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Prologue: The First Bite
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Viktor

The first time I saw him, I wanted to break his perfect bones.

The Gathering is a barbaric tradition masquerading as diplomacy. Pack Alphas and their entourages, all posturing and perfume, crammed into a gilded hall that reeks of ambition and stale champagne. I stood in the shadow of a marble column, a silent king observing his potential vassals. My father, the Ironwood Alpha, was holding court, a bear of a man radiating a warmth I could never counterfeit. I was the chill in his shadow, the heir with a reputation forged in silence and severity.

Then, the Volkov pack arrived.

They entered not with a fanfare, but with a quiet arrogance that cut through the noise. And at their lead was him. Soren. The Volkov heir. He was all lean lines and predatory grace, hair the colour of winter ash falling just so over a brow that seemed permanently arched in faint disdain. His eyes, a startling, clear grey like a winter lake, scanned the room. They passed over me, paused for a fraction of a second too long, and moved on. A dismissal. A challenge.

Something primal and ugly twisted in my gut. It wasn’t just his beauty, which was undeniable in a sharp, cruel way. It was the absolute assurance in his posture, the way his lips held the ghost of a smirk as if the entire Gathering was a private joke. He was power, but a different kind to mine. His was fluid, seductive. Mine was solid, unyielding. I knew, with a wolf’s instinct, that we would clash.

Our fathers made the introductions. “My son, Viktor,” my father said, clapping my shoulder too hard.

“My son, Soren,” Alpha Volkov replied, his voice like gravel.

Our hands met. His fingers were long, elegant, but his grip was iron. A current, violent and electric, shot up my arm. It wasn’t the gentle pull of a destined bond. It was a live wire, a surge of pure, antagonistic energy that made my teeth ache and my wolf snarl mine in the back of my skull. His grey eyes widened, just a flash, before shuttering into icy calm. He felt it too. This terrible, consuming spark.

He leaned in, his breath a warm whisper against my ear that smelled of frost and something illicitly sweet. “So, you’re the infamous Stone Heart of Ironwood. I expected more... bulk.”

I didn’t pull away. I turned my head, our mouths inches apart. “And you’re the Volkov Viper. I expected more... venom.”

His smile then was a real one, sharp enough to draw blood. “Patience, Viktor. Some poisons work slowly.”

The night became a taut wire strung between us. I watched him glide through the crowds, charming, laughing, a glass of amber liquid always in hand. He was a phantom, touching shoulders, sharing whispers, leaving a trail of captivated glances in his wake. And every time his gaze found mine across the room, it was a brand. A promise of conflict. A dare.

I found him later, on a deserted terrace overlooking the moon-drenched forests. He was alone, the facade down, his expression unreadable as he stared into the dark.

“Planning your next strike?” I said, stepping into the cold air.

He didn’t turn. “Merely admiring the view. Your territory is... formidable. Like its heir.”

“Don’t.” The word came out rougher than I intended.

He finally looked at me. Moonlight sculpted his features into something ethereal and dangerous. “Don’t what? Speak the truth? We felt it, Viktor. That wasn’t fate smiling. That was fate laughing itself sick.”

Anger, hot and immediate, rose in my throat. “You think this is amusing?”

“I think it’s tragic,” he said softly, taking a step toward me. The space between us crackled. “The Moon Goddess, in her infinite wisdom, pairs the heir who needs control above all with the heir who refuses to be controlled. It’s not a romance. It’s a punishment.”

He was close enough now that I could see the flecks of silver in his grey eyes. Close enough that the scent of him—frost, whiskey, and the clean, wild smell of his wolf—wrapped around me, intoxicating and infuriating. My hand moved of its own volition, gripping his jaw, forcing his head back. I expected a fight. I wanted one.

He went still. Perfectly, utterly still. Not submissive. Assessive. His eyes bored into mine, daring me. “Go on,” he breathed, his lips parting. “Show me how the Stone Heart breaks what it desires.”

The words were a spell. A permission I hadn’t sought but desperately craved. The thin veneer of civility shattered.

My mouth crashed down on his.

It wasn’t a kiss. It was a conquest. A clash of teeth and tongue and pent-up fury. He tasted like defiance and expensive scotch. His hands fisted in the front of my dress shirt, not pushing me away, but anchoring himself, pulling me closer. A low sound vibrated in his throat, a growl that was pure want and pure hatred entwined. I backed him against the stone balustrade, my body pressing his into the cold edge, erasing any space between us. The heat of him, the lean strength I could feel coiled beneath my hands, was a revelation more shocking than the bond itself.

I could own this. I could ruin this. The impulse was a dark tide inside me.

Just as suddenly, I wrenched myself away. We were both breathing ragged, harsh clouds in the cold air. His lips were swollen, a faint smear of blood at the corner from where I’d been too rough. His eyes were wide, the icy lake now a storm.

He touched his mouth, looked at the faint crimson on his fingertips. That damnable smirk returned, shaky but present. “Well,” he whispered, his voice raw. “There’s the venom.”

Shame and a hotter, deeper possession warred within me. I had lost control. To him. Because of him.

“This changes nothing,” I snarled, the words a vow to myself as much as to him. “You are not welcome in Ironwood. This... mistake will be buried.”

Soren pushed off the balustrade, straightening his jacket with a elegance that felt like a slap. The mask was back, flawless and cold. “Of course, Alpha Viktor,” he said, the title a mockery. “Bury it deep. But remember—the things we bury don’t always stay dead. Sometimes they rise up hungrier.”

He walked past me, back toward the light and the noise. At the terrace door, he paused, a silhouette of elegant menace.

“Until next time,” he said, and it sounded like a threat. Like a promise.

I stood alone in the freezing dark, the taste of him still on my tongue, the ghost of his body against mine. The bond was a raw, open wound in my soul, throbbing with a rhythm that felt like his heartbeat. He was right. This was no blessing. It was a curse dressed in beautiful skin.

And as I looked at the moon, the cold, silent witness to our downfall, I made my decision. If this bond was a war, I would fight it. I would bend it, break it, or bury it. I would not be shackled to a viper.

Even if a part of me already craved his poison.

Soren

The first time I saw him, I knew I would make him bleed.

The Gathering was a menagerie of vanity. I played my part—the charming Volkov prince, all easy smiles and lighter fluid charm. It was a role I wore as comfortably as my tailored suit. My father expected a performance, and I was a consummate actor.

Then I felt a gaze like physical weight. I turned, and there he was. Viktor Ironwood. He wasn’t lounging or laughing. He was stationed. A statue of contained violence hewn from shadow and disdain. Dark hair, eyes the colour of a forgotten forest at midnight, a jaw set in a permanent line of judgment. He was beautiful in the way a cliff face is beautiful—austerely, with the promise of a lethal drop.

Our eyes met. His held no curiosity, only a cold appraisal that stripped me bare. A spark, not of warmth, but of a coming lightning strike, arced between us. My wolf, usually a languid beast, sat up and took notice. Danger, it whispered. Mine, it growled, a second later, confusing even itself.

When our hands touched, it wasn’t a connection. It was a detonation. The world narrowed to the shock of his skin on mine, a brutal, magnetic force that wanted to pull us together only to smash us apart. I saw the same stunned fury in his eyes. Perfect. The great Viktor Ironwood, rendered speechless by a touch.

I leaned in, unable to resist prodding the beast. My whispered insult was a test. He passed, returning fire with a accuracy that sent a thrill down my spine. Viper. He saw me. Not the act, but the creature beneath.

I spent the night in a haze of calculated movement, acutely aware of him as a fixed, dark point in the room. Every laugh I forced, every flirtatious glance I bestowed on someone else, was a message sent directly to him: I am unaffected. I am free. It was a lie so potent I almost believed it myself.

On the terrace, I waited. I knew he would come. Men like him can’t resist a challenge left in the open.

His approach was silent. His voice, when it came, was like grinding stone. I let him see me without the mask, just for a moment. I told him the truth—this bond was a cosmic joke. A punishment for us both. I wanted to wound him with the reality of it.

I didn’t expect his hands. The grip on my jaw was brutal, possessive. It should have enraged me. Instead, a dark, liquid heat pooled in my gut. Here was the truth I’d been prodding for. The control freak, losing all control. Because of me.

“Show me how the Stone Heart breaks what it desires,” I breathed. It was the most honest thing I’d said all night. I wanted to see the break. I wanted to be the cause.

His kiss was annihilation.

It was everything I’d imagined and nothing I’d prepared for. A raw, claiming violence that stripped away every defense. I kissed him back with equal ferocity, a battle fought with lips and tongue, each of us trying to devour the other first. The stone dug into my back, his body a cage of heat and muscle. In that moment, the hatred and the desire were the same blinding colour. I wanted to own him even as I wanted to destroy him. My fingers twisted in his shirt, holding on as the world burned down around us.

When he shoved away, it was like losing a limb. The cold night air rushed in, a shock to my feverish skin. I touched my bleeding lip, the metallic taste a sacrament. He looked ravaged, his perfect composure in tatters. I felt a savage satisfaction. I did that.

I summoned the smirk, my armor sliding back into place. “Well,” I said, my voice trembling with the aftermath. “There’s the venom.”

His vow to bury this was pathetic. Deliciously so. He could try. He would fail. The things we bury always crawl back into the light.

“Until next time,” I threw at him, a seed planted in the ruins.

Walking away was the hardest thing I’d ever done. Every cell in my body screamed to turn around, to go back and finish what we’d started, to either kill him or kiss him again until one of us suffocated. The bond was a screaming thing in my chest, a tether of pure, agonising energy pulling me toward the man I was supposed to loathe.

I returned to the gilded noise, my mind screamingly silent. The taste of him—dark coffee, winter pine, and fury—was a brand on my soul. He thought this was a mistake to be buried.

He was wrong.

This was the beginning. This was the first move in a game we were now bound to play for the rest of our miserable, intertwined lives. He wanted a war? Good.

I was born for it. And as the sweet, sharp pain in my lip throbbed in time with my heart, I knew with crystalline certainty: I would make the Stone Heart feel everything he’d spent his life locking away. I would be his ruin, or he would be mine.

And either way, I would own him.
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Chapter 1: Exile’s Return
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Viktor

Three years away didn’t make the Ironwood gate smell any better.

It still stank of wet pine, cold iron, and the particular musk of two hundred wolves living too close together. I stood on the gravel road, one worn duffel bag at my feet, and let the scent of home wash over me like a sickness I’d almost cured myself of. The sky was the color of a fresh bruise, twilight bleeding into the forest. They knew I was coming. My father’s order had been clear: return, or be declared rogue. The ultimatum sat in my gut like a stone.

The last three years at the distant Greyrock Pack had been a silence. A self-imposed exile to forget the taste of frost and whiskey on a traitor’s mouth. I’d trained. I’d hunted. I’d let the monotony sand down the sharp edges of that memory. It had almost worked.

Then, the dreams started again. Vivid, sweating things where the scent of him was so real I’d wake up clawing at my own skin. The bond, that cursed, silent tether, began to ache. Not a pull, but a deep, bone-level throb, like an infection flaring up. My Alpha at Greyrock had taken one look at me over breakfast one morning, seen the shadow in my eyes, and had simply said, “Go home and face it, Viktor. Or it will rot you from the inside.”

So here I was. Facing it.

The gate guards, two younger Betas I didn’t recognize, shifted nervously as I approached. They knew me. Not by sight, but by reputation. The prodigal son. The Stone Heart. The one who ran.

“Heir Viktor,” the taller one said, voice tight. “Your father is waiting at the main house.”

I didn’t answer. Just picked up my bag and walked past them, through the open wrought-iron gates. Their eyes on my back were physical things. The whispers would already be slithering through the compound: He’s back. The broken heir is back.

The pack house wasn’t a house. It was a fortress of dark timber and stone, built into the side of the mountain itself. Lights glowed in the windows, yellow and accusing. Every step up the winding path felt heavier. My wolf, usually a dormant, sullen presence, stirred. It didn’t like being here either. It remembered the confinement, the expectations, the sheer weight of the Ironwood name.

I didn’t go to the main entrance. I went around back, to the kitchen door. I wasn’t ready for the grand hall, for the stares. The kitchen was empty, smelling of rosemary and roasted meat. My stomach turned. I dropped my bag by the scullery sink and stood there, listening to the old house creak and settle. It was the same sound from my childhood. It felt like a trap closing.

“Skulking in through the servant’s entrance? Some things don’t change.”

The voice was a hammer blow to my chest. I knew it, even after three years. It had haunted every quiet moment.

I turned.

He leaned against the doorframe to the pantry, arms crossed. Soren. He looked different. Older. The lean grace had solidified into something harder. He wore simple black, his ash-grey hair shorter, but those winter-lake eyes were exactly the same. Cold. Clear. Seeing everything.

He wasn’t supposed to be here. He was Volkov. This was Ironwood.

“What are you doing here?” My voice came out flat, dead. A miracle.

A ghost of that old, cruel smile touched his lips. “Waiting for you. Welcome home.”

The air vanished from the room. The bond, which had been a dull ache, ignited into a white-hot wire, pulling taut between my ribs and his. It screamed proximity. It screamed mate. It screamed danger.

“Get out,” I said.

“Or what?” He pushed off the doorframe and took a single step into the light. “You’ll make me? You had your chance to do that, on a terrace, three years ago. You ran instead.”

Every muscle in my body locked. Shame, hot and immediate, burned through me. He was right. I had run. From him. From this. “My father—”

“Your father invited me.” Soren cut me off, his tone conversational, as if discussing the weather. “A gesture of inter-pack goodwill. After your... extended absence, he’s keen to solidify alliances. I’ve been here a month, Viktor. Getting to know the place. The people.”

The meaning was clear. He’d been here, in my space, while I was gone. Digging in. My father had brought him here. A month. The betrayal was so profound it felt like a physical disorientation. My own father had invited the one person who could unravel me completely into our den.

“Why?” The word was scraped raw from my throat.

Soren’s gaze traveled over me, from my worn boots to my tangled hair. A clinical, assessing look. “You know why. The bond doesn’t fade with distance. It festers. Our fathers are practical men. They’d rather have us at the same table, under watch, than tearing our respective packs apart trying to get to each other.” He took another step closer. The scent of him—no longer just frost and whiskey, but now with the underlying, permanent note of Ironwood pine—filled my head. “It’s a leash, Viktor. For both of us.”

I couldn’t breathe. The kitchen walls were closing in. This was worse than any punishment I could have imagined. He wasn’t a ghost from my past. He was a permanent fixture in my present. Sanctioned by my Alpha.

“I don’t want you here,” I lied. It was a weak, transparent thing.

He heard it. His smile widened, just a fraction. It held no warmth. “What you want stopped being relevant the second our hands touched. Now.” He nodded toward the interior of the house. “Your father is waiting. Don’t keep him. He’s less forgiving than I am.”

He moved to walk past me, toward the main hall. As he did, his shoulder brushed mine. The contact was a jolt of lightning. A static shock that burned straight to my core. I flinched violently away.

Soren paused, looking at the space between us, then back at my face. His expression was unreadable. “Still fighting it,” he murmured, almost to himself. “How exhausting.”

Then he was gone, leaving me alone in the kitchen with the smell of my childhood and the scent of my ruin clinging to the air.

Soren

A month in this stone tomb, and I still felt the cold in my bones.

Ironwood was exactly as advertised: severe, rigid, and brutally dull. The people moved like they were afraid to make a sound. They looked at me with a mixture of curiosity and deep suspicion. The Volkov viper in the Ironwood nest. I played my part. The polite, slightly aloof guest. The reasonable one. The one who hadn’t run.

I did it for my father’s favor. I did it to spite his. Mostly, I did it because the aching pull in my chest had become a constant, maddening hum the further Viktor stayed away. Being here, in his territory, in his bed—the one he’d never slept in, in the guest wing—made the hum quieter. It didn’t make it stop. It just changed its tune to one of anticipation.

I knew the moment he crossed the border. The bond, which had been a steady, nagging pressure, suddenly sharpened. It was like a hook behind my sternum, giving a single, firm tug. He’s here.

I left the tedious meeting with his father about grain storage and made my way to the kitchen. It was the least ceremonial entrance. Viktor would hate ceremony. He’d want to slink in. He always did prefer the shadows.

I saw him before he saw me. Standing in the middle of the kitchen like a lost, angry ghost. He was harder. The boyish sharpness had been planed away by time and bitterness, leaving something more formidable. He wore his exhaustion like a cloak. Good. Let him be tired. Let him be vulnerable.

When he turned, the shock on his face was a better welcome than any fanfare. I felt a savage little thrill. I had the upper hand. I was the settled one. The one who’d been welcomed.

I watched the news of my presence detonate behind his dark eyes. The confusion. The anger. The raw, wounded betrayal when I told him of his father’s invitation. That was the sweetest part. Viktor Ironwood, forever his father’s loyal soldier, cut down by the old man’s own pragmatic blade.

His command to leave was pathetic. I pushed. I always push. It’s the only way to see what something is made of.

His reaction when I brushed past him was... instructive. The violent recoil. The sheer, unvarnished revulsion mixed with a hunger so deep it terrified him. He was a war of one. And he was losing.

I left him there, shattered in the kitchen. The taste of the encounter was metallic on my tongue, like blood. It wasn’t satisfaction. It was something darker, more necessary. He was back. The game was no longer theoretical. It was alive, breathing the same air.

I found my way to the library, a cavernous room of dusty books and faded tapestries. I needed the quiet. I needed to think.

But quiet was a foreign concept now. The bond was awake, a live wire strung between the kitchen and wherever I stood. I could feel his turmoil. His shock was a sour echo in my own gut. His rage heated my blood. It was invasive. Intolerable.

And yet, a part of me, a part I despised, relaxed for the first time in a month. He was here. The phantom pain had a source now. The invisible tether had an anchor. I could fight a man. I couldn’t fight a ghost.

“He arrived, then.”

I didn’t turn. I knew the voice. Aleksandr Ironwood, Viktor’s father. An Alpha whose presence filled a room like a coming storm.

“He’s in the kitchen,” I said, tracing the spine of a book with my finger. “Disoriented. Angry.”

“Good,” Aleksandr said, moving to stand by the cold fireplace. He was a broad, imposing man, with Viktor’s same dark hair, now shot through with silver. “Anger is cleaner than grief. Easier to direct.”

“You directed me here,” I said, finally looking at him. “As a weapon against your own son.”

“I directed you here as a solution to a problem,” he corrected, his voice granite. “The bond between you is a weakness. For him, for you, for both our packs. Weakness left unmanaged becomes a crack. Cracks bring down walls. Here, I can manage it. I can turn a weakness into a... strategic alliance.”

“You think he’ll ever see it that way?”

Aleksandr’s eyes, so like Viktor’s but without the fire, met mine. “What he sees is no longer the priority. What he does is. He will learn his duty. As you will learn yours. Your presence is that lesson. Every day you are here is a reminder that he cannot escape this. That he is not in control.”

The man was colder than I was. I felt a flicker of something almost like pity for Viktor. Almost.

“And what is my duty?” I asked, though I knew the answer.

“To stay. To be seen. To be the chain that keeps him from bolting again. In time, perhaps, to be the partner that strengthens his rule. Volkov cunning to temper Ironwood brute force. A compelling combination.”

He made it sound so clinical. An breeding program for Alphas. “And if we tear each other apart first?”

A slow, mirthless smile spread across Aleksandr’s face. “Then the bond breaks, the problem is solved, and I have a martyred son and a justifiable grievance against Volkov. Either way, Ironwood stands.”

The frankness was chilling. I had known I was a pawn. I hadn’t realized the game was so brutally simple, or that the board was so willing to sacrifice its own pieces.

He left me then, with the dust and the silence and the cold, churning understanding in my gut. I was a tool. Viktor was a pawn. Our fathers were the players. And our bond, this terrible, beautiful, aching thing, was just a flaw in the material to be hammered out or exploited.

I looked out the leaded glass window into the darkening Ironwood forest. Somewhere out there, Viktor was probably doing what he did best: internalizing his fury, letting it harden into a new layer of stone around his heart.

He thought I was his enemy. He had no idea. The real enemy had just welcomed him home with a smile and a calculated betrayal.

The hook in my chest gave another tug, sharper this time. He was moving. Coming this way.

I straightened my shirt. I fixed my face into its usual mask of detached calm. The chain had two ends. He might feel leashed, but so did I. The only difference was, I’d stopped pulling against it. Now, I was looking for a way to turn the leash into a weapon for my own hands.

The library door opened. He stood there, filling the doorway, his duffel bag still in his hand. He’d washed his face. He looked more composed, but his eyes were a storm.

“My father,” Viktor said, his voice stripped of all emotion. “He wants us both. For dinner.”

I nodded. “Of course he does.” I walked toward him, stopping when we were a foot apart. The air crackled. “Shall we go and play our parts, Heir Ironwood? The prodigal son and his... intended.”

His jaw tightened. A muscle flickered in his cheek. For a second, I thought he might swing at me. I hoped he would. I wanted the violence. It was honest.

He didn’t. He just turned and walked away, expecting me to follow.

I did. Because the game was on. And because, despite the chill of Aleksandr’s words, despite the hopelessness of our situation, the only place in the world I wanted to be was walking behind Viktor Ironwood, watching the tension in his shoulders, feeling the heat of his hatred across the space between us.

It was the closest thing to warmth this frozen house had to offer.
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Chapter 2: Scent of the Enemy


[image: ]


Viktor

Three months. The memory of him was a stain I couldn’t scrub clean.

I threw myself into being the heir my father needed. I reviewed border patrol logs until my eyes blurred. I settled petty disputes between pack members with a cold efficiency that left no room for argument. I ran the forest trails every dawn until my muscles burned and my lungs screamed, pushing my body to its absolute limit. Exhaustion was the only thing that kept the thoughts at bay. Mostly.

My father watched me from his study, a silent, concerned shadow. He never mentioned the Gathering. He never asked about the Volkov heir. The unspoken question hung between us, heavy as a stone.

“You’re working too hard, Viktor,” he said one evening, his voice cutting through the silence of his book-lined room. A fire crackled in the hearth, casting dancing shadows.

“The pack requires diligence,” I replied, not looking up from a map of the northern timber lines.

“The pack requires an Alpha who isn’t trying to outrun his own shadow. What happened at the Gathering?”

My hand stilled. I kept my eyes on the map, on the lines marking our territory. Our safe, contained, controlled territory. “Nothing of consequence.”

“Your scent says otherwise. It’s been... agitated. Since you returned.”

I finally met his gaze. His eyes, the same dark brown as mine, held no judgment, only a deep, weary knowledge. He knew about mates. He’d found my mother, and it had been a quiet, steady thing. A gentle merging. Not a collision.

“It’s handled,” I lied, the words ash in my mouth.

He sighed, a long, slow release of breath. “Some things can’t be handled, son. They can only be endured. Or accepted.”

I left the study, his words echoing in the hollow space behind my ribs. Endurance I understood. Acceptance was a surrender I couldn’t afford.

That night, the dream came again.

Not the kiss. That was too straightforward, too clean. This was worse. It was the scent. In the dream, I was back on the terrace, but he wasn’t there. Only his smell remained—frost, whiskey, and that clean, wild wolf—twisting around me, seeping into my skin. It was a scent that promised chaos. It filled my lungs until I couldn’t breathe anything else. I woke with a jolt, sitting straight up in the dark, my own room feeling foreign. The sheets were tangled around my legs. My heart hammered against my sternum.

I got up, splashed icy water on my face. My reflection in the black window glass was a ghost. Haunted. I dressed in the dark, pulled on boots, and slipped from the house.

The forest at night was mine. The cold air was a slap, clearing the last remnants of the dream from my head. I shifted as I ran, my wolf form a welcome relief. Here, I was pure instinct, pure motion. Four paws on hard earth, the rhythm of the hunt. I ran toward the eastern ridge, the highest point in our territory, needing to see the lines of my domain, to confirm they still held.

The wind shifted as I reached the summit.

It carried a new thread, faint but unmistakable, cutting through the familiar smells of pine, damp earth, and my own pack’s markers.

Frost. Whiskey. Wildness.

My entire body locked. A low growl tore from my throat without my permission. It was him. His scent. But not a memory. This was fresh. Carried on the wind from beyond our borders, but closer than it should be. Far, far too close.

He was here. Or near here. In the dead of night, on the edge of my land.

Was it a provocation? A coincidence? It didn’t matter. The bond, that wretched, silent cord between us, pulled taut. It was a physical ache, a hook behind my navel yanking me toward the east. Toward him.

My wolf surged forward, a silent snarl in my mind. Mine. Enemy. Find.

I fought it. I planted my paws, claws digging into the rocky soil. I would not be led by this. I would not go to him like a dog to a whistle.

But the scent coiled around me, insistent, mocking. It was in my fur, in my mouth. I couldn’t escape it here any more than I could in my dreams.

I turned and ran back toward the house, away from the ridge, away from the scent. It was a retreat. It tasted like cowardice. My wolf whined in protest, a sound of pure confusion. I silenced it.

I would not play his game. I would fortify my walls. I would be stone.

The scent followed me all the way home.

Soren

Patience is a knife. You have to let it sit, let the target forget its sharpness, before you twist it.

Three months of silence. Three months of letting the great Viktor Ironwood think he’d buried our little secret. I kept busy. I let my father send me on pointless errands to allied packs. I smiled. I charmed. I let a beta from the Cedarfall pack take me to his bed, a nice boy with gentle hands who smelled of hay and soap. It was fine. It was nothing. When he touched me, I closed my eyes and saw midnight forests and a jaw set in a hard line. I tasted blood on my lip that wasn’t there.

It was infuriating.

The pull was a constant, low-grade fever. An itch under my skin I couldn’t scratch. It wasn’t longing. It was aggravation. Like hearing your name called from another room, over and over, and never finding the source. He was a splinter in my soul.

My father noticed my distraction. “The Ironwood matter is settled?” he asked over dinner, his voice casual. He was cutting into a rare steak, the red juice pooling on the white plate.

“There is no Ironwood matter,” I said, swirling the wine in my glass.

“Good. Alliances are delicate. His father is a traditionalist. Strong. A good pack to have as a friend.” He looked at me, his grey eyes, mirrors of my own, sharp. “Or a terrible one to have as an enemy.”

“I’m aware.”

“Are you?” He set his knife down. “You have a scent about you, Soren. Restless. It puts the elders on edge. You need to find an anchor. A mate from a strong line. The Petrov girl...”

“I’m not a stud horse to be bred,” I said, my voice flat. “My anchor is my own concern.”

He didn’t press. He just went back to his meal, the dismissal clear. I was a tool to him. A valuable one, to be positioned correctly. The idea of being leashed to some simpering pack daughter, of building a life on polite lies and political gain, made my stomach turn. It was the future I’d always seen for myself. Now, it felt like a prison sentence.

The restlessness became a physical need. I needed to move. I needed to see.

I told my father I was scouting the eastern fringe, checking for rogue activity. It wasn’t entirely a lie. I took my bike, the cold night air whipping past me, a brutal clarity. I parked miles from the Ironwood border, deep in the neutral forestland between our territories. I shifted and ran.

I didn’t cross the line. I wasn’t that stupid. But I went right up to it. I stood in my wolf form, a grey shadow in the moonlight, and looked into his land. The trees were the same. The air was the same. But it felt different. It felt like him. Ordered. Severe. Quiet.

I caught his scent then. Not the faded echo of the bond, but the fresh, living scent of his land. Pine and cold stone and something darkly green. It hit me like a punch. My legs trembled. I took a step forward, my front paw hovering over the invisible line.

This was madness. This was weakness.

I lifted my head and howled.

It wasn’t a pack call. It wasn’t a challenge. It was a raw, stripped sound. A release of all the coiled tension, the anger, the stupid, unwelcome pull. It echoed through the silent trees, a solitary note of perfect loneliness.

The moment the sound faded, regret, cold and slick, poured in. What was I doing? Begging? Announcing my presence like a pathetic ghost?

I turned to run, to leave this lapse in judgment behind me.

That’s when the new scent reached me. Carried on the wind from the direction of the Ironwood stronghold. It was his scent, yes, but charged, agitated. He was moving. He’d heard. He’d felt it.

And he was coming.

A bolt of pure, undiluted panic shot through me. Followed immediately by a fierce, blinding triumph. I had pulled him from his fortress. I had made the stone move.

I didn’t wait. I fled. Not in fear, but to prolong the game. Let him find the place where I stood and smell my defiance. Let him wonder. Let the hook set deeper.

I ran back to my bike, my heart slamming against my ribs. As I pulled on my clothes, my hands were unsteady. The cool leather of my jacket smelled like the night, like freedom, and underneath it all, like the faint, lingering trace of pine and stone.

I kicked the engine to life, the roar shattering the forest’s quiet. I looked back once, toward the invisible line I hadn’t crossed.

He was out there. He was awake. He was thinking of me.

A slow smile spread across my face. It didn’t feel charming. It felt feral.

Good.

Viktor

I stood at the border where my scouts had found the traces. The faint, lingering imprint of a grey wolf’s paws in the soft dirt. Just on the other side of the marker stone. He hadn’t crossed.

But he’d howled. My patrols had heard it. A solitary, aching sound that had raised the hackles on every wolf in the sector.

Now, the air was empty. Just the normal scents of the forest. But the echo of his presence was everywhere. It was in the disturbed earth, in the quiet of the animals who had fled the strange wolf’s cry. It was in me.

Lucian, my head of security, stood beside me, a solid, quiet presence. “Volkov,” he stated, his voice gravelly. “Testing boundaries?”

“No,” I said, my own voice tight. “It wasn’t a test.”

It was a message. A receipt for the kiss I’d tried to bury. I’m still here. You can’t silence this.

The pull in my chest was a live wire, sparking and furious. It pointed straight back the way I’d come, toward my own house, my own life, which now felt infiltrated.

“Double the patrols here,” I told Lucian, turning my back on the line. “Report any scent, any sound. Immediately.”

“You expect him back?”

I didn’t know what I expected. That was the problem. He was chaos. He didn’t follow rules. “Just do it.”

I walked away, his scent finally fading with each step I took toward home. But the feeling didn’t fade. The hook was set. The stone had been cracked, not by force, but by a single, relentless sound in the night.

He was no longer a memory. He was a phantom at my border. And a phantom was much, much harder to ignore.

Soren

Back in my rooms, the high walls of the Volkov estate felt less like a sanctuary and more like a cage. The adrenaline was gone, leaving a shaky, hollow feeling behind. I poured a drink, downed it, poured another.

I’d done it. I’d poked the beast. The thrill was still there, a bright, sharp shiver under my skin. But underneath it, something else stirred. Something I didn’t want to name.

When I’d howled, it wasn’t just to provoke him. It was because, for a second, the silence of that border, the weight of his territory pressing against me, had been unbearable. The bond had been a physical pain, a vacuum demanding to be filled. The sound had just... ripped out of me.

That was the dangerous part. The lack of control.

I set the glass down too hard. The crystal cracked, a fine line splintering through the base. I stared at it. A flaw. Visible. Weak.

This couldn’t be about need. It had to be about power. He had it. The stability, the legacy, the unshakable control. I wanted to see it fracture. I wanted to be the reason it fractured. That was a motive I understood. A game I could win.

Love was a fairy tale for weaker creatures. This was hatred. This was war.

But as I lay in the dark later, the echo of my own howl seemed to mix with the imagined sound of his growl. The scent of pine and stone was a ghost in my room. I closed my fist around the edge of the sheet, tight enough to strain the fabric.

It was war, yes.

But the battlefield was my own soul, and I was already losing ground.
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Chapter 3: The Goddess’s Cruelty
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Viktor

The hangover wasn’t from the wine.

It was from him. From the memory of his mouth, the heat of his skin under my hands, the animal sound he’d made when I’d kissed him. It clung to me like a sickness, a fever dream I couldn’t sweat out. Three days. Three days since the Gathering, and the echo of that night was a constant, unwelcome pulse in my blood.

I stood in my father’s study, the morning light harsh through the leaded glass windows. The room smelled of old leather and my father’s fading strength. He was dying. Not quickly, but inevitably. Every pack Alpha in the territory knew it. The Gathering had been his last public performance, a final show of strength before the real fight began.

“You’re quiet,” he said, not looking up from the maps on his desk. Border reports.

“I’m tired.”

“You’re thinking about the Volkov boy.”

My spine stiffened. I hadn’t spoken a word. “What about him?”

My father finally lifted his head. His eyes, the same dark green as mine, were clouded with pain but sharp with perception. “I felt the shift in the air between you. So did every wolf with half a sense. It was like watching two storms collide and decide to orbit each other.”

“It was nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me, Viktor.” He pushed back from the desk with a wince. “I’m not dead yet. I know a mate-spark when I see one, even one that smells like gunpowder.”

The word, spoken aloud in this quiet room, was a physical blow. Mate. It was supposed to be a blessing, a sacred gift from the Moon Goddess to strengthen a pack’s leadership. It wasn’t supposed to feel like a declaration of war.

“It’s a complication,” I said, my voice flat.

“It’s a catastrophe,” he corrected softly. “Soren Volkov is his father’s weapon. Polished, pretty, and designed to cut. Aligning with Volkov would be a political masterstroke. Trusting that boy would be suicide.”

“I don’t trust him.”

“But you want him.”

I didn’t deny it. I couldn’t. The want was a live wire in my gut, separate from the bond, uglier and more basic. It was the want to possess, to dominate, to reduce that smirking confidence to shattered gasps. It had nothing to do with love and everything to do with the dark, hungry thing that lived inside my ribs.

“This changes the succession,” my father said. “The council will use it against you. They’ll say you’re compromised. That your loyalties will be split. That Volkov will puppet you from the next territory over.”

“I am not compromised.”

“Aren’t you?” He held my gaze. “If he walked through that door right now, what would you do? Would you think of the pack first? Or would you think of his hands on you?”

Shame, hot and acidic, burned my
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