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  Chapter One – Don’t Look Up, Don’t Stand Out

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Aria




If you keep your head down long enough, people stop wondering what you’re hiding.




That’s what I tell myself as I wipe a sticky ring of beer off the bar and pretend I don’t hear the guy at the far end snapping his fingers at me like I’m a dog.




“Hey, sweetheart.” He clicks again. “You deaf or what?”




I rinse the rag in the sink, take a slow breath, and count the nearest exits out of habit.




Front door, back door, side emergency exit that sticks when it rains. Windows are barred. Cell service is crap. No security cameras—because Otto’s too cheap, not because of any mercy from the universe.




“The Rusted Lantern” was old when the highway was young. Peeling red paint, warped floorboards, neon sign that buzzes like an angry insect. Humans and wolves both pass through, but everyone pretends this is a human bar. That’s the rule.




Act human.

Look human.

Never, ever shift.




“Hey!” Finger-snapper raises his voice over the growl of country rock and clinking bottles. “I’m talking to you.”




I finally look up, paste on a tired smile, and walk toward him because not walking toward him makes people notice. And noticing leads to questions. And questions lead to the thing I can’t afford.




He’s broad-shouldered and sunburned, wearing a leather vest with a faded patch that says BLACK RIVER RAIDERS. Human biker gang. The scent tells me that before the patch does—cheap whiskey, nicotine, sweat, and something oily from the garage.




There are wolves in here tonight too. I can feel them in the back left corner, that electric prickle under my skin. Rogues without a pack, loud and sharp-edged, tossing darts at the cracked wall like they want them to go through bone instead of cork.




I’m careful not to look at them.




“Sorry for the wait,” I say to Biker Guy, keeping my voice light. “We’re a little busy.”




“Too busy to notice a paying customer?” He leans forward, breath sour. “I been waving at you ten minutes.”




It’s been thirty seconds. I swallow the argument.




“What can I get you?”




He runs his eyes over me slowly, like he’s choosing from a menu that doesn’t belong to him. “What I want’s not on the list, babe.”




A few of his buddies snicker.




I smile like that doesn’t land. “We’ve got beer, whiskey, and disappointment. Pick two.”




That gets a laugh from a table nearby. His buddies ooh under their breath. Biker Guy’s smile tightens.




“You got a mouth on you.”




I shrug one shoulder. “Still waiting on the order.”




“Four drafts.” He jerks his chin toward his table. “And bring tequila. The good stuff, not that piss in the plastic bottle.”




“We don’t have good stuff,” I say, turning toward the taps. “But I’ll bring you the least offensive.”




His hand snaps out, fingers closing around my wrist.




In one heartbeat, the world narrows to the heat of his grip and the murmur of every instinct I’ve spent years burying.




Break it.

Twist.

Claws.




My wolf rises so fast my vision blurs at the edges. The bar around us recedes—juke box humming, ceiling fan clicking, Otto yelling at someone in the kitchen. All I see is this man’s hand on me.




Not a threat. Not a threat. Human. Don’t—




“Let go,” I say quietly.




He squeezes, testing. “You gonna keep that smart little tongue in check?”




For a split second, I see something I shouldn’t: my fingers closing around his thumb, the satisfying crunch of bone, his howl as I drop him to his knees.




Instead, I inhale. Exhale. Count.




One. Two. Three. Four.




Don’t look up. Don’t stand out.




The mantra is older than this job, older than this town, older than the bar’s warped floorboards. It’s stitched into my bones.




My mother’s voice: We don’t make a scene, Aria. We move on before anyone notices.

My own voice, older now: Don’t give them any reason to remember you.




I tilt my head, force my muscles to loosen. “If Otto sees you touching staff, he’ll throw you out. Then you’ll have to drive thirty miles drunk to the next place.” I lower my voice. “Road’s twisty. Cops love it.”




One of his friends snorts. “She’s got a point, Blake.”




Blake. Of course that’s his name.




He glares at me for a long moment, then lets go. “Hurry up with those beers,” he mutters, more for his ego than anything.




I turn away before my wolf can get any more ideas and make myself walk, not stalk, back toward the taps.




Pour. Slide. Smile. Pretend my heart isn’t rattling in its cage.




“Problem?” Otto, my boss, leans around the corner of the bar window, grease spattered on his apron. He’s human, fifties, grey hair, a grim line where his mouth should be. “I heard raised voices.”




“Just tipsy bikers,” I say. “All good.”




His eyes flick to my wrist, where red finger marks are already blooming. He notices more than he admits. “You want me to toss ’em?”




“I’ve got it.” I pull down the tap handle a little harder than necessary; foam spills over my hand. “If you throw out every guy who acts like a jerk, we won’t have any customers.”




“Wouldn’t break my heart.” He wipes his hands, then nods toward the back door. “You’re due a break. Take ten. I’ll cover.”




I hesitate. “We’re slammed.”




“And I’m not dead yet.” He jerks his chin. “Go breathe air that doesn’t smell like spilled beer and bad decisions.”




A corner of my mouth quirks. “You say that like there’s any other kind of air here.”




But I strip off my apron and slip through the swinging door to the back hallway anyway, shoulders sagging with relief.




The back corridor is dim, lit by a single buzzing fluorescent bulb. Boxes of supplies line one wall, the other taken up by the freezer door and the staff bathroom. I pass both, push through the metal door at the end, and step out into the night.




The cool air slams into me, sharp and clean after the bar’s stale mix of sweat and cheap perfume. I lean my back against the brick and close my eyes.




Crickets chirp in the field behind the building. The highway hums low in the distance. Somewhere far off, a coyote yips to the stars.




I let my senses stretch, not far—never far—but enough to bleed off some of the pressure. My hearing widens. The rustle of dry grass, the drip of condensation from the bar’s rattling AC unit, the faint scrape of a bottle rolling in the gravel lot. My nose picks out motor oil, pine, the metallic tang of the old dumpster by the corner.




And under it all, the thing I don’t let myself reach for: the pull toward whatever else is out there, beyond this town, beyond this bar, beyond this human life that doesn’t fit.




My wolf paces in the back of my mind, unsettled. She’s been restless for weeks, scratching at the edges of my control. I keep telling her it’s nothing. Seasonal. Hormones. Boredom.




I don’t say the word fate.




“You’re getting sloppy,” I murmur to myself.




She rumbles, a low sound like distant thunder.




“Yeah, I know,” I say. “He touched first. Doesn’t matter.”




I look down at my wrist. The marks have already faded. Perks of what I am. Or curses. Depends on the day.




The metal door creaks open behind me. I straighten, tamping everything down in a heartbeat.




It’s just Tessa, the other waitress. She’s twenty, all curls and dark eyeliner, wearing a tank top that says I BITE in neon letters.




“You okay?” she asks, stepping out, hugging her arms against the chill. “Otto said biker scum was giving you trouble.”




I huff. “When are they not?”




She smiles, but worry still pinches her brows. “Want me to spit in their drinks? I have a very professional technique.”




“Save that for someone important.” I nudge her shoulder with mine. “You on smoke break?”




“Yeah.” She pulls a crumpled pack from her pocket, then glances at me. “You mind?”




“Go ahead.”




She lights up, takes a drag, then exhales toward the parking lot. The smoke twists away, caught in a breeze that wasn’t there a second ago.




The hair on the back of my neck rises.




The air changes—just a fraction. Like the world inhaled and forgot how to exhale. The night sounds dull, as if someone turned the volume down. Crickets, highway, distant coyote—still there, but muffled. Memory hum.




My wolf stops pacing and lifts her head.




“Aria?” Tessa’s voice sounds far away. “You look like you saw a ghost.”




“Thought I heard something.” I scan the lot.




Three bikes. Two pickup trucks. Otto’s rusted sedan. My own beat-up car that only starts if you talk nice to it. And a new addition: a black SUV pulled up out front while I was working. Tinted windows. Clean body. No stickers, no plates visible from here.




The scent rides the night wind into the alley in a thin ribbon—leather, steel, wolf, ozone. It’s subtle, but it hits like a slap.




Not the rogues inside. This is something else. Pack. Power wrapped tight, controlled, leashed hard.




My heart stutters.




“Aria?” Tessa steps closer. “Seriously, what’s wrong?”




“Nothing.” I peel my shoulders off the wall and force my muscles to relax. “Long night. Too much coffee.”




“Liar.” She bumps her hip into mine. “You don’t drink coffee. It makes you ‘twitchy,’ remember?”




I manage a small smile. “You’re very observant.”




“I’m observant enough to notice when you stare at the door like you’re expecting someone to kick it in.” She takes another drag, eyes searching my face. “You ever gonna tell me what your deal is?”




“No deal.” The lie slides out easy from practice. “Just bad vibes.”




“Uh-huh.” She snorts. “Well, your bad vibes are contagious. I got goosebumps now.”




She holds out her arm. She does, in fact, have goosebumps.




Maybe it’s not just me.




Underneath everything, a low hum builds in my bones. Not quite pain, not quite pleasure. Like standing too close to a power line.




My wolf presses against the inside of my ribs, suddenly urgent.




Move, she whispers.




“Hey.” Tessa grinds her cigarette out under her heel. “Fritter and his friend are getting loud again. I better get back in before Otto starts shrieking.”




“You go. I’ll be right behind you.”




She hesitates, then nods. “If Blake gives you crap again, I’m 100% down to accidentally dump a pitcher in his lap.”




“Hold that thought.”




She slips back through the door, letting it thud shut behind her.




I’m left alone with the hum and the SUV and the feeling that tonight has slipped sideways, just enough to matter.




Maybe I’m overreacting. Maybe a pack wolf passing through is just that. Maybe the universe isn’t about to yank the floor out from under me.




I push off the wall, scrub a hand over my face, and turn to go back inside.




That’s when the front door of the bar opens.




I can’t see it from here, but I hear it—a particular creak, the jingle of the bell Otto insisted on hanging above it. More than that, I feel it.




Power rolls out like a wave.




Not the sharp, undisciplined crackle of rogues. This is cold, dense, practiced. It moves through the building, through the brick and wood and plaster, and slams into my chest.




My breath catches.




Three wolves. One in front, two behind. Not kids. Not drunk bravos. These are soldiers. Hunters. The air carries their scent around the corner—to me. To my wolf.




She surges, all but snarling. Alpha.




No. No, no, no.




My palms press flat to the rough brick, trying to ground myself. I focus on the feeling of it under my skin—the grit, the cold.




They’re just passing through. They don’t know me. They don’t know anything. I’ve moved towns every year since I was twelve. New names, new hair color, new job. Don’t stay, don’t connect, don’t shift.




It’s worked so far.




The hum in my bones intensifies.




Inside, a glass shatters. Voices rise. A chair scrapes hard against the floor.




And then someone screams.




It’s a short sound, cut off fast. Human, high-pitched—Tessa.




I don’t remember deciding to move. One second I’m in the alley, the next my hand is on the back door, shoving it open so hard it slams into the wall.




The hallway swallows me—noise, light, the smell of spilled beer and adrenaline. I push through the swinging inner door without slowing.




The bar is a storm.




The bikers I served earlier are pushed back from the counter, bodies angled defensively. One of the rogues from the corner is on the floor, groaning, clutching his side. A barstool is knocked over, lying in a smear of something dark.




Near the center of the room, three men in black uniforms stand in a loose triangle.




Military-style gear. Holstered weapons. The crest on their shoulders is a silver wolf skull with a crown of thorns.




Ironfang Dominion.




I’ve only heard that name in whispers. Tucked-away motel rooms, my mother pacing at night, phone pressed to her ear, saying, We can’t stay, they’ve expanded patrols, you know what that means, pack up your things.




Seeing their symbol here, in my bar, turns my blood to ice.




The man in front is tall, dark hair clipped close, jaw like a knife. His eyes are pale grey, almost colorless, and they sweep the room with detached calculation.




His gaze passes over me once without sticking.




Good. Fine. I’m nobody. I’m—




Then I see Tessa.




One of the enforcers behind the leader has her pinned against the bar, his grip bruising around her upper arm. She’s trying to keep her face neutral, but fear trembles in the tightness of her mouth.




Anger spikes, sharp and blinding.




“Let her go,” I hear myself say.




The room goes quieter. Heads turn.




The leader—Commander, my brain supplies, because what else could he be—shifts his gaze back to me. This time, it lingers.




His nostrils flare just slightly. Not enough for humans to notice. Enough for me.




Up close, the scent of Ironfang is unmistakable. Steel, smoke, bitter herbs. Under it, a more subtle note from him: cold rain on asphalt. That would almost be nice if everything else about him didn’t radiate threat.




“You’re interrupting an official inspection.” His voice is like cracked ice. “Sit down, sweetheart. This doesn’t concern you.”




Sweetheart. Blake’s word. My skin crawls.




Tessa looks at me, eyes wide. Otto stands frozen behind the bar, hands braced, jaw clenched so tight it could shatter teeth.




“If it doesn’t concern me,” I say, “then why do you have my coworker in a chokehold?”




“She’s fine,” the enforcer says, squeezing just enough to make her flinch. “Aren’t you, honey?”




My wolf presses hard against my skin.




Not a threat, I think desperately at her. Stay down. Stay quiet.




He hurts pack, she snarls back, even though Tessa isn’t pack in any way that counts. Not to anyone but me.




“Ironfang Dominion is authorized to conduct random checks of all establishments within territorial jurisdiction,” Commander Grey Eyes says. “We’ve had reports of unregistered wolves in the area. We’re just asking some questions.”




He sweeps his gaze across the room again. It lingers on the two rogues in the corner, on Blake and his crew, on the bar staff. On me.




“Cooperate,” he continues, “and this will be over quickly.”




“By ‘cooperate,’” I say, “you mean ‘let you manhandle whatever woman’s closest so you feel big’?”




Blake barks a laugh before he can stop himself. The enforcer holding Tessa snarls.




“Commander,” he says. “This one’s mouthing off.”




“Yeah, I noticed.” The commander’s gaze doesn’t leave mine. There’s something speculative in it now. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”




Everything in me goes very still.




Pick something. Any alias. There’s a list in my head, the names I’ve worn and shed like cheap coats.




But my voice says, clear and steady, “Aria.”




The commander’s brows rise. “Last name?”




“Voss,” slips out before I can stop it.




My heart drops into my stomach.




I never use that name. Not in public. Not anywhere. It’s a ghost on an old birth certificate I don’t carry. A word my mother spat once in a fight and then never said again.




The commander’s pupils dilate, just for a heartbeat.




He knows it. Or he knows something about it.




“Aria Voss,” he repeats softly. “And you’re a bartender in the middle of nowhere with a name like that?”




“I make a mean whiskey sour.” My hands are empty, fingers curled in on themselves so hard my nails bite my palms. “Let her go.”




He tilts his head, studying me like a puzzle. Then his gaze flicks past me, to something over my shoulder.




I don’t dare look away from him, but my peripheral vision catches it—the front door sliding open again, the bell jingling.




More wolves. Scent rolls in thick and dark, different from Ironfang.




The hair on my arms rises.




“Looks like the night just got interesting,” the commander murmurs.




I don’t know which direction the first punch comes from.




Blake moves, or a rogue does, or one of the enforcers shifts his grip, or someone just finally snaps. But suddenly the bar erupts—shouts, bodies surging forward, the crack of a gunshot, the crash of a table going over.




Tessa wrenches her arm free and ducks. Otto dives to hit the emergency alarm under the counter. Smoke from someone’s overturned ashtray curls up into the air.




And my wolf, my treacherous, feral, furious wolf, stops listening.




The hum in my bones spikes into a roar.




Time stretches, thins. I see a man swing a bottle toward Tessa’s head. I see an enforcer start to draw his gun. I see the commander’s mouth form a word—no sound, just the shape.




Move.




I’m already moving.




One step, two, three—my hand shoots out, fingers closing around the wrist holding the bottle. I twist.




There is a satisfying, ugly crunch.




The man screams as the bottle flies from his hand and shatters against a support beam.




Someone grabs my shoulder from behind. I spin, using their momentum to haul them forward over my hip. He slams onto his back on the sticky floor, air whooshing out of him.




“Shit!” someone yells. “She’s one of them!”




I can feel my eyes burning, vision sharpening, the world dropping into stark detail. Every heartbeat in the room drums in my ears. Scents explode—fear, rage, blood.




And under it all, like a drum in the deep: power.




It surges through me, up from my feet, up my spine, pooling in my chest.




I don’t mean to call it.




But I don’t know how to stop it.




My back arches. My fingers curl, nails lengthening into claws that tear through my skin without blood. Pain flares sharp, then fades into something like relief.




I can’t shift. I can’t.




I do.




Not fully. Not the bones-breaking, fur-sprouting, muzzle-lengthening shift every story warns humans about. It’s only halfway—eyes gone, I know, because someone gasps, “Her eyes—”, claws out, teeth sharp, muscles thickening.




But it’s enough.




I grab the enforcer who was going for his gun and slam him into the bar. Wood cracks. Bottles tumble and shatter, spilling liquor down his uniform. He gapes up at me, staring at my face like I’m a demon.




“Holy shit,” Blake whispers somewhere to my right. “She’s—”




The world snaps.




The air ripples, invisible but unmistakable. It’s not just my power now. Something else answers it.




A surge.




Wolves feel rank. Dominance. Alpha presence. It’s woven into scent and sound and the invisible wires between us. What pulses out of me in that moment—raw, bright, uncontrolled—must brush against that scale.




Because every wolf in the room flinches.




Including the Ironfang commander.




His expression, for the first time, cracks. Just a flash—shock, then calculation layered over it like a mask slammed down.




“That’s not possible,” he breathes.




It’s possible, apparently.




My wolf howls, exultant and terrified.




I’ve just done the one thing I promised myself I would never do.




I’ve stopped being invisible.




Somewhere near the door, someone new speaks—a low, rough voice that cuts through the chaos like a blade.




“Get your hands off her.”




Every head turns. The room shifts, like gravity just changed direction.




I turn too, breathing hard, claws dripping liquor.




The man standing in the doorway is a shadow with eyes. Tall, broad, dressed in dark clothes that fit like armor without looking like it. Black hair cut short on the sides, longer on top, jaw dusted with dark stubble. His eyes are strange—amber ringed with something almost silver.




His scent hits me second, after the sight of him: pine resin, iron, and cold wind over the mountains.




My wolf goes utterly, completely silent.




Then, very softly, she says one word.




Mine.




The man’s gaze locks on me. Surprise flashes there, followed by something hotter, more dangerous, that makes my stomach drop and twist.




Behind him, two more wolves step in, flanking him like a unit. Their shoulders are tense, ready.




The Ironfang commander straightens, regaining his composure, and smiles thinly.




“Alpha Nightborne,” he says. “Didn’t expect to see you in this backwater.”




The name slides into my ears like a ghost of stories I heard as a child, stories I was never supposed to have heard. Outlaw pack. Shadowcrest. Alpha who wouldn’t kneel.




I never thought I’d see him. I never wanted to.




But here he is, filling the doorway like a promise of violence, eyes locked on me like I’m the only thing in the room that matters.




And my whole life—the careful anonymity, the false names, the years of running—shudders on its foundations.




Because I know, in the marrow of my bones, with the certainty of lightning striking, that whatever tonight was supposed to be, it’s over.




Everything after this is something else.
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Aria




For a second, nobody moves.




The world is a photograph: Ironfang uniforms, bikers with fists half-raised, shattered glass glittering on the floor like spilled stars. Tessa crouched behind the bar. Otto frozen with one hand under the counter, probably on the shotgun he pretends he doesn’t keep there.




And the man in the doorway, the one the commander called Alpha Nightborne, stands there like he’s got all the time in the world.




His gaze is still locked on me. Not on my claws, or my half-shifted face, or the Ironfang emblem, or the chaos. On me.




My heart slams against my ribs.




The commander is the first to break the spell. His thin smile returns, but now it’s stretched tighter, like he’s wearing it for someone else’s benefit.




“You’re a long way from your little mountain hole,” he says. “Did you miss the part where this territory is under Ironfang control?”




The newcomer—Nightborne—steps forward. His wolves flow in behind him, one to either side. I catch quick impressions: one with shaggy dark-blond hair and a scar through his brow; the other leaner, restless, eyes flicking over every exit.




They radiate danger in different flavors, but the man in front is the earthquake. The focus. The low-frequency hum that’s been in my bones since that SUV pulled in.




He doesn’t bother to look at the commander.




“I said,” he repeats, voice low, a scrape of gravel and smoke, “get your hands off her.”




The enforcer I’ve pinned to the bar wheezes, trying to breathe under my grip. I ease up automatically—stupid, but if I crush his windpipe, this explodes even faster.




The other enforcer—the one who had Tessa—tightens his hold again like he wants to make a point. His fingers dig into the soft skin under her jaw.




Tessa meets my eyes. Her pupils are blown wide.




A pulse of heat shoots through my chest, sharp enough to taste. My claws flex.




The commander lifts a hand, casual. “Let the girl go,” he says, not taking his eyes off Nightborne.




The enforcer releases Tessa with obvious reluctance, gives her a shove that nearly sends her sprawling. She scrambles behind the bar, Otto dragging her the rest of the way to cover.




Relief loosens something in my spine.




It doesn’t help the fact that I’m still standing here half-shifted in front of an Ironfang raid and an outlaw Alpha who makes my wolf say mine like a prayer.




Great job, Aria. A+ for subtlety.




Nightborne walks toward us, unhurried, hands loose at his sides. As he moves, the room bends around him—wolves tracking him like gravity, humans leaning back without realizing why.




His scent hits harder with each step. Cold night air, pine, the metallic tang of old blood washed clean.




The Ironfang commander angles his body, blocking part of Nightborne’s path to me. Signal. Challenge.




“Ironfang is conducting an operation,” he says. “We have reports of an unregistered wolf putting humans at risk. This is our jurisdiction, Nightborne. You can turn around and crawl back to whatever rock you came from.”




“Your jurisdiction?” Nightborne’s brows lift a fraction. “Funny. I didn’t realize extortion and harassment were official duties now.”




The commander’s eyes chill a degree. “We’re enforcing order.”




“You’re shaking down a border bar for a rumor,” Nightborne says. “And from what I just saw, putting your hands on women who can’t fight back.”




His gaze flicks to Tessa’s bruised throat, then back. Something flares in his eyes. Not the hot, impulsive anger I recognize in myself. This is colder. Older. A ledger being updated.




My fingers tighten unconsciously on the enforcer’s collar. He whimpers.




“I’ll give you one chance,” Nightborne says quietly. “Leave. Now. Before I decide this is worth my time.”




The commander laughs once, sharp and humorless. “You forget yourself, outlaw. The only reason your pack still exists is because Ironfang allows it. You step one inch over the line—”




He breaks off, tilting his head, like he’s hearing something beneath the words he’s saying. Like he’s hearing… the echo of what I just did.




His gaze slides to my hand. To my claws digging into his soldier’s uniform. Back to my eyes.




There’s recognition there now. Not of me. Of what I am.




“Interesting,” he says softly. “Very interesting.”




He reaches inside his jacket pocket. Every muscle in Nightborne’s wolves goes taut—but the commander only pulls out a small device, black and sleek, the size of a deck of cards. He presses his thumb to it.




A faint chime sounds. The air tastes like burnt copper for a split second.




I don’t know what he just sent or who’s receiving it, but every instinct I have screams bad.




Nightborne’s jaw tightens. “What did you just do?”




“Logged an anomaly,” the commander says. “One high-level surge. Unregistered signature. Location tagged.” He smiles, all teeth. “You brought them what they’ve been looking for and didn’t even know it.”




He’s talking about me. I know he is.




My stomach drops.




Ironfang has been looking. Not for me, specifically—I hope—they don’t know my face. But they’ve been combing border towns and back roads for any whiff of unclaimed power, for years.




That’s what my mother always said. They sweep. They sniff. They test. We keep moving until they get bored.




Apparently they didn’t get bored.




Nightborne’s head turns, slightly, toward me. Our eyes meet again, and there’s something new in his expression now, threaded beneath the intensity.




Realization. And maybe, for a heartbeat, something like shock.




I realize I’m still practically strangling the enforcer under my hand. I force my fingers to unclench and step back.




He gasps and slumps, one hand to his throat.




My claws don’t retract. My wolf isn’t interested in pretending.




“Aria,” Otto says hoarsely from behind the bar. “You should—”




“Stay right where you are,” the commander snaps, eyes never leaving Nightborne and me. “No one leaves until we’re done.”




The bikers mutter. One of them, not Blake, says, “We didn’t sign up for this shit, man.”




“You signed up to drink,” the commander says. “Drink and shut up.”




Blake opens his mouth like he’s going to push back, then catches Nightborne’s eye and thinks better of it. He looks away, jaw working.




Smart.




“Here’s how this goes,” the commander says. “You hand over the girl, Nightborne. We take her in, get her tested, make sure she’s registered properly. If she’s what I think she is, she’ll be… well cared for.” His voice drops, almost gentle. “That kind of power needs structure. Discipline. Leash.”




My skin crawls.




Nightborne laughs. It’s a short, harsh sound. “You think I’m going to hand anyone over to you?”




“Refuse,” the commander says, “and this becomes an act of direct interference against Dominion operations. You know what that means.”




“I do.” Nightborne’s smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Die or leave, isn’t that how your credo goes?”




“You really want to pit your little band of strays against us?”




Nightborne tilts his head. “You brought two soldiers into a bar. I brought two soldiers into a bar. Numbers seem fair to me.”




The commander’s jaw ticks. “There’s a squad in the truck outside. More on call. You’re outgunned.”




Nightborne shrugs. “Then this’ll be a short fight.”




The commander’s gaze sharpens. “You’re willing to start a war over some stray bitch who can’t keep her claws to herself?”




Heat flares in my chest again at bitch, rolling down my spine like lava.




Before I can say something that will absolutely get me killed, Nightborne answers, very softly:




“Yes.”




The room seems to exhale.




His eyes don’t leave the commander, but he moves—just a fraction, shifting his weight. His wolves pick up on it instantly. The scarred one, the restless one—they’re already turning outward, backs to each other, stances widening.




Pack formation.




I know it from a childhood I try not to remember. Three wolves in a room can be three strangers, or they can be a unit. This is a unit.




The Ironfang soldiers tense in response, hands hovering near weapons.




“Last chance,” Nightborne says.




The commander smiles thinly. “You’re not walking out with her.”




Wrong answer, then.




Everything happens in a rush.




The restless wolf beside Nightborne—later I’ll learn his name is Jaxon—moves first. He lunges at the enforcer closest to him, catching the man’s wrist before he can draw his gun and slamming his face into a table. Wood cracks. People scatter, shouting.




The second wolf surges to the side, sweeping a biker out of the way as an Ironfang soldier fires. The shot goes wild, punching into a neon beer sign instead of someone’s chest.




Glass rains down in a waterfall of blue and red shards.




The commander is already moving, fast, swinging his arm toward me, hand closing around something under his jacket. I don’t know if it’s a gun or a blade or some spell-device, but every cell in my body screams no.




I meet him halfway.




My claws flash. I catch his wrist and twist. He moves with it, rolling his shoulder, avoiding the break, but the device flies from his fingers. It hits the floor and skids under a table.




His other hand comes up, palm open, aiming for my throat.




I duck. His fingers graze my cheek, icy, leaving a tingle like frostbite.




Around us, the bar is a war zone. Wolves snarling, humans yelling, chairs sliding, bottles shattering.




Someone grabs my hair from behind. I slam my elbow back into ribs, hard. They grunt and let go. I spin, slash. My claws rake across an Ironfang uniform, drawing a line of red through black.




My wolf is exultant, lungs full of the sharp tang of blood and fear and adrenaline. This is what she was made for. Not pouring beer.




“Aria!” Otto’s voice, from somewhere low and to the right. “Down!”




I drop without thinking.




The shotgun blast roars over my head, deafening, spraying wood splinters from the support beam where an Ironfang soldier was standing a second ago.




He crashes backward, hitting the floor with a wet thud. His legs twitch once, then go still.




Silence falls for one split second, like the whole room is shocked Otto actually pulled the trigger.




Then all hell breaks loose.




“Kill that old man!” an enforcer screams.




“No, you fucking won’t,” Blake roars, and suddenly the bikers are in it too, swinging pool cues and barstools, picking sides based on whoever pissed them off less.




It’s chaos. No teams—just clusters of fighting bodies, allegiances shifting by the second.




The commander curses under his breath and changes tactics. He doesn’t go for Otto. He doesn’t even go for Nightborne.




He goes for me.




Smart.




He moves like a dancer—efficient, controlled, angles and leverage. I block, barely, our forearms slamming together. Pain jolts up my arm.




“You just had to show your teeth,” he says through clenched teeth, breath ghosting my face. “Do you have any idea what you are?”




I snarl in his face. “I’m the girl who’s going to rearrange your jaw if you don’t back up.”




He laughs once, even as I drive my knee up toward his ribs. He twists, taking the impact on his hip instead.




“You’re not trained,” he says. “Raw power, no discipline. They really just threw you out here, didn’t they? Hiding in plain sight. Pathetic.”




He’s trying to get in my head. It works, because my head is a mess.




“Shut up,” I snap, clawing for his face.




He catches my wrist mid-swing. Our strength meets halfway and holds—stalemated. His eyes darken.




“Found you,” he whispers.




My blood goes cold.




For a second, I’m not in the Rusted Lantern. I’m ten years old, hiding under a motel bed while my mother crams clothes into a duffel bag, hissing unsteady words into the phone.




They’re getting closer. He’s tightening the nets. We can’t risk.. no, she’s not—she’s just a child—




Not a child anymore.




The commander’s gaze flicks over my shoulder. “Nightborne,” he calls. “You have no idea what you’re—that’s not just some stray. That’s—”




He doesn’t get to finish.




Nightborne hits him like a freight train.




One moment the commander is in front of me; the next he’s flying sideways, slammed into a support pillar so hard the wood cracks, drywall dust puffing out around him.




Nightborne stands where the commander was, chest heaving, eyes burning gold.




“Talk too much,” he growls.




He doesn’t look at me. Not yet. His attention is all on the commander trying to drag himself back upright.




“You’re interfering with—” the man starts.




Nightborne punches him in the face. It’s almost casual, the motion of it, but the crack of cartilage echoes even over the din.




“That’s for grabbing my wolves,” Nightborne says.




“Ironfang—does not—answer—to you,” the commander spits, blood on his teeth.




Nightborne leans in close, voice gone low and intimate. “You’re right,” he says. “You answer to your superiors. Which means if I kill you, I cut off a chain and someone else has to clean up this mess. So here’s my offer.”




He grabs the front of the man’s uniform and hauls him up onto his toes.




“Call your men off,” Nightborne says, “and limp out of here. You say it was a false alarm, bad intel, bar fight gone wrong. You lose face. You keep your life. Keep pushing, and I’ll send them your head in a box and see how they like the paperwork.”




The commander laughs, even through the blood. “You think you scare me?”




“I don’t care if I scare you.” Nightborne’s lips curl. “I care if you live.”




The commander’s gaze flicks past him again. To me.




“Too late,” he says softly. “You think you can hide her now? That surge is logged. They felt it back at central the moment she cracked. You can kill me, outlaw, but more will come. Hunters. Specialists. You know what they do with anomalies like her?”




His eyes lock on mine, and for the first time since this started, I see something like pity under the ice.




“They don’t crown them,” he says. “They carve them open.”




My stomach flips.




Nightborne’s fist tightens in his collar. The urge to hit him again is written all over his rigid shoulders.




He doesn’t.




He lets the commander go. The man slumps back against the pillar, panting.




“Jaxon,” Nightborne says, not looking away. “How many outside?”




Jaxon, the scarred wolf, glances toward the front windows. “Truck’s there. Energy signatures, six heartbeats inside. They’re hunkered down, waiting for a signal.”




“And inside?”




“Two down, three injured.” He smirks. “We’re prettier.”




Even now, with blood on his face, the commander straightens his uniform like he’s smoothing his pride. “This isn’t finished,” he says. “You’ve escalated this, Nightborne. Enjoy your last nights in that cursed forest of yours.”




He jerks his chin at his remaining enforcers. “We’re leaving.”




One of them stares at him, incredulous. “Commander, we can’t just—she—”




“Log the anomaly,” he snaps. “File your report. We are not equipped for this encounter.” His gaze cuts to Nightborne again. “Yet.”




They begin to retreat, moving backward toward the door, weapons still raised. Nobody in the bar is stupid enough to try to stop them. The bikers are nursing bruises and wounded pride; the rogues are keeping their eyes firmly on the floor; Otto is shaking behind the bar, one hand still on the shotgun.




Tessa is pressed into the corner, breathing fast, mascara smeared.




The commander pauses in the doorway, takes one last look at me. His lips curve.




“Run,” he suggests. “It’ll be fun watching how far you think you can get.”




Then he’s gone, his men flowing out after him. The black SUV outside starts almost immediately, engine growling, and peels away into the night.




The bar is left dripping silence.




Glass crunches under my boots as I shift my weight. My claws are still out. My heart is still racing. My throat feels raw, like I’ve been screaming, even though I haven’t made a sound.




Humans start talking first. Swearing, complaining, trying to turn what just happened into a story they can tell later that doesn’t make them realize how close they came to dying.




“Jesus Christ,” someone mutters. “Feds or some shit?”




“Those were wolves,” another whispers back. “Did you see her—”




“Shut up,” Blake snaps. “Show some respect. Girl just saved your ass.”




That surprises me enough that I look at him. He’s got a split lip and a blooming bruise on his cheek. He catches my eye, lifts his chin once like a thanks, then looks away.




Tessa scrambles out from behind the bar and rushes to my side.




“Are you okay?” she babbles. “Are you hurt? Your eyes are still—oh my God, Aria, your eyes—”




I blink.




Her face wavers in my vision, double-edges of light around her hair. I can see the pulse in her throat. The shine of sweat on her upper lip. The scuff on her shoes.




I drag in a breath, reach for my human skin like I’ve done a thousand times.




Back, I tell my wolf. Now. Please.




She resists. She likes this. Blood and power and not being small.




If we don’t go back, I tell her, we die. Or worse. Please.




Slowly, like a tide turning, my claws retreat. My teeth dull. My senses lower from screaming to manageable. The edges of everything blur a little.




Tessa’s shoulders sag in relief. “There she is.”




I try to smile. It feels like my face might crack.




“You’re bleeding,” she says.




I look down. There are red smears on my forearms, but they’re not mine. My own body hums, unhurt. There’s a trickle of something warm on my cheek where the commander grazed me, but it’s already sealing.




“I’m fine,” I say. My voice comes out rough. “You okay?”




She nods, eyes overbright. “I think so. My neck—” She touches the spot where the enforcer had gripped her. “It’s gonna bruise like hell.”




Otto appears at my elbow, shotgun still in his hands. He sets it down on the nearest upright table and glares around the bar, daring anyone to comment.




“Everyone out,” he barks. “Show’s over, you don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.”




There’s some whining, some half-hearted protests—“Come on, man, we just got our drinks—”—but one look at his face and people start shuffling toward the front door.




The rogues go first, shoulders hunched. The bikers follow, muttering, casting glances back like they wish they’d done more or less, they can’t decide.




In under a minute, the only ones left are staff, the two Shadowcrest wolves, and the man whose presence has turned my nervous system into a live wire.




He hasn’t moved far from where he slammed the commander into the pillar. Now that the immediate fight is over, he stands with his weight shifted onto one hip, arms loosely crossed over his chest, watching me.




It feels like a weight. Not oppressive. Just… concentrated. Like he’s a black hole for attention.




I become acutely aware of a few things at once:




My t-shirt is torn at the shoulder, exposing more skin than I’m comfortable with.

My hands are shaking.

The mate-bond—if that’s what this is—is a living thing between us, humming like a struck chord.




Up close, he looks a little older than I first thought. Late twenties, maybe early thirties. Lines at the corners of his eyes, not from laughter. A faint scar along his jaw, silver against tan skin.




His gaze is assessing, but not cold the way the commander’s was. There’s heat there, banked and controlled.




“Aria,” Otto says quietly. “Kitchen. Now.”




I blink. “What?”




He doesn’t take his eyes off Nightborne. His hand closes gently but firmly around my elbow. “We need to talk. Away from… this.”




“‘This’ has a name,” the scarred wolf says dryly. “But sure, reduce us to background scenery.”




Nightborne doesn’t react. His gaze flicks to Otto’s hand on me, then back to my face.




“Let her go,” he says.




Otto stiffens. “She’s my staff, not yours. My bar, my rules.”




Nightborne’s eyes narrow just a fraction. “That one”—he jerks his chin toward the shotgun—“won’t do much if Ironfang decides to come back with a full unit in twenty minutes. We need to move. Now.”




My already frayed nerves snap a little.




“I’m standing right here,” I say. “Maybe talk to me like I’m not a chair.”




His gaze shifts back to me fully, and for a split second, whatever battle he’s fighting with everyone else drops out of his expression.




We’re close enough now that I can see the subtle ring of silver around his irises, catching the dim light. His scent curls around me; my wolf presses up against my skin like she’s trying to get closer.




He inclines his head, a fraction.




“Fine,” he says. “I’ll talk to you.”




His voice is smoother now, still rough, but less blade, more smoke.




“You just lit up the ether like a flare,” he says. “Every Ironfang sensor within a hundred miles will have logged that surge. That means they’ll be back. Not just foot soldiers this time.” His jaw tightens. “Specialists. Trackers. They’ll lock down this whole town if they have to.”




Ice drips into my veins.




“How long?” I ask.




“Best case?” He glances at Jaxon, who lifts one shoulder. “An hour. Worst case, they already had a secondary unit close. Half that.”




Tessa makes a small, strangled sound. “They’re coming back?”




Otto swears under his breath.




“Not if we’re gone before they get here,” the other Shadowcrest wolf says. He’s been quiet, watching the doors and windows. His eyes are a murky green, sharp. “We can cover tracks, scramble trail. Harder if we stand here narrating the problem.”




“Gone where?” I demand. “I work here, I live—”




“You work in a bar that’s about to become a checkpoint,” Nightborne says. “You live in a town they might turn inside out. Staying is not an option.”




He says it like it’s obvious. Maybe to him it is.




To me, it’s ripping open an old wound.




“I can go,” I say. “I’ve done it before. Pack my stuff, get in my car, drive till the map runs out, find some other place that doesn’t ask questions. You don’t have to—”




“You think you’ll outrun them in that?” Jaxon nods toward the parking lot.




Through the front windows, I can see my car: dented, sun-faded, reliable in the way an old dog is reliable until its heart just gives out one day.




“I’ve been outrunning them my whole life,” I snap.




Nightborne’s gaze sharpens. “No,” he says quietly. “You’ve been outrunning rumors and patrol sweeps and lazy searches. That surge you just threw?” He shakes his head. “Different level. That goes on a priority list. They’ll send people who don’t get bored. You won’t make it three towns.”




Panic claws at my throat. “So what, then? I go with you?”




“Yes,” he says simply.




The word lands between us like a stone in water, ripples spreading.




Tessa grabs my wrist. “She’s not going anywhere with you,” she says, voice shaking. “We don’t even know who you are.”




Jaxon gives her a little salute. “Hi. Shadowcrest. Outlaws. Everyone’s favorite bedtime story.”




“Not helping,” the green-eyed wolf mutters.




Nightborne ignores them both. “You don’t have to trust me,” he tells me. “You just have to understand the math. Alone, you die. With us, you have a shot.”




“A shot at what?” I demand. “Being your weapon? Your bargaining chip?” My laugh is thin and sharp. “Do you know how many packs my mother dragged me through before she said we were better off alone? ‘They’ll use you, Aria. They’ll put a crown on your head or a collar around your throat, and either way you’re not you anymore.’”




The words spill out before I can stop them. I want to snatch them back as soon as they’re in the air.




Nightborne’s expression barely changes, but something flinches behind his eyes.




“I’m not your mother,” he says.




“Good for you,” I snap. “She’s dead.”




The silence that follows is thick.




I feel Tessa’s grip tighten. Otto exhales shakily.




“I’m sorry,” Nightborne says after a beat. It sounds like an honest apology, not a reflex. “But my point stands. Ironfang knows you exist now. That doesn’t get undone. The only reason they didn’t throw a bag over your head and drag you out is because I walked through the door.”




“And now you want credit?” I fold my arms, trying to keep my hands from shaking again. “You want me grateful?”




His jaw flexes. “No,” he says. “I want you alive.”




It hits me harder than it should. Maybe because he says it like it’s a simple fact, not a sell.




“Why?” I ask, quieter.




His eyes hold mine. Whatever he was about to say dies on his tongue. He hesitates, just long enough that I feel it.




“Because they don’t get to have you,” he says finally.




My wolf shivers. Ours, she whispers, hopeless.




I swallow. “You don’t know me.”




“Not yet,” Jaxon mutters under his breath.




Nightborne shoots him a look. Jaxon lifts his hands. “What? I’m keeping morale up.”




The green-eyed wolf snorts.




“I don’t need this,” Otto says suddenly, voice rough. “I don’t need patrols and packs and wars in my bar. I’m too old for this shit.”




“You’re not in this,” Nightborne says, not unkindly. “You were at the wrong place, wrong time. They’ll log you as collateral, not target.”




“Comforting,” Otto mutters.




He looks at me. Really looks at me, like he’s seeing me for the first time without the filter of spilled drinks and closing shifts.




“How long?” he asks.




“How long what?” My throat feels tight.




“How long you been waiting for something like this to happen?”




The question slices me open.




My mouth works. “I—” I start, then stop.




My whole life, is the honest answer. Since my mother shook me awake in the middle of the night smelling like fear and gasoline. Since she said, If anyone asks, your name is Emma now. Don’t tell them your last name. Don’t show them your eyes.




Since she died and I kept moving anyway because I didn’t know what else to do.




My voice comes out small. “Does it matter?”




He sighs. “It matters enough that if I try to lock that door and keep you here, you’ll hate me for it.”




He rakes a hand through his thinning hair, then nods, like he’s made a decision that costs him something.




“You should go,” he says. “With them.”




“Otto—”




He holds up a hand. “You’re good at pouring drinks and pretending you don’t hear things you hear. You’re terrible at being ordinary.” His gaze is steady, even as his mouth twists. “Besides, if you stay, they’ll drag half the county through my bar looking for you. I’d prefer to die of something peaceful, like heart disease.”




My laugh chokes on a sob. “That’s morbid.”




“It’s realistic.” He clears his throat. “I’ll tell anyone who comes that you took off as soon as the fight started. That you were scared, normal, nothing special.”




Nightborne nods once. “That will help.”




Otto shoots him a look like he’s not sure he likes agreeing with him on anything.




Tessa clutches my arm. “You can’t just go with them,” she says, eyes shiny. “Wolves with knives and outlaw stories? Aria, this is insane.”




“Everything about my life is insane,” I say quietly. “You just didn’t see it.”




Her mouth wobbles. “I saw you. That counts.”




It does. More than I let myself admit.




“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I never meant to drag you into—”




“Don’t,” she cuts in. “You saved my life. Twice. If you say sorry again, I’m gonna punch you and cry at the same time. It’ll be ugly.”




Despite everything, my lips twitch. “Promise?”




“Shut up,” she whispers, voice breaking.




She yanks me into a hug so tight it hurts. I hug her back, breathing in cigarette smoke and cheap shampoo and her, trying to burn the scent into my memory.




“Text me,” she says into my shoulder. “If there’s still phone service wherever you’re going. If not, I’ll assume you joined a cult and I’ll talk shit about you to strangers forever.”




“Deal,” I say, my own voice too thick.




She pulls back, smears at her eyes. “If these guys murder you, I’m haunting them.”




“Noted,” Jaxon says cheerfully. “I’ll put it on my calendar.”




The green-eyed wolf snorts again. “I like her.”




Nightborne has given us space, but not distance. I can feel him at my back, like a storm waiting just outside a door.




Finally, there’s nothing left to say.




“Go pack,” he says quietly. “Five minutes. Only what you can’t replace.”




My first instinct is to argue. Five minutes? I own more than can fit in five minutes. Clothes. Books. A chipped mug I stole from a diner once. A sweater my mother left behind in a hurry and I still can’t throw out.




But I’ve left places faster, with less.




“Okay,” I say.




I look at Otto, at Tessa, at the wreck of the bar that’s been the closest thing to stable I’ve had in years.




“Thank you,” I tell them. It doesn’t cover it, but it’s all I have.




Otto waves a hand gruffly and heads for the closet to get a broom. Tessa flips Nightborne off behind his back, then mouths stay alive at me.




I turn toward the side door that leads to the parking lot and my tiny rented room above the laundromat two blocks over.




Nightborne’s voice stops me.




“You’re not going alone,” he says.




I pivot. “Excuse me?”




“They’ll have eyes on the streets already,” he says. “If they catch you between here and wherever you sleep with a bag of belongings, it’s over. We go together. Jaxon grabs your stuff, Finn—” he nods toward the green-eyed wolf “—sweeps for tags.”




“I don’t—”




“You want to argue about logistics,” he says, “or you want to live?”




The bluntness knocks my protest sideways.




“Fine,” I grit out.




He nods once, then gestures toward the door. “Ladies first.”




Under other circumstances, I’d complain about the chivalry or the implied command. Right now, I’m too tired.




We step out into the night together.




The cool air hits my face, and for a moment, the normalcy of it is dizzying. The gravel crunches under our boots. The highway hums beyond the field. The neon sign above the bar flickers, one letter out.




If I squint, I can almost pretend nothing’s changed.




Then I glance at the dark road leading into town and imagine armored trucks crawling along it, specialists with devices that hum when they pick up power like mine. I imagine them knocking on doors, dragging people out into the street, asking, Have you seen a girl with eyes like stormlight?




My wolf shivers.




Nightborne’s shoulder brushes mine as we cross the lot. That little touch sends a shock up my arm, straight to my unruly heart.




He notices. His eyes flick down to where we almost touch, then back to my face. Something unreadable moves behind them.




“Do you feel that?” I blurt before I can stop myself.




He’s quiet for a moment. “Yes,” he says.




“What is it?” My voice is too soft.




He looks away, toward the line of trees beyond the highway, like the answer might be written there.




“Bond,” he says finally. “Either a cruel joke or fate. We’ll argue about which later.”




I stumble a step. “Bond,” I repeat. “Like—”




“Like,” he says.




The word hangs between us, heavy, breathing.




Mate-bond.




My wolf rolls onto her back and shows her throat like a shameless hussy.




I, meanwhile, feel like someone yanked the floor out from under my feet and replaced it with a tightrope.




“I don’t—” I start, then stop, because what am I going to say? I don’t want this? Like fate cares. I don’t know you? Which is true, but my bones disagree.




“Add it to the list of problems,” Nightborne says. “Right underneath ‘Ironfang wants to dissect you.’”




“Great,” I mutter. “Love that for me.”




He huffs something almost like a laugh.




Jaxon jogs ahead, peering down the street, scenting the air. Finn moves in a wider arc, eyes scanning rooftops and alleys.




We walk as a unit, fast but not obvious, like we’re just three guys and their… friend… walking home from a long shift. My heart doesn’t get the memo; it’s racing like we’re sprinting.




My little room above the laundromat is three turns away and up a narrow steel staircase that creaks when you look at it wrong. I’ve always found comfort in its shabbiness. No one bothers the girl who lives above the dryers.




When we reach the bottom of the stairs, Nightborne holds up a hand.




“Wait,” he says.




Finn moves past me, bounding up the steps with inhuman smoothness. He kneels by my door, closes his eyes, and breathes in like he’s smelling something most people can’t.




His brow tightens. He mutters something under his breath.




“What?” I ask.




He glances over his shoulder. “Residual trace. Someone’s been here. Not inside, but close.” He taps the doorframe. “Sniffer, probably. Logged your scent.”




“Wonderful,” I say weakly.




Jaxon cracks his neck. “We should burn this place after we’re done.”




“You’re not burning my toothbrush,” I mutter.




Nightborne looks at me. “In and out. Only what you need.”




I nod, swallow, and climb the stairs, my legs suddenly heavy.




Inside, my room looks exactly the same as when I left it ten hours ago: unmade bed, thrift-store dresser, pile of laundry in the corner, chipped mug on the crate I use as a bedside table. An open paperback lies face down on the pillow, as if Book-Aria got up to pee and never came back.




For a second, my throat closes.




Five minutes isn’t enough time to say goodbye to a life, even a small, shabby, temporary one.




“Aria.” Nightborne’s voice from the doorway.




“Yeah.” I move.




Drawer, duffel bag. I shove clothes in without folding—jeans, underwear, two t-shirts, the hoodies that still smell faintly like laundry detergent and cheap diner coffee.




Top shelf: the sweater my mother left behind in a rush in some other town. Grey, too big, holes at the cuffs. I press it to my face for one heartbeat, inhale the ghost of her—faded perfume and cigarette smoke that isn’t really there anymore, just memory.




My chest aches.




I stuff the sweater into the bag before I can overthink it.




Bathroom: toothbrush, travel-sized soap, the little first aid kit I always keep stocked out of habit. I toss them in.




I reach for the box under my bed without thinking. It’s small, metal, the latch slightly bent. Inside: three different IDs with three different last names. Eight hundred dollars in cash in various denominations. A burner phone still in plastic.




I hesitate.




Then I grab it. Old habits die hard, and I don’t know how long I’ll be with these wolves before I have to run again.




Behind me, Nightborne says nothing. I don’t know if he sees the box or what it contains. If he does, he doesn’t comment.




Time compresses. It feels like I’ve been in the room an hour and also thirty seconds.




“Two minutes,” Jaxon calls softly from the hallway.




I scan the space one last time. My gaze catches on the mirror hanging crooked over the dresser.




A stranger stares back.




Her dark hair is snarly, falling loose from the knot she twisted it into at the start of her shift. There’s a smear of someone else’s blood along one jaw, a thin pink line on her cheek where Ironfang fingers grazed.




Her eyes—my eyes—are not the warm brown they look in bad light. In the reflection, in the cheap overhead bulb’s glow, threads of bright silver and storm-cloud grey churn in them, like lightning trapped behind glass.




I’ve spent my whole life dimming that.




Tonight, for the first time, I don’t look away.




“Let’s go,” I tell the girl in the mirror.




She nods.




I sling the duffel over my shoulder and step back into the hallway.




Nightborne looks at the bag, then at me. His gaze snags for a heartbeat on the box under my arm. Still no comment.




Finn sniffs down the stairwell again, then gestures sharply. “We’ve got to move. Street’s clear for now, but that won’t last.”




We descend into the night together.




As we cross the lot for the second time, heading toward a different vehicle this time—large, dark, inhumanly anonymous—I feel something settle over me.




Fear, yes. Panic, still humming. But also a thin, sharp thread of something else.




Relief.




Because whatever comes next, whatever this bond is, whatever Shadowcrest really is beneath the outlaw stories and sharp jaws… this running isn’t the same as the running I’ve always done.




This time, I’m not sprinting blind into the dark alone.




I’m stepping toward it with wolves at my back.




And an Alpha whose eyes feel like they’ve been waiting for mine.




That might be the most dangerous part of all.
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I’ve seen a lot of stupid in my life.


Men who charge into bullets thinking teeth will be enough. Alphas who mistake fear for loyalty. Pups who think power means never having to say you’re wrong.


But nothing is quite as stupid—or terrifying—as watching a girl who doesn’t know what she is light up the ether like a bomb.


Even now, walking ten paces behind her across the cracked parking lot, I can still feel the echo of it. That surge in the bar wasn’t just strength. It was rank. Old blood and raw potential punching straight through wards and sensors like they were wet paper.


She has no idea.


Her duffel bounces against her hip, weight not matching the way she carries it. She walks fast, shoulders square, chin up, like she can outpace her own fear. The scent of it still threads through the air under the adrenaline and blood.


Fear. Anger. And underneath both, something sharp and bright that makes my wolf lift his head.


Curiosity.


“You’re staring,” Jaxon says under his breath beside me. “Again.”


I don’t bother to deny it. “I’m evaluating.”


“Uh-huh.” He grins, split lip reopening. “Is that what the kids are calling it now?”


I flick him a look that promises pain. He just snickers, because he’s an idiot and he knows I won’t waste energy on him right now.


Finn moves ahead in a silent glide, eyes scanning roofs, alleys, the tree line. He’s all coiled precision, every step measured. If Jaxon is the knife that laughs as it cuts, Finn is the one you never see until you’re already bleeding.


Aria reaches the dark SUV we parked in the shadow of the bar earlier and stops beside the rear door, one hand on the handle, watching me.


Her eyes catch the weak light from the neon sign. They’re still mostly human-brown, but when she’s keyed up they shot through with silver, like storm clouds lit from behind. Right now, they’re a restless mix.


“You going to unlock this thing,” she asks, “or do we stand here until your enemies send us a thank-you basket?”


I hit the fob. The lights blink once. “Back seat,” I say. “Middle.”


“You’ve got a tone,” she mutters. “Do you practice that in the mirror, or does it come naturally?”


“Get in the car, Aria.”


She rolls her eyes but obeys, swinging open the door and climbing in. She tosses her duffel to the floor, then slides across the seat to the middle like I told her. Good. Side seats are weakest in a hit.


Finn takes the passenger seat up front. Jaxon opens the rear door on the other side and sprawls in next to her, long legs taking up more space than they need to.


As I round the hood, I hear him say, “So. Highness. On a scale of one to ‘what the fuck,’ how’s your night going?”


“Leaning heavily toward ‘what the fuck,’” she says without missing a beat.


Her voice is steadier than I expect. My wolf approves.


I slide behind the wheel. The engine rumbles to life under my hands. For a heartbeat, I let myself enjoy the simple satisfaction of that—a machine obeying when told. No politics. No prophecies. Just fuel and steel and speed.


Then I shove that aside and pull out of the lot.


The highway beyond the bar is a two-lane stretch of cracked asphalt cutting through dark fields, no streetlights, no cameras. Good and bad. Harder for Ironfang to track visually. Easier for them to lay an ambush.


“Finn,” I say, eyes on the rearview mirror. “Talk to me.”


He taps the small tablet mounted near his knee. It’s piggybacked off three different signals, encrypted to hell. The map glows faintly, dotted with moving specks.


“Dominion SUV heading east,” he says. “Speed increasing. They’re calling someone. Burst transmissions. I can’t intercept, but I can see the pattern. They’re not retreating to base. They’re rallying.”


“How many units within fifty miles?” I ask.


“Two registered patrols. One specialist team on standby downstate.” Finn’s mouth tightens. “If they tag this as a level-three anomaly, that team moves.”


“They will,” I say.


“Yeah.” He exhales. “ETA if they get wheels up now… forty minutes.”


Aria leans forward between the front seats, shoulder brushing the edge of my seat. The contact is minimal, but my wolf snaps to attention like someone yanked his leash.


“You’re telling me,” she says, “there’s an actual team dedicated to chasing people like me?”


“People with power like you,” Finn corrects without turning around.


“How many ‘people’ like me have there been?” she presses.


“Not many,” Jaxon answers. “And most didn’t make it to drinking age.”


I shoot him a warning glance in the mirror. He raises his hands. “What? She asked.”


Aria goes quiet, sinking back in her seat. The faint sound of her pulse kicks up, too fast. My fingers tighten on the wheel.


The mate-bond hums between us, thin but definite now that I’ve stopped pretending it might be something else. It’s like a wire strung from my sternum to hers, humming with every shift in her emotions. When she’s afraid, it tugs. When she’s angry, it vibrates.


When she was throwing enforcers around that bar… it sang.


My wolf liked that. Too much.


“You said they’ll send specialists,” she says after a moment. “What does that mean? You all keep throwing around terms like I graduated from Wolf Ops Academy with you.”


I snort. “Specialists are hunters with toys. Old tech, mixed with new. Wards that sniff out blood signatures, darts that disrupt the inner shift cycle, restraints that dampen power. They’re very efficient and very expensive. Ironfang doesn’t waste them on bar fights.”


“So they think I’m worth the gas money,” she says dryly.


“Very much so.”


She’s quiet again. I can feel her thinking, weighing.


“How far is this place?” she asks eventually. “Your forest lair.”


Jaxon huffs a laugh. “You make it sound like we sleep in hollowed-out trees.”


“Do you?” she asks.


“No. We have beds. And doors. And indoor plumbing. It’s a miracle.”


“Shadowcrest compound is forty miles,” Finn says. “Northwest. Back roads most of the way. If no one’s set up anything yet, we can reach it in under an hour.”


“If they have?” Aria asks.


“Then things get interesting,” I say.


She mutters something under her breath that sounds like, “Of course you’d call that ‘interesting.’”


The road unspools ahead, empty and dark. The night air pouring in through the cracked window carries scents of cut hay, asphalt, distant water. Under that, the faint metallic tang of Ironfang’s vehicle fading behind us.


I keep my foot heavy on the gas, but not so heavy we draw attention. There are only a few human cops within this radius and they like to make quota with speeding tickets.


I’ve got enough enemies.


In the rearview mirror, Aria watches the night slide by with a strange expression. Not fear. Not exactly. Something more like grief-for-a-thing-before-it’s-gone.


“How long have you been here?” I ask before I can stop myself.


She looks at me, surprised. “In that town?”


“In that bar.”


“A year,” she says. “Longest I’ve stayed anywhere since I was























































































































































































































































































































