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The first time I ran from a wolf, I did not know I was one.

I was barefoot on cold dirt, my dress shredded at the hem, and the night was louder than any Friday game. Trees snapped in the wind like somebody cracking knuckles right behind my ear. My lungs burned. My throat tasted like metal. I kept moving because stopping felt like dying.

A howl rolled over the ridge.

Not the movie kind. Not cute. Not distant.

This one was close enough to rattle my ribs.

I tried to look back. My body refused. My legs just kept throwing me forward like they had their own brain. Branches slapped my arms. Thorns bit my skin. I felt warm lines of blood running down my forearms, but I did not slow down. You do not slow down when you know someone wants you on the ground.

I heard footsteps. Heavy. Fast. Too fast for a person.

“Stop!” a voice shouted.

I knew that voice.

It made my stomach flip hard, like I had missed a step on stairs.

My heart did not do that because I was scared. It did that because of him.

I hated that part. I hated it like a rash you cannot stop scratching.

I pushed harder, stumbling down a slope into a shallow creek. Water splashed up my calves, icy and sharp. Rocks slid under my feet. I caught myself on a tree trunk and kept going.

Behind me, the forest went silent.

That was the worst part.

Wolves do not go quiet because they are tired. They go quiet because they are close enough to grab.

A twig cracked to my left.

I spun, hands up, like that would matter.

A shape moved between trunks. Big. Broad shoulders. Eyes catching moonlight like streetlights on wet pavement.

I backed up, breathing hard.

“Layla.” His voice was low now. Controlled. That same calm voice he used at school when teachers tried to get tough.

My name in his mouth felt like a bruise being pressed.

“You need to stop.” He took one step out. “You are bleeding.”

I laughed once, short and ugly. “Aw. Now you care.”

His jaw flexed. His eyes flicked over me, quick like he was counting injuries. He looked pissed, but he looked scared too. He tried to hide it. He always tried.

“You do not know what you are doing,” he said.

“I know exactly what I am doing.” My voice shook. I hated that too. “I am leaving.”

“You cannot leave the territory.”

I pointed at the dark around us. “Looks like I already did.”

He moved again, faster. I jumped back, my heel slipping on wet rock. My arms pinwheeled. I caught myself, barely.

He stopped. Like he was scared he would spook me. Like I was some wild animal.

The irony almost made me choke.

His gaze dropped to my collarbone.

Right where the skin was warm.

Right where that mark should have been.

My stomach turned. I clutched my dress higher like that would hide the truth.

He knew.

He had known.

He had known before I did.

“You should not be out here alone,” he said.

“And you should not have done what you did.” My voice got louder. Not because I wanted it to. Because the pain had been sitting in my chest for weeks, heavy and rotten, and it needed air. “You should not have rejected me in front of everybody.”

A muscle jumped in his cheek. His hands curled at his sides.

“Layla,” he said again, like my name could fix what he broke.

It could not.

I felt the heat under my skin. Not fever. Not blush. Something deeper. Something angry. Something waking up.

The trees behind him shivered like something moved through them.

He smelled it too. I saw it in the way his nostrils flared, the way his shoulders went tight, the way his eyes went darker.

“You are shifting,” he said, like it was my fault.

I swallowed. “I do not even know how.”

“Then you need me.”

I shook my head. Hard. “I needed you when you stood in that hallway and looked at me like I was trash.”

He took a step closer. “I did not want to.”

“That is not what you said.” My voice came out raw. “You said no. You said it like you meant it.”

His eyes dropped to the ground for half a second. That was all I got. That was his apology. Half a second of shame.

Then he looked up again and the Alpha’s son was back in his face.

“You do not get it,” he said.

I barked out another laugh. “No, you do not get it. You broke me. Then you want to act like you are the only one who can put me back together.”

Something growled.

It was not him.

It was close.

His head snapped toward the sound. My whole body went cold.

He lifted a hand slowly, palm out to me, like I was a stray dog he did not want to scare. “Do not move.”

I tried to see into the trees. The darkness felt thick, like it had weight.

Another growl answered from the right.

Then another from behind.

The forest was not empty.

We were surrounded.

My mouth went dry. “That is your pack.”

His eyes stayed on the shadows. “Not mine.”

I froze. “What do you mean not yours?”

He did not look at me. His voice dropped. “Rogues.”

The word hit me like a punch.

I had heard the stories. Everybody did. The ones that did not follow rules. The ones that did not respect borders. The ones who did not care if you were a kid with a backpack and a part-time job.

Rogues did not do warnings.

They did not do mercy.

I backed up, water splashing. “I am not running into the middle of that.”

“You are already in the middle.” His voice sharpened. “Get behind me.”

I stared at him.

It was crazy how my body wanted to listen. Crazy how my heart still leaned toward him like it was trained.

I took one step back.

Not behind him. Just away.

His eyes cut to me. “Layla. Do not be stubborn right now.”

“You do not get to tell me what to do.” I felt heat in my chest again. “Not anymore.”

A shape lunged from the left.

He moved before I could blink.

One second he was human.

The next second bones cracked and his shirt ripped and fur swallowed him whole.

A massive black wolf hit the ground, low and ready, teeth bared.

My scream got stuck in my throat.

I knew wolves existed. I knew packs ran this town like a quiet gang that did not need to flash guns to make people obey. I knew the old rules. Do not talk. Do not point. Do not ask.

But knowing in your head is nothing like seeing it in front of you.

The rogue was bigger than any normal wolf, a dirty gray blur with scars across its muzzle. It snapped at him. He met it head-on. Bodies slammed together. Water exploded. Teeth flashed.

I stumbled back and hit a tree. My hands shook so bad I could not even grip the bark.

Another rogue came from the right.

Then another.

Three.

Four.

My vision tunneled. My ears rang. It felt like the forest was closing in, like the world had shrunk into nothing but teeth and growls and wet earth.

The black wolf fought like he had done it his whole life. Fast. Brutal. Clean.

One rogue yelped and rolled away.

Another went for his flank. He spun and bit down hard.

Blood sprayed.

I slapped a hand over my mouth.

No. No. No. This was not real.

A rogue broke off and turned toward me.

Its eyes locked on mine.

My stomach dropped straight to my feet.

I tried to run.

My legs would not go.

The rogue stalked closer, shoulders rolling, head low, teeth out. It was smiling. Wolves should not smile. This one did.

The black wolf snarled, but he was busy. He was outnumbered. He could not get to me in time.

I pressed my back into the tree, shaking. “Please,” I whispered, and I did not even know who I was begging.

The rogue lunged.

Instinct hit me like electricity.

Heat surged up my spine. My skin felt too tight. My bones felt like they wanted out. I screamed. Not from fear. From the pressure inside me.

The rogue froze for half a second, confused.

That half second saved me.

I shoved both hands out and something in me snapped open.

Not a power like the movies.

More like a door inside my chest that had been locked my whole life.

A sound ripped out of me. Not a scream. A growl.

The rogue skidded back like it hit a wall.

My eyes burned. My nails cut into my palms. My mouth filled with a metallic taste again.

I was shaking, but I was standing.

The rogue circled, slower now, wary.

Behind it, the black wolf glanced at me.

Those eyes.

I knew those eyes.

Even in a wolf’s face, I knew him.

He looked stunned. Like he had been waiting for this and still was not ready.

The rogue tried again.

I did not think. I moved.

My body slid sideways, fast, too fast, like I was not fully human anymore. I grabbed a rock from the creek bed and swung it hard.

The rock cracked into the rogue’s snout.

It yelped and stumbled.

I hit it again.

And again.

I was crying. I did not stop.

I did not even feel the rock tearing my fingers up.

All I could feel was that old pain. The one that started in the hallway. The one that started when he said no and everybody heard it. The one that turned me into a joke in a single breath.

That pain was fuel now.

The rogue backed up, whining, bleeding.

I lifted the rock again.

The black wolf slammed into the rogue’s side, knocking it away from me, ending it before I did something I could not take back.

He turned and stood between me and the trees, hackles raised, chest heaving.

Another howl echoed in the distance.

Not rogue.

Pack.

More voices joined it, spreading across the ridgeline like sirens.

Relief hit me so hard my knees almost gave out.

Then fear followed right behind it.

Pack howls did not always mean rescue.

Sometimes it meant judgment.

The black wolf shifted back, bones cracking again, fur shrinking, skin taking shape. He dropped to one knee in the creek, breathing hard, soaked and bleeding, eyes locked on me like I was the danger now.

I stared at him. My whole body trembled.

He stood slowly.

“You should not have been able to do that,” he said.

I laughed, but it sounded broken. “Yeah. Tell me more about what I should not be.”

He flinched.

I saw it.

A real reaction. Not the calm Alpha son mask.

“Layla,” he said, voice rough. “They are coming.”

“I do not care.” My voice was low. “Let them see me.”

His eyes widened. “No. You do not understand.”

“Oh, I understand plenty.” I wiped my face with the back of my hand, smearing blood and tears together. “In this town, everybody watches. Everybody talks. Everybody picks a side. You rejected me and they ate it up. Now they can watch this too.”

He took a step toward me. “If they see what you just did, they will label you.”

“Good.” My chest rose and fell hard. “Give me a name. Give me something. Because right now I am just the girl you embarrassed.”

His face tightened. “That is not what you are.”

“Then what am I?” I snapped.

He opened his mouth.

No words came out.

Silence can be louder than insults. Silence can say the truth without even trying.

I nodded slowly. “Exactly.”

More howls. Closer.

Lights flickered between trees. Flashlights. People moving fast.

Pack.

Adults.

Authority.

Rules.

My skin still buzzed with that heat. My hands shook. I stared at my fingers like they belonged to someone else.

He reached for my wrist.

I pulled back so fast he froze.

“Do not touch me,” I said.

His hand hovered, then dropped.

A voice called from the trees. “Kane!”

So that was it. Kane. The Alpha’s son. The boy every girl at Ridgeview High whispered about, the one teachers gave extra slack, the one who always looked like trouble and never got blamed for it.

He did not answer right away.

He was still looking at me.

His eyes were full of things he was not saying.

Regret.

Want.

Fear.

Something else.

He finally shouted back, “Over here!”

Footsteps crashed through brush.

I should have felt safe.

I did not.

Because I knew what came next.

Questions. Rules. Punishment. People deciding what I was worth.

I took a step back into the creek, water rising around my ankles.

Kane’s gaze snapped to my face. “Layla. Do not.”

I did not stop.

“Layla,” he said, voice breaking around the edges now. “Please.”

That word.

Please.

It almost made me laugh.

He did not say please when he had the whole hallway watching. He did not say please when he broke me with one sentence.

Now he was begging.

Now he was scared.

Now he wanted to fix it.

I lifted my chin and looked him dead in the eyes. “You do not get to beg me now.”

The first flashlight beam hit the creek.

The first face appeared between trees.

And I felt my wolf, the thing inside me, lift its head like it had been waiting all along.

I did not run this time.

I stood there.

Let them see what they made.

Let them see what rejection can wake up.

Because something in me had changed, and I knew it the way you know a door just slammed behind you.

There was no going back to the girl I was before Kane said no.

No matter what he tried to do next.

No matter who came out of those trees.

No matter what the pack decided.

I was done being small.

And that was going to cost everybody.
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The flashlight hit my face like a spotlight, and I didn’t blink.

Somebody shouted my name, but it didn’t sound like care. It sounded like control. Like I was property that wandered off.

“Layla!” A woman’s voice. Sharp. Familiar.

Two men pushed through the trees with lights in their hands. They wore dark coats, boots, and the kind of expression that said I was already in trouble. Behind them, more footsteps. More beams cutting through the creek mist.

Kane stood in the water a few feet in front of me, soaked up to his knees, blood on his knuckles, his shirt half ripped. He looked ready to fight the whole forest by himself, but his eyes kept darting to me like that was the real problem.

I stayed where I was. Water at my ankles. Dress ruined. Hands scraped up from the rock. My skin still felt wrong, like something under it was awake and irritated.

The woman stepped into the creek like she owned it.

I knew her. Everyone did.

Council. Enforcer. The kind of pack adult that could smile at a school fundraiser and then ruin your life after dark. Her hair was pulled back tight, and she held her flashlight like a weapon.

“Layla Monroe,” she said. “What are you doing out here?”

Monroe. My last name sounded small in her mouth.

I lifted my chin. “Not dying. That’s what.”

One of the men behind her cursed under his breath when he saw the blood on the ground. He swung his light toward the tree line, checking for movement.

The woman’s gaze snapped from me to Kane. “Kane. Report.”

His jaw tightened. “Rogues. Four. One got away.”

“Any injuries?”

He didn’t answer right away. His eyes flicked over my arms. Over my hands. Over my collarbone like he could see through fabric.

I hated that.

“She’s hurt,” he said.

“I’m fine,” I cut in.

The woman ignored me like I was background noise. “Get her out of the water.”

“I said I’m fine.”

This time she did look at me. Fully. Cold. Like she was deciding what box to put me in.

“You are not fine,” she said. “You’re untrained. You’re in the territory line at night. There’s blood. Rogues. And you were with him.” Her eyes narrowed. “So no, Layla. You’re not fine.”

A man behind her moved closer, like he was about to grab my arm.

My body reacted before my brain did.

Heat flared under my skin, quick and nasty.

The man stopped. Just like that. Like something in me told him not to try.

Kane noticed. His shoulders lifted slightly, and his eyes turned hard.

“Don’t touch her,” he said.

The woman looked between us, and something in her expression shifted. Not surprise. More like confirmation.

“Interesting,” she murmured.

That word made my stomach twist.

Interesting was never good in this town.

She pointed her flashlight toward the trees. “Sweep the ridge. Make sure the straggler isn’t watching.”

The men split off. Boots splashed. Branches snapped. The creek sounded too loud, like it wanted attention.

The woman stepped closer to me. “You’re coming with us.”

“Where?” My voice came out steady, which surprised me.

“To the pack house.”

My laugh was short. “I don’t live there.”

“You do tonight.”

Kane started to speak. She lifted one finger at him without turning her head.

“Not a word,” she said. “You already did enough damage in public. You will not make this worse.”

His face went tight. He looked like he wanted to argue. He didn’t.

That was new. Kane never backed down. Not at school. Not at pack events. Not with anyone.

He backed down now.

So something bigger was happening.

The woman turned back to me. “Walk.”

I stepped out of the creek, water pouring off my legs. Cold air hit my skin and made my teeth chatter. My dress clung to me like it was trying to embarrass me one more time.

The woman tossed her coat at me.

I hesitated.

“Put it on,” she said. “Unless you want the others to see you like that.”

The others.

The pack.

I took the coat and slipped it on. It smelled like cedar and sharp herbs. Not comforting. Just clean and strict.

Kane moved to my side, close enough that I could feel his heat without touching him. He didn’t try to grab my hand. He didn’t try to pull me in. He just walked like he was guarding a line nobody else could cross.

We climbed the ridge in silence.

Flashlights bounced over tree trunks and slick leaves. The men kept scanning the dark. Every time a branch cracked, my muscles went tight again, ready for teeth that didn’t belong to the Ridgeview Pack.

When the pack house finally came into view, it looked the same as always from the outside. Big. Old. Tucked into the hill like it had been there before the town even had streets.

Warm lights glowed behind windows. You could almost pretend it was just a large family home.

Almost.

Inside, it was different. Always was.

Rules lived in those walls. Secrets too.

They brought me through the side entrance, not the front. Not a guest. Not family. Something else.

A younger woman met us in the hallway. She had kind eyes and a tight mouth like she was trying to stay calm.

Her gaze landed on my scraped hands. “Oh, honey…”

The enforcer’s eyes snapped. “Do not.”

The younger woman swallowed her words and nodded. “Right. Sorry.”

She wasn’t sorry to the enforcer. She was sorry to me.

That made me feel weird. Like I was a kid. Like I wasn’t almost grown.

My hair hung in damp curls around my face, and I pushed it back, annoyed. I hated how I probably looked right now. Messy. Weak. Like I needed saving.

The enforcer jerked her chin. “Medical room. Now.”

The younger woman led me down a hallway. Kane followed.

“You can’t come in,” the enforcer said to him.

He stopped. “I’m staying.”

“You’re not.”

Kane’s eyes flashed, and for a second I saw the wolf under him. The thing that wanted to fight.

The enforcer held his stare like she had been doing this longer than he had been alive. “Alpha’s orders.”

That stopped him.

Alpha.

Kane’s dad.

The real power.

Kane glanced at me like he wanted to say something. Anything. But his mouth stayed shut.

I didn’t help him. I didn’t give him a look. I didn’t soften. If he wanted to speak, he could speak.

He didn’t.

So I followed the younger woman into the medical room and shut the door behind me.

The room smelled like alcohol wipes and clean linen. A bed sat against the wall. Cabinets. A sink. Too bright, too sterile.

The younger woman washed her hands and grabbed supplies. “I’m Maris,” she said quietly. “You know that, though.”

I nodded. Everybody knew Maris. She was the Luna’s niece, the one who kept patching up bruised knuckles and “sports injuries” that weren’t sports.

Maris glanced at my face. “Are you dizzy?”

“No.”

“Any pain in your chest?”

I almost laughed again. Like that was the problem.

“No.”

She took my hands gently, turning them over. Her touch was careful, not afraid.

“Rogues did this?”

“Mostly thorns,” I said. “And a rock.”

Her eyes lifted. “A rock?”

I stared at the wall. “Yeah.”

Maris didn’t push. She cleaned my cuts, wrapped my fingers, then moved to my arms.

“You’re seventeen,” she said, like she was reminding herself.

“What does that mean?”

“It means this shouldn’t be happening like this.” Her voice got tighter. “Not with you.”

I looked at her now. “You keep talking like everybody knows something I don’t.”

Maris pressed gauze to a scrape. “I’m not supposed to say anything.”

“So don’t,” I said. “Just fix me and let me go.”

She gave me a look. Not pity. Something closer to frustration.

“This town pretends it’s normal,” she said softly. “Then it punishes you when you find out it’s not.”

That landed hard because it was true.

Maris finished wrapping my arm. “Your mom knows you’re here.”

That shocked me more than rogues. “You called her?”

“The Luna did,” Maris said. “She’s on her way.”

My throat tightened. Not from fear. From annoyance.

My mom worked nights. She didn’t have time for pack drama. She didn’t even like pack drama. She barely tolerated living in Ridgeview territory.

“She’s going to freak out,” I muttered.

Maris gave a small nod. “She always does.”

So my mom had been through this before. Maybe not rogues. Maybe not this exact mess. But enough to have a pattern.

That made my skin crawl.

A knock hit the door. Hard.

Maris straightened like she was bracing.

The enforcer stepped inside. “Alpha wants her. Now.”

Maris’s eyes widened. “She’s still bleeding.”

“She can bleed while walking,” the enforcer said.

Maris’s mouth pressed into a line, but she stepped aside.

I stood up. My legs felt solid again. That weird heat under my skin was quieter, like it was watching instead of fighting.

The enforcer led me down a different hallway, deeper into the house. The farther we went, the more the air felt heavy. Like the walls held old arguments.

We stopped outside a set of double doors.

The enforcer opened them and motioned me in.

A large office. Dark wood. Bookshelves. A massive desk. A fireplace that wasn’t lit. Two chairs in front of the desk, like a principal’s office but worse.

Behind the desk sat the Alpha.

I had seen him at pack events and school fundraisers. He always smiled like he was harmless. Like he was just some respected guy with a nice house and good manners.

Up close, that smile wasn’t here.

He looked tired. Angry. Focused.

His eyes slid over my bandaged hands, then up to my face.

“Layla Monroe,” he said. Calm voice. The kind that made you feel like he didn’t need to raise it. “Sit.”

I sat.

The enforcer stayed by the door like a guard.

Alpha Ridgeview leaned back slightly. “You were attacked by rogues on my land.”

I didn’t answer.

He studied me for a long beat. “Do you know why they were there?”

“No.”

“Do you know why you were there?”

That one hit different.

My mouth went dry, but I kept my face steady. “I wanted to leave.”

His gaze sharpened. “You can’t.”

I stared right back. “Watch me.”

The enforcer sucked in a breath like I had just spit on the floor.

The Alpha didn’t react. Not outwardly.

Instead, he said, “You had an incident.”

My stomach turned. “Call it what it is.”

He held my stare. “Fine. You had a shift response.”

The room went quiet.

So that was real. Not my imagination. Not adrenaline. Not some panic thing.

Shift response.

Wolf.

My fingers curled slightly, bandages creasing. “I didn’t ask for that.”

“No one does.” His voice stayed flat. “But it happens anyway.”

I swallowed. “Why now?”

He didn’t answer right away.

That pause told me everything. Not the details. The intention.

They were choosing what I was allowed to know.

The Alpha tapped one finger on the desk, slow. “You are not to speak about tonight. Not at school. Not at home. Not to your friends. Not online.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “That’s funny. Everybody already talks about me.”

His eyes narrowed. “This is not gossip. This is pack law.”

The word law made my shoulders tense.

Alpha Ridgeview leaned forward. “You will return to school after the break. You will act normal. You will keep your head down.”

I stared at him. “And if I don’t?”

His voice stayed calm, but the threat behind it was clear. “Then we stop asking.”

My pulse jumped, but I didn’t show it.

He studied me again, then said, “There’s one more thing.”

The enforcer shifted slightly, like she knew what was coming.

The Alpha’s gaze went to my collarbone, even though it was covered. Like he could see a truth under skin.

“Kane’s rejection,” he said, slow and careful, “does not erase what was decided before either of you were ready.”

My throat tightened. “I don’t care what was decided.”

“You will,” he replied. “Because you are tied to this pack now in a way you don’t fully understand.”

I leaned forward without thinking. “If you’re about to tell me I’m supposed to accept being humiliated, don’t.”

The Alpha’s eyes hardened. “I’m telling you this because rogues don’t attack randomly. They follow opportunities. Weak points. And tonight, you lit up like a signal.”

My stomach flipped.

Not the bond. Not some romantic thing.

A signal.

I sat back slowly, the weight of that sinking in.

He continued, “Starting tomorrow, you will be watched. Protected. Trained, if necessary.”

I stared at him. “I don’t want Kane anywhere near me.”

The Alpha’s mouth twitched. Not a smile. Something colder.

“That,” he said, “is not your choice alone.”

The words landed like a slap.

My hands curled again, and that heat under my skin stirred, annoyed.

I forced myself to breathe evenly. “So what, you’re going to drag me into pack business and pretend my life is yours now?”

The Alpha stood up.

Even without shouting, the room changed. The air felt heavier. Like my body recognized him as something it was supposed to obey.

“You live on my land,” he said. “You go to school under my territory. Your mother has been allowed to stay because she keeps her head down and respects the rules.”

Allowed.

That word made me see red.

“And you,” he added, “have just become a target.”

A knock sounded at the door.

The enforcer opened it, and Kane stepped inside.

His hair was damp now, like he’d washed blood off. His face was tight. Controlled. But his eyes went straight to me like he couldn’t help it.

The Alpha didn’t look at his son. He kept his gaze on me.

“New Year,” he said quietly, “same wolves.”

Kane flinched at that like it meant something personal.

Then the Alpha finally turned to him. “Tomorrow, you walk her into Ridgeview High.”

My stomach dropped.

I shot to my feet. “No.”

Kane’s jaw clenched.

The Alpha’s voice stayed calm. “Yes.”

I stared at Kane, waiting for him to argue. To refuse. To say he didn’t want me near him.

He didn’t.

He just looked at me like he was carrying something heavy he couldn’t set down.

And that scared me more than a direct insult.

Because it meant the next day at school wasn’t going to be simple.

It was going to be a show.

And I had no idea what they were planning to tell the pack when we walked through those doors.








  
  
  The Scent That Stopped Time

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




The flashlight hit my face like a slap, and the whole woods decided I was the problem.

“Layla?” a man’s voice called out, sharp like he already didn’t like me. “What the hell is she doing out here?”

More beams swung around. More bodies. Boots crunching leaves. Somebody’s radio hissed. Kane stood in the creek like a statue that could bleed, shoulders tense, shirt ripped, eyes locked on me like he was scared I’d bolt again.

Good. Let him be scared.

A woman pushed through the brush, tall and wide-shouldered, hair pulled back tight. She had that look adults get when they’re trying not to panic in front of kids. Her eyes went straight to the blood on my arms.

“Jesus,” she muttered. “Get her out of the water.”

Hands reached for me.

My back hit the tree again. “Don’t touch me.”

The woman paused, then lifted her palms. “Okay. Okay. No one’s grabbing you. I’m not here to fight you, sweetheart. I’m Nurse Sienna.”

Sweetheart. Like I was five. Like I didn’t just watch wolves try to tear each other apart.

She took a slow step closer. “Can you walk?”

My legs were still working, somehow. My head felt full of static, but my body was upright. That was new. I used to fold when things got too loud. Not tonight.

“I can walk,” I said.

The man with the sharp voice clicked his tongue. “She’s not supposed to be past the creek line.”

Kane snapped, “Shut up, Trent.”

Trent’s eyes cut to Kane like that was a risky move. “Watch your tone, Kane.”

So that was how it was. Even when he was bleeding, even when rogues were out here, everybody still remembered who Kane was.

Alpha’s son. Future boss. Golden boy with teeth.

Kane didn’t look at Trent again. He looked at me. “Just come with them. You’re not safe out here.”

I stared at him. “You didn’t care about safe when you embarrassed me.”

His face tightened like he swallowed glass. “Not here. Not now.”

Nurse Sienna tilted her head, catching the tension, then chose to ignore it like an adult who knows when something is about to blow up.

“Layla,” she said gently, “we need to check you. Those cuts can get infected. Also… you’re shaking.”

“I’m not shaking,” I lied, while my hands kept twitching like they wanted to fight the air.

A second woman appeared behind Sienna, younger, braided hair, eyes sharp. She looked at me like she was studying me.

“Is she…?” the braided woman started.

Sienna shot her a look. “Not in front of her.”

Not in front of me. Like I was not standing right there.

Heat crawled under my skin again, not the same wild surge from before, but a warning. My wolf wasn’t asleep. It was listening.

Trent stepped forward. “Alpha wants her at the house. Now.”

My stomach flipped. “The Alpha?”

Everybody acted like that name should make me fall in line.

Kane’s gaze dropped for a second, then came back up. “Just do what they say. Please.”

The word almost made me laugh. It almost made me say something mean. But the way his voice sounded, low and rough, stopped me. Not because I felt bad for him.

Because something in me noticed he was scared for real.

I took a breath and stepped out of the creek. Water poured off my dress. My feet hit mud and gravel. Nurse Sienna moved in beside me, not touching, just close enough that if I fell, she’d catch me.

Trent barked orders. Two guys fanned out into the trees. Others went to check the trail. Flashlights kept scanning like the dark might jump them.

Kane stayed two steps behind me.

That part made my shoulders lock up. I could feel him there. I could feel him like a shadow that knew my name.

We walked fast. No talking. Just boots and water and the distant sound of wolves calling back and forth like sirens in a language my bones understood.

A black SUV waited on the dirt road, engine running, headlights off. Another car behind it. No police. No ambulances.

Of course not. This town didn’t call cops for pack business.

Trent opened the back door. “Get in.”

Nurse Sienna slid in first. I followed, stiff and quiet. The seat smelled like leather and smoke and something else I couldn’t place.

Kane started to reach for the door.

Trent shoved it shut in his face. “You ride up front.”

Kane’s eyes flashed. He said nothing. He went around.

The SUV rolled out, tires whispering over gravel. Trees blurred by. My arms stung. My knees ached. My fingers were scraped raw. Still, my brain wouldn’t stop replaying one moment.

The rogue lunging at me.

The way I moved without thinking.

The sound I made that didn’t sound like me.

Nurse Sienna peeled my hands away from my lap carefully. “Let me see.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” Her voice wasn’t mean. Just sure. “You don’t have to play tough with me.”

She pulled a small kit from a bag and started cleaning my cuts with wipes that burned like fire.

I didn’t flinch. That felt important. Like my body was deciding pain was optional now.

Sienna’s eyes kept flicking to my neck and collarbone, like she expected to see something.

I followed her gaze. “What?”

She hesitated. “Nothing.”

The braided woman from the woods was in the passenger seat now, twisting around to look at me. “You got a name for her, or we just calling her ‘the problem’ all night?”

Sienna sighed. “Raina.”

Raina smiled without humor. “Cool. So, Layla, you gonna tell us why you were out there?”

I leaned my head back against the window. “I left.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is for me.”

Raina’s smile faded. “You crossed a boundary. That’s serious.”

“My life got serious first.”

Nobody spoke for a second.

The SUV turned onto a private road, trees tighter, fences appearing. Not chain-link. Real fencing, old and tall, wrapped around acres of land like the pack owned the woods itself.

We passed a gate. A guard nodded us through.

The Ridgeview Pack house wasn’t a cute cabin. It was a massive place set back from the road, stone and dark wood, lights glowing in the windows. It looked like money and control.

My throat went dry.

Trent got out first. Kane followed, moving like his body hurt but he refused to show it. He opened my door before anyone else could.

I stepped out and almost stumbled.

Kane’s hand shot toward my elbow, then stopped in midair like he remembered I told him not to touch me. He dropped his hand and backed off, jaw tight.

“Inside,” Trent said.

The front door opened before we reached it.

A man stood there. Mid-forties, broad chest, silver at his temples, eyes like he’d already decided what you were worth. He wore a plain black shirt and jeans like he didn’t need to prove anything.

Alpha.

I knew without being told.

He looked at Kane first, quick, checking injuries. Then his gaze cut to me. It didn’t feel like a look. It felt like a weight.

“Layla Rivers,” he said.

My chest tightened. “How do you know my last name?”

“I know every name in my territory.” He said it calm, like that wasn’t creepy. Like it was normal. “You’re bleeding on my property.”

“I wasn’t trying to end up here.”

“No,” he agreed, voice flat. “You were trying to leave.”

The way he said it made the air go colder.

Kane’s voice came out low. “Dad—”

The Alpha lifted one finger. Kane shut up immediately.

That told me everything.

The Alpha looked back at me. “You’re seventeen.”

I didn’t answer.

He continued like my silence was permission. “Your mother is Tanya Rivers. She works days at the diner and nights at Saint Mercy. Your father—”

“Don’t talk about my father,” I snapped, and the words came out before I could stop them.

A few heads turned. Trent looked like he wanted to drag me by my hair. Raina’s eyes widened a little.

Nurse Sienna stepped between me and the Alpha, just barely. “Marcus, she’s in shock. Give me ten minutes to patch her up.”

So his name was Marcus.

Marcus stared at Sienna for a long beat, then nodded once. “Ten.”

He looked at me again. “Then we talk.”

Kane shifted like he wanted to follow.

Marcus didn’t even look at him. “You stay out here.”

Kane’s face went tight. “I should be here.”

“You should have controlled your mess at school,” Marcus said, still not raising his voice.

My stomach dipped. So he knew about that too. Of course he did.

Kane’s eyes snapped to me, guilt and anger mixing in his face. I looked away first.

Sienna guided me down a hallway that smelled like wood polish and something warm, like cinnamon and clean laundry. Not home. Nothing like home.

She led me into a bright room that looked like a private clinic. Exam table. Cabinets. Medical supplies. A place built for patching up bodies without asking questions.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat.

Raina leaned in the doorway, arms crossed, watching like I was a new threat she couldn’t label yet.

Sienna started cleaning my arms again, then checked my neck, my collarbone, my wrists. Her fingers hovered like she was searching for proof.

“Why do you keep looking at my skin?” I asked.

Sienna’s lips pressed together. “Because something happened out there.”

“Yeah. Rogues.”

“That, too.” She swallowed. “Layla, did you feel anything? Before you swung that rock?”

My eyes narrowed. “How do you know about the rock?”

Raina answered, “We saw the end.”

I looked at her. “Then you saw I handled it.”

Raina snorted. “You’re real bold for a girl who didn’t even know what she was.”

“What I am?” My voice lifted. “Say it. Since everybody loves talking like I’m not here.”

Sienna set down the wipe. “You’re a wolf,” she said softly. “Or you’re becoming one.”

The room tilted just a little.

Part of me wanted to laugh. Part of me wanted to throw up.

Raina added, “And you did something that shouldn’t come easy for a first timer.”

I stared at my hands. They looked normal. Just scraped and dirty. No claws. No fur. Nothing that explained how I moved that fast.

“You sure it was me?” I asked, and my voice came out smaller than I wanted.

Sienna nodded. “I’m sure.”

Silence sat on my tongue.

Raina pushed off the doorframe. “So whose kid are you really?”

My head snapped up. “Excuse me?”

She held up both hands like she wasn’t trying to start a fight, but her eyes were sharp. “I’m not playing. Wolves don’t just pop up. Blood matters.”

“My mom is my mom,” I said. “That’s it.”

Raina looked like she didn’t believe me for a second.

Sienna’s voice got firmer. “Raina, back off.”

Raina shrugged. “Whatever. Marcus is gonna dig it up anyway.”

Sienna finished wrapping my arms, then checked my pulse. Her hands were steady. Her face wasn’t.

“Listen,” she said, lowering her voice. “When you go out there, Marcus is going to ask questions. Pack questions. Rule questions. It can get ugly if you mouth off.”

I held her gaze. “I’m not scared of him.”

Sienna’s expression softened. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”

Footsteps sounded outside the door.

A familiar scent hit the air before I saw him.

Not cologne. Not soap.

Something natural. Dark. Sharp. Like smoke after fireworks mixed with cold air. It slid into my head and everything stopped for half a second.

My thoughts went quiet.

My skin went hot.

Not in a cute way. In a way that made me feel exposed, like my body recognized him even while my pride wanted to swing on him.

Kane stepped into the room.

He froze the moment he saw me, like he wasn’t sure if he was allowed to breathe in here.

Raina rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”

Kane ignored her. His focus stayed on me. He took one step forward, then stopped.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I wanted to say no. I wanted to spit something cruel.

Instead, my mouth went dry again because the scent got stronger. It was in the air now, thick enough that it felt like it pushed on my chest.

I hated that my body reacted when my heart still felt bruised.

Sienna glanced between us, then muttered under her breath, “Oh, damn.”

Kane’s eyes flicked to Sienna. “What?”

Sienna didn’t answer him. She looked straight at me, like she just understood something she didn’t want to say out loud.

Raina’s face changed too. Her posture tightened, like she sensed it.

Kane took another slow step. “Layla, talk to me.”

My throat worked. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

He swallowed hard. “I needed to see you.”

“Why?” The question slipped out. “So you can reject me again, but in private









































