of the evidence. Usually, Prim appreciated that. Not today. She kept moving. The others followed. The tracks became easier to read with every hundred metres. Even Prim could see them now. Deep impressions. Broken fern stems. Dead leaves kicked aside. Branches snapped where bodies had forced through too quickly to avoid them. The creatures were no longer travelling carefully. They were moving fast. 
      Together.
    

    
      Bobby looked towards Ash. “How fresh?”
    

    
      “Recent.”
    

    
      “How recent?”
    

    
      Ash crouched beside a muddy patch. Touched the edge. “Hours.”
    

    
      Rhea swore quietly. Prim felt the wrongness in the woodland around them. The birds were gone again. No gradual thinning this time. The same hush that had surrounded the Unbound on previous days had spread through the trees ahead of them. Listening. Prim hated that word now. Once, it had felt almost gentle. They reached the old stone crossing just before noon. The trail did not hesitate. Every Unbound had passed straight over it. Ash stopped on the opposite side.
    

    
      Prim nearly collided with him. “What?”
    

    
      He looked at the ground. “The injured one.”
    

    
      She followed his gaze. Left side deeper. Dragged leg. Still moving. Still keeping pace.
    

    
      Rhea stepped closer. “That thing should barely be upright.”
    

    
      Ash looked south again. Prim felt the unease sharpen. The injured Unbound had barely been able to stand yesterday. Yet today it was keeping pace with the others. Not hiding. Not slowing. Whatever had changed mattered more than its injuries.
    

    
      Prim looked at Ralph. “We need to go back.”
    

    
      He nodded immediately. “Agreed.”
    

    
      Rhea looked towards the tracks. “We’ve got them.”
    

    
      “We’ve got a direction,” Ralph said.
    

    
      “And if that direction ends at the Court?”
    

    
      Nobody answered. They turned south. At first Prim thought they would simply follow the trail back. Then she realised Ash was no longer tracking. He was moving faster than that. He did not need to search. The prints no longer wandered.
    

    
      Ralph noticed too. “Rowen.”
    

    
      Ash looked back. “You’ve got the line?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then stop tracking.”
    

    
      Ash nodded. Rhea moved ahead with him. Bobby stayed central. Ralph dropped closer to Prim. They were no longer investigating. They were returning fast. Prim felt the first pulse of wrongness near the outer paths. She stopped so abruptly Ralph almost passed her.
    

    
      He turned. “What?”
    

    
      Prim did not answer. An echo moved beneath her awareness, deeper than sound, smell or the magic she usually felt. The same faint sensation she had felt in the dead grove beneath the stream. Except stronger. Prim looked towards the Court. 
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Ash came back. “What is it?”
    

    
      Prim stared through the trees. Silverweave territory stretched ahead in vivid colour. Luminous bark, flowers glowing beneath the canopy, living streams. Everything apparently untouched. But beneath it, the pressure came again. Deep. Old. Rooted Prim closed her eyes. She did not reach for the nearest tree. She did not need to. The connection came through the land itself. Faint. Distant. But unmistakable now. The dead grove. The Court. One deeper system, older than any single tree. Prim opened her eyes.
    

    
      Ralph watched her. “Miss Alder?”
    

    
      “The roots.”
    

    
      Ash frowned. “What about them?”
    

    
      Prim started walking again. Faster. “The oldest sacred roots beneath the Court.”
    

    
      Rhea caught up. “What are you saying?”
    

    
      “They connect.”
    

    
      “To the grove?”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “Not directly. Not like one tree reaching all the way there.” 
    

    
      “Silverweave roots share systems. Water. Fungal lines. Old growth. Some of it has been connected for centuries.”
    

    
      Bobby frowned. “So whatever killed the grove travelled underground?”
    

    
      “No.” The answer came immediately. Prim shook her head. “If it had, we’d have seen damage between there and here.”
    

    
      “Then what?”
    

    
      She looked towards the settlement. “The Veil.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her sharply. 
    

    
      Ralph looked at her. “You’re sure?”
    

    
      “No.” Prim forced herself to continue. “But the grove felt wrong beneath the water. The Unbound reacted when we said the word. And the oldest roots beneath the Court sit close to one of the deepest magical layers in Silverweave territory.”
    

    
      Rhea looked towards the trees ahead. “A breath point?”
    

    
      “No.” Prim shook her head. “Not exactly.”
    

    
      “What’s the difference?”
    

    
      “A breath point is thin.” She looked at Ralph. “This is deep.”
    

    
      Bobby frowned. “That sounds worse.”
    

    
      “It might be.”
    

    
      Ash looked south. “And they’re heading straight for it.”
    

    
      Not towards people. Not towards blood. Not towards easy prey. Towards the place where the echo ran deepest. 
    

    
      She started running.
    

    
      ✦
    

    
      The outer Silverweave settlement appeared through the trees less than twenty minutes later. People were still moving normally. Somehow, that was worse. Children crossed a narrow bridge. Two attendants carried baskets towards the main hall. Flowers leaned over stone walls. A pair of wardens stood beneath an arch talking quietly. No alarms. No panic. No idea.
    

    
      Prim burst into the open. “Finn!”
    

    
      One of the wardens turned. He took one look at her and came towards them. He came towards them. “What happened?”
    

    
      “Seal the western and northern approaches.”
    

    
      Finn’s eyes moved to the Hounds. “Why?”
    

    
      Ralph stepped forward. “Unbound have changed direction.”
    

    
      “Towards?”
    

    
      Prim answered. “Here.”
    

    
      Finn turned. “Sound the wards.” A low bell rang somewhere inside the settlement. Not loud. It did not need to be. Silverweave magic carried it through root and stone. The reaction was immediate. People stopped. Wardens appeared from archways. Parents collected children. Attendants abandoned baskets. Instead of erupting into panic, the Court tightened. Prim had never seen it happen so quickly. The settlement that had felt open and flowing minutes earlier became layered with defence. Vines shifted over entrances. Roots rose beneath paths. Flowers closed. Glamour thickened across the outer edges.
    

    
      Rhea stared. “Everything here is armed.”
    

    
      Prim looked at her. “Almost.”
    

    
      Bobby glanced towards a patch of harmless-looking blue flowers. “Almost?”
    

    
      Prim did not answer. Finn came back towards them with two additional wardens. “How many?”
    

    
      Ash answered. “Five we know of.”
    

    
      Finn stared at Ash. “Five.”
    

    
      “Possibly more.”
    

    
      “Wonderful.”
    

    
      Finn looked towards Ralph. “You remain outside the inner Court.”
    

    
      Rhea stared at him. “If the creatures are coming here—”
    

    
      “They are still Silverweave grounds.”
    

    
      “And if your grounds are breached?”
    

    
      “We defend them.”
    

    
      Ralph stepped between the argument before it could grow teeth. “We’re not here to take your territory.” 
    

    
      Finn’s eyes stayed on him.
    

    
      “We’re here to stop Unbound.”
    

    
      Then Finn nodded once. “Outer grounds only.”
    

    
      Ralph accepted it.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the main hall. “We need Mareth.” 
    

    
      Finn’s attention shifted to her. “She’s already been summoned.”
    

    
      If this reached deeper than the wards, Mareth wasn't the only one who needed to know. 
    

    
      “Aurelian?”
    

    
      A faint crease appeared between his brows.
    

    
      “What about them?”
    

    
      Prim hesitated. She was not entirely sure. That answer again. Finn looked unimpressed. Prim turned away. Somewhere beneath the Court, the old roots pressed against the Veil. She could feel them more strongly now. Alive. Deeply alive. Nothing like the grove. That should have comforted her. Instead, the connection between the two places felt clearer than ever. What linked them wasn't rot or contamination. It was an echo. As though something had struck the Veil beneath the grove and the vibration had travelled along an invisible line until it reached the deepest roots here. Prim closed her eyes. There, faint but unmistakable, was a pulse. The Unbound were not simply changing direction. They were responding. All of them.
    

    
      Ralph came beside her. “What?”
    

    
      Prim stared towards the northern trees. “They felt it.”
    

    
      “The roots?”
    

    
      “No.” She shook her head. “Whatever happened to them.”
    

    
      Ash joined them.
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “The same thing that made the grove go silent.”
    

    
      “You think it called them.”
    

    
      Call
       implied intention. A voice. Someone or something choosing to summon them. She did not know that. “No.”
    

    
      Ash waited.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the main hall. “I think they heard the echo.”
    

    
      Rhea came closer. “Same difference.”
    

    
      “No.” Prim turned. “It matters.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “Because a call means something wants them here.” She looked towards the ground beneath their feet. “An echo only means something happened.”
    

    
      Ralph understood first. “And we still don’t know what.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “No.” That was the worst part. The Court was preparing for an attack from creatures following evidence of something Silverweave could not identify. The dead grove had been the beginning, not the source. Aurelian appeared at the top of the main hall steps. They stood alone. Pale hair caught silver beneath the glamour. No ledger this time. That disturbed Prim more than if they had been holding one. Aurelian looked first at her. Then at the Hounds. Then towards the northern woodland.
    

    
      “What changed?”
    

    
      Prim climbed the steps. “The Unbound.”
    

    
      Aurelian waited.
    

    
      “They’ve turned.”
    

    
      “Towards the Court.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Aurelian’s expression barely moved.
    

    
      Prim continued. “The oldest roots here connect to the grove’s magical system.”
    

    
      “Connect how?”
    

    
      “Not physically.”
    

    
      Prim looked towards the ground. “The Veil.”
    

    
      Aurelian’s gaze sharpened, barely enough to notice.
    

    
      “They’re following something through it.”
    

    
      “I think they’re following the aftermath of something.”
    

    
      Aurelian studied her.
    

    
      “The distinction is important.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Ralph stepped closer. “We need to know what lies beneath this Court.”
    

    
      Aurelian looked at him. “No.” The word was quiet. Absolute.
    

    
      Rhea straightened. 
    

    
      Ralph remained still. “With respect—”
    

    
      “No.” Aurelian’s attention did not leave him. “What lies beneath Silverweave Court is not Tribunal knowledge.”
    

    
      “We have five Unbound coming towards it.”
    

    
      “And you may kill five Unbound.”
    

    
      Ash looked towards the woodland. “What if that isn’t all that’s coming?”
    

    
      Aurelian’s gaze shifted. For a moment, the hall steps felt too small for both of them. Aurelian did not answer Ash. Instead, they looked at Prim. “Can the roots be severed from the grove?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Because there’s nothing to sever.” Prim felt frustration rise. “It isn’t a physical line. The grove died, but the deeper system didn’t simply disappear. Whatever happened there left an impression.”
    

    
      Aurelian went quiet. “On the Veil.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The word fell between them. Aurelian looked towards the northern trees. “Then the Unbound are not coming for Silverweave.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “They're following whatever lies beneath it.” 
    

    
      Somehow, it sounded worse when Aurelian said it. A second bell rang. This one sharp. Three strikes.
    

    
      Finn’s voice carried from below. “Movement at the northern wards.”
    

    
      Ralph drew his blade. Rhea followed. Bobby tightened the straps across his chest. Ash turned towards the trees. His spectral wolf flickered behind him immediately, charcoal shoulders briefly visible beneath silver light. Prim looked north. The woodland had gone completely quiet. No birds. No insects. Even the water seemed muted. Then every ward along the northern boundary lit at once. Silver light flashed between the trees. 
    

    
      Something struck the outer glamour. Hard. The impact shuddered through the ground. Prim felt it beneath her boots. A scream followed. Then another. Then three more. Not scattered. Together. 
    

    
      Aurelian stepped down from the stairs. “Pathkeeper.”
    

    
      Prim looked at them. “Get away from the roots.”
    

    
      She stared. “What?”
    

    
      Another impact hit the wards. Closer. Silver light flared. A tree somewhere beyond the settlement cracked. Aurelian's voice sharpened with urgency.
    

    
      “
      Prim
      .”
    

    
      She looked towards the living roots disappearing beneath the main hall, where the Veil's echo reached deepest. Another scream tore through the woodland. Then the northern ward shattered. The Unbound had stopped running. They had arrived.
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      Ash and Silver
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The first Unbound came through the shattered ward on all fours. Silver light still burned around its body when it hit the ground, the remains of the northern glamour clinging to torn clothes and grey skin in bright, snapping threads. For half a second it seemed caught between two worlds, framed by ordinary woodland beyond and the impossible beauty of Silverweave within. Then it lifted its head.
    

    
      Prim recognised it. The injured one. Its left leg dragged beneath it, swollen and nearly useless now. Dried blood covered one side of its body, and fresh wounds cut across its shoulders where the trap had bitten into flesh the day before. It should not have been able to run. It ran anyway, straight towards the Court. 
    

    
      “Hold!” Finn’s voice carried across the outer grounds.
    

    
      The Silverweave responded. Prim had seen the Court defend itself before, although never against anything more serious than an accidental breach or some idiot human stumbling through the glamour. This was different. The ground moved. Roots erupted from beneath the paths in twisting lengths of silver and brown, tearing through moss and stone as they reached for the Unbound. One caught its injured leg and snapped tight. The creature went down. Another root wrapped around its waist. A third caught its wrist. For one heartbeat, it was held.
    

    
      Then the Unbound screamed. Prim felt the sound in her teeth. It twisted hard enough that something in its shoulder broke. The arm dropped at an unnatural angle, but the creature did not seem to notice. It clawed at the ground with its free hand and dragged itself forward despite the roots tightening around its body.
    

    
      “Gods,” Bobby whispered.
    

    
      The second Unbound hit the ward. Silver light exploded between the trees. It came through upright. The impact threw it sideways, but it recovered before its body had properly struck the ground and launched itself forward. Then the third arrived. The fourth. The fifth. The northern boundary disappeared beneath silver light and screaming.
    

    
      “Move!” Ralph’s command cut through everything. The Hounds moved. Prim barely saw the change. One moment four people stood around her. The next, the pack opened. Rhea went left with Ralph, blades drawn. Bobby retreated towards the civilians still being moved from the outer grounds, already pulling supplies from his pack. Ash stayed. For one heartbeat. His eyes found Prim’s.
    

    
      “Stay behind the wardens.”
    

    
      There was no time to argue. The spectral wolf erupted through him. Prim had seen pieces of it before. A head above his shoulder. Charcoal fur beneath translucent light. Paws passing through his body. Never all of it, until now. Ash Rowen was gone and something enormous stood where he had been. Even dire wolf did not seem sufficient. It stood nearly as tall at the shoulder as Prim’s chest, its body long and heavy with spectral muscle, charcoal fur moving in a wind that did not exist. Ice-blue eyes burned through its translucent face. Ash remained inside it. Human and wolf occupying the same space. Then they separated, though never completely. The wolf lunged. Ash moved with it. They struck the nearest Unbound together. The impact sent the creature into the side of a stone wall. Prim flinched. 
    

    
      “Pathkeeper!” Finn grabbed her arm.
    

    
      She turned. “Inner grounds. Now.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      His face hardened. “
      Prim
      .”
    

    
      “They’re going towards the roots.”
    

    
      “We know.”
    

    
      “No, you don’t.”
    

    
      Another scream tore across the Court. Finn’s grip tightened. Prim pointed towards the Unbound caught in the roots.
    

    
      “
      Look
       at it.”
    

    
      The creature was still moving. Roots had torn through its skin. One arm hung useless. Blood covered the ground beneath it. It did not turn towards the Silverweave warden standing barely ten feet away. It did not look at the civilians retreating through the arch. It did not even look at Ash. Its eyes remained fixed ahead. The main hall.
    

    
      Finn followed its fixed stare towards the main hall. “They’re not attacking us.”
    

    
      A crash sounded to their left. Prim turned. One of the Unbound had hit a defensive wall of woven branches. The entire structure bent under the impact. Silverweave magic responded instantly. Long, pale thorns erupted from the branches, beautiful even as they drove through the creature's chest. The Unbound screamed. Its hands closed around the branches. For a second, Prim thought it would try to pull them free. Instead, it dragged itself along them. The thorns tore deeper. Blood poured down its body, and still it moved forward.
    

    
      Finn swore. Prim had never heard him swear before. “Fuck. They don’t care.”
    

    
      “No.” The Unbound pulled itself another inch along the thorn. “They don’t.”
    

    
      The branch snapped. The creature fell. It rose again. And continued towards the Court. A Silverweave warden intercepted it. The Unbound hit her so hard she left the ground. Prim heard the impact when her body struck the stone path. The creature ran straight past her.
    

    
      Prim moved before she thought. “Finn!”
    

    
      He was already going. They reached the fallen warden together. Blood ran from her temple. Her eyes fluttered. Alive.
    

    
      Prim dropped beside her. “Elowen.”
    

    
      The warden groaned.
    

    
      Prim’s stomach twisted. “Elowen, look at me.”
    

    
      Her eyes opened. “
      Move
      .”
    

    
      Prim blinked.
    

    
      Elowen coughed and tried to sit. “Get off the bloody ground.”
    

    
      Then another scream cut through the settlement. Finn hauled Elowen upright. “Can you walk?”
    

    
      “Yes.” She clearly could not. Finn put one arm around her waist. Prim looked towards the Court. The Unbound had reached the first houses. People were still evacuating. Too slowly. Silverweave did not build for war. Their territory itself was supposed to be defence. Glamour kept outsiders away. Wards redirected anyone who pushed too close. Living woodland closed paths, shifted routes and hid entire structures from people standing feet away. None of it mattered if the enemy did not care where paths were supposed to lead. The Unbound simply went through. A scream rose near the lower bridge. Human. Not Unbound. Prim ran. 
    

    
      “Prim!” Finn shouted behind her.
    

    
      She ignored him. The bridge came into view between two houses. A Silverweave man lay against the railing. One of the Unbound stood over him. Blood covered his shoulder. The creature had bitten him. Prim stopped. For one terrible moment, this was what Unbound did. Blood. Hunger. The creature’s mouth was already against his throat. Then its head lifted. It looked towards the main hall. The man beneath it gasped. The Unbound left him. Prim stared. Fresh blood ran down its chin. It had finally found exactly what it should have wanted. And it walked away. Almost dazed. One step. Another. Towards the Court.
    

    
      The injured man groaned. She ran to him. His eyes were open. Terrified.
    

    
      “Stay still.”
    

    
      “It bit me.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “
      It bit me
      .”
    

    
      “You’re all right.”
    

    
      He grabbed her wrist. “Am I going to turn?”
    

    
      “No.” 
    

    
      He stared at her.
    

    
      “You’re not.” She put pressure against the wound. “Listen to me. That isn’t how Unbound are made.”
    

    
      His breathing came ragged.
    

    
      Prim pressed harder. “You’re going to be all right.”
    

    
      “Prim!” Bobby. She looked up. He was running towards them. Blood covered both hands. Hopefully not his.
    

    
      “Bite,” Prim called.
    

    
      He dropped beside her. “How deep?”
    

    
      “Not enough.”
    

    
      Bobby looked. Agreed. “Go.”
    

    
      Prim stared at him. “What?”
    

    
      “I’ve got him.” Another impact shook the ground. Bobby pressed his hands to the wound. “Go.”
    

    
      Prim stood. The outer grounds had become unrecognisable. Silverweave fought everywhere. Not only wardens. Everyone. A woman Prim knew from the dye gardens stood beside one of the paths with both palms pressed to the earth. Roots ripped through the ground around an Unbound’s ankles and dragged it down. An elderly man near the eastern buildings sent a wall of ivy across an alleyway, thickening it until no body could pass. Flowers burst open along the path and released clouds of glittering yellow pollen. The Unbound ran through it. Its movements faltered. Once. Twice. Then it kept going.
    

    
      Nature fought with Silverweave. Still the Unbound came. Prim saw Ralph near the centre of the outer grounds. His wolf had manifested too. Broad. Pale grey. Not as large as Ash’s, but powerful enough that when it struck an Unbound, the creature disappeared beneath spectral jaws. Rhea fought beside him. Her wolf flickered through her in fragments, dark spectral limbs moving through her own as she drove a blade into an Unbound’s side. The creature struck her. Ralph’s wolf caught it before it reached her again. Even surrounded by Silverweave, with the Court collapsing around them, the Hounds never lost track of one another. Ash was farther ahead. Too far. He had followed one of the Unbound towards the main hall, his enormous charcoal form tearing along the path after it. When the route narrowed between two buildings, silver-grey light rippled across him. By the time he reached the arch, Ash was running on two legs again. The Unbound ahead of him did not look back.
    

    
      “Ash!”
    

    
      His head turned briefly. Then the creature disappeared through an arch. Ash followed. Prim ran after him. She crossed the main path as a branch snapped overhead. Someone shouted. A body hit the ground behind her. She did not look. The arch opened into one of the central gardens. The Unbound had stopped. Prim slowed. Ash stood several metres behind it. His knife was drawn. The wolf hovered around him. Neither attacked. The creature was not moving. It stood in the centre of the garden with blood running from half a dozen wounds. Its head tilted. Not listening this time. Feeling.
    

    
      Prim followed its gaze. The main hall stood beyond the garden. Beneath it, the oldest roots. The Unbound took one step. Ash moved. The wolf hit it from the side. The creature crashed through a bed of luminous flowers. Petals exploded into the air. For one bizarre second, Prim saw only blue, violet and silver. Then blood hit the petals. The Unbound rolled. Ash was on it before it rose. His knife drove into its chest. The creature screamed. The wolf’s jaws closed around its shoulder. Ash twisted the blade. Prim waited for the Unbound to attack. It did not. Its hands clawed at the ground. Not towards Ash. Forward. Towards the hall.
    

    
      Ash followed the creature's reaching hands. “Prim.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      The creature dragged itself another inch. Ash’s knife remained buried in its chest. The spectral wolf had almost torn one shoulder apart. Still it reached. Prim stepped closer. Its fingers closed around a root. A tiny one. No thicker than her thumb. The instant skin touched silver bark, the Unbound convulsed. The creature arched violently. A sound tore from its throat. Not the usual scream. Higher. Sharper. The root beneath its hand blackened.
    

    
      “Get it off!”
    

    
      Ash reacted instantly. His wolf seized the creature by the torso and dragged it backwards. Its fingers tore from the root. The blackening stopped. Prim dropped beside the blackened root. She reached for it. Stopped herself just before touching. A dark stain marked the silver bark where the creature’s hand had been. 
    

    
      Ash came beside her. “What happened?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      “Prim.”
    

    
      “I don’t know.” She forced the panic down. The root remained alive. She could feel that much. Alive, but changed. She looked back at the Unbound. Ash’s wolf had pinned it. The creature writhed beneath spectral paws, but its gaze remained fixed on the root.
    

    
      “They’re not searching for the Court.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. Prim stood. “They’re searching for the roots.”
    

    
      A scream came from behind them. Then another. Closer. Prim turned. Three Unbound had broken through the outer grounds. All moving towards the roots beneath the main hall.
    

    
      Ash swore. “Ralph!”
    

    
      The answering howl came from somewhere beyond the garden. Prim had never heard a spectral Hound howl before. The sound moved through her bones. Ash’s wolf lifted its head. Answered. The Unbound beneath it screamed. Then every Unbound in the Court screamed with it. The sound rose from different parts of the settlement at once. 
    

    
      One voice. Then another. Then all of them. 
    

    
      Shared pain. Shared pull. Shared purpose. 
    

    
      Prim looked around. Silverweave had spent centuries building a home that lived with them. Trees through buildings. Roots beneath paths. Gardens woven through every courtyard. Life everywhere. Now Prim understood how dangerous that made them. There was no route to the heart of the Court that did not touch something living. The Unbound did not need doors. They did not need paths. They only needed to keep moving. A branch whipped down from above and wrapped around the nearest creature. It tore free. Roots caught another. It ripped through them. Thorns opened its stomach. It kept running. One reached a Silverweave defender. Blood spilled. The creature barely slowed. It wasn't hunting. It was searching.
    

    
      Ash looked at Prim. “How do we stop them reaching the roots?”
    

    
      Prim looked towards the main hall. “I don’t know.” There had to be a way. Cutting the roots was impossible. Burning them would destroy the Court. The Unbound could not be redirected by blood. Pain did not stop them. Neither did fear. She needed time. They had none. Another ward shattered. Silver light flashed across the settlement. Someone screamed.
    

    
      Ash turned towards the sound. “Stay here.”
    

    
      Prim caught his wrist. He looked at her. “No.” 
    

    
      His expression hardened. “
      Prim
      .”
    

    
      “You need a Pathkeeper.”
    

    
      “I need you alive.” 
    

    
      The words stopped her. Ash looked almost as surprised as she felt. 
    

    
      Prim released him. “You need both.”
    

    
      Ash stared at her. Then nodded once. “Stay close.”
    

    
      That she could agree to. They ran. By the time they reached the lower courtyard, Ralph and Rhea had pushed two Unbound back against a living wall of silver thorn. Bobby was nowhere in sight.
    

    
      “Where’s Bobby?”
    

    
      Rhea drove her knife into an Unbound’s shoulder. “Evacuating the west side.”
    

    
      Ralph’s wolf struck. The creature went down. “Three got through.”
    

    
      Ash looked towards the hall. “We know.”
    

    
      Ralph glanced at Prim. She pointed towards the nearest exposed root. “They’re trying to touch them.”
    

    
      Rhea looked at her. “What?”
    

    
      “They’re not here for people. They’re not here for the Court. They want the roots.”
    

    
      Ralph’s expression darkened. “
      Why
      ?”
    

    
      Prim shook her head. “I don’t know, but one touched a surface root and it blackened.”
    

    
      Rhea swore.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards the main hall. “Can they reach whatever is beneath it?”
    

    
      The heartwood. She had not thought the word until that moment. Had not allowed herself to. The oldest living roots beneath Silverweave Court did not simply tangle beneath the main hall. They converged. Deep beneath stone and soil sat the oldest part of the system, protected since long before Prim was born. The heartwood. No outsider knew it existed. Most Silverweave would never see it. Prim had. Once. When she became a Pathkeeper.
    

    
      Ash caught her hesitation. “What?”
    

    
      Prim looked at the hall. “Nothing.”
    

    
      “That's not nothing.”
    

    
      “Later.”
    

    
      Aurelian appeared on the far side of the courtyard. Blood marked one sleeve. Prim couldn't tell whose. They looked at her. Then at the Unbound. Then at the exposed roots.
    

    
      “Prim.” 
    

    
      She crossed towards them. “What happened?”
    

    
      “The western grounds are breached.”
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      “More than we counted.”
    

    
      Prim stopped. “What?”
    

    
      Aurelian remained terribly calm. “There were not five.”
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      “We don't know.”
    

    
      A scream came from the western side. Another answered from north. Then east. Ash came to stand beside Prim. His wolf paced through him in flickers of charcoal and silver.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards the buildings. “We need to split them.”
    

    
      Aurelian’s attention moved to him. “No.”
    

    
      Ralph stared. “If they stay together, they push straight through your defences.”
    

    
      “They are already through.”
    

    
      “Then we separate them.”
    

    
      Prim looked at the Court. At the paths. The living walls. The streams. The layered gardens and narrow routes she had walked since childhood. She saw what Ralph meant. Every Unbound was moving towards the same destination. Break the route. Force them apart. Kill them separately.
    

    
      Ash understood too. “Use the woodland.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. “What?”
    

    
      “You said the paths can move.”
    

    
      “They can.”
    

    
      “Move them.”
    

    
      Prim stared. Perhaps it was that simple. Silverweave glamour could confuse. Roots could close routes. Trees could force movement. They could not stop the Unbound. But perhaps they did not need to.
    

    
      Prim looked at Aurelian. “We split the Court.”
    

    
      For the first time, Aurelian looked genuinely startled. “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “Not physically.” Prim pointed towards the western route. “Close every direct path to the hall. Open the old garden routes. Push anything coming from north towards the lower grounds.”
    

    
      Aurelian looked towards the trees. “You want to funnel them.”
    

    
      “Yes.” Ralph nodded. “Into smaller groups.”
    

    
      Rhea wiped blood from her mouth. “Now we're talking.”
    

    
      Aurelian looked at Prim. “If we move the inner routes, civilians could become trapped.”
    

    
      “Then get everyone inside the main hall first.”
    

    
      “The hall is where they're going.”
    

    
      “Not inside it.” Prim looked towards the ground. “Under it.”
    

    
      Aurelian went still. “The heartwood.”
    

    
      Ash's gaze snapped towards Prim. “The what?”
    

    
      No time. Prim looked at Aurelian. “If even one reaches it—”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      Aurelian turned. Their voice carried across the courtyard. “Clear the inner grounds!”
    

    
      Silverweave moved. Prim looked towards Ash. He looked at her. She shook her head. “Later.”
    

    
      He nodded. 
    

    
      Ralph raised his blade. “Pack.”
    

    
      Rhea moved immediately. Ash joined him. A howl rose from the outer grounds. Not Hound. Unbound. Several answered. Prim looked towards the silver trees. They were coming through every route now. More than five. Maybe twice that. Maybe worse. Nothing had turned them aside. They had dragged broken bodies through thorns, roots and wards for something buried beneath Silverweave Court. The ground beneath her felt alive. The roots were frightened now. For the first time since the grove died, Prim felt it clearly. Fear.
    

    
      She opened her eyes. Ash stood beside her. His spectral wolf rose around him. Ralph and Rhea took position. Across the courtyard, Silverweave defenders began shifting the living paths. Trees bent. Roots rose. Branches intertwined. The Court changed shape around them, the entire territory answering. Silverweave had spent centuries hiding from the rest of the supernatural world. Today, there was nowhere left to hide. The first Unbound broke through the trees. Another followed. Then six more. Ash's wolf bared its teeth. Prim raised her hands. The roots beneath the courtyard stirred.
    

    
      The Silverweave went to war.
      

    

    
      10
    

    
      The Last Hunt
    

    
      
    

    
      The Court broke apart around them. Not literally. Not at first. But the shape of Silverweave changed so quickly that Prim barely recognised the place she had known all her life.
    

    
      Paths folded shut beneath walls of root and thorn. Garden arches bowed beneath the sudden weight of climbing vines until they became barriers. Creepers dragged themselves over stone, knotting across doorways behind the last of the fleeing civilians, while trees lowered heavy branches across open ground and others drew themselves back, opening narrow channels through the settlement exactly where Ralph wanted the Unbound forced. The Court became a maze. And the Hounds became hunters inside it.
    

    
      Prim stood at the edge of the lower courtyard with both hands raised, palms facing the shifting territory as though she could physically hold the whole living place steady. Around her, leaves shivered without wind. Roots groaned beneath stone. The air smelled of torn earth, crushed flowers and something sharper beneath it all, the metallic scent of blood already soaking into ground that had never been meant to hold so much of it. She could feel the strain everywhere. Not pain exactly. Pressure.
    

    
      The plants were moving too fast, growing in ways they had never been asked to grow. Roots pushed hard enough beneath the paths that stone lifted and cracked. Branches bent against their natural shape. Flowers folded themselves closed before fleeing feet could crush them, while vines stretched far beyond where they should have been able to reach. Every change cost something. Silverweave magic did not create life from nothing. It persuaded what was already there. Asked it to bend. To move. To give. Sometimes it pressed. Sometimes it forced. Prim had never liked the last one. She knew what happened when living things were pushed too far from what they were supposed to be. Today, there was no room for preference.
    

    
      “North route is closing!” she shouted across the courtyard.
    

    
      Ralph looked up from where he stood with Rhea near the opposite wall. “Good.”
    

    
      “No, not good. Too fast.”
    

    
      His attention shifted towards the tree line.
    

    
      Prim pointed towards the mass of thorn thickening across the northern path. “If it seals completely, they’ll push east.”
    

    
      Ralph looked once. Understood. “Rhea!”
    

    
      She was already moving. Her spectral wolf flashed through her in a burst of dark silver light, its enormous shape forming around her body for little more than a heartbeat before breaking apart again into smoke-bright fragments.
    

    
      The Unbound came seconds later. Two of them. The first hit the root wall head-on hard enough to shake leaves loose from the branches above. The second barely slowed. It planted one clawed hand into the living barrier and began to climb. Rhea met it halfway. Her wolf struck first. Spectral jaws appeared around the creature’s shoulder at the exact moment Rhea drove her blade between its ribs. The Unbound screamed, its body twisting with enough force that the wolf flickered around her, silver light tearing through its outline. The first creature turned. Not towards Rhea. Not towards the blood. Towards the main hall. Still. It threw itself against the roots again.
    

    
      Prim felt the impact through the soles of her boots. “Hold.” She did not realise she had spoken aloud. The roots tightened beneath her command, twisting around one another as the creature clawed at them. Bark split. Sap gleamed silver where its hands tore through the living wall. The Unbound ripped one root free. Pain sliced across Prim’s palm despite the fact she had touched nothing. She gasped. The connection snapped so suddenly that her arm jerked backwards, and for half a second the entire eastern edge of the barrier shuddered with her.
    

    
      The creature came through. Ralph intercepted it. His wolf manifested in a pale burst, broader than the man occupying its centre, spectral forelegs landing on either side of the Unbound as enormous jaws closed around its throat. Ralph drove his blade beneath its ribs. The creature kicked. Hard. Ralph left the ground. He hit the stone several feet away with a sound Prim felt in her teeth.
    

    
      “Ralph!” Rhea’s shout cut through the courtyard.
    

    
      Prim saw everything that happened next too clearly. The second Unbound tore itself free from Rhea. One shoulder hung open where her blade had cut through it, but it barely seemed to notice. It turned towards Ralph.
    

    
      Ran.
    

    
      He was still on the ground, one hand braced against the stone, his wolf already collapsed back through him after the impact. Rhea moved. No hesitation. No calculation. She threw herself between them. The Unbound hit her. Its claws raked across her side. Rhea screamed. The sound stopped Prim’s heart. For one terrible second, the creature seemed to disappear into her, their bodies colliding so violently Prim could not tell where one ended and the other began. Then blood sprayed across the stones.
    

    
      Ralph was up. His wolf came with him. Pale light swallowed the courtyard as the spectral animal struck the Unbound with such force its body left the ground entirely and slammed into the root wall. Something cracked. Bone. Wood. Prim could not tell. Ralph reached it before it fell. His blade went through its throat. Once. Cleanly. The Unbound dropped.
    

    
      Ralph turned. “Rhea.”
    

    
      She had not fallen. Not yet. One hand was pressed against her side, blood pouring between her fingers in thick, dark streams. “I’m fine.”
    

    
      Ralph stared at her. “No.”
    

    
      Rhea took one step. Her legs folded.
    

    
      Prim ran.
    

    
      So did Ralph. He reached Rhea first and caught her before her head hit the stone, lowering her against him as Prim dropped to her knees beside them. The wound was bad. Prim knew that before she properly saw it. Claw marks cut from beneath Rhea’s ribs towards her hip, deep enough that torn strips of fabric had been pushed into the wound. Blood welled faster than Ralph could press it back, already soaking through his hands and spreading beneath Rhea across pale stone.
    

    
      Her face had gone grey. “Bobby!”
    

    
      No answer.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the western route. “Bobby!”
    

    
      Nothing.
    

    
      Ralph pressed both hands against Rhea’s side, his voice staying frighteningly calm despite the blood coating his wrists. “Stay with me.”
    

    
      Rhea blinked up at him. “Thought I told you.”
    

    
      “Don’t.”
    

    
      “Told you I was fine.”
    

    
      “Rhea.”
    

    
      She smiled faintly. Then winced hard enough that her whole body tightened.
    

    
      Prim looked around wildly. “Where is he?”
    

    
      Ralph’s jaw clenched. “West.”
    

    
      Prim remembered. The civilians. Bobby had gone towards the western houses when the first routes closed, heading into the part of the Court where too many people had still been trapped between the old cottages and the lower gardens.
    

    
      Rhea’s blood kept coming. Prim tore a strip of fabric from the bottom of her own shirt and shoved it beneath Ralph’s hands.
    

    
      “Hold that.”
    

    
      He looked at her. “Go.”
    

    
      Prim froze. “She needs—”
    

    
      “Bobby.”
    

    
      Ralph’s eyes met hers. For the first time since Prim had met him, there was something beneath the command that did not belong to a Captain. 
      Fear.
    

    
      “Find Bobby.”
    

    
      Prim ran.
    

    
      The western grounds had taken the worst of the first breach. She knew that before she even reached them. Smoke curled between the silver trees, blurring the shimmering light caught in their leaves. The scent of scorched wood mingled with crushed flowers and damp earth, each breath carrying something different as she ran. Not wildfire. Thank the Veil. Something smaller. One of the garden shelters had caught when a defensive ward collapsed against dry timber, and flames were licking along the old wooden frame while Silverweave fought to contain it.
    

    
      Two fae stood near the stream with their hands raised, pulling water upwards in twisting ribbons that shimmered in the broken glamour before crashing down over the flames. Others moved the injured away. Some were walking. Some were carried. Bodies lay beneath blankets near the wall. Prim saw one bare hand protruding from beneath the edge of pale fabric. She looked away. She did not count them. She could not.
    

    
      “Bobby!”
    

    
      Someone near the cottages turned. “Lower path!”
    

    
      Prim ran. The lower path curved around a row of old stone cottages half-hidden beneath trees, their roofs heavy with moss and flowering vines. The glamour there had collapsed completely. For the first time, Prim could see ordinary Newcastle through the gaps. A road beyond the Dene. Cars moving between flashes of sunlight. A cyclist passing. A man walking a dog that had stopped to sniff at the base of a tree. Human life continuing less than a hundred metres away while Silverweave bled behind a veil none of them could see. For half a second, the wrongness of it struck Prim harder than the battle itself. Two worlds occupying the same patch of earth. 
    

    
      Then she turned the corner. Bobby was on the ground. An Unbound stood over him. Prim stopped.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Not stood.
    

    
      Fed.
    

    
      Its mouth was buried against Bobby’s shoulder. His hands were locked around its throat, arms trembling as he tried to keep the creature from climbing higher towards his neck. Blood covered both of them. Three Silverweave civilians huddled behind a broken stone wall. Two children. An older woman shielding them with her body, one arm curved around each small figure as though she could disappear them inside herself. Bobby had put himself between them. Of course he had. The Unbound jerked its head up. Blood ran down its chin. Its eyes found Prim. For one horrible second, something shifted. Hunger. Raw and absolute. The creature changed direction.
    

    
      Bobby grabbed its ankle. “Run!”
    

    
      Prim did not.
    

    
      The Unbound kicked him in the face. His grip broke. Bobby rolled across the path, blood streaking beneath him. The creature lunged. Roots burst through the ground. Prim did not ask them. She demanded. The force of it ripped the breath from her lungs. Silver roots tore through stone and soil, wrapping around the Unbound’s legs before yanking them sideways. The creature hit the ground hard enough that its chin cracked against the path. Prim staggered. The connection burned through her arms, hot and sharp, as though every root she moved had somehow threaded itself beneath her skin. The Unbound twisted. Pulled. One root snapped. Pain flashed through Prim’s wrist. Another tightened.
    

    
      “Not this time.”
    

    
      The creature screamed. Prim felt the sound inside the living network beneath her. Not merely heard. 
      Felt. 
      The vibration travelled through root and soil, up through her feet and into bone. The Unbound thrashed. One arm came free. Its claws raked through soil, ripping up moss and small white flowers. Then its head turned. Towards the Court. Even now. Bobby was bleeding beneath it. Prim stood less than twenty feet away. Two children sobbed behind the wall. The Unbound looked at none of them. Only east. Only inward. Prim pushed harder. The roots tightened until the creature’s limbs buckled beneath them. A Silverweave warden appeared from the opposite path. Then another. Blades flashed. The first struck the Unbound through the back. The second took the throat. Its scream ended so abruptly that silence rushed into the space it left behind. The creature stopped moving. Prim released the roots. For a second, her knees almost gave with them.
    

    
      Then she ran to Bobby. His face was bloodied, one eye already swelling, his nose running red where the creature had kicked him. The bite at his shoulder looked ugly but had not reached his neck. The worse wound was across his chest. Three long tears where claws had ripped open his coat and everything beneath it, the fabric hanging wet and dark around the cuts.
    

    
      “Bobby.”
    

    
      His eyes opened. “Rhea.”
    

    
      Prim stared at him. “What?”
    

    
      He grabbed her wrist. “Where’s Rhea?”
    

    
      “She’s hurt.”
    

    
      His face changed immediately. “How bad?”
    

    
      “Bad.”
    

    
      Bobby tried to stand. 
    

    
      Prim shoved him back down. “You’re not going anywhere.”
    

    
      “Prim.”
    

    
      “You’ve been mauled.”
    

    
      “I noticed.”
    

    
      The old woman approached from behind the wall, still clutching one of the children by the hand. “He saved us.”
    

    
      Bobby looked away.
    

    
      The woman’s voice shook. “It came through the house. He got the children out before it reached them.”
    

    
      Prim looked at the two children. Both alive. Terrified. Unhurt. Then back at Bobby.
    

    
      “You idiot.”
    

    
      He stared at her.
    

    
      Prim swallowed against the sudden pressure building in her throat. “That was not a compliment.”
    

    
      “It sounded warm.”
    

    
      “Don’t ruin it.”
    

    
      He tried to sit again.
    

    
      Prim slid one arm beneath his. “You can walk?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “That means nothing coming from this group.”
    

    
      Bobby managed the faintest smile. Then his face tightened with pain.
    

    
      Prim helped him stand.
    

    
      A Silverweave warden came forward. “I’ll take him.”
    

    
      Bobby shook his head immediately. “Rhea.”
    

    
      Prim looked at him. He was barely upright. Blood soaked the entire left side of his coat, running down his arm and dripping from his fingertips. Still, his first concern had been Rhea. Pack. Of course.
    

    
      She nodded towards the warden. “Get him to the lower courtyard.”
    

    
      “I can walk.”
    

    
      “Wonderful.”
    

    
      Prim stepped back. “Do it while being escorted.”
    

    
      Bobby looked ready to argue. Then something screamed from the east. Everyone went still. Prim listened. Counted. One. No answer. Her skin prickled. That was new. She looked towards the Court. The sounds had been changing. At the beginning of the battle, the Unbound had screamed almost constantly. Calling through pain. Answering one another from different parts of the settlement until their voices had seemed to come from everywhere at once. Now there were gaps. Longer gaps. Fewer voices. They were dying. Prim should have felt relief. Instead, dread settled deeper. Something about the quiet felt worse.
    

    
      She turned. “I need to go.”
    

    
      Bobby caught her hand. His grip was weak. “Prim.”
    

    
      She looked back. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
    

    
      A laugh escaped her before she could stop it. “From you?”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      For once, she had no answer. She squeezed his fingers. Then ran. By the time Prim reached the lower courtyard again, Rhea was conscious. Barely. Ralph sat beside her while a Silverweave healer worked over the wound, the fae’s pale hands glowing faintly where they pressed against blood-soaked fabric. Prim’s chest loosened enough for her to breathe properly.
    

    
      “Bobby’s alive.”
    

    
      Ralph closed his eyes. Only for a second. “Where?”
    

    
      “Coming.”
    

    
      Rhea opened one eye. “See?”
    

    
      Prim crouched beside her. “See what?”
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      Prim stared at her.
    

    
      Rhea smiled weakly. “You look furious.”
    

    
      “You’re bleeding into a very nice garden.”
    

    
      Her eyes closed again. “Send them my apologies.”
    

    
      Prim almost laughed. Almost cried. Neither felt appropriate, so she settled for pressing her lips together hard enough that they hurt.
    

    
      The healer looked at Ralph. “She needs to be moved.”
    

    
      He nodded. “Do it.”
    

    
      Rhea’s eyes opened. “No.”
    

    
      Ralph’s expression changed. “You’re done.”
    

    
      “Captain—”
    

    
      “That wasn’t a request.”
    

    
      Rhea stared at him. For one heartbeat, Prim saw the fight in her. The stubborn refusal. The part of her that wanted to get back to her feet simply because somebody had told her not to. Then it went out. “Fine.”
    

    
      The healer called for help. As they lifted her, Rhea caught Prim’s wrist. Prim leaned closer. “Don’t let him get himself killed.”
    

    
      Prim looked at Ralph. He had heard. His expression was thunderous. Rhea smiled anyway. Then they carried her away. Prim watched until she disappeared beyond the courtyard wall. The group already felt wrong without her. Ash arrived seconds later. Blood covered him. For one terrible moment, Prim thought it was his. Her stomach dropped. Then she saw the way he moved. No limp. No obvious guarding. Not much, at least.
    

    
      His wolf flickered behind him in incomplete pieces, as though Ash no longer had enough strength to hold the creature fully in the world. A charcoal shoulder. The curve of an enormous back. One ice-blue eye appearing over Ash’s own before fading. A muzzle forming beside his face and dissolving into pale mist. He looked exhausted. Not simply tired. Drained.
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      Ralph stood. “Three confirmed dead west. Two north.”
    

    
      Ash nodded once. “Two east.”
    

    
      Prim counted. “Seven.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “More than we expected.”
    

    
      “How many left?”
    

    
      He shook his head. “Don’t know.”
    

    
      A scream came from somewhere near the inner gardens. Ash turned immediately.
    

    
      “One.”
    

    
      Another answered from farther north. Prim’s stomach tightened.
    

    
      “Two.”
    

    
      Ralph looked towards the main hall.
    

    
      “Then we finish it.”
    

    
      Ash nodded.
    

    
      Prim stared at him. “Where are they?”
    

    
      “One near the eastern garden.”
    

    
      “And the other?”
    

    
      Ash’s expression changed. “Moving.”
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      He looked towards the hall.
    

    
      Prim felt cold.
    

    
      They ran.
    

    
      The eastern garden was ruined. Prim barely recognised it. Silver trees had been stripped of branches, leaving pale trunks standing bare against the strange light of the Court. Beds of luminous flowers had been ground into mud beneath boots, claws and bodies, their crushed petals staining the earth in streaks of blue and violet. One wall had collapsed completely. The first Unbound stood near the centre. A Silverweave defender lay at its feet. Alive. Prim saw his hand move. The Unbound ignored him. Its entire body faced the main hall. Ash approached from the left. Ralph from the right. Prim stayed back. Not because they told her to. Because she finally understood how the pack worked when it closed around prey.
    

    
      No wasted movement. 
    

    
      No overlapping roles. 
    

    
      No need to speak.
    

    
      Ralph pressured. Ash predicted. The Unbound turned towards the narrowest gap. Ash was already there. His spectral wolf erupted through him, almost complete this time, the enormous charcoal shape bursting outward until man and beast seemed to occupy the same piece of ground. The dire wolf hit the creature broadside. It went down. Ralph followed. The Unbound rolled beneath his blade. Fast. Still impossibly fast. It came up behind him. Prim shouted. Ash’s wolf lunged. The creature ducked. Ralph turned. Too slow. Claws cut across his shoulder. He staggered. Ash moved in. The Unbound struck him. Ash caught its wrist. For a second, man and creature stood locked together. Prim saw the strain across Ash’s arms. Saw his boots slide half an inch through blood and mud as the Unbound pushed against him. The creature opened its mouth. Fangs descended. Ash drove his forehead into its face. Bone cracked. The Unbound reeled. His wolf hit it. Ralph’s knife drove through its chest. The creature screamed. Then stopped. Its head turned. Not towards Ralph. Not towards Ash. The main hall. Even dying. Prim stared. The creature took one step. Ralph pulled the blade free. It took another. Ash caught it from behind. The Unbound clawed at his arms. Not to attack him. To keep moving. Ash’s expression twisted. He understood it too.
    

    
      “This isn’t hunger.”
    

    
      Prim swallowed. “No.”
    

    
      The spectral wolf closed its jaws around the creature’s neck. Ash looked at Ralph. Ralph nodded. The wolf tore sideways. The Unbound collapsed. Silence followed. Real silence. For a moment, nobody moved.
    

    
      One of the surviving Silverweave defenders slowly lowered his weapon. “Is that it?”
    

    
      Ash closed his eyes. His wolf faded around him piece by piece, but Ash remained perfectly still. Listening.
    

    
      Prim watched the tension settle across his face.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards him. “Rowen?”
    

    
      Ash opened his eyes. “One.”
    

    
      Prim’s stomach dropped. “Where?”
    

    
      He turned. Towards the main hall. They ran. The last Unbound did not fight them. That was the worst part. They found its trail beyond the eastern garden. Blood smeared across a low wall. One handprint against silver stone. A broken branch still trembling where something had passed beneath it. Then nothing except the direction. Inward. Prim ran beside Ash. Ralph followed. No Rhea. No Bobby. Their absence changed the shape of the group. Prim felt it. So did the Hounds.
    

    
      Ralph kept looking over his shoulder as though some part of him expected Rhea to be there. Ash’s wolf manifested only in flashes now. Too much use. Too much strain. His breathing had become heavier, each inhale dragging deeper into his chest. He stumbled once. Prim caught his arm. He looked down at her.
    

    
      “You good?”
    

    
      She stared at him. “That was my question.”
    

    
      Ash breathed out. “Fine.”
    

    
      “You all lie terribly.”
    

    
      He almost smiled. Then a scream came from below. Not ahead. Below. Prim stopped. Ash turned sharply. Ralph looked towards the main hall. The sound came again. Muffled. Deep. Something screaming beneath layers of earth and stone. 
    

    
      Prim’s blood froze. “The lower roots.”
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “What?”
    

    
      Prim was already moving. “There are access paths beneath the hall.”
    

    
      Ralph followed. “You said the heartwood was protected.”
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      “From what?”
    

    
      Prim looked back at him. “Outsiders.”
    

    
      Another scream rose beneath their feet. Closer this time. Prim ran faster. The main hall loomed ahead, almost untouched from this side despite the destruction around it. People were still evacuating through the upper entrances, Silverweave guards directing them away from the lower terraces. Aurelian stood on the steps. Their face changed the moment they saw Prim.
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      Prim did not slow. “Below.”
    

    
      Aurelian followed. They entered the hall. The difference between outside and inside was staggering. The main chamber remained almost untouched. Water still moved through the narrow channels cut into the floor, clear and silver beneath the shifting light. Living branches curved beneath the high ceiling exactly as they always had, their leaves whispering softly despite the chaos beyond the walls. The long table where Ralph had presented the Tribunal order only days earlier stood exactly where it had been. Only the blood tracked across the stone steps behind them proved the world had changed. Prim crossed the chamber. Aurelian overtook her and pressed one hand against a carved section of wall. For a moment, nothing happened. Then silver lines appeared beneath their palm. They spread outward like veins. An old door opened.
    

    
      Ash stopped. “You had a door there?”
    

    
      Prim glanced at him. “Secretive.”
    

    
      Even now, the word almost carried humour. The stairwell descended beneath the Court. Cold air rose to meet them. Not the ordinary coolness of underground stone. Something deeper. Older. Prim went first. No one argued. Good. The walls changed as they descended. Stone gradually gave way to packed earth. Roots appeared between cracks, thin at first, no wider than Prim’s fingers.
    

    
      Then thicker. Silver. Living. Older than the buildings above. By the time they reached the lower levels, some were broad enough that three people could not have wrapped their arms around them. Prim’s chest tightened. She had walked these routes only a handful of times. Pathkeepers came here for vows. For instruction. For ceremonies old enough that nobody remembered exactly when they had begun. And for emergencies so rare most Pathkeepers lived their entire lives without seeing one.
    

    
      Aurelian followed close behind her. “Can it reach the heartwood from here?”
    

    
      “Eventually.”
    

    
      “Eventually?”
    

    
      “There are wards.”
    

    
      A crash sounded below. Prim winced. Another followed.
    

    
      Ash drew his knife. “Not enough.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      They reached the first lower junction. The ward lay shattered. Silver light flickered weakly across the ground where the protection had broken, fading in and out like something struggling to breathe. Blood marked the roots. Prim crouched. Touched nothing. The blackening had begun again where blood met bark. Not much. Thin veins of darkness crawled across the silver surface, spreading a few inches before the living root fought them back. The black faded. Returned. Faded again.
    

    
      Prim’s pulse hammered.
    

    
      Aurelian saw it. “We need to close the lower route.”
    

    
      Prim shook her head. “Not with it inside. It could force its way into the roots.”
    

    
      Ash looked down the passage. “So we kill it first.”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      Simple.
    

    
      Except nothing about this was simple anymore.
    

    
      They followed the blood. The lower passages narrowed around them. Roots formed natural walls, curving overhead until the four of them were walking through something that felt less like a tunnel and more like the inside of a living thing. The air smelled different here. Damp earth. Wet bark. Minerals. Something old enough to taste almost metallic on Prim’s tongue. And beneath it...
    

    
      The Veil. Not open. Not thin. Present. Prim felt it pressing against the deepest parts of the root system. A weight without weight. A presence she could not see but knew was there, wound through the foundations of Silverweave in a way she had never properly understood before. An echo travelled through it. Faint. Wrong. Prim stopped. The same wrongness as the dead grove. Only stronger here.
    

    
      Ash nearly ran into her. “What?”
    

    
      She looked ahead. The passage turned. Beyond it, something scraped against the roots. Slowly. Not running anymore. Dragging. Prim’s heart thudded. The last Unbound was hurt. Badly, by the sound of it. Yet it had made it farther than all the others.
    

    
      Ralph moved beside Ash. “Ready?”
    

    
      Ash nodded.
    

    
      Aurelian stayed close to Prim.
    

    
      The scrape came again. A wet pull across earth. Then silence. Prim thought of the first creature. The way it had crawled forward despite roots tearing its body apart. The way every Unbound had ignored blood. Ignored people. Ignored pain. All of them trying to reach this place. Not hunting. Searching. The passage ahead darkened. A shape appeared around the bend. One hand. Grey skin streaked with blood and soil. Its fingers closed around a silver root. The bark blackened beneath them. Prim’s breath caught. The Unbound dragged itself into view. It barely resembled the creature it must once have been. One leg was broken, twisted beneath it at an angle that should have made movement impossible. Its shoulder hung loose. Half its face was covered in blood, one eye swollen nearly shut, fangs exposed between torn lips. It should have been screaming. It wasn’t.
    

    
      For the first time since Prim had seen an Unbound, the creature made no sound at all. It looked exhausted. Not calm. Not human. Just exhausted. Its chest dragged against the earth with every movement. Its bloodshot eyes lifted. Past Ash. Past Ralph. Past Prim. Down the passage behind them. Towards the deepest roots. The heartwood.
    

    
      Ash raised his blade. The Unbound did not attack. It crawled forward. One hand. Then the other. Dragging its broken body through the earth. Prim stared. Something inside her turned cold. This was not a monster charging towards prey. Not even an animal following hunger. It looked like something that had forgotten everything except where it needed to go. Ash stepped forward. The Unbound kept crawling. Ralph moved with him. Still it did not attack. Its claws scraped through the earth, searching for purchase as it dragged itself another inch towards the darkness beyond them. Prim looked past the creature. Towards the roots disappearing into shadow. The echo in the Veil pulsed again. Once. Deep enough that Prim felt it in her bones. Her breath stopped. Everything from the dead grove moved through her at once.
    

    
      The blackened earth. The strange pull. The way the Unbound had ignored easier prey. The way they had thrown themselves against Silverweave barriers until their bodies broke. The way this final creature had crawled beneath the Court with a shattered leg rather than stop. And for the first time, Prim understood. The Unbound had not found Silverweave by accident. They had not followed blood here. They had not come to feed. Reaching the heartwood had been the point from the beginning. Something beneath Silverweave had been calling them. And they had spent the entire hunt trying to answer.
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      The Heartwood
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The final Unbound crawled towards the heartwood. Ash could have killed it. Prim knew that. His knife was already drawn, his spectral wolf gathering around him in ragged flashes of charcoal and pale light. The creature had been pushed almost beyond its limits by the fight above, its enormous body struggling to hold shape inside the narrow passage, but even half-formed it filled most of the space around Ash.
    

    
      Ralph stood beside him with blood running freely from the wound across his shoulder, one hand pressed against the earthen wall as though he did not trust his balance without it.
    

    
      Aurelian remained behind Prim.
    

    
      Four people against one creature barely capable of walking. It should have felt finished. Instead, Prim had never been more afraid. The Unbound dragged itself another foot through the earth. One arm stretched forward. Grey fingers sank into the damp soil and curled. Pulled. Its broken leg followed uselessly behind. Blood smeared across the exposed roots beneath its body, dark and wet against silver bark. Where the blood touched, darkness appeared. Thin at first. Black veins crawling beneath the surface. Then the living root fought back. Silver light pulsed beneath the bark. Once. Again. The stain slowed, retreating towards the place where the Unbound's blood still clung to it. It faded. Not entirely. Prim stared. The Unbound pulled itself forward again.
    

    
      “Ash.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      He stepped past her. The spectral wolf gathered more fully around him, charcoal fur appearing in strips of smoke and light, an enormous shoulder filling the passage before fading again. The Unbound barely looked up. That frightened her more than if it had attacked. Every other one had. Even injured. Even dying. Blood had called to them. Movement had provoked them. Pain had driven them into frenzy until there had been nothing left but claws and teeth and the terrible hunger that had hollowed them out. This one had nothing left for any of it. It crawled. That was all.
    

    
      Ash raised his knife. The creature's hand closed around another root. Black spread beneath its fingers. Prim felt it. This time she did not need to touch anything. Pain travelled through the root system beneath the passage, faint but unmistakable, a ripple moving through something so ancient that Prim had never imagined it capable of fear. She sucked in a breath.
    

    
      Aurelian heard her. “What?”
    

    
      Prim looked towards the darkness beyond the Unbound. The passage continued downward, only slightly, a natural slope hidden beneath centuries of tangled roots. At the end of it waited the heartwood. Not a tree. Not exactly. Silverweave children were sometimes told that the oldest tree beneath the Court had grown so vast its roots held the entire territory together. Prim remembered hearing the story when she was small, imagining a single impossible tree sleeping beneath their feet, its branches underground instead of reaching for sunlight. It was a pretty story.
    

    
      The truth was stranger. Generations of sacred growth had intertwined beneath the Court until the roots of dozens of ancient trees became inseparable, wrapped around one another so tightly that Silverweave no longer spoke of them individually. The heartwood was the centre of that living network. Water passed through it. Magic passed through it. The old protections woven through Silverweave territory passed through it. The glamour itself drank from it. Every living root beneath the Court eventually connected there. Prim's pulse stumbled. 
      Every living root.
    

    
      The Unbound moved again. Blood touched another. Darkness spread. And Prim understood. Not all at once. Not as some grand revelation arriving fully formed. It came as a sequence of simple facts she had known her entire life rearranging themselves into something terrible. Roots carried water, nutrients, messages, sickness. The grove had died without rot. The Unbound had followed the echo left inside the Veil. Their corruption marked every living root their blood touched. And ahead of them lay the place where thousands of roots met.
    

    
      “Ash.”
    

    
      Something in her voice made him stop. He looked back. Prim pointed towards the blackened root.
    

    
      “You can't let its blood reach the heartwood.”
    

    
      His expression tightened. “It won't.”
    

    
      “You don't understand.”
    

    
      The Unbound dragged itself forward.
    

    
      Ash turned towards it again.
    

    
      Prim caught his arm. He looked down at her. “If its blood reaches the heartwood itself, killing it won't matter.”
    

    
      Aurelian went still. They understood first. Prim saw the realisation move across their face in one tiny loss of composure, the controlled stillness they wore as naturally as Silverweave glamour slipping for half a second.
    

    
      “What happens?” Ralph's voice came from behind them.
    

    
      Prim swallowed. “The heartwood carries everything through the Court.”
    

    
      Ash looked from her to the roots surrounding them. “
      Everything
      ?”
    

    
      “Water. Magic. Living communication. The glamour. Everything the territory shares with itself.”
    

    
      Another pull. Another foot.
    

    
      “It connects the whole Court, maybe even the Veil itself.”
    

    
      Aurelian's voice had gone quiet. “And if corruption enters that system…”
    

    
      Prim looked at them. “We don't know what it will do.”
    

    
      Aurelian's face hardened. “But we know what happened to the grove.”
    

    
      Yes. 
      That was enough. Ash turned. His wolf lunged. The Unbound moved. Prim had thought it almost dead. She was wrong. The moment the spectral wolf came close, the creature exploded into motion. Not away. Forward. Its broken body launched through the passage with a burst of speed so violent that Prim barely understood what she was seeing. Ash's wolf caught its shoulder. Spectral jaws closed. The Unbound twisted. Skin tore. Something wet struck the wall. It left part of its shoulder behind. And kept moving.
    

    
      “Ash!”
    

    
      “I've got it.”
    

    
      He drove his knife into its back. The creature screamed. The sound filled the narrow passage until there was nowhere for it to go, bouncing between roots and packed earth, so loud Prim clapped one hand over her ear. Ash ripped the blade free. Struck again. The Unbound's arm collapsed beneath it. Still it crawled. Ralph came forward. His knife cut across its throat. Blood poured onto the earth. 
    

    
      Prim's stomach dropped. “No!”
    

    
      The blood struck a thick silver root. Blackness spread instantly. Faster this time. It raced beneath the bark in branching veins, following the root in both directions. Aurelian moved. They pressed one hand flat against the silver surface. Light surged beneath their palm. The root shuddered. The stain stopped.
    

    
      “Move it!” Prim shouted.
    

    
      Ash grabbed the Unbound by the back of its ruined shirt. The creature twisted, teeth snapping at anything within reach. Ralph caught one arm. Together they dragged it backwards. The Unbound screamed. Its fingers clawed through the earth, gouging furrows into the damp soil. Then they found a root. Closed around it. Held. Ash pulled. The creature did not release it. Its fingers bent. Prim heard the bones break. Still it held.
    

    
      “What the fuck?”
    

    
      Ralph drove his boot against its wrist. Once. Twice. The grip loosened. Ash dragged the creature another foot away. Prim stared. This was not hunger. Not anymore. Perhaps it had never been. Whatever remained inside the Unbound was being pulled forward by something stronger than pain. Stronger than survival. Stronger even than the hunger that had destroyed it in the first place.
    

    
      The creature screamed again. The sound changed. Prim felt it in the ground. Not only heard. 
      Felt. 
      The roots around them shivered. Ash's wolf recoiled. Prim turned. The heartwood answered. Not with sound. With pressure. The Veil shifted beneath the Court. A pulse travelled through the passage, cold and deep, almost too low for Prim's body to recognise as sensation. It moved through the roots first, then through the earth beneath her knees, then somewhere deeper inside her bones.
    

    
      The Unbound froze. Its eyes widened. Every muscle in its body strained towards the passage ahead. Prim stopped breathing. 
      There
      . That was it. That was what they had followed. Not a voice. Not some creature calling them home. An echo. The same pulse that had travelled through the dead grove. The same disturbance the Unbound had been turning towards for days. Here it was stronger. Deep enough to touch.
    

    
      The creature made a sound. Prim had heard the Unbound scream. Snarl. Whine. She had heard them make sounds that barely resembled anything living. She had never heard this. A low, broken noise escaped its throat. Almost relief. The horror of it went through her.
    

    
      Ash looked at Prim. “What was that?”
    

    
      “The Veil,” Aurelian answered.
    

    
      Prim looked at them. Their pale face had gone completely still. “The disturbance is repeating.”
    

    
      Another pulse moved through the roots. Stronger. The Unbound thrashed. Ash lost his grip. Only for a second. It was enough. The creature surged forward. Prim ran. She did not think. Thinking would have slowed her. She passed Ash. He shouted her name. She reached the Unbound just before the passage narrowed. Her hands caught the remains of its shirt. The creature turned. For the first time, it looked directly at her.
    

    
      Prim saw the person it had once been. Not literally. Nothing human remained in its expression. There was no recognition in its bloodshot eyes, no hesitation, no fragment of whoever had existed before hunger and corruption hollowed everything else away. But there were traces. A pierced ear. A faded line of tattoo beneath the blood coating its neck. Hair that someone had once cut deliberately. A face that had belonged to a person before they became this. Then its mouth opened. Prim shoved it sideways. The Unbound struck her. Pain exploded through her chest. Her body hit the roots hard enough to knock the air from her lungs.
    

    
      “Prim!”
    

    
      Ash. Too far.
    

    
      The creature crawled. Prim pushed herself upright. Couldn’t breathe. Didn't matter. Ahead, the roots grew thicker. Silver bark layered across the walls until the passage seemed carved through the centre of the living network itself. The heartwood was close. 
      Too close. 
      The Unbound reached forward. Prim saw where its hand would land. A root wider than her body curved through the earth, glowing faintly beneath its silver bark. One of the primary lines into the heartwood.
    

    
      “
      No
      .”
    

    
      She threw herself onto the creature. They hit the ground together. The Unbound twisted beneath her. Its elbow drove into her stomach. Prim gasped. Fingers closed around her throat. She grabbed the wrist. Too strong. Even dying. Still too strong. The Unbound looked past her. Not at her. The root. Prim understood with startling clarity that she could die beneath its hands and it would not even know it had killed her. She drove her knee into its injured side. The creature convulsed. Its grip loosened. Prim rolled away.
    

    
      Ash reached them. His wolf came first. Spectral jaws closed around the Unbound's torso and ripped it backwards. Ash caught Prim's arm. “Get behind me.”
    

    
      Prim stumbled upright. “Ash, wait.”
    

    
      He did not. The wolf pinned the creature. Ash raised his knife. Prim looked down. Blood. Everywhere. Darkness already crawled along the smaller roots, black lines spreading beneath silver bark while Aurelian and Ralph fought to contain them. Silver light pulsed through the passage. The living system fought back. But the heartwood was too close. Every strike meant more blood. Every wound meant more corruption.
    

    
      Prim looked at Ash. “Stop cutting it.”
    

    
      He turned. “What?”
    

    
      “Stop making it bleed.”
    

    
      The Unbound thrashed beneath the wolf.
    

    
      Prim stepped closer. “Ash, listen to me. You cannot kill it 
      here
      .”
    

    
      Understanding came slowly. His eyes moved from her face to the blood soaking into the earth. Then to the roots.
    

    
      “Then we move it.”
    

    
      “We won't.”
    

    
      “We moved it before.”
    

    
      “Not against that.”
    

    
      Another pulse travelled through the Veil. The Unbound screamed and bucked so violently that Ash's spectral wolf flickered. Ash staggered. The creature wrenched one arm free. Its claws tore across his thigh. He went down. The wolf vanished.
    

    
      “ASH!”
    

    
      Prim reached him.
    

    
      The Unbound crawled forward. Ralph came past them. His blade rose.
    

    
      “No blades!” Prim shouted.
    

    
      Ralph stopped. “What?”
    

    
      “No more blood!”
    

    
      She pointed. He followed her gaze to the roots. Saw the black veins spreading beneath the bark. His expression changed. The Unbound was ten feet from the first heartwood root.
    

    
      Nine.
    

    
      Prim helped Ash upright. His leg buckled beneath him. “I'm fine.”
    

    
      “You're bleeding.”
    

    
      “Prim.”
    

    
      Eight.
    

    
      Aurelian moved towards the creature.
    

    
      Prim caught their sleeve. “No.”
    

    
      Their eyes met.
    

    
      Seven.
    

    
      “How do we stop it?” Aurelian asked.
    

    
      Prim looked towards the heartwood. She knew every Pathkeeper protection woven into this place. Every rule. Every prohibition. Every old warning passed down through generations who had rarely needed to understand why those protections existed in the first place. Every method used to keep the roots safe. The answer came. Prim hated it before the thought had fully formed.
    

    
      Six.
    

    
      “There's a closing ward.”
    

    
      Aurelian stared at her. “The heartwood seal?”
    

    
      Prim nodded. “That seals the inner network, not the passage.”
    

    
      “It closes the roots.”
    

    
      “Prim.”
    

    
      Five.
    

    
      Ash looked at her. “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      Prim moved. She passed the Unbound.
    

    
      Ash reached for her. Missed. “Prim!”
    

    
      She reached the first heartwood root. The air changed. It was warmer here. Not by much, but enough that she felt it against her skin. The silver beneath the bark shone brighter, layers of living wood twisting together until there was no space left between them, every root feeding into another until beginning and ending became impossible to tell apart. Prim placed her palm against it. The Court opened to her.
    

    
      Every root.
    

    
      Every tree.
    

    
      Every path.
    

    
      For one overwhelming second, she felt all of it. Water moving through stone. Leaves trembling above ground. Broken branches. Crushed flowers. People running. Blood soaking into soil. Fear travelling through roots in vibrations too small for anything but Silverweave magic to recognise. Silverweave. Alive. Terrified. The closing ward slept beneath her hand. Old magic. Pathkeeper magic. Designed for one thing. Protection at any cost. Prim closed her eyes. Behind her, Ash shouted her name. The Unbound was coming. She could feel it through the earth.
    

    
      Four feet.
    

    
      Three
      .
    

    
      Prim woke the ward. Pain tore through her palm. Silver light surged beneath the bark. The entire passage shook. Roots moved. Not growing. Closing. The great heartwood lines pulled inward around their centre, folding across one another with the slow, immense force of something that had not needed to move this way for generations. The Unbound screamed.
    

    
      Two feet.
    

    
      Prim pushed harder. The ward resisted. Old magic clung to sleep. Her arm shook. She forced it. Silver light became blinding.
    

    
      “PRIM!” Ash. Closer now.
    

    
      One foot.
    

    
      The Unbound hit her from behind. Its claws entered beneath her ribs. Prim's body jerked. For a second, there was no pain. Only pressure. Something inside her shifted where nothing should have moved. Then heat flooded beneath her clothes. Her hand slipped from the root. The ward faltered.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Prim slapped her palm back against the bark. The Unbound tore at her. Ash's wolf slammed into it. The claws ripped free. Pain arrived. Bright. Huge. It swallowed everything. Prim screamed. The spectral wolf dragged the Unbound backwards.
    

    
      Ash caught Prim before she fell. “Prim.”
    

    
      She looked at the heartwood. Still open. Not enough. “Let me go.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The ward.”
    

    
      “Prim, you're hurt.”
    

    
      “I know.” Blood filled her mouth. That seemed concerning. Later. She pushed away from him. Ash tried to hold her.
    

    
      Prim struck his hand aside. “Let me finish.”
    

    
      Something in her face stopped him. Prim turned back. Palm to bark. Silver light. Behind her, the Unbound screamed. Ralph shouted. Aurelian said something she could not understand. The world had become too loud. Too far away. Prim reached through the heartwood. Not speaking. Not commanding. Asking.
    

    
      Close.
    

    
      The roots trembled.
    

    
      Please.
    

    
      The Court answered. Every silver line in the passage moved. They folded inward. The opening into the deepest network narrowed. The Unbound felt it. Its scream changed. It threw everything it had against Ash's wolf. The spectral body flickered violently. Prim heard Ash grunt. Then the Unbound broke free. It came for her. Prim turned. The creature ran. Not crawled. Not dragged. 
      Ran. 
      Its ruined body gave everything left inside it to those final few feet. Ash was behind it. Too far. Ralph was injured. Aurelian could not reach it in time. Prim stood between the Unbound and the heartwood. And she understood. There was no time to move. No time to plan. No clever Pathkeeper trick remaining.
    

    
      Behind her, the heartwood was nearly sealed. The Unbound launched itself. Prim did the only thing she could. She stepped forward. The impact drove her backwards. Pain tore through her again. The creature's teeth snapped beside her face. Prim wrapped both arms around it. Held. Not because she was stronger. She wasn't. Because for one second, surprise made the creature hesitate. Prim twisted. Put her own body between it and the heartwood. The Unbound struck her. Once. Pain burst across her side. Twice. Something broke. Prim heard it. 
    

    
      Then Ash roared. His spectral wolf hit them. Prim released the creature. Ash dragged it away. This time he did not use the knife. The wolf's jaws closed around the Unbound's neck. The creature writhed. Prim slid down against the heartwood. Silver light filled her vision. The ward closed.  The final root folded over the opening. Sealed. The connection disappeared. The Unbound stopped. Instantly. Its entire body went still.
    

    
      Ash froze.
    

    
      Ralph froze.
    

    
      Everyone did.
    

    
      The creature stared at the sealed heartwood. For one strange moment, Prim thought it looked confused. Then the pain returned to its face. The hunger. The endless thing that had been waiting beneath whatever called it here. It screamed. Ash's wolf tightened its jaws. One violent movement. A crack. Silence. The last Unbound fell. Prim watched it happen from the ground. She thought she should feel something. Relief, perhaps. Triumph. Something grand enough to match what they had just done. Instead, she thought about the frog in her pocket. That seemed ridiculous. She smiled.
    

    
      Ash turned. The expression on his face frightened her more than the Unbound ever had. He crossed the distance between them and dropped beside her.
    

    
      “Prim.”
    

    
      She looked down. There was a lot of blood. Far too much. Her overalls had gone dark from ribs to hip, the fabric soaked through until she could barely distinguish where one wound ended and another began. Ash's hands hovered over her. For the first time since she had met him, he looked as though he genuinely did not know what to do.
    

    
      “Bobby.”
    

    
      Prim almost laughed. “He's upstairs.”
    

    
      Ash looked over his shoulder. “RALPH!”
    

    
      “I know.” Ralph was already moving towards the stairway. “Aurelian, get Bobby!”
    

    
      Aurelian ran.
    

    
      Prim had never seen Aurelian run. She watched them disappear around the bend and decided, quite suddenly, that Ash needed to know something important.
    

    
      “Aurelian runs funny.”
    

    
      Ash stared at her. “
      What
      ?”
    

    
      Prim smiled. Maybe she had not said it clearly. His hands pressed against her side. Pain exploded through her. She gasped.
    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    
      “You should be.”
    

    
      Ash pressed harder.
    

    
      Prim tried to move his hand.
    

    
      He caught hers.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “It hurts.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Then stop.”
    

    
      “I can't.” His voice broke on the last word.
    

    
      Prim went still.
    

    
      Ash Rowen did not sound like that. He was controlled. Quiet. Measured. Even when Unbound were trying to tear out his throat. Now his hands were shaking. Prim looked at them. Then at him.
    

    
      “
      Oh
      .”
    

    
      His jaw tightened. “Don't.”
    

    
      “Don't what?”
    

    
      “Whatever you're about to say.”
    

    
      Prim thought about that. Could not remember what she had been about to say. The passage around them seemed farther away than it had a moment ago. The silver roots blurred at the edges. Prim leaned back against the heartwood. A faint warmth moved through it. Alive. The Court was alive. That mattered.
    

    
      She smiled. “It worked.”
    

    
      Ash looked furious. “Prim.”
    

    
      “It did.”
    

    
      “I don't care.”
    

    
      “Yes, you do.”
    

    
      “I don't.”
    

    
      “You absolutely do.”
    

    
      He pressed harder against the wound.
    

    
      Prim hissed.
    

    
      Ash looked immediately guilty.
    

    
      “That was mean.”
    

    
      “Stay awake.”
    

    
      “I am awake.”
    

    
      “Look at me.”
    

    
      She did. Deep green eyes. She had noticed them the first day. Thought them ordinary then. Not Silverweave. Not magical. Just green. She liked them. She probably should have told him before now.
    

    
      “You have nice eyes.”
    

    
      Ash stopped breathing.
    

    
      Prim frowned. “That sounded more dramatic than I meant it.”
    

    
      “Prim.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Stay with me.”
    

    
      There it was again. 
      Fear. 
      She wanted to fix it. Prim had always liked fixing things. Paths. Plants. People, when they allowed her.
    

    
      “I'm here.”
    

    
      Ash shook his head.
    

    
      “No. Stay.”
    

    
      Prim looked at the sealed heartwood. Silver light moved beneath the bark. Slow. Steady. Alive. Her body felt cold. That seemed unfair. She had spent the night beside a fire surrounded by Hounds only yesterday. Or perhaps two days ago. Time had become difficult.
    

    
      “Rhea?”
    

    
      Ash blinked. “What?”
    

    
      “Is she alive?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Bobby?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Ralph?”
    

    
      Behind Ash, Ralph said, “Still here.”
    

    
      Prim smiled. “Good.”
    

    
      Ralph made a sound that might have been a laugh if there had been anything funny left.
    

    
      Prim looked back at Ash. “And you?”
    

    
      His eyes closed briefly. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      That made five. No. Four. Prim understood that slowly. Her chest hurt when she breathed now. Not the wound. Deeper. Ash's hands remained pressed against her side. There was so much blood between his fingers. She looked at it. Then at him.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Don't.”
    

    
      Prim swallowed. Everything tasted metallic. “Ash.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “You don't know what I'm going to say.”
    

    
      “Yes, I do.”
    

    
      “I don't.”
    

    
      His face crumpled for half a second. Then the control returned. “Bobby's coming.”
    

    
      Prim listened. Footsteps somewhere above. Far away. Too far. She knew bodies. Not like Bobby did. She knew roots and flowers and which mushrooms would kill someone before breakfast if they were stupid enough to eat them. But she knew enough about bodies. The Unbound had torn something important. Probably several important things. She was not going to tell Ash that. He seemed to know anyway. Prim reached for his hand. He caught hers immediately. Warm. Hounds were always warm. She remembered thinking that at the boundary. Before she knew him. Before Rhea had laughed with her. Before Bobby had handed her bread. Before Ralph had stopped looking at her like an inconvenient Silverweave escort. Before four Hounds had begun to feel like something she had accidentally stepped inside.
    

    
      Pack.
    

    
      Prim squeezed Ash's fingers. “You were wrong.”
    

    
      He stared at her. “What?”
    

    
      “The first day.”
    

    
      His brow furrowed.
    

    
      “About predators.” Prim smiled.
    

    
      Ash let out a sound that was half laugh, half something else. “Are you seriously doing this now?”
    

    
      “I don't get another chance.” The words came out before she could soften them.
    

    
      Ash went completely still.
    

    
      Prim regretted them immediately. “Sorry.”
    

    
      “No.” His grip tightened around her hand. “No, don't say that.”
    

    
      “
      Ash
      .”
    

    
      “Don't.”
    

    
      She looked at him. He looked furious again. 
      Good. 
      Anger was easier than fear.
    

    
      Prim moved her thumb across his knuckles. “You found them.”
    

    
      His brow furrowed. “What?”
    

    
      “The tracks.”
    

    
      Prim took another breath. Harder now. “You found where they were going.”
    

    
      “You figured out 
      why
      .”
    

    
      “Eventually.”
    

    
      “Prim.”
    

    
      “We made a good team.”
    

    
      His face broke. This time he could not stop it. Prim wished she could make that go away too. Ash lowered his forehead against her hand. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The heartwood hummed behind her. Protected. The black veins across the nearest roots had stopped spreading. Prim watched them. That was enough. It had to be enough. Footsteps sounded somewhere above. Bobby. Too late. Prim knew. Ash knew. Neither of them said it.
    

    
      “I found a frog,” she whispered.
    

    
      Ash lifted his head. “What?”
    

    
      Prim smiled. “The first morning.” Her fingers felt clumsy as she reached towards the pocket of her overalls.
    

    
      Ash stopped her. “I'll get it.”
    

    
      He reached inside and found the little carving. The wood had darkened slightly from days of being carried around. A tiny frog. Round-backed. Ridiculous. Ash stared at it in his palm.
    

    
      Prim laughed softly. “There was a real frog too.”
    

    
      “Of course there was.”
    

    
      “This one was better.”
    

    
      Ash closed his fingers around it.
    

    
      Prim watched. “Keep him safe.”
    

    
      His eyes filled. “Prim.”
    

    
      “He's very valuable.”
    

    
      “I'm sure.”
    

    
      Ash laughed then. Actually laughed. Once. Wet and broken. Prim smiled. Better. She looked past him. Ralph stood several feet away. He had turned his face aside. Prim pretended not to notice. The silver roots above them glowed softly. Beautiful. Always beautiful. Even now. Especially now. Prim rested her head against the heartwood. For the first time since she had found the dead grove, nature did not feel silent. She could feel everything.
    

    
      The Court above them. Trees shivering as damaged branches slowly settled. Water moving through channels beneath stone. Roots carrying life back through places violence had emptied. Thousands of tiny living things beginning to move again. The network stretched outward through Silverweave territory, beneath gardens and homes and paths Prim had walked so many times she had stopped noticing where one ended and another began. Alive. Still alive.
    

    
      Prim closed her eyes.
    

    
      Ash's hand tightened around hers. “Prim.”
    

    
      She opened them again.
    

    
      He was watching her.
    

    
      “I'm here.”
    

    
      “Stay awake.”
    

    
      Her voice was barely there now. “You keep saying that.”
    

    
      “I mean it.”
    

    
      Prim took one more breath. It hurt less than the others. Perhaps that was a bad sign. She looked at the carved frog inside Ash's hand. Then at him.
    

    
      “I liked your wolf.”
    

    
      Ash laughed through tears. “He liked you too.”
    

    
      “Obviously.”
    

    
      Her eyes closed. This time she could not make them open again.
    

    
      Ash said her name.
    

    
      Once.
    

    
      Then louder.
    

    
      Prim felt his hand around hers. Warm. The heartwood at her back. Alive. The Court breathing through roots she had protected. And somewhere far above them, beyond silver trees and glamour, Newcastle carried on exactly as it always had. Cars passed along wet roads. Dogs barked. People walked through Jesmond Dene without ever knowing what existed beneath their feet. Prim listened. For the first time since the grove died, the world answered. Then she heard nothing at all.
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      Ash
    

    
      
    

    
      By sunset, the glamour had been repaired. From the public path through Jesmond Dene, nothing looked different. That was perhaps the cruellest part.
    

    
      People walked their dogs beneath ordinary trees, following paths still damp from recent rain. A cyclist passed through with mud sprayed up the back of his jacket. Two teenagers sat on a bench sharing something greasy from a paper bag while music played quietly from a phone between them. Near the waterfall, a woman held up her camera and turned her body several times until she found an angle without strangers in the background. Nobody looked twice at the woodland beyond. Nobody saw the broken silver trees. The blood. The roots torn from the earth. The bodies covered beneath pale cloth. Silverweave had hidden itself again.
    

    
      Ash stood at the edge of the repaired glamour and watched a Labrador disappear along the public path. Its tail wagged furiously behind it, a stick held sideways in its mouth while its owner called after it to slow down. The dog did not listen. Ash watched until both disappeared around the bend. Normal. The word felt obscene.
    

    
      “Ash.”
    

    
      He did not turn.
    

    
      Ralph came to stand beside him. His left arm was strapped tightly against his body, the shoulder beneath his coat freshly bandaged. Bobby had wanted him lying down. Ralph had ignored him. Bobby had called him several things. Ralph had ignored those too. For now.
    

    
      “They've finished counting.”
    

    
      Ash looked through the glamour. The Labrador had gone.
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      Ralph was quiet long enough that Ash finally turned.
    

    
      “Twenty-three.”
    

    
      Something inside him sank.
    

    
      “Silverweave?”
    

    
      “Twenty-one.”
    

    
      Ash frowned.
    

    
      “The other two?”
    

    
      “Human. The Unbound got beyond the outer boundary before the ward came down.”
    

    
      Ash looked back towards the path. A couple walked past now, talking about something he could not hear. One of them laughed.
    

    
      “Do they know?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Silverweave would handle it. Memory. Glamour. Some version of an animal attack, perhaps. Something tragic but understandable. Something the human world could fit neatly inside itself without having to question what else might exist in the dark spaces between familiar things. The ordinary world would rearrange itself around whatever explanation made the least noise. Ash rubbed one hand over his face. His fingers still smelled faintly of blood. He had washed them. Twice. It had not helped.
    

    
      “Rhea?”
    

    
      “Awake.”
    

    
      “Bobby?”
    

    
      “Complaining.”
    

    
      Ash nodded. Good. Complaining meant Bobby was alive enough to be irritating.
    

    
      Ralph watched him.
    

    
      Ash could feel it. “Don't.”
    

    
      “I haven't said anything.”
    

    
      “You're about to.”
    

    
      Ralph looked towards the woodland.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Ash turned away from the glamour. Silverweave stretched behind them. Or what remained of it. The destruction looked different without fighting inside it. Smaller somehow. Not less terrible. Just still.
    

    
      The northern entrance had been almost completely destroyed. Several buildings in the outer settlement had lost walls or roofs, exposing rooms that looked strangely intimate now that they could be seen from the paths. Gardens lay flattened beneath broken branches and churned earth. One of the bridges had collapsed into the stream, silver vines trailing into the water from what remained of the railing.
    

    
      The Court smelled different too. Smoke lingered beneath the sweetness of damaged flowers. Damp soil had been turned over everywhere, mixing with the metallic traces of blood that no amount of water had completely washed from the stone. Silverweave moved through it all. Quietly. They carried the injured. Cleared debris. Tended damaged roots. Covered their dead. No one spoke above what was necessary. Ash had expected grief to be louder. He should have known better. This was Silverweave. Even mourning seemed private.
    

    
      He started walking. Ralph followed. Neither said where they were going. They both knew. Bobby had somehow acquired a chair. Ash had no idea where it had come from. It sat outside one of the healer's buildings beneath a silver-leafed tree, and Bobby occupied it with the rigid discomfort of a man who had been ordered not to move and was considering disobedience purely on principle. Bandages covered his chest beneath an open shirt. His left shoulder was wrapped thickly, and one eye had swollen almost completely shut. Rhea lay on a narrow bed visible through the open doorway behind him. She was awake. Ash knew because she was arguing.
    

    
      “I can hear you.”
    

    
      Bobby looked towards the doorway.
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “I said I want to sit outside.”
    

    
      “And I said no.”
    

    
      “You're sitting outside.”
    

    
      “I was bitten in the shoulder.”
    

    
      “I was clawed.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      Rhea went quiet.
    

    
      Ash almost smiled.
    

    
      Bobby noticed them approaching. His expression changed. Not much. Enough. “Did they find her?”
    

    
      Ash stopped.
    

    
      Ralph answered. “Yes.”
    

    
      Rhea stopped moving inside.
    

    
      Bobby looked down. “Where?”
    

    
      “Heartwood chamber.” Ralph's voice remained level. “Silverweave took her about an hour ago.”
    

    
      Ash's hand closed inside his coat pocket. The little wooden frog pressed into his palm. He had put it there after they carried Prim from the lower roots. He had not let anyone else touch it.
    

    
      Bobby swallowed. “Did they…”
    

    
      He stopped. Ash knew what he was asking. 
      Did they save her? 
      Ridiculous question. Necessary question.
    

    
      Ralph shook his head. “No.”
    

    
      Rhea turned her face away.
    

    
      Ash looked towards the tree above Bobby.
    

    
      Silver leaves moved gently in the evening air, catching the last of the sunlight and sending pale reflections across the wall behind them. Nobody spoke. Eventually, Bobby rubbed one hand across his mouth.
    

    
      “She was fine yesterday.”
    

    
      Ash's jaw tightened. “Yeah.”
    

    
      “She was sitting by a fire.”
    

    
      “Mhm.”
    

    
      “Arguing with me about poisonous plants.”
    

    
      Ash looked at him.
    

    
      Bobby laughed once. There was no humour in it. “
      Mostly
       poisonous.”
    

    
      Ash remembered. Prim sitting beside the fire with her blanket wrapped around her. The certainty in her voice while Bobby tried to convince her that the distinction between poisonous and 
      mostly poisonous
       was important. His throat closed.
    

    
      Rhea's voice came quietly from inside. “She gave me her blanket.”
    

    
      Bobby looked towards her.
    

    
      Rhea still faced away from them. Ash could see only part of her profile against the pillow. “She didn't even know me.”
    

    
      Ash said nothing.
    

    
      Rhea swallowed. “Who does that?”
    

    
      “Prim.” The word left him before he could stop it. Three faces turned towards him. Ash looked down. His hand remained inside his pocket, fingers wrapped tightly around the frog.
    

    
      Bobby nodded. “Yeah.”
    

    
      That was all. It was enough. A Silverweave healer came through the doorway.
    

    
      She looked at the four Hounds. “You need rest.”
    

    
      Bobby pointed towards Ralph. “I've been saying that.”
    

    
      The healer looked at Bobby. “You too.”
    

    
      He slowly lowered his hand.
    

    
      Ash almost smiled again.
    

    
      The healer's attention moved to him. “And you.”
    

    
      “I'm fine.”
    

    
      Bobby groaned.
    

    
      Rhea muttered something from inside.
    

    
      Ralph actually sighed.
    

    
      Ash frowned. “What?”
    

    
      Bobby looked at him with his one usable eye. “Do you hear yourself?”
    

    
      Ash ignored him.
    

    
      The healer did not. “Your thigh needs stitching.”
    

    
      “It has stitches.”
    

    
      “It needs more.”
    

    
      Ash looked down. Blood had seeped through the bandage again, a dark stain spreading along the edge of the fabric. He had not noticed.
    

    
      “Later.”
    

    
      The healer folded her arms. Silverweave, Ash was discovering, had an impressive ability to make silence threatening.
    

    
      Ralph saved him. “Give us a minute.”
    

    
      The healer looked between them. Something in Ralph's face must have convinced her. “One.” She went back inside.
    

    
      Bobby waited until she disappeared. “We should go.”
    

    
      Ash looked at him.
    

    
      Bobby glanced towards the Court. “Not now. Obviously.” He shifted carefully in the chair, one hand moving instinctively towards his bandaged chest. “But when we're cleared. Tribunal needs a report.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “They'll expect one.”
    

    
      “They can wait.” Ash's voice came harder than he intended.
    

    
      Nobody spoke.
    

    
      Ralph studied him.
    

    
      Ash looked away.
    

    
      Bobby's expression softened. “Ash.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Ash.”
    

    
      “We're not leaving.”
    

    
      Ralph's voice remained quiet. “The order was investigation and containment.”
    

    
      “Contained.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then we're done.”
    

    
      Ralph waited.
    

    
      Ash finally looked at him. “We're not leaving.”
    

    
      Something moved across Ralph's face. Understanding. “You want to stay for the burial.”
    

    
      Ash hated how easily he said it. 
      Burial. 
      As though Prim were already something that belonged beneath earth. As though there should be soil between her and the rest of the world. His fingers tightened around the frog.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Bobby looked towards the healer's building.
    

    
      Rhea spoke before anyone else could. “We stay.”
    

    
      Ralph glanced through the doorway. “You're not going anywhere.”
    

    
      “Then neither are you.”
    

    
      “Rhea.”
    

    
      “She was
       ours
      .”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Ash looked at her. Rhea had turned back towards them. Her face was pale, and pain sat in the shadows beneath her eyes, but her expression was certain.
    

    
      Bobby looked down.
    

    
      “She was Silverweave.”
    

    
      Rhea shook her head. “No.” Her voice weakened slightly, but the certainty did not. “She was both.”
    

    
      Ash's chest hurt. Not physically. He wished it were physical. That would have been easier.
    

    
      Rhea looked at Ralph. “She was pack.”
    

    
      Ralph closed his eyes. Only briefly. Then nodded. “We stay.”
    

    
      Ash looked away before anyone could see what that did to him.
    

    
      Silverweave began mourning at dusk. No bell announced it. No order passed through the Court. It simply happened. One by one, the work stopped. Broken walls remained broken. Blood remained on stone. The injured were settled. The dead were gathered. Then every light in the settlement went out. Ash stood outside the healer's building with Ralph. Bobby had finally been forced into a bed. Rhea had fallen asleep. Around them, Silverweave disappeared into darkness. For several seconds there was nothing. No lamps. No lanterns. No glow from the buildings. Only the fading light above the trees and the deepening shadows beneath them.
    

    
      Then the flowers opened. Thousands of them. Ash had seen the luminous plants before. They grew everywhere within the glamour, impossible colours threaded through gardens and climbing over walls, gathering beside streams and between roots. Tonight they changed. The vivid blues, violets and golds faded. One by one, every flower turned white. Soft light gathered inside each petal. The Court slowly filled with pale illumination. It spread between the trees, caught against silver bark and reflected in the water, until the damaged settlement seemed to exist beneath moonlight even though the moon had not yet risen.
    

    
      Ash stared. “What are they doing?”
    

    
      Ralph shook his head.
    

    
      Aurelian approached along the main path. They had changed clothes. The bloodied garments from the battle were gone, replaced by pale grey and silver. No ledger.
    

    
      Ash had not seen them carrying one since the attack began. “They're remembering.”
    

    
      Ash looked at them.
    

    
      Aurelian stopped several feet away. Their attention moved towards the healer's building. “Your pack survived.”
    

    
      It was not a question.
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      Aurelian's face remained unreadable. “You were fortunate.”
    

    
      Anger moved through Ash. Fast. Hot. 
      Fortunate. 
      Twenty-three dead. 
      Prim
       dead. He turned. Ralph caught his arm. Aurelian noticed. Something softened in their expression.
    

    
      “Poor choice of word.”
    

    
      Ash looked away. The anger remained, but there was nowhere useful to put it.
    

    
      Aurelian continued. “Captain.”
    

    
      Ralph corrected them. “Ralph.”
    

    
      Aurelian looked at him. “Ralph.”
    

    
      Ash had not realised Aurelian knew enough about Hounds to understand the distinction. Perhaps they knew everything. That seemed more likely. “The Court will perform the returning tomorrow.”
    

    
      Ash looked back. “The what?”
    

    
      “Our dead are returned to the territory.”
    

    
      Aurelian's gaze moved across the glowing flowers. “We don't bury them in the human manner.”
    

    
      Ash's hand went automatically to his pocket. “What happens?”
    

    
      Aurelian looked at him. “They are placed beneath living trees. The roots are encouraged around them. Nothing is sealed away.”
    

    
      Ash's throat tightened. Prim would like that. He knew immediately. Not a box. Not stone. Roots. Living things.
    

    
      “Can we be there?”
    

    
      Aurelian was silent.
    

    
      Ralph shifted beside him.
    

    
      Ash did not look away. “Please.” The word cost more than he expected.
    

    
      Aurelian studied him for a long moment. Then nodded. “You may.”
    

    
      Ash breathed out. “Thank you.”
    

    
      Aurelian's attention dropped briefly towards his coat pocket. Ash's hand was still inside it. “What are you carrying?”
    

    
      He stiffened. “Nothing.”
    

    
      Aurelian raised one eyebrow. Ash hated that. Then remembered who he was talking to. He pulled the frog from his pocket. The carving looked absurd in his palm. Small. Brown. One leg slightly shorter than the other. Aurelian stared at it. For the first time since Ash had met them, their composure broke completely. Their mouth opened. Closed. Then a laugh escaped. Small. Unexpected. Ash stared.
    

    
      Aurelian covered their mouth with one hand. “My apologies.”
    

    
      Ash looked down at the frog. “She gave it to me.”
    

    
      The humour disappeared. Aurelian's expression softened. “She found that three days ago.”
    

    
      Ash looked up. “You knew?”
    

    
      “She showed me.” Aurelian looked at the carving. “She informed me it was a sacred woodland artefact.”
    

    
      Ash blinked. “What?”
    

    
      “She was lying.”
    

    
      “I gathered that.”
    

    
      “She was very pleased with herself.”
    

    
      Ash stared at the frog. A laugh tried to escape. He stopped it. Then wondered why. Prim would have laughed. Prim would probably have been offended that he had not immediately recognised the sacred importance of a badly carved wooden frog. He let the laugh happen. Once. Quiet. It hurt.
    

    
      Aurelian smiled. “She liked you.”
    

    
      Ash's laugh died.
    

    
      Ralph looked away.
    

    
      Ash closed his fingers around the carving. “You knew her well?”
    

    
      Aurelian considered the question. “Silverweave is small.”
    

    
      That was not an answer. Ash was beginning to understand that Aurelian rarely gave one if they could avoid it.
    

    
      “She trusted you,” he said.
    

    
      Aurelian's gaze moved towards the white flowers. “Yes.”
    

    
      Something in their voice ended the subject. Ash let it. For a while, the three of them stood beneath the glowing tree. No one spoke. White petals moved gently in the evening air. Somewhere farther into the Court, water continued running over stone.
    

    
      Then Aurelian said, “The Tribunal has already requested access.”
    

    
      Ralph's head turned.
    

    
      Ash felt the moment change.
    

    
      “To the Court?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Aurelian looked at him.
    

    
      Ash did not care.
    

    
      “They sent us here to investigate a dead grove.”
    

    
      Ralph's expression hardened. “
      Ash
      .”
    

    
      “They didn't send enough people. They didn't know what we were walking into. Silverweave lost twenty-one people and now the Tribunal wants 
      access
      ?”
    

    
      Aurelian watched him carefully. “What they want is evidence.”
    

    
      Ash laughed. This time there was nothing pleasant in it. “They can have the bodies.”
    

    
      “
      Ash
      .” Ralph's warning came sharper.
    

    
      Ash looked at him.
    

    
      Ralph understood. That was the worst part. He agreed. But he was still Captain. Still Hound. Still responsible for what happened after anger had finished being useful.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards Aurelian. “What exactly did they request?”
    

    
      “Access to the dead grove. The Unbound remains. The heartwood chamber.”
    

    
      “No.” Ash and Aurelian spoke at the same time.
    

    
      They looked at one another. For the faintest moment, something passed between them. Agreement.
    

    
      Aurelian turned back to Ralph. “The heartwood is Silverweave.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “I understand.”
    

    
      “Do you?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Aurelian studied him.
    

    
      Ralph continued. “My report will state that the Unbound breached the Court while following an unidentified Veil disturbance first detected near the dead grove.”
    

    
      Ash looked at him.
    

    
      Ralph's voice remained steady. “It will state that Silverweave cooperated fully with the Tribunal investigation and suffered significant casualties as a direct result.”
    

    
      Aurelian's expression did not change. “It will state that the threat was contained.”
    

    
      A pause settled between them.
    

    
      “And the heartwood?” Aurelian asked.
    

    
      Ralph looked at the glowing flowers. “The Tribunal doesn't need to know what sits beneath your Court.”
    

    
      Ash felt something shift. Small. Permanent.
    

    
      Aurelian looked at Ralph for a long moment. “Your Tribunal may disagree.”
    

    
      “They can disagree with me.”
    

    
      Ash almost smiled. There was his Captain.
    

    
      Aurelian inclined their head. “Then perhaps the Hounds of St. Oswald and Silverweave understand one another slightly better than we did three days ago.”
    

    
      Ralph glanced towards Ash. “Maybe.”
    

    
      Aurelian turned to leave. Ash stopped them. “What caused it?”
    

    
      They looked back. “The grove.”
    

    
      “The Veil disturbance.”
    

    
      Aurelian's expression closed. “I don't know.”
    

    
      Ash stared at them. He believed them. That was almost worse. “Could it happen again?”
    

    
      Aurelian looked towards the trees. White flowers cast strange shadows across their face.
    

    
      “Yes.” One word. No comfort attached. 
    

    
      Ash's fingers closed around the frog.
    

    
      Aurelian walked away.
    

    
      Prim was returned the following morning. The Court gathered before sunrise. Not everyone. Some were too injured to leave the healer's buildings. Others remained with children or tended the parts of the territory too damaged to be abandoned even for mourning. But enough came that the woodland seemed filled with pale clothing and quiet faces.
    

    
      The Hounds stood at the edge. Rhea had insisted on attending. Nobody had managed to stop her. Bobby sat beside her in a chair someone had carried from the healer's building. Bandages showed beneath his collar, and his swollen eye had begun turning spectacular shades of purple. Rhea leaned heavily against Ralph. Ash stood alone. Not far from them. Just enough.
    

    
      Prim lay beneath a silver tree. They had cleaned the blood from her. Changed her clothes. Not ceremonial robes. Ash was grateful for that. She wore pale green overalls. Different from the ones ruined beneath the Court, but unmistakably hers. Someone had braided tiny white flowers through her black hair. Her hands rested over her stomach. Empty. Ash touched the frog inside his pocket.
    

    
      Aurelian stood beside the tree. They did not speak loudly. They did not need to. “Prim Alder walked the living paths of Silverweave.”
    

    
      The Court answered. “Now the paths carry her.”
    

    
      Ash swallowed.
    

    
      “She guarded what grew.”
    

    
      “Now what grows guards her.”
    

    
      Aurelian looked down at Prim. “She returned what was lost.”
    

    
      The response came quieter. “Nothing living is ever entirely lost.”
    

    
      Ash hated that. He hated it because he wanted to believe it. Aurelian stepped back. Silverweave moved forward one at a time. Each person placed something beside Prim. A flower. A leaf. A small stone. A ribbon. One person left a smooth piece of green glass. Another placed a tiny bundle of dried herbs near her boots. Things Ash did not understand. Things he did not need to. They meant something to the people leaving them. That was enough. Then the roots moved. Slowly. Nothing violent. Nothing like the battle. Thin silver roots emerged from the earth around Prim. They curled along the ground with impossible gentleness. Over her boots. Around her sides. Through the flowers beside her.
    

    
      Ash stopped breathing.
    

    
      The roots did not cover her face. They held her. That was what it looked like. Not the earth swallowing her. Not a grave being closed. The territory taking her back.
    

    
      Rhea made a sound beside Ralph.
    

    
      Bobby lowered his head.
    

    
      Ash reached into his pocket. He pulled out the frog. For one second, he considered walking forward. Leaving it with her. It belonged to Prim. Then he remembered her bloodied hand inside his.
    

    
      Keep him safe.
    

    
      Ash closed his fingers around it. No. She had given him something. He would keep it. Instead, he looked down. A small sprig of white flowers grew near his boot, glowing softly in the half-light before sunrise.
    

    
      He looked towards Aurelian. They nodded.
    

    
      Ash crouched and picked it. Then he walked forward. The Court watched. He ignored them. Prim looked peaceful. Ash hated that phrase too. Dead people always looked peaceful because they were no longer doing anything. Prim had done things. Constantly. She had talked. Smiled. Touched plants she probably shouldn't. Found frogs. Argued with Hounds. Given blankets away. Walked through Silverweave as though every living thing she passed deserved to be noticed. Stepped between an Unbound and the heart of her Court because nobody else understood what would happen if she didn't. Peaceful was too small a word for someone who had contained that much life.
    

    
      Ash knelt. He placed the flowers beside her hand. For a moment, he stayed there. There were things he could say. He thought of all of them.
    

    
      Thank you.
    

    
      I'm sorry.
    

    
      You were right.
    

    
      I should have told you I liked your eyes too.
    

    
      None felt right. So he said the one thing that did.
    

    
      “Pack.” His voice nearly failed.
    

    
      Ash stood. Returned to the others. The roots continued moving. Slowly covering Prim beneath silver and green. Rhea reached for his hand. Ash looked down. She did not look at him. He took it. Bobby caught Rhea's other hand. Ralph stood behind them. Four Hounds beneath a silver tree. 
    

    
      Five
      , Ash thought.
    

    
      The roots closed. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the flowers above Prim opened. Not white. Lilac. Bright. Almost painfully vivid. Colour spilled through the branches above the place where she had disappeared, hundreds of small blossoms opening into the quiet morning. Ash stared at them. Somewhere inside his pocket, the little wooden frog pressed against his leg. The wind moved through the Court. Leaves whispered overhead. For the first time since the battle, Ash did not think the woodland was listening. It was mourning. And when the Hounds eventually walked out of Silverweave territory, they left one of their pack behind.
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      Prim
    

    
      
    

    
      The Hounds left Silverweave territory two days after Prim was returned to the roots. Not because the Tribunal finally demanded it. They had been demanding it since the morning after the attack. Reports. Statements. Access requests.
    

    
      Lists of the dead and injured. Samples from the Unbound. Permission to examine the damaged roots beneath the Court and send their own people into the places Silverweave had already made clear did not belong to them. Silverweave had answered some requests. Ignored others. Refused several outright. The heartwood was not mentioned again.
    

    
      Ralph made certain of that. By the time the four Hounds stood in the main courtyard ready to leave, the settlement had begun repairing itself around them. Not quickly. There were things even magic could not hurry. Walls remained broken. One of the western buildings had been condemned entirely after roots split through its foundations during the attack. The northern glamour had been rebuilt, but the silver shimmer along its edge still flickered occasionally where the wards had been torn apart. A bridge remained missing over one of the streams, leaving the water to run through a mess of fallen stone and broken silver branches. But life had started pushing back.
    

    
      New leaves had appeared along damaged stems. Vines had begun creeping over shattered stone. Small patches of moss returned where blood had been washed from the paths. Flowers had returned to colour. Mostly. A few white blooms remained scattered through the Court. Memorials, Ash had learned. Silverweave did not remove them. They let them fade when they were ready. Rhea stood beside him with one arm bound against her side. She looked better. That was not the same as looking well. Bobby had several fresh bandages beneath his clothes and a bruised face that had finally begun fading from purple towards a spectacular yellow. Ralph's shoulder remained stiff. Ash's thigh hurt every time he put weight through it. They were, by Hound standards, fit to travel. Which meant none of them were likely to collapse before reaching home.
    

    
      Ash looked towards the silver tree where Prim had been returned. He could not see the place itself from here. Only the upper branches. Lilac flowers still grew there. They had not faded. His hand drifted towards his coat pocket. The wooden frog remained inside. He had checked twice that morning. Then felt ridiculous for checking at all.
    

    
      Rhea noticed. She noticed everything. “You still have it?”
    

    
      Ash glanced at her. “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Good.” She looked towards the tree.
    

    
      Ash waited.
    

    
      Rhea did not say anything more.
    

    
      Neither did he. They had learned that about each other over the last two days. Some grief did not improve when spoken aloud. Silverweave moved around them. Not avoiding the Hounds anymore. That was new. People still looked. Four spectral Hounds had fought through their Court while Unbound tore apart homes and gardens. Two of those Hounds had nearly died protecting Silverweave civilians. Another had bled through the lower roots defending the heartwood.
    

    
      Nobody pulled children closer now. Nobody redirected their path. A woman carrying a basket of flowers passed Bobby and touched two fingers briefly to her chest. Bobby hesitated. Then returned the gesture.
    

    
      Ash looked at him. “What was that?”
    

    
      Bobby shrugged. “No idea.”
    

    
      Rhea stared at him. “You copied her?”
    

    
      “Seemed safer.”
    

    
      Ash almost smiled. 
    

    
      The doors to the main hall opened. Councillor Mareth descended the steps. Finn came with her. Aurelian followed several paces behind. Still no ledger. Ash had begun wondering whether that meant the events of the last few days were considered too important to write down in front of outsiders. Or perhaps Aurelian had already written everything. That seemed more likely.
    

    
      Ralph stepped forward. “Councillor.”
    

    
      Mareth inclined her head. “Captain.”
    

    
      The title no longer carried quite the same chill it had when they arrived. Still formal. Still careful. But the hostility had changed shape. Not gone. Ash doubted Silverweave forgot anything that easily. They had simply learned exactly where the Hounds stood.
    

    
      Mareth looked over the four of them. “The Tribunal has been informed that the investigation is concluded.”
    

    
      Ralph nodded. “I sent the final report this morning.”
    

    
      “So we were told.”
    

    
      A pause.
    

    
      Mareth glanced towards the main hall behind her. “They are displeased.”
    

    
      Rhea muttered, “Shame.”
    

    
      Ralph looked at her.
    

    
      Rhea looked straight ahead.
    

    
      Mareth's mouth moved. Only slightly. Ash caught it. Perhaps Silverweave humour simply required surviving several days before it became visible.
    

    
      “The Tribunal believes,” Mareth continued, “that certain information has been withheld.”
    

    
      Ralph remained still. “Has it?”
    

    
      Mareth studied him. “Yes.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Bobby looked between them.
    

    
      Ash waited.
    

    
      Ralph did not blink. “Then I imagine they'll continue believing that.”
    

    
      Something changed in Finn's expression. Respect, perhaps.
    

    
      Mareth gave a slow nod. “They will.”
    

    
      Good. Ash felt something inside him settle. The heartwood belonged here. Whatever the Tribunal thought itself entitled to, some things did not become theirs simply because danger had touched them.
    

    
      Aurelian stepped forward. “Before you leave, there is one matter still unresolved.”
    

    
      Ralph looked towards them. “What matter?”
    

    
      “Prim Alder.”
    

    
      Ash went still.
    

    
      Rhea's expression changed.
    

    
      Bobby lowered his head.
    

    
      Aurelian looked towards the settlement. “The Court has completed her returning.”
    

    
      Their gaze returned to Ralph.
    

    
      “But Silverweave does not only remember its dead through the earth.”
    

    
      Mareth turned towards the main hall. “Come.”
    

    
      Ralph hesitated. “Where?”
    

    
      “The hall.”
    

    
      Rhea glanced towards Ash. He had no idea either. They followed. The main hall had been repaired enough that the damage from the attack was easy to miss if someone did not know where to look. Ash knew. A crack still ran through the stone near the eastern wall. One of the living branches crossing the ceiling had been cut back where blackening had reached its outer bark, leaving a pale wound in the wood. The narrow water channels beneath the floor ran clear again. Ash watched them as he entered. No darkness. No corruption. Just water sliding over silver stone. Prim had stopped that. His chest tightened.
    

    
      The Court had gathered inside. Not everyone. Silverweave lined the outer edges of the hall in pale clothing and quiet colour. Pathkeepers stood together near one wall, each wearing a thin silver cord around one wrist. Wardens occupied the opposite side. Children stood among adults. Ash recognised faces from the battle. The woman Bobby had saved stood with the two children who had hidden behind the broken wall. One of the wardens Prim had pulled from the courtyard. The healer who had stitched Ash's thigh while looking at him as though she regretted not being allowed to sew his mouth closed at the same time. The four Hounds slowed.
    

    
      Ralph looked towards Mareth. “What is this?”
    

    
      She did not answer.
    

    
      Aurelian moved to the centre of the hall. They held something in both hands. Four narrow bands of silver. Not metal. Ash realised that as they came closer. Woven bark. Fine enough to resemble thread, pale fibres twisted around darker strands of wood. Something living still seemed to move beneath the surface whenever the light caught them.
    

    
      Aurelian looked towards the assembled Court. “Prim Alder died beneath these grounds as Pathkeeper of Silverweave.” No one moved. “She died protecting the heartwood.”
    

    
      The word was spoken openly this time. Ash looked towards Ralph. Nobody objected. This was their hall. Their truth.
    

    
      Aurelian continued. “She did not stand alone.”
    

    
      Ash's throat tightened.
    

    
      Rhea shifted beside him.
    

    
      “The Hounds of St. Oswald entered Silverweave under Tribunal command.”
    

    
      Aurelian's pale gaze moved over them. “They arrived as investigators.” A pause. “They leave as something else.”
    

    
      Ash felt Rhea look at him.
    

    
      He did not look back.
    

    
      Mareth stepped forward. “Silverweave does not give titles lightly.” Nobody in the hall seemed inclined to disagree. “It gives belonging even less.”
    

    
      Ralph's posture changed. Just slightly.
    

    
      Ash felt his own pulse quicken.
    

    
      Mareth looked first at Ralph. “Captain Mercer.”
    

    
      Ralph inclined his head.
    

    
      “You entered our territory because you were ordered.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You remained because one of ours fell.”
    

    
      Ralph's jaw tightened. “Yes.”
    

    
      Mareth turned to Rhea. “Rhea Black.” 
    

    
      Rhea straightened despite the wound in her side. 
    

    
      “You bled for a Court that was not yours.”
    

    
      Rhea's voice came quieter than Ash had heard it in days. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Bobby McCarmick.”
    

    
      Bobby looked up.
    

    
      “You placed your body between our children and an Unbound.”
    

    
      Bobby glanced towards the family at the edge of the hall. The older woman touched two fingers to her chest again. This time Bobby understood. He returned the gesture without hesitation. Mareth looked at Ash last. Ash wished she hadn't.
    

    
      “Ash Rowen.”
    

    
      His hand closed around the frog in his pocket.
    

    
      “You carried Prim from the heartwood.”
    

    
      Ash swallowed. “Yes.”
    

    
      “You stayed with her.”
    

    
      He could not answer immediately. The memory came too easily. Blood beneath his hands. Prim telling him Aurelian ran funny. Her head against the heartwood. The tiny wooden frog inside his palm. Finally, he forced the word out.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Mareth nodded. Then looked towards the four of them together. “Prim Alder walked beside your pack.”
    

    
      Rhea's breath caught.
    

    
      Mareth continued. “She ate beside your fire.”
    

    
      Bobby looked down.
    

    
      “She hunted beside you.”
    

    
      Ralph's expression had gone rigid.
    

    
      “She died beside you.”
    

    
      Ash's throat closed completely.
    

    
      Aurelian lifted the four silver bands. 
    

    
      “And you remained beside her.”
    

    
      Silence filled the hall.
    

    
      Not the dead silence of the grove. Not the listening silence that had followed the Unbound. Something warmer. Something held. Heavy with attention rather than absence.
    

    
      Mareth spoke. “Silverweave recognises the Hounds who stood with Prim Alder.”
    

    
      Aurelian came to Ralph first. They wrapped one band around his wrist. The woven bark shifted as it touched him. Ash watched thin silver fibres move across Ralph's skin, tightening gently until the band fitted perfectly. No knot. No clasp. Living wood. Aurelian stepped to Rhea. The bark did the same. Then Bobby. Finally Ash. He held out his wrist. Aurelian stopped. Their eyes flicked briefly towards his pocket. The frog. Ash almost rolled his eyes. Instead, something like grief moved beneath his ribs. Aurelian wrapped the bark around his wrist. The fibres tightened. Warm.
    

    
      Ash stared at it. “What does it mean?” His voice sounded rough.
    

    
      Aurelian looked at him. “That Silverweave remembers you.”
    

    
      Ash swallowed. “That sounds ominous.”
    

    
      A faint smile appeared. A few quiet laughs moved around the room. Not enough to break the moment. Enough to soften it. Prim would have liked that. Aurelian stepped back.
    

    
      Mareth spoke again. “But there is another meaning.”
    

    
      Ash looked up.
    

    
      Mareth's gaze moved across all four Hounds. “You came here under the Tribunal.” Her expression hardened slightly. “You do not leave under them.”
    

    
      Ralph frowned.
    

    
      Mareth continued. “Not in our memory.”
    

    
      Understanding moved slowly through Ash. Rhea got there first. She looked down at the band around her wrist. Then towards the Silverweave gathered around them.
    

    
      “Prim's pack.”
    

    
      Aurelian nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      Bobby exhaled.
    

    
      Ralph closed his eyes.
    

    
      Ash did not move at all. He could not. 
      Pack. 
      He had said the word beside Prim beneath the silver tree. One word because everything larger had failed him. Now Silverweave gave it back. Ash looked towards the Pathkeepers. One of them bowed their head. Then another. The gesture moved quietly through the hall. Wardens. Pathkeepers. Families. Children copying the adults beside them. Silverweave bowed to the Hounds. Ash's breath left him.
    

    
      Rhea made a small sound beside him.
    

    
      Bobby stared.
    

    
      Ralph looked genuinely lost for perhaps the first time Ash had ever seen.
    

    
      Ash reached into his pocket. His fingers closed around the wooden frog. Prim would have enjoyed this. Far too much. She would have smiled at the four of them wearing Silverweave bark and probably claimed she had arranged the entire thing. The thought hurt. But not only hurt. That was new. Ash lowered his head. Not because he knew Silverweave etiquette. Because anything else felt wrong. Beside him, Ralph did the same. Rhea. Bobby. Four Hounds bowed inside Silverweave Court. When Ash looked up again, Aurelian was watching him. Their expression said nothing. Their eyes did. 
      She mattered here too
      . Ash nodded. Aurelian returned it. 
    

    
      The Silverweave wardens escorted them to the western boundary. Not because they were required to. Ash knew that now. Finn walked beside Ralph. Elowen, still carrying bruises from the battle, walked beside Rhea. Bobby followed behind them. Ash came last. He did that deliberately. The Court receded through the trees around him. Silver buildings disappeared behind living trunks. Flowers leaned towards the path. Streams caught impossible light and broke it into shifting patterns across the roots. The territory looked beautiful again. Almost.
    

    
      Scars remained if you knew where to see them. A broken tree whose branches had not yet begun to regrow. New roots curled around damaged stone. A patch of bare earth where nothing had yet begun to flower. A wall repaired with fresh wood that had not had time to silver. Ash wondered how long it would take before someone unfamiliar with the Court could walk through and never know a battle had happened here.
    

    
      Weeks?
    

    
      Months?
    

    
      Years?
    

    
      Perhaps it did not matter. Silverweave would remember. That seemed more important. They reached the glamour. Beyond it lay ordinary Jesmond Dene. A runner passed along the public path. Headphones in. Completely unaware of the armed supernatural escort standing twenty feet away. Finn stopped. Ralph turned. For several seconds, neither spoke. Ash remembered their first meeting. The sealed Tribunal scroll held between them like a warning. No handshake. No welcome. Finn had looked at them as though four Hounds were simply another threat Silverweave might need to survive. Now he held out his hand. Ralph looked down. Then took it. The gesture lasted only seconds.
    

    
      Finn released him. “Captain.”
    

    
      “Warden.”
    

    
      Rhea leaned towards Bobby. “Very emotional.”
    

    
      Bobby murmured, “I'm devastated.”
    

    
      Ash almost laughed. Small. Prim-sized humour, perhaps. 
    

    
      Elowen looked towards Rhea. “Try not to get bitten next time.”
    

    
      Rhea lifted an eyebrow. “You planning on inviting us back?”
    

    
      Elowen's face remained perfectly straight. “
      No
      .”
    

    
      Rhea smiled. “There we go.”
    

    
      Finn looked towards Ash. His gaze dropped to the silver band around Ash's wrist. Then back up. “Pathkeeper Alder was well regarded.”
    

    
      Ash nodded. “I know.”
    

    
      Finn considered him. “She would have been unbearable about this.”
    

    
      Ash looked down at the band. The living fibres sat warm against his skin. “Yeah.” His fingers brushed the edge. “She would've.”
    

    
      For the first time, Finn smiled. Brief. Then gone. Ash liked him more for it. The wardens stepped back. The glamour opened. Ralph crossed first. Rhea. Bobby. Ash paused. He looked behind him. Silverweave territory stretched away through the trees. He could not see Prim's tree from here. Still, he knew where it stood. Lilac flowers above silver roots. His hand touched the frog in his pocket.
    

    
      “Come on.” 
    

    
      Rhea waited beyond the glamour. Ash looked at her. Then back once more. He stepped through. Silver disappeared. Ordinary woodland returned. Brown bark. Green leaves. Mud beneath his boots. The distant hum of Newcastle traffic. Ash stood on a public path in Jesmond Dene and felt the strange weight of the place he had left sitting only a breath behind him. A dog approached. Large. Black. Its owner smiled apologetically as it moved towards Ash.
    

    
      “Sorry. He likes everyone.”
    

    
      The dog sniffed Ash's coat. Then his wrist. The silver bark band. Its ears lifted. For a moment, it stared past him towards the glamour. Ash understood the expression now. Animals always seemed to know. The dog wagged once. Then trotted back to its owner as though nothing unusual had happened. Rhea had already started walking. Bobby limped beside her. Ralph waited. Ash joined them. No one spoke for several minutes.
    

    
      They followed the path out of Jesmond Dene. Cars moved beyond the trees. Newcastle rose around them. Brick. Glass. Roads. People. Everything familiar. Everything completely unaware.
    

    
      Ralph finally broke the silence. “Tribunal will want us immediately.”
    

    
      Rhea groaned.
    

    
      Bobby sighed.
    

    
      Ash looked at the silver band around his wrist. “Let them wait.”
    

    
      Ralph glanced at him. For a moment, Ash expected the Captain answer. Orders. Duty. Protocol. Instead, Ralph looked towards the Dene behind them.
    

    
      “An hour.”
    

    
      Rhea smiled. “Rebellion suits you.”
    

    
      “Don't push it.”
    

    
      They continued. The dead grove remained sealed. Silverweave closed every path leading towards it. The Tribunal requested entry three more times. Silverweave refused three times. Officially, the Unbound attack had been contained. The dead were counted. The surviving Unbound destroyed. The Court repaired. The investigation concluded. Nothing explained the grove. Nothing explained the echo Prim had felt beneath the water. Nothing explained why the Unbound had crossed miles of territory, ignored living prey and followed it towards the oldest roots beneath Silverweave Court. The Veil offered no answer. Weeks passed. Birds returned to the woodland surrounding the grove. Foxes moved through the outer paths again. Insects came back. The stream resumed its course beyond the dead boundary. Life returned everywhere around it. But nothing entered. Not truly. Roots from living trees still turned aside before reaching the grey earth. Flowers stopped short. Moss refused the fallen trunks. Even weeds failed to take hold where the boundary began. The grove remained exactly as Prim had found it. Dead.
    

    
      One evening, long after the Hounds had gone, Aurelian Briar stood at its edge. They carried a ledger. The first one anyone had seen in their hands since the attack. The glamour was quiet around them. Beyond it, the evening traffic of Newcastle moved through roads hidden behind the trees, distant enough to sound almost like water. Aurelian opened the ledger. Pages filled with testimony. Names. Times. Deaths. Observations. Everything Silverweave had chosen to remember. They turned through them slowly until they reached the final page. At the top, in careful handwriting, were four words.
    

    
      Cause of Grove Death:
    

    
      The space beneath remained blank. Aurelian looked across the dead trees. Nothing moved. No leaves stirred. No insects crawled beneath the bark. The water ran quietly along the edge, bending around the grey earth and refusing to pass through the centre. Beyond the grove, hidden behind glamour, Newcastle continued without it. Aurelian lowered their gaze to the empty space beneath the question. For a long moment, the tip of their pen hovered above the page. Then they closed the ledger. They did not write an answer. There wasn't one.
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