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  Chapter One – New Name, Same Fear

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




(Aria – First Person)




By the time the bus wheezed into Shadowmist Ridge, my spine felt like it had been welded into a crooked curve and my eyes were burning from pretending to sleep.




I didn’t sleep on public transport anymore.




Too many exits. Too many strangers. Too many chances for one particular stranger to be waiting when I woke up.




The driver shouted something about this being the “last stop,” and a handful of people shuffled past me, dragging luggage and stale coffee breath. I stayed seated until the aisle cleared, fingers hooked around the strap of my backpack like it was a life raft.




“End of the line, miss,” the driver said, leaning around the seat. His beard was more gray than brown, his voice kind. “You getting off here?”




I managed a smile. “Yeah. Sorry. Long ride.”




“No worries.” He thumbed toward the open doors. “Welcome to Shadowmist Ridge. Quiet place. You’ll like it.”




That was the point.




I slid my backpack on, stepped into the aisle, and made myself walk—not rush—down the steps. The cold mountain air hit me like a slap, sharp and pine-scented, chasing the recycled bus smell out of my lungs.




For a second, I just stood there on the cracked concrete of the tiny bus depot, letting my eyes sweep the scene automatically.




One gas station with old pumps. A mom-and-pop diner with neon letters missing the R in “BREAKFAST ALL DAY.” A two-story building with a faded sign that probably doubled as a hardware store, post office, and gossip hub. And beyond it all, the mountains rose in a dark wall, capped with white, like the town had tucked itself under their shadow to hide.




Not much to look at.




Perfect.




I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, scanning. Old habit. A silver pickup rolled past on the main road; a couple of teenagers leaned against its bed, laughing about something on a phone. Across the street, an elderly woman locked up a floral shop, her keys jangling. No cameras pointed at me. No black sedans. No one watching me too closely.




At least, not yet.




I exhaled, slow. One step down. A hundred more to go.




The burner phone in my pocket buzzed. My heart lurched before my brain caught up and reminded me that I had turned off all notifications except one—the rental agent.




I pulled it out, thumbed the cracked screen awake.




AGENT EMILY:

Hi “Anna”! Just left the key under the terracotta pot by the door like we discussed 😊 Cabin address is 42 Ridgeview Lane. Welcome to Shadowmist!




Anna. Right. That was me this week.




I typed back a quick reply: Got it. Thanks again for the short notice. Then I deleted the entire conversation. Habitual. Automatic. Pointless, maybe, but I needed the illusion of clean edges.




I hit the sidewalk, the wheels of my duffel bag rattling over uneven slabs as I headed down the main stretch. The sky was a flat, pale blue, the sun already slipping behind the peaks even though it wasn’t that late. Long shadows stretched across the road like dark fingers.




Ridgeview Lane, according to the map I’d memorized, was about a fifteen-minute walk up a gentle incline. I’d picked the cabin because it was on the edge of town, close enough to blend in, far enough to see anyone coming.




On the way, I passed the diner, its windows glowing warm amber against the cool air. The sign in the window advertised “HOMEMADE PIE – ASK ABOUT TODAY’S SPECIAL” in looping handwriting. My stomach grumbled loudly enough to make me flinch.




I’d been living on vending machine food and gas station sandwiches for the last thirty-six hours, nerves too raw to bother with anything more. The thought of sitting in a well-lit place with people and hot coffee was… dangerous. Soft. Indulgent.




My stomach growled again, winning the argument.




“Fine,” I muttered under my breath. “Food. Then paranoia.”




The bell above the door jingled when I stepped inside. Heat wrapped around me, thick with the smell of coffee, bacon, and syrup. For a moment, my shoulders sagged, the tension in my neck loosening under the weight of familiarity. Diners were the same everywhere. Vinyl booths. Laminated menus. Smudged sugar dispensers.




Safe was the wrong word. Nothing was safe. But there were some places that felt less sharp.




A blonde woman behind the counter looked up, her ponytail swishing. “Hey there, stranger,” she said in that effortless small-town sing-song. “Sit anywhere you like.”




“Thanks.”




I chose a booth with my back to the wall and a clear view of the door, the windows, and the bathroom entrance. I slid my duffel under the table, kept my backpack strap looped around my ankle.




The waitress wandered over with a pad and a pen. Her name tag read TESS in glittery letters.




“Passing through or sticking around?” she asked, pouring coffee into the chipped mug in front of me without waiting for me to ask.




I wrapped my hands around it, grateful for the warmth. “Sticking around,” I said, keeping my voice casual. “Just moved in. Sort of.”




Her eyes brightened. “No kidding? We don’t get many new faces up here. Well, welcome to Shadowmist Ridge. I’m Tess. What can I get you?”




“Whatever’s fastest,” I said. “And comes with carbs.”




She laughed. “You sound like my kind of girl. We’ve got a house special—ridge scramble with toast and hash browns. That work?”




“Perfect.”




She scribbled and walked off. I let myself fade into the background hum of clinking cutlery, low conversations, and a country song playing softly from speakers overhead. This was the closest thing to normal I got anymore, and I wanted to soak in every second.




The bell above the door jingled again.




I glanced up automatically, breath hitching a fraction.




Three men walked in.




Two of them I barely clocked—big, broad, dressed in jeans and flannel, the kind of rugged faces you’d expect in a mountain town. But the third…




The third might as well have dragged all the oxygen out of the room with him.




He was tall enough that he had to duck slightly under the doorway. Black hair, cropped short on the sides, just long enough on top to look like fingers had been threaded through it and then given up trying to tame it. His jaw was sharp, dusted with dark stubble, and his eyes—




His eyes swept the diner in one slow, predatory pass. Not in a creepy way, more like… assessing. Measuring. Claiming.




They landed on me for a heartbeat that stretched way too long.




Everything inside me went weirdly quiet.




My brain, usually a frantic static of worst-case scenarios, just… shut up. For one long, suspended second, there was only the heavy drum of my heartbeat and the sense that something had shifted in the air, like a pressure change before a storm.




Then he blinked. The connection snapped. He moved on, following the hostess to a table on the other side of the diner.




I exhaled, not realizing I’d been holding my breath until my lungs burned.




Get a grip, Aria.




I wrapped both hands around my coffee mug again, using the heat to anchor myself. Men like him were a problem. Men who made you feel anything at all were a liability. Men who could make a whole room feel smaller with just their presence? Those were the ones you ran from.




I sipped my coffee, forced my gaze down to the menu I wasn’t going to use, and pretended like I couldn’t still feel his stare brushing against the side of my face like static.




“Order up!” someone yelled from the kitchen. Plates clattered. Tess slid my food in front of me a moment later.




“Here you go, sugar,” she said. “Fuel for whatever you’re running from.”




My fork stalled halfway to my mouth. My eyes snapped up.




She winced. “Sorry. That sounded way creepier out loud. I just meant… you’ve got that look, you know? Like you’ve been through it.”




I let out a shaky laugh. “Is it that obvious?”




“A little.” She shrugged, leaning an elbow on the edge of the table. “But hey, if you’re gonna crash somewhere, this town’s as good a place as any. People look out for each other here.”




“I’m not really… a people person,” I said.




“Lucky for you, we’re stubborn as hell.” She winked. “You need anything, you come by. That’s not just waitress talk.”




Something thick lodged in my throat. Unexpected kindness always did that. I swallowed it down with a bite of eggs and nodded. “Thanks, Tess.”




“Anytime.” She straightened, then glanced over her shoulder. “And don’t mind the glower brigade over there. That’s Kael and his crew. They look like they eat nails for breakfast, but they’re decent. Mostly.”




My heart tripped over the name. “Kael?”




“Yeah. Runs the… family business,” she said, like there was more she wasn’t saying. “Keeps the peace up here.”




I risked another look.




Kael sat with his two companions in a corner booth, effortlessly commanding the space. He wasn’t doing anything special—just talking, one hand wrapped around a mug of coffee—but people unconsciously kept distance around him, like his presence carved a circle nobody wanted to step into without permission.




As I watched, one of his companions leaned in, frowning, and said something low. Kael’s jaw tightened. His gaze flicked toward the window, then toward me again, like some internal compass was stuck in my direction.




Our eyes met for the second time.




The same strange silence fell over my thoughts. The same little hitch in my chest. A warmth crawled up the back of my neck, betraying me.




I looked away first.




I focused on my food with surgical intensity after that, determined to ignore the way my skin buzzed. Determined not to imagine what his voice would sound like saying my name, or how those hands would feel against my skin—




Stop.




I stabbed a piece of toast too hard, crumbs exploding.




Hungry, not horny, I reminded myself. And definitely not interested in a stranger with a stare like a loaded weapon.




Fifteen minutes later, I’d inhaled the entire plate. I left cash and a generous tip on the table—small-town waitresses remembered good tippers, and being remembered was a double-edged sword. But I couldn’t help myself. Tess’s smile had felt like a thread back to a version of myself I barely recognized anymore.




As I slid out of the booth and grabbed my duffel, the bell over the door jingled again behind me. Someone had come in or gone out; either way, I didn’t look back. Eye contact was dangerous. Connections were worse.




Outside, the air bit into my cheeks, but my veins buzzed with caffeine and calories. The sky had darkened a shade, clouds gathering around the mountain peaks like a brewing storm.




Ridgeview Lane was a narrow road veering off the main street, lined with tall pines and a few scattered houses. The further I walked, the further apart the houses grew, until it was just me, the whisper of the wind through the trees, and my duffel wheels thumping over potholes.




The cabin appeared around a bend, small and simple, its wood stained dark, roof sloping down under a fringe of snow. A narrow porch hugged the front, with a single terracotta pot beside the door, exactly as the agent had said.




I glanced around, scanning the tree line, the road, the neighboring houses that weren’t close enough to matter. Nothing moved except a squirrel sprinting up a trunk and a bird taking off in a flutter of wings.




I crouched by the pot, found the key taped underneath, and unlocked the door.




The cabin smelled faintly of cedar and dust. A small living room opened into a kitchenette; a hallway led to what I hoped was a bedroom and a bathroom with hot water. The furniture was basic but functional—couch, coffee table, cheap TV, a little dining table with two mismatched chairs.




I set my bags down and checked every window, every closet, every drawer. I opened the bathroom cabinet, peeked behind the shower curtain, checked under the bed. I’d never actually found anyone hiding in any of those places, but my body wouldn’t let me rest until I tried.




Once the inspection was over, I stood in the middle of the living room, listening to the quiet.




No sirens. No traffic. No neighbors yelling through thin walls. Just the wind, the occasional creak of settling wood, and my own heartbeat.




Something inside my chest unclenched, just a fraction.




I toed off my shoes, sunk onto the couch, and pulled my phone out again. No new messages, no missed calls. The burner SIM had only two numbers: the rental agent and a woman named Mel who handled forwarding my freelance jobs. Everyone else from my old life had either cut contact or been cut out.




Safer that way. Cleaner.




I opened an email from Mel with a new assignment—digitizing and organizing a small-town library’s archives. It was the kind of work that let me disappear behind a screen, lose myself in the lives of people who’d been dead for decades.




“You made it,” I whispered to myself, staring at the email as if it could anchoring me. “New town. New job. New name.”




New chances to make mistakes.




The corner of my vision blurred, tears pressing hot against my eyes. I scrubbed them away angrily. Crying was a luxury for people who weren’t being hunted.




My thoughts tried to drift, unbidden, to a face I hadn’t seen in years. Pale eyes. A smile that never warmed. Fingers wrapped around my wrist too tight, nails digging into my skin.




You can’t hide from me, little dove.




I jerked like I’d been shocked, shaking my head to physically dislodge the memory.




No. Not today. Not when I had finally, finally put several hundred miles between myself and the last address he’d found. Not when I’d changed my hair, my clothes, my patterns, my entire existence to stay ahead of him.




I forced my breathing slow. Inhale for four. Hold for four. Exhale for six. Grounding, like the therapist had taught me before I’d had to abandon therapy, too.




“You’re safe for now,” I told myself quietly, even though I knew better than anyone that safety was a temporary illusion. “You just have to be careful. Just like before.”




Be careful. Be boring. Be nobody.




Definitely don’t notice men with eyes like winter storms and shoulders built for sin.




I snorted at my own thoughts and pushed off the couch, needing movement. I unpacked quickly, muscle memory guiding me. Two sets of clothes into the dresser. Laptop and external drives plugged in on the dining table. A small lockbox with my real identification tucked under the bed. The burner phone charger. A folding knife in the bedside drawer, grip worn smooth from use.




When I finished, the cabin looked lived-in but not personal. Like a hotel room I’d stayed in too long.




Darkness had crept up outside. The windows showed only my reflection and the suggestion of tree shapes beyond, black against black. I flicked on another lamp, unwilling to let the night press in too close.




My muscles buzzed with restless energy. The bus ride had left me cramped, and the coffee had lit me up like a cheap neon sign. Sitting still felt impossible.




I eyed the backpack by the door where my hiking boots were stuffed. The map I’d studied back in the city showed a trailhead about ten minutes from here, a loop that cut through the forest and circled back.




A normal person would stay inside their new cabin, maybe take a shower, watch something mindless on TV, and fall into bed.




But normal people didn’t move every few months. Normal people didn’t sleep with their shoes by the door and a bug-out bag under the bed.




And normal people didn’t feel like they were crawling out of their own skin if they didn’t get outside and move.




“I’ll just do the first section,” I told the empty room. “Quick loop. Back before it’s fully dark.”




The silence didn’t argue.




I pulled on my boots, tugged a beanie over my hair, and grabbed my flashlight and the knife from the drawer. The metal was cool against my palm as I slipped it into my jacket pocket, comforting in its own pathetic way.




Outside, the air had dropped a few more degrees. My breath puffed white as I locked the door and tested the knob twice.




The road was empty as I walked toward the treeline. The town lights faded behind me, replaced by the muted glow of a half-moon starting to rise. The forest loomed, dense and dark, but the well-worn path stood out in a pale ribbon of packed dirt and gravel.




I stepped onto it, the crunch under my boots loud in the quiet.




With each step, some of the buzzing tension bled away. The rhythm of walking had always been my favorite kind of meditation—forward motion, steady pace, heartbeat and breathing aligning into something that almost felt like peace.




The trees closed in, tall trunks rising on either side like columns in a cathedral. The scent of pine and damp earth wrapped around me, cleaner and sharper than anything in the city. A couple of birds rustled high above; somewhere in the distance, water rushed over rocks, a faint murmur.




I clicked my flashlight on but kept it pointed mostly at the ground, not wanting to blow out my night vision. The path was clear, lined with small trail markers nailed to trees.




A twig snapped behind me.




Every hair on my body stood on end.




I froze mid-step, heart slamming against my ribs. Slowly, I turned, flashlight beam slicing through the darkness.




Nothing.




Just trees and shadows and my suddenly too-loud breathing.




“Get a grip,” I whispered. A squirrel. A deer. Not everything that moves is out to get you.




Still, I turned the flashlight up a notch and kept walking, steps firmer, senses stretched thin. The further I went, the more the town sounds faded until there was nothing but forest and the hum of my pulse.




I was just about to turn back—common sense finally winning over restlessness—when I heard it.




Not a twig this time.




A low, guttural sound. Half snarl, half… groan.




I stopped dead, pulse spiking. The sound came again, from deeper in the trees and slightly off the trail.




“Probably an animal,” I muttered to myself. “This is a forest. Animals live here. That’s normal.”




But the noise that followed wasn’t normal.




It was a strangled cry, edged with something too human to ignore.




Help.




I couldn’t hear the word, but I felt it, dragging at my bones.




Every survival instinct I had screamed at me to turn around, walk away, pretend I hadn’t heard anything. Getting involved was how people died. Getting involved was how people got noticed.




I hesitated, fingers twitching at my sides.




The sound came again—softer this time, like whoever or whatever was making it was running out of strength.




My feet moved before my brain could talk me out of it.




I left the trail, pushing through underbrush and low branches, the flashlight beam bobbing wildly. Thorns snagged my jeans. A branch whipped across my cheek, stinging. The sounds grew clearer—a wet, ragged panting, the scrape of something heavy shifting against the ground.




And then I saw him.




For a heartbeat, my mind refused to process the scene in front of me.




A massive wolf—bigger than any I’d ever seen outside of a documentary—lay sprawled in a shallow dip in the earth, fur matted with dark, wet patches that could only be blood. Several thin shafts jutted from its side, glinting faintly.




Darts. Needles. Not bullets.




Two men stood a few feet away, both dressed in dark clothing, faces half-covered with black cloth. One held what looked like a tranquilizer rifle, the barrel still smoking. The other crouched by a metal case, rummaging.




“Make sure he’s out. Alpha or not, one bad twitch and he’ll tear your throat out,” the crouching man said.




My heart slammed so hard it hurt. Alpha.




The word snagged on something inside my chest.




“What if someone heard?” the one with the rifle muttered, glancing around. “We’re close to town.”




“No one hikes this late,” the other snapped. “And if they do, we’ll handle it. Now quit whining and get the chain—”




I stepped on a branch.




The crack might as well have been a gunshot.




Two masked faces snapped in my direction. For a moment, we all just stared at each other, equally frozen.




Then my flashlight beam landed squarely on the fallen wolf’s eyes.




Even glassy with pain, they burned a familiar, impossible silver-gray.




My stomach dropped.




Kael.




It was him. Had to be. I didn’t know how I knew that, I just… did. The man in the diner, all storm eyes and quiet menace. The one Tess had said kept the peace around here.




And he was on the ground, bleeding, while two strangers prepared to chain him like an animal.




Run, my survival instincts screamed. This isn’t your problem. You owe him nothing.




But another voice, quieter and sturdier, cut through the panic.




If someone had found you like this—helpless, hunted—would you want them to walk away?




My hands trembled around the flashlight. My throat felt dry as sand.




“Hey!” I yelled before I could stop myself.




Both men spun fully toward me, startled.




Bad move, Aria. Fantastic.




I lifted my chin, pretending I wasn’t shaking. “What the hell are you doing?”




The man with the rifle recovered first, raising it halfway, not quite pointing it at me. “Ma’am, you need to leave,” he said. His voice was smooth, practiced. “Dangerous animal control operation. This area’s restricted.”




“Animal control?” I snorted, because falling back on sarcasm was easier than letting fear swallow me. “Right. That’s why you’re wearing ski masks and shooting it full of mystery drugs in the dark.”




“We don’t have time for this,” the other man snapped. “Get rid of her.”




Get rid of her.




My hand slipped into my pocket, fingers closing around the folding knife. It felt pathetically small compared to their rifle and whatever else they had in that case.




My heart sprinted. My mind fractured into fragments of stupid ideas. Distraction. Noise. Chaos.




Somewhere behind me, down the slope, a faint glow flickered—headlights twisting along the main road through the trees. Close but not close enough.




I licked my lips, mind racing.




“Look,” I said, forcing my voice steady. “You don’t want to shoot me. If I go missing, people will notice. I just moved here. Everyone saw me at the diner. The waitress knows my face.”




It was only half-true, but bluffing had gotten me out of worse corners.




The man with the rifle hesitated. “We’re wasting time,” he hissed to his partner. “We were supposed to be in and out.”




“Then quit talking and do something,” the other growled.




They shifted, attention flickering between me and Kael.




Movement to my left caught my eye—my fallen branch had rolled toward a cluster of rocks. A stupid idea tugged at me.




I’d always been good with stupid ideas.




I slowly raised my free hand like I was going to back away, make peace.




“Okay,” I said. “Okay, I’ll go. I didn’t see anything, alright? Just… relax.”




The man with the rifle lowered it a fraction.




I kicked the rock as hard as I could.




It flew sideways, hitting a tree with a crack that startled a roost of birds into the air. At the same time, I dropped my flashlight, plunging us into sudden near-darkness broken only by the dim beam on the ground and the flash of car headlights through the branches.




“What the—?”




The man with the rifle spun toward the noise, instincts reacting. The other cursed and lunged toward me.




Adrenaline roared in my veins. I turned and bolted sideways, deeper into the trees, not down the path I’d come on. I crashed through underbrush, making as much noise as humanly possible.




“Hey!” one of them shouted. “Get back here!”




Branches whipped at my face, tore at my jacket. I didn’t look back. I just ran, lungs burning, heart banging against my ribs like it was trying to escape.




Behind me, I heard them swear, crashing through the undergrowth for a few steps… then stop.




“The tranq will wear off,” one said, voice faint. “We don’t have time to chase some random hiker.”




I slowed, dropping behind a tree, sucking in breaths that felt like they were lined with glass. I pressed my back against the rough bark, fingers digging into the trunk.




Twigs snapped. Boots crunched. Metal clanged. Through the leaves, I saw the flicker of their flashlight beams sweeping around, then moving away. A car door slammed. An engine revved.




Headlights cut through the trees as a dark SUV jerked into motion and sped off, gravel spraying.




I stayed pressed to the tree until the sound faded completely, counting my breaths, waiting for my heart to calm down enough that I could hear anything else.




The forest slowly exhaled, the silence settling again.




I swallowed hard, throat thick, and forced my shaking legs to move.




When I crept back toward the clearing, my flashlight lay where I’d dropped it, beam still glaring into the dirt. I picked it up with numb fingers and swung it slowly toward the shallow dip.




My chest squeezed.




The wolf—Kael—still lay there, his sides rising and falling in shallow, labored breaths. The darts still jutted from his fur-covered flank, glistening.




His eyes were open now, slitted but burning. They locked onto mine the second the light hit them.




Silver-gray, glowing faintly in the dark.




I didn’t know what you were supposed to say to a half-drugged, possibly dying alpha wolf in the middle of the forest, but my mouth supplied the only thing it could.




“Hey,” I whispered, voice shaking. “Looks like we’re both having a terrible first day.”
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Aria – First Person




“Hey,” I whisper, because anything louder feels like it might shatter both of us. “Looks like we’re both having a terrible first day.”




The wolf’s chest rises and falls in shallow, ragged pulls. Up close, he is even bigger than I realized—easily the size of a small horse, thick muscles rippling under dark fur that shines almost blue-black in the flashlight beam. The darts sticking out of his side look obscene, foreign, like someone worked very hard to turn a force of nature into a broken thing.




His lips twitch, revealing a flash of white teeth. Not quite a snarl, not quite anything I know how to read. Then his head drops, eyes closing for a second like even that tiny movement cost too much.




My pulse hammers against my ribs like it’s trying to break out.




“Okay,” I murmur to nobody, because there’s nobody else out here and if I don’t talk I’ll start screaming. “Okay, think, Aria.”




The smart thing is to leave. Walk away. Pretend I never saw anything. Go back to my cabin, pack my things, and find another town before sunrise. Change my name, change my number, reboot the whole cycle.




That’s what I’ve done every other time danger brushed too close.




But my feet don’t move. My eyes stay fixed on the torn fur, the punctures, the way his sides stutter when he breathes. He helped me exactly zero. He doesn’t even know I exist. He is every cautionary tale I’ve ever told myself about getting involved.




And I can’t make myself leave him.




“You’re a terrible survival instinct,” I tell my heart. It thuds anyway, defiant.




My fingers hover over the nearest dart. The shaft is thin, metallic, with a small plastic collar near the skin. Tranq. Had to be. Normal bullets would have made more of a mess. Whatever they used seems to be fighting his system… but I don’t know how long it’ll take to wear off, and I don’t know how many doses he took before I got here.




“You really picked a bad night to piss off the wrong people, didn’t you?” I mumble.




My voice sounds weirdly calm. Detached. Like I’m watching myself from somewhere outside my body as my hand closes around the dart.




“Don’t kill me,” I whisper to the wolf, like he understands English, like he isn’t half-unconscious and bleeding. “I’m trying to help.”




I pull.




The dart slides free with a sticky, sucking sound that turns my stomach. He jerks, muscles bunching, a low rumble vibrating through his chest. His eyes snap wide open again, glowing that eerie silver-gray.




For one terrifying heartbeat, I am sure he’s going to lunge. Bite. Tear. Prove every documentary right about apex predators.




Instead, the rumble fades into a weak, pained whine. He slumps harder against the dirt.




“Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m sorry,” I mutter, moving to the next dart. “If it makes you feel any better, I hate this as much as you do.”




I work as quickly as my shaking hands allow, tugging each dart free and tossing it aside. By the time I’m done, my fingers are slick with blood and some kind of oily residue. I wipe them on the leg of my jeans, grimacing.




The wolf’s breathing is still shallow, but the rhythm is less stuttering now. More… solid, in a scary, enormous-wild-animal way.




“Now what?” I breathe.




Calling 911 is the obvious answer. There are people who handle this stuff. People with training. People who don’t shake like a leaf at the sight of blood and big teeth.




But those guys weren’t animal control. They were hunters, and not the legal kind. If I call this in, there will be questions. Why was I here? What did I see? How close did I get? Do I remember faces, voices, plates? They might want statements. They might want me to come down to the station.




Any contact with official systems is a thread Victor can pull.




Last time I tried that route, I ended up with a detective who thought I was exaggerating, a restraining order that meant nothing, and a front door lock that didn’t slow him down for more than ten seconds.




I swallow hard, throat dry. The old panic tries to rise—static in my ears, a ringing behind my eyes, the urge to run until my lungs give out—but I shove it down.




“Not now,” I whisper to the panic. “You can freak out later.”




If I can’t call 911, that leaves… what? Dragging a two-hundred-plus-pound wolf down a mountainside by myself?




“Fantastic plan,” I mutter. “Ten out of ten, would absolutely die trying.”




I drag my flashlight beam around the clearing, looking for anything useful. Rope. A tarp. A miracle. Nothing. Just trees, dirt, rocks, and the dark smear of blood where they’d dragged him in.




He lets out another sound—a low, broken noise that hits me right in the solar plexus.




“Okay, okay,” I breathe. “You win. You get to live. I will figure this out, and you have to meet me halfway by not mauling me when you wake up.”




I sling my backpack off and dig through it with frantic hands. Bandages? Nope. I have a tiny first-aid kit with enough gauze to cover a paper cut, a half-empty bottle of painkillers, and three granola bars.




“Super helpful,” I tell the universe. “Thank you for this bounty.”




I tear open one of the granola bars and break off a piece, then pause, staring at it and then at the wolf. Feeding a wounded wild predator seems like a good way to lose fingers.




His nostrils twitch. For a second, there’s a flash of awareness in his eyes, sharp and startling, like an intelligent man looking out from behind the animal.




My breath catches.




“Are you… in there?” I whisper.




He blinks slowly, the way a person might if they were fighting through heavy sedation. Ridiculous. I’m anthropomorphizing. Shock messes with your head.




Still, I tuck the granola bar back into my bag. If he needs food later, he can find something that doesn’t taste like compressed cardboard and fake honey.




I crouch by his head, careful to stay out of range of his jaws. His fur is softer than it looks, even matted with blood and dirt. My hand hovers above it, fingers trembling.




Don’t touch. He’s not a dog. He’s a wild… something.




But the urge to offer some tiny comfort wins. I settle my hand lightly just above his ear, fingertips barely grazing fur.




He exhales on a shaky rumble that somehow sounds like relief.




My heart flips over.




“What am I doing?” I whisper. “Seriously. What the hell am I doing?”




Helping. Again. Sticking my neck out for someone I don’t know. Risking my fragile little bubble of anonymity for a stranger.




Except… he doesn’t feel like a stranger. Not exactly. Not when his eyes hit mine. Not when his presence in the diner earlier had silenced the noise in my head.




Coincidence, I tell myself. Small town. Limited gene pool of brooding giants.




“Okay,” I say again, because words are easier than decisions. “New plan. I’m going to move you somewhere less obvious, and then I’m going to go get help. Quiet help. No cops, no hospitals.”




If he understands any of that, he doesn’t show it. His eyes slide closed again, heavy, like my voice is a lullaby. Or maybe the drugs are just pulling him under.




I blow out a breath and stand, scanning the area for any kind of natural shelter.




There’s a dip in the earth a few feet away, where a big tree must have fallen years ago and left a shallow hollow. It’s still visible from certain angles… but from the trail above, it would look like just another dark patch of ground.




Better than nothing.




I go back to him, eye the size of his shoulders, and groan softly. “You couldn’t be, I don’t know, a raccoon? A mildly injured squirrel? That would be so much more manageable.”




I tuck my flashlight into my beanie so it shines where I’m looking—years of DIY freeing up both hands. Then I crouch, hook my hands under the thick ruff of fur at his neck, and heave.




He is heavy. My muscles scream in protest, back twinging, feet sliding in the damp earth. He shifts a few inches, leaving a smeared trail of blood.




“Come on,” I gasp. “Work with me here, big guy.”




He lets out another low, pained rumble, but his body stays limp, dead weight.




It takes forever—minutes stretched into miserable, grunting eternity—to drag him the few feet into the hollow. By the time I manage to ease his head onto a bed of fallen leaves, my arms feel like overcooked noodles and my lungs burn.




I collapse onto my knees beside him, panting, sweat cooling too fast on the back of my neck.




“That,” I wheeze, “was my workout for the year. Congratulations. If I can’t lift my arms tomorrow, I’m blaming you.”




The wolf doesn’t answer. His chest still moves, though, rhythmic and stubborn.




I adjust him as best I can, tugging his legs into a more natural position, trying not to think about how vulnerable he looks like this. I’ve seen prey animals on nature shows in this posture. This is the position of something waiting to die.




Anger flares in my gut, hot and sharp. At the men who shot him. At myself for almost walking away. At the whole twisted, predatory mess of a world.




Not tonight.




“I’m going to get help,” I murmur, more for me than for him. “The kind that doesn’t come with uniforms. You stay put and don’t do anything heroic without me, okay?”




A ridiculous part of me waits for him to nod.




He doesn’t, obviously. But his ear flicks faintly when my voice brushes it, like some part of him is still tracking me.




I stand, knees stiff, and wipe my bloody hands on my jeans again. They look like I’ve lost a fight with a ketchup bottle. That’s going to be fun to explain if anyone sees me on the way home.




The thought hits me like cold water: what if anyone has seen me already? The SUV roaring off could have been noticed. My flashlight beam could have been spotted from the trail.




If Victor had men here, if they’d somehow crossed paths with these psycho wolf-hunters—




A tremor runs through me, whole body shivering. Too much. Too many overlapping risks. Too many unknowns.




“Move,” I whisper to myself. “Standing here is not a plan.”




I flick my flashlight off, wanting to preserve my night vision now that the immediate crisis is handled. The moon has climbed higher while I worked, casting pale light between the branches. The forest looks less like a wall of black now and more like a faded photograph—all gray and silver and shadow.




I take one last look at the wolf.




His eyes are closed, but his ears still twitch occasionally. His body rises and falls in stubborn breaths. Alive, for now.




“Don’t make me regret this,” I say softly. “Because if you die after all that, I’m going to be seriously pissed.”




Then I turn and pick my way back toward the trail, every step cautious. Without the adrenaline roaring in my ears, every snap of twig and rustle of leaves sounds like a threat again. I move slower, listening hard, trying to be both silent and fast, which is about as easy as it sounds.




When I finally stumble back onto the main path, my legs feel rubbery. I pause, sucking in cold air, and listen.




The forest has settled back into its normal rhythm. No human voices. No engines. Just distant water, the occasional owl, the whisper of wind.




I start back toward town, flashlight back on but angled low. The beam carves out a small island of visibility around my boots.




My mind, now that it’s not consumed with not dropping a giant wolf, immediately starts chewing on the bigger problem: who the hell do I call?




I can’t go to the authorities.




I can’t exactly knock on a neighbor’s door and say, “Hi, I just moved in and there’s a drugged alpha predator bleeding in the woods, help?”




Which leaves… no one.




Except the man with storm eyes in the diner and a waitress who said he “kept the peace.”




Kael.




My stomach flips. It’s insane. I barely know anything about him. He could be involved somehow, part of whatever freak-show operation was happening out there. He could be a criminal. He could be worse than Victor in a different costume.




Except the men with masks had called the wolf “alpha”. There’d been a twist of grudging respect in it. Fear, even.




Maybe they weren’t his people.




Maybe they’re his enemies.




I round a bend in the path and the treeline thins, the faint glow of town lights starting to bleed through the branches. My cabin isn’t far. I can be behind a locked door in ten minutes. I can pretend none of this ever happened.




Except I can’t. I already got involved. I already left pieces of myself in that clearing—in my fingerprints on those darts, in my bootprints in the dirt, in the way his eyes had fixed on mine like they were the only solid thing left in his world.




“I’m an idiot,” I mutter, picking up my pace.




By the time my cabin comes into view, my muscles are trembling again. The porch looks almost painfully normal—terracotta pot, welcome mat, porch light I’d forgotten to switch on before I left.




I unlock the door with fumbling fingers and slip inside, locking it behind me. I check the windows. I check the bathroom. I check under the bed, even though logically I know nobody’s crawled in there in the last hour.




When I’m satisfied there’s nobody lurking, I lean back against the door and slide down until I’m sitting on the floor, legs sprawled, breath coming in shivery bursts.




The silence presses in. No hunters. No wolves. No gunshots.




Just me. And the knowledge that a man—wolf—thing is lying alone in the woods because I decided I couldn’t keep walking.




My phone feels heavy in my pocket. I pull it out, staring at the blank screen.




I could try calling Tess at the diner. Ask casually about Kael. Find a backdoor in. Or I could march right back there and demand to see him like a crazy person.




I imagine bursting into the diner, hair wild, jeans stained with blood, eyes too bright. Hi, remember me? The hiker you barely looked at? Funny story, I found a giant wolf in the woods that might be your problem—




Not happening.




But the alternative is letting him bleed out alone.




My thumb hovers over the screen. I scroll through my almost-empty contacts. AGENT EMILY. MEL – WORK. No “local wolf expert,” no “mysterious alpha guy from diner.”




A hysterical bubble of laughter tries to claw its way out of my chest. I press my fist against my mouth until it fades.




“Okay,” I say again, because apparently that’s my new favorite word. “New plan. Shower, change, try not to look like I’ve been rolling in a crime scene. Then… then we figure out how to find Kael without sounding insane.”




I push myself to my feet and stumble toward the bathroom. The hot water is a blessing and a punishment, stinging my scraped hands and face while flushing warmth back into my numb fingers.




Red swirls down the drain, faint but unmistakable.




My reflection in the fogged mirror looks like a stranger—pale skin, dark smudges under my eyes, damp hair clinging to my cheeks. The faint pink line that cuts across my cheekbone from a branch looks almost delicate, at odds with the way my insides feel like they’ve been scraped raw.




“You’re doing great, sweetie,” I tell mirror-me in my best fake-Instagram-influencer voice. “Moving to murder-wolf mountain town is definitely part of the healing journey.”




Mirror-me doesn’t laugh.




I towel off, pull on clean jeans and a soft sweater that still smells faintly like the last laundromat. My hands hover over the drawer where I’ve tucked my knife away, then move to the table instead, where my laptop waits like a loyal, judgmental friend.




I open it and connect to the Wi-Fi network the rental agent sent me. The signal is surprisingly strong for a town this size.




I type “Shadowmist Ridge Kael” into the search bar.




Results pop up—local news articles, a business listing, a few social media posts. My heart kicks harder with each one.




DRAVEN LOGISTICS: FAMILY-OWNED FREIGHT & SECURITY SOLUTIONS, SERVING THE RIDGE FOR THREE GENERATIONS.




The picture under the heading shows Kael in a suit, looking like someone taught a wolf to mimic a CEO. Same eyes. Same jaw. Same sense that he might bolt or bite at any second.




Other links mention donations to the town, sponsoring the annual winter festival, helping rebuild after a landslide several years back. No mugshots. No scandal. Just a man whose family had their hands in everything.




And if small towns were good at one thing, it was letting one family quietly run the show.




“Runs the family business,” Tess had said. “Keeps the peace.”




My fingers drum against the table. My cursor hovers over the “Contact Us” page.




I don’t know how to explain any of this in an email. Dear sir, I removed tranq darts from your probable wolf body, please advise doesn’t exactly scream sane and stable new resident.




But there is an office address listed. On the edge of town. Not far from the diner.




Something in my chest settles, decision clicking into place like the last piece of a puzzle.




I shut the laptop, grab my jacket and my knife again, and check the time on my phone. Late, but not midnight-late. Businesses would be closed, but diners stayed open. Bars, too. And men like Kael strike me as the kind who don’t sleep much.




As my hand closes around the doorknob, a thought slices through the fog of adrenaline and exhaustion.




If he’s the wolf in the woods—and my gut insists he is—then going to find him now might not be about getting help.




It might be about letting him know I know.




Dangerous. Reckless. The opposite of everything I have built my new life around.




I open the door anyway.




Cold air rushes in, sharp and bracing. The sky outside has gone inky, stars pricked across it like needleholes. Somewhere out there, a wounded predator is bleeding because some masked bastards called him alpha and tried to take him down.




And somehow, I have a feeling that if I step fully into whatever this is, there won’t be an easy way back out.




“One more bad decision,” I tell the night. “What’s the worst that could happen?”




The forest doesn’t answer.




I lock the door behind me and start back toward town, my boots eating up the distance, my heart beating in a rhythm I haven’t felt in years.




Not just fear.




Something else.




Anticipation.
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Aria – First Person


The road into town is quieter at night.


Too quiet.


My boots scuff the asphalt, each step echoing a little too loudly in my ears. The pine trees lean over the road like they’re eavesdropping. The chill has settled into that bone-deep kind of cold that makes you picture headlines about hikers found frozen in shallow ditches.


I keep going.


Shadowmist Ridge looks different lit by neon and streetlamps. The daytime rough edges blur into a hazy postcard—warm windows, the glow of signage, the faint hum of music and conversation spilling out where people have gathered to forget whatever troubles they carry.


The diner’s sign still glows, though a couple of the letters flicker. The ALL DAY part of “BREAKFAST ALL DAY” strobes like it’s on life support.


I stop on the opposite sidewalk and just… look.


There’s light. Safety. Witnesses. If I step in there and say Kael’s name, someone will know him. Maybe they’ll call him. Maybe he’ll walk in.


Maybe I’ll see his eyes and know for sure if I’m going insane.


My fingers curl and uncurl around the strap of my bag. My throat feels dry.


If this is a mistake, it’s already too late to back out.


I cross the street before I can overthink it.


The bell over the door jingles when I push it open. Warmth and sound tumble over me—clinking cutlery, low laughter, the sizzle from the kitchen. The smell of coffee and fried food wraps around me like a too-tight hug.


Tess is behind the counter, refilling sugar caddies. Her ponytail is messy now, strands escaping to frame her face. She looks up and immediately squints at me.


“Well, if it isn’t our mysterious newcomer,” she says. “Couldn’t stay away from my cooking, huh?”


“Your cooking is disturbingly addictive,” I manage, trying for light. “I, uh… actually came to ask about something.”


Her eyes narrow, sharp and assessing in a way that doesn’t match her bubbly tone. “‘Something,’ huh. That sounds serious. You want a booth, or…?”


I glance around. There are only two other occupied tables—an older couple sharing a slice of pie and a guy in a trucker cap nursing coffee like it’s his religion. Not a packed house.


The empty booth in the corner—the one Kael sat in earlier—is still empty.


“I’m fine here,” I say, stepping closer to the counter. My palms are sweating. I wipe them on my jeans under the edge where she can’t see. “I, uh… I was wondering if you know where I could find Kael. The guy from earlier?”


Her brows climb. “You make friends fast.”


“I wouldn’t call us friends,” I say quickly. Maybe too quickly. “I just… need to talk to him. It’s important.”


Tess studies me. Up close, I’m painfully aware of how I probably look—damp hair I didn’t bother drying properly, faint scratch still reddening my cheek, the tightness around my eyes I can’t quite smooth out.


“Important how?” she asks slowly. “Because if you mean, like, ‘ask him out for a drink’ important, I can save you some trouble and tell you he’s not exactly—”


“It’s not that,” I cut in, heat rising to my face. “God, no. I mean—he’s… look, it’s not that. It’s… something happened in the woods.”


The last sentence comes out in a rush, my voice dipping.


Her expression changes.


The joking drops out of her eyes so completely it’s like someone flipped a switch. She sets the sugar caddy down with deliberate care and leans in, elbows on the counter.


“In the woods,” she repeats quietly. “What kind of something?”


I glance around again. The trucker guy is staring into his mug. The older couple is talking softly, heads bent together. Nobody seems to be paying attention to us—but I’ve lived too long on the edge to fully trust that.


“Can we—” I gesture vaguely toward the back of the diner. “Talk somewhere else?”


Tess hesitates. Then she sighs, pulls off her apron, and loops it around a hook.


“Hey, Dale,” she calls to the trucker. “Food’s up in a minute. Don’t you dare leave before I bring you that pie.”


He raises his mug in lazy acknowledgment without looking over.


“Come on,” she murmurs to me, lifting the counter flap.


I slip behind the counter and follow her through a narrow doorway into a small space that smells like coffee grounds and dish soap. Stacks of plates, a humming fridge, a bulletin board covered in flyers and schedules. The clatter and sizzle from the kitchen is louder here, the cook’s silhouette moving behind the pass.


Tess drags me to a corner by the back door, away from the direct line of anybody’s sight, and crosses her arms.


“Okay, Anna,” she says, eyes sharp. “Tell me what happened in the woods.”


It’s the first time I’ve heard my fake name sound like an accusation.


I swallow hard. My tongue feels too big in my mouth.


“I was hiking,” I start. “Near one of the trails, it was probably stupid, I know it was late, but—”


“Skip the guilt,” she cuts in. “Get to the weird.”


I huff out a breath. “Fine. I heard something. Like… voices. And… an animal. It sounded hurt. So I went to check and I saw… two guys. Wearing masks. They’d… shot something. Someone. They called it an alpha.”


The word hangs in the air like smoke.


Tess’s pupils blow wide, swallowing some of the color in her irises. Her fingers tighten on her arms.


I push on, the words tumbling faster now that the dam has cracked.


“It was a wolf,” I say. “Huge. Like nothing I’ve ever seen. They’d hit him with darts. Tranqs, I think. They were talking about chaining him, about getting out before anyone saw, and I… I distracted them. I made noise, dropped my flashlight, they freaked out and left. When I went back, he was still breathing, but barely.”


My throat tightens. The memory of silver eyes in the dirt, of the rattling sound of each inhale, claws up my spine.


“I pulled the darts out,” I whisper. “I dragged him into a hollow so he wouldn’t be visible from the trail. I… don’t know if he’s still alive. I didn’t know who to call, and then I remembered what you said about Kael.”


Silence.


Tess stares at me like she’s seeing past my skin, stripping away layers.


“Where?” she asks finally. No disbelief. No laughter. Just a single, precise word.


“Just off the Ridge Loop trail,” I say, relief and terror tangling. “Maybe ten minutes from my cabin? There’s a dip on the north side of the path, near a cluster of big rocks that look like teeth from the trail. I can show you, I just… I thought someone should know. Someone who could… I don’t know. Help.”


Tess sucks in a breath through her nose, eyes closing briefly like she’s praying for patience.


“You’re absolutely sure you’re okay?” she says. “They didn’t touch you? See your face?”


“I think one saw me. I shouted at them. But I don’t think they got a good look, it was dark. I ran. They chased for a second, but they backed off. I heard their car leave.”


“Car. Not trucks,” she mutters. “So not locals.” Her gaze snaps back to mine. “You did good. Stupid, but good.”


The compliment stings and soothes at the same time.


“Is—” My voice cracks. I clear my throat. “Is Kael… part of, um… animal control, or whatever passes for that here? Is this… his territory?”


Her mouth twists like I said something almost funny and very naive.


“You could say that,” she murmurs. Then, louder: “Stay here.”


She yanks her phone out of her apron pocket and steps away, dialing fast. I catch only pieces.


“—yeah, it’s me… we’ve got a situation… no, she’s not one of ours… Ridge Loop… darts, chain talk… yeah, I know what it means, Jax. Just get him.”


The name Jax rings a faint bell from earlier voices in the diner.


She hangs up, stuffs the phone back into her pocket, and returns to me.


“Okay,” she says briskly. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Someone will come get you and take you home. You will lock your door and not go anywhere alone until I tell you it’s safe. You will not go back into those woods by yourself like some Final Girl audition, got it?”


My hackles rise at the bossy tone, even as relief flickers.


“I can get home on my own,” I protest on reflex. “I already did it once tonight.”


“Yeah, and look how that turned out,” she shoots back. “Someone out there just took a shot at something they shouldn’t have messed with. You interfered. That makes you interesting. Don’t flatter yourself, but don’t be stupid either.”


I open my mouth, close it, then scrub a hand over my face. Exhaustion nips at the edges of everything now that the adrenaline is boiling off.


“I just… couldn’t leave him,” I say quietly. “Whoever he was.”


For a heartbeat, some of the sarcasm drains out of her expression. Something like understanding softens the line of her mouth.


“Yeah,” she says softly. “I know the feeling.”


The bell at the front door jingles faintly. We both freeze.


Tess’s head snaps toward the doorway leading back to the diner. She straightens, shoulders squaring.


“Stay here,” she repeats. “If anyone asks, you’re my cousin visiting from out of town. Don’t answer questions about the woods. Don’t mention wolves. Just… breathe.”


I nod, my throat too tight to speak.


She disappears through the doorway in a swish of ponytail and quiet boss energy. I press back against the wall, every sense straining.


Muffled voices drift in. Tess greeting someone. A low reply, too deep and rough to be anyone but—


My heart leaps into my throat.


I inch closer to the doorway, enough to peek through a gap between hanging mugs.


Kael stands at the counter, bigger than I remembered, in a dark Henley that clings to broad shoulders and a chest that looks like it could stop traffic. His hair is damp, like he took a rushed shower. There’s a stiffness in his posture that wasn’t there earlier, the kind that speaks of pain hidden under layers of control.


He looks… human.


Very, very human.


For a second, doubt flickers. Maybe I’ve made a wild assumption. Maybe he just happens to be the first person who came to Tess’s mind when I mentioned trouble in the woods.


Then he turns his head slightly, and the diner lights catch on a smear of something dark at the edge of his hairline. His neck.


My breath stutters.


Blood.


Not much. Just a thin, dried line, disappearing under his collar like someone across his shoulder.


Tess says something low. Kael’s jaw tightens. His gaze slides past her… and locks onto me.


Time stutters.


Those eyes—silver-gray, ringed with a darker stormy border—are the same eyes that stared up at me from the forest floor. There’s no way around it. No safe explanation.


My fingers go numb around the doorframe.


His nostrils flare, just barely. His spine straightens. Something sharp and electric crackles in the air, invisible but undeniable, like a static charge just before lightning hits.


For a second, his expression is bare. Stripped of all the polite small-town-businessman veneer.


Recognition.


Not the “oh, hey, I saw you at lunch” kind. Deeper. Older. Like his bones know mine. Like his blood just found the frequency it’s been waiting for.


My heart trips over itself.


His lips part. One word slips out, so soft I almost think I imagined it.


“Mine.”


The room tilts.


I jerk back from the doorway like I’ve been burned, shoulder colliding with a stack of crates. One topples, clattering loudly. A metal tray slides off with a crash.


Smooth, Aria.


“Everything okay back there?” Tess calls, too brightly.


I fumble the tray upright. “Fine!” I croak. “Just… gravity.”


The kitchen guy snorts without looking over. My cheeks burn.


Footsteps cross the diner threshold. I don’t have to see him to know it’s Kael. His presence rolls into the back like a tide, heavier than it should be for one person. My skin prickles with awareness.


I turn slowly.


Up close, without the buffer of a crowded room, he’s even more intense. His gaze sweeps over me in one slow, consuming pass—my damp hair, my too-wide eyes, the faint scratch on my cheek, the way my hands still tremble.


His pupils dilate. His throat works.


Something in my chest answers, a silent call and response I hate and crave all at once.


“Anna,” Tess says, appearing at my shoulder like a guardian angel with a sharp tongue. “This is Kael Draven. Kael, this is my cousin. She’s staying in town for a bit.”


Cousin. Right. That was the cover story we didn’t actually agree on but I guess we’re rolling with it.


Kael’s gaze flickers briefly to Tess, then back to me. If he’s surprised by the lie, he doesn’t show it.


“Nice to meet you,” he says.


His voice is low, slightly rough, like he’s swallowed gravel. Hearing it this close sends an involuntary shiver down my spine.


“Hi,” I manage. My tongue feels thick. “We… met. Earlier. At the diner.”


“That was before she hiked into the woods like an idiot,” Tess inserts, folding her arms. “Apparently nobody taught my side of the family about not poking bears.”


I shoot her a look. She raises her brows like tell me I’m wrong.


Kael’s eyes sharpen. “You went into the woods,” he repeats, slow and dangerous, like each word is being weighed.


I swallow. “I like to walk,” I say, because sarcasm is my last defense. “It’s a fun hobby, right up there with not getting murdered by masked guys with guns.”


Tess makes a strangled noise. “Subtle,” she hisses.


He ignores her. His focus doesn’t leave my face.


“Tell me what you saw,” he says quietly.


The tone isn’t a request.


Pressure coils in my chest. The urge to bristle warred with the relief that someone else is finally taking charge of this nightmare.


“I already told Tess,” I say. “And you’re… clearly busy being very… tall and intimidating, so I can just go back to my cabin and—”


“Aria.” He cuts across me, using my real name.


The shock is physical. For a second, my heart stops, breath going with it. The room narrows to his face and the sound of my name in his mouth.


No one here knows that name.


My eyes fly to Tess. Her mouth is open, surprise flickering.


Kael’s jaw flexes. “That’s your name, isn’t it?” he says, softer. “Not Anna.”


My voice comes out thin. “How did you—?”


He takes a step closer. I have to tilt my head back to keep my eyes on his. He smells like rain on hot asphalt and something wild, layered over the faint tang of blood.


“When someone drags you out of death’s mouth,” he says, his voice pitched low for me alone, “the least you can do is learn their name.”


The floor drops out from under me.


“You…” I whisper. “You remember?”


Images tumble through my mind—silver eyes dulled with pain, my hands in his fur, his weight dragging through dirt. Him, now, standing in front of me without a scratch big enough to explain what I saw.


Shock clogs my throat.


“You were unconscious,” I say. “Half drugged. I… you shouldn’t even be on your feet. You were—”


“Shot. Tranqs.” His eye flick briefly toward Tess, then the kitchen, checking for eavesdroppers. “You got the darts out. You moved me. You scared them off.”


His gaze snags on my hands, like the memory of my touch is imprinted there.


“Thank you,” he adds, and the words sound rusty, like he doesn’t say them often.


Some wild, inappropriate part of me notes that his gratitude feels heavier than other people’s. Like when he says it, it actually means something.


“They were going to chain you,” I blurt. “They called you ‘alpha.’ I didn’t—” I break off, brain scrambling to decide how much is safe to reveal.


Too late.


He already knows I saw too much.


“They won’t try that again,” he says, and there’s a cold certainty in his tone that sends a thrill of terror and satisfaction through me. “We’ll make sure of it.”


We.


I’m not part of that we, my rational brain protests. I’m the idiot human who stumbled into a war I don’t understand.


“Look,” I say, rubbing my palms on my jeans again. “I just wanted someone to know you were out there. In case I didn’t… react fast enough. Or if they came back. I wasn’t trying to… step on local toes or whatever.”


“You did more than enough,” he says. His gaze doesn’t waver. “You did more than most people would have.”


My cheeks heat, embarrassment warring with something warmer at the base of my spine.


Tess clears her throat pointedly. “As much as I love watching this gratitude fest, Aria needs to get home,” she says. “And I need to not lose my job by vanishing from the front counter for an hour. You















































































































































































































































































































