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THE WILD ONE

Kira

The fist came at my face fast. Too fast for most people. Not fast enough for me.

I ducked low, felt the air whistle past my ear, and drove my knee up into my opponent's gut. The sound he made—half grunt, half wheeze—sent electricity through my veins. Better than any drug. Better than anything.

"Come on, Reaper!" someone screamed from the crowd. That was my name here. The Reaper. Because I never lost.

My opponent—some massive guy built like a truck—staggered back. Blood dripped from his nose where I'd already landed two good hits. His eyes were wild now. Desperate. I knew that look. Everyone wore it eventually when they fought me.

I bounced on my feet, light and loose. My body hummed with energy, with the need to move, to hit, to not think about anything except the next punch.

He charged. Sloppy. Angry. I sidestepped and let my elbow crack against his temple as he passed. He dropped like a stone.

The crowd exploded. Cheers, screams, money changing hands. The underground arena stank of sweat and blood and beer, packed with people who came to watch wolves tear each other apart. No shifting allowed. Just fists and feet and fury.

I stood over my opponent's unconscious body and raised my fist. The crowd roared louder.

This was the only place I felt anything anymore. The only place the noise in my head went quiet.

"Kira!" A familiar voice cut through the chaos. "Kira, that's enough!"

I turned to see Sage pushing through the crowd, her red hair like fire in the dim lights. My best friend. My conscience. The only person who still bothered trying to save me from myself.

"He's done," Sage said, grabbing my arm. "You won. Time to go."

I looked down at the guy on the ground. His chest rose and fell. Good. I hadn't killed him. That was something, I guess.

The fight organizer—a greasy wolf named Marco—shoved a wad of cash at me. "Same time next week, Reaper?"

"Maybe." I took the money without counting it. I never counted it. Wasn't about the money anyway.

Sage dragged me toward the exit, her grip tight on my arm like she thought I might bolt back to the ring. She wasn't wrong. I could fight three more rounds and still want more.

The night air hit my face when we stepped outside, cool and clean compared to the stink inside. My knuckles throbbed. Blood—not mine—stained my hands. I flexed my fingers and watched them shake.

"You're going to get yourself killed one day," Sage said. She pulled out a bottle of water from her bag and handed it to me. "Or worse, you'll kill someone else."

I drank half the bottle in one go. "He'll be fine."

"That's not the point." Sage crossed her arms, her green eyes sharp with worry. "This is the third fight this week, Ki. Three. You're spiraling."

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You haven't been fine since—"

"Don't." The word came out harder than I meant. "Just don't."

Sage pressed her lips together. She wanted to push. I could see it in her face. But she knew me well enough to know when to back off.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw the name on the screen: Dad.

My jaw clenched. I hit decline and shoved the phone back in my pocket.

"He's called five times today," Sage said quietly. "Your father—"

"Is not my problem." I started walking toward my motorcycle parked at the edge of the lot. Sage followed.

"Kira, he's the Alpha. You can't keep ignoring him."

"Watch me."

Being the daughter of Alpha Marcus Vale came with expectations. Responsibilities. A future mapped out since birth. Meetings and politics and fake smiles. They wanted me to be perfect. Poised. A proper Alpha's daughter ready to lead the pack someday.

They could want all they liked. I wasn't doing it.

My phone buzzed again. Dad. Again.

"Answer it," Sage said. "Please. He wouldn't keep calling if it wasn't important."

I groaned and pulled out the phone. Pressed answer but didn't say anything.

"Kira." My father's voice was steel wrapped in silk. The Alpha voice. The one that made other wolves drop their eyes and bow their heads. "Where are you?"

"Out."

"The Alpha Summit is in three days. You're required to attend."

My fingers tightened around the phone. "I'm busy."

"This isn't a request. You will be there. You will represent this pack with dignity and—"

I hung up.

Sage's eyes went wide. "Did you just hang up on your father? On the Alpha?"

"Yep." I swung my leg over my motorcycle and started the engine. The rumble made my bones vibrate in a good way.

"Kira—"

"I'm not going to some stupid Summit where a bunch of Alphas stand around comparing pack sizes and trying to marry off their kids like we're trading cards." I revved the engine. "Not happening."

Sage grabbed my handlebars before I could take off. "Listen to me. I know you hate pack politics. I know you want nothing to do with any of it. But this is different."

"How?"

"Because every major pack in the territory will be there. Including..." She paused. "Including Silverclaw."

Something cold slithered down my spine at that name. Silverclaw. Our enemies. The pack responsible for—

I shook my head. Not going there. Not tonight.

"So what?" I said. "More reason not to go."

"Or more reason to go and show them the Vale Pack doesn't back down from anyone." Sage's voice softened. "Look, I get it. You're angry. At your father, at the pack, at the whole werewolf world. But hiding in underground fight clubs isn't living, Ki. It's just... existing."

"I like existing."

"Liar."

I revved the engine again, but Sage didn't move her hand.

"Come with me tomorrow," she said. "To the Summit. Not for your father. Not for the pack. For you. When's the last time you actually had fun? Real fun, not beating people unconscious fun?"

I opened my mouth to argue, but something stopped me. A weird feeling in my chest. My wolf, who'd been quiet for weeks, suddenly stirred. Just a flutter, like she was waking up from a long sleep.

That was strange. My wolf had been restless lately, pacing inside me like she was looking for something. But I'd ignored her. Easier that way.

Now she pushed at the edges of my mind, curious. Wanting.

"What's wrong?" Sage asked, noticing my expression.

"Nothing. Just..." I pressed a hand to my chest. "My wolf's being weird."

"Weird how?"

"Like she wants something. I don't know." I shook my head. "Forget it."

Sage studied my face for a long moment. Then she smiled, slow and knowing. "Maybe she wants you to stop hiding. Maybe she wants you to actually live for once."

"Since when did you become a wolf whisperer?"

"Since my best friend started using her fists instead of her brain." Sage finally let go of my handlebars. "Go home. Get some sleep. And think about what I said. The Summit could be good for you."

"Doubt it."

"There'll be an open bar."

"Now you're talking my language." I kicked up the stand on my bike. "I'll think about it."

"You better." Sage stepped back. "And Kira? Wash your hands. You've got blood under your nails again."

I looked down at my knuckles. She was right. Blood crusted in the creases of my skin, dark and dried.

For just a second, I wasn't in a parking lot anymore. I was sixteen again, in the woods behind our house, with hands around my throat and fear like ice in my veins. Until something inside me snapped. Until I wasn't prey anymore.

Until I became something else.

I blinked and the memory vanished. Just a flash, like always. Gone before I could really see it.

"Ki?" Sage's voice pulled me back. "You okay?"

"Yeah. Fine." I twisted the throttle and my bike roared to life. "See you tomorrow."

I didn't wait for her response. Just took off into the night, the wind whipping my dark hair back, the city lights blurring past.

My wolf stirred again. Restless. Wanting.

Something was coming. I could feel it in my bones, in the way my pulse jumped, in the strange electricity under my skin.

Something was about to change.

I just didn't know if I was ready for it.



The house was dark when I got home. Not home, really. Just the apartment I'd rented on the edge of Vale territory. Far enough from pack central that my father couldn't just drop by. Close enough that I couldn't fully escape.

I parked my bike and headed up the stairs, my boots heavy on the metal steps. My hands still shook. They always did after a fight, that leftover adrenaline needing somewhere to go.

Inside, I went straight to the bathroom and turned on the shower. Watched the water run red as I scrubbed the blood from my hands. Other people's blood. Always other people's.

My reflection stared back at me from the mirror. Wild blue eyes. Dark hair that fell past my shoulders in tangled waves. A split lip from tonight that was already healing. Bruises on my ribs that would be gone by morning.

I was twenty years old and looked like I'd been fighting my whole life.

Maybe I had been.

My phone buzzed on the counter. Another text from Dad:

You will attend the Summit. End of discussion.

I turned off my phone and threw it on my bed.

The shower didn't help. I was still wired, still buzzing with energy I didn't know what to do with. My wolf paced inside me, agitated now. Pushing.

"What do you want?" I asked out loud, pressing my hand against my chest like I could reach inside and ask her directly.

She didn't answer. Just kept pacing. Kept searching.

I changed into sleep clothes and climbed into bed, but I knew I wouldn't sleep. I never slept well. Too many nightmares. Too many memories trying to claw their way to the surface.

I stared at the ceiling and thought about what Sage said. About the Summit. About actually living instead of just fighting my way through each day.

My wolf pushed again. Harder this time. Like she was trying to tell me something.

Go, she seemed to say. You need to go.

"Why?" I whispered into the darkness.

But she didn't answer. Just settled down, quiet again. Waiting.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. Tried not to think about Summits or responsibilities or the weird feeling that something was about to shift in my carefully controlled chaos.

Tried not to think about the scent of winter storms and dark forests that my wolf suddenly couldn't get out of her head.

A scent I'd never smelled before.

A scent that made her howl.
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THE FROZEN HEART

Damon

The traitor's blood looked black in the moonlight.

I stood in the center of the tribunal circle, my hands clean but my conscience heavy with what I'd just done. The body lay at my feet. Swift. Necessary. Final.

Around me, my pack watched in silence. No one spoke. No one moved. They knew better.

"Remove him." My voice cut through the quiet. Two wolves stepped forward immediately, grabbing the body by the arms and dragging it away from the sacred circle.

I turned to face the rest of them. Thirty-seven wolves. All that remained of Silverclaw after three years of war, betrayal, and loss. Once we'd been over a hundred strong. Now we were barely hanging on.

"Let this be a reminder," I said, my voice carrying across the clearing. "Betrayal has only one punishment. Loyalty is everything. Without it, we are nothing."

They nodded. Some looked afraid. Good. Fear kept them alive. Fear kept them obedient.

I dismissed them with a wave of my hand and walked toward the pack house, my boots crunching on dead leaves. The forest was quiet tonight. Too quiet. Even the birds had stopped singing.

"Damon."

I didn't turn around. I knew that voice. "What is it, Jaxon?"

My Beta caught up to me in three long strides. Jaxon had been my best friend since we were kids. The only person who still looked at me like I was something other than ice and stone.

"That was the third execution this month," he said carefully. "The pack is getting nervous."

"The pack should be grateful I'm keeping them safe."

"They are. But—"

"But what?" I stopped walking and faced him. Jaxon stood his ground, meeting my eyes. Most wolves couldn't do that anymore. They'd drop their gaze within seconds, submission rolling off them in waves.

Not Jaxon. He'd earned the right to speak his mind.

"You're scaring them," he said quietly. "Not just the guilty ones. Everyone."

"Fear keeps them sharp."

"Fear keeps them obedient. There's a difference." Jaxon ran a hand through his dark hair. "I'm not saying you were wrong to execute him. He was selling pack secrets to the rogues. He deserved what he got. I'm just saying... maybe you could show a little mercy sometimes. Let them see you're still human."

I started walking again. "I'm not human. I'm Alpha. That's all that matters."

Jaxon fell into step beside me. He didn't push, which I appreciated. He knew when to fight me on something and when to let it go.

The pack house loomed ahead, a massive structure of stone and wood built by my grandfather sixty years ago. It had weathered storms and attacks and time. Stronger than most things in this world.

I wished I could say the same about myself.

Inside, the main hall was empty except for a few wolves cleaning up from dinner. They scattered when they saw me coming. I ignored them and headed for my office on the second floor.

"The Alpha Summit is in three days," Jaxon said, following me up the stairs. "You still planning to go?"

"Yes."

"Want to tell me why? You've turned down the last four invitations."

I pushed open my office door and went straight to the desk. Papers covered every surface. Pack business. Territory reports. Financial statements. The unglamorous side of being Alpha that no one talked about.

"We need alliances," I said, sitting down and pulling a folder toward me. "Our numbers are too low. If another pack decides to challenge us, we won't survive."

Jaxon leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. "So you're going to play nice with the other Alphas? You?"

"I'm going to do what's necessary for the pack."

"Right." He was quiet for a moment. Then, "The Vale Pack will be there."

My hand froze halfway to picking up a pen. Something cold and sharp twisted in my chest. The Vale Pack. The name alone made my wolf stir, just barely, like a corpse twitching.

"Good," I said, keeping my voice flat. "I have unfinished business with them."

"Damon—"

"Leave it, Jax."

He pushed off the doorframe and came closer. "It's been three years. Elena wouldn't want you to—"

"Don't." The word came out like a whip crack. "Don't say her name."

Jaxon's jaw tightened, but he nodded. "Fine. But going to the Summit looking for revenge isn't going to help the pack. It's only going to start another war."

"Maybe that's what we need."

"You don't mean that."

I looked up at him then, met his eyes fully. "Don't I?"

For a moment, something like sadness crossed Jaxon's face. Like he was looking at a stranger wearing his best friend's skin. Maybe he was.

"What happened to you?" he asked quietly. "The real you. The one who used to laugh and give a damn about something other than punishment and duty."

"He died three years ago." I turned back to my papers. "Same night she did."

Jaxon was silent for a long moment. Then he sighed. "Your sister's looking for you. She's been asking about the Summit."

My jaw clenched. Aria. My younger sister, barely nineteen, and already trying to run my life. "Tell her I'm busy."

"Tell her yourself. She's downstairs."

Of course she was. Aria never took no for an answer. Got that from our mother, probably. Definitely didn't get it from me.

"Send her up," I said. "And Jax? Thank you for earlier. For backing the execution."

"I'm your Beta. It's my job." He paused at the door. "But Damon? One day you're going to have to let yourself feel something again. Before you forget how."

He left before I could respond.

I sat back in my chair and rubbed my temples. A headache was building behind my eyes. Too many sleepless nights. Too many decisions. Too much weight on shoulders that felt close to breaking.

My wolf stirred again, restless. I pushed him down. Deeper. Where he'd been living for three years now, silent and still as death.

I preferred him that way. When he was awake, he remembered. He felt. And feeling was something I couldn't afford anymore.

A knock on the door pulled me from my thoughts. "Come in."

Aria swept into the room like a storm, all dark hair and flashing eyes. She looked like our mother, sharp and beautiful and dangerous when she wanted to be.

"You executed Thomas," she said without preamble. "Without even consulting the council."

"I'm the Alpha. I don't need to consult anyone."

"He had a family. A mate. Two kids."

"He was a traitor." I met her glare with ice. "Would you rather I let him continue selling our secrets? Let more of our pack die because I showed mercy?"

Aria's hands clenched at her sides. "I'm not saying you were wrong. I'm saying you could have handled it differently. Let the council vote. Let there be a trial."

"This is a pack, not a democracy."

"No, it's a dictatorship. With you as the dictator." She moved closer, her voice dropping. "Damon, I'm your sister. I love you. But you're turning into something cold and cruel, and I don't know how to reach you anymore."

Something twisted in my chest again. Guilt, maybe. Or the ghost of whatever feeling used to live there.

"I'm doing what needs to be done," I said. "To keep this pack safe. To keep you safe."

"I don't need you to keep me safe. I need you to be my brother again." Her voice cracked slightly. "The one who used to take me flying on his motorcycle. The one who laughed. The one who believed in second chances."

"That brother died."

"Stop saying that!" Her eyes flashed gold, her wolf rising. "He's not dead. He's just hiding. Behind all this ice and anger and revenge."

I stood up, my own wolf pushing forward despite my control. "Enough. I don't have time for this."

"You never have time anymore. Not for me. Not for the pack beyond giving orders. Not for anything except brooding in this office like some tragic hero." Aria crossed her arms. "I heard you're going to the Summit."

"News travels fast."

"Take me with you."

"No."

"Why not? I'm nineteen. Old enough to represent the pack. Old enough to—"

"I said no." My voice went hard. Final. "You're staying here where it's safe."

"Safe?" She laughed, bitter. "There's a dead body being buried in our woods right now because we're so safe. Damon, we haven't been safe since the war started. Since Elena—"

"Don't." I held up a hand. "Don't say her name either."

Aria's expression softened. "You can't avoid her memory forever."

"Watch me."

She stared at me for a long moment, and I saw the exact second she gave up. Her shoulders dropped. The fire in her eyes dimmed.

"You're going to lose yourself completely," she said quietly. "If you keep this up. One day you'll wake up and realize you've become the very thing you hate."

She turned and left before I could respond. Not that I had a response. What could I say? She was probably right.

I sank back into my chair and closed my eyes.

Three years ago, I'd been different. Softer. More human, like Jaxon said. I'd had a mate. A future. Hope.

Then Elena died.

The memory slammed into me before I could stop it. Her body, broken and bloody. Her eyes, wide and empty. The smell of death and violence thick in the air.

And the Vale wolf standing over her, hands red with her blood.

I'd killed him. Ripped him apart with my bare hands while my wolf howled in grief and rage. But it didn't bring her back. Nothing could bring her back.

The pain had been unbearable at first. Like someone had carved out my insides and left me hollow. I'd screamed. I'd raged. I'd nearly lost my mind.

Then one day I woke up and felt... nothing. Just cold. Empty. Numb.

And I realized numb was better. Numb meant I could function. Could lead. Could do what needed to be done without emotions getting in the way.

So I froze everything inside me. Locked my wolf away where he couldn't hurt. Couldn't feel. Couldn't remind me of what I'd lost.

The pack thought I was strong. Cold but strong. They didn't know I was just empty.

A knock on the door made me open my eyes. Jaxon again.

"What now?" I asked.

"Got the confirmation for the Summit. We're on the list. You, me, and four guards."

"Fine."

Jaxon hesitated. "You know there'll be politics. Social events. You'll have to actually talk to people. Pretend to be civil."

"I can be civil."

"Can you?" He raised an eyebrow. "Because the last Alpha gathering you went to, you nearly started a brawl in the first hour."

"He insulted our pack."

"He said good morning."

I glared at him. Jaxon smirked, unaffected.

"Just saying," he continued, "maybe try to keep the death threats to a minimum this time. We're going there to make allies, not enemies."

"The Vale Pack will be there," I said again, the words tasting like ash. "I can't promise anything."

Jaxon's expression went serious. "Damon, I know you want revenge. I know what they took from you. From all of us. But starting a war at the Summit isn't going to bring Elena back. It's only going to get more of our people killed."

"I'm not starting a war." I stood and moved to the window, looking out at the forest. "I'm finishing one."

"That's not—"

"The Vale wolf who killed her was acting under orders. Alpha Marcus Vale sanctioned her death. Used the territory dispute as an excuse to eliminate a threat." I turned to face him. "Elena was going to broker peace between our packs. She was working on an alliance. Marcus saw that as weakness. As betrayal. So he had her murdered."

Jaxon's face paled. "You never told me that."

"Because I had no proof. Just rumors. Whispers from wolves who were too afraid to testify." My hands clenched into fists. "But I know it's true. I feel it. And at the Summit, I'm going to look Marcus Vale in the eye and make sure he knows I know."

"And then what?"

"And then we'll see what happens."

Jaxon shook his head slowly. "You're playing with fire. The Vale Pack is one of the strongest in the territory. If you accuse their Alpha without proof—"

"I don't care." The words came out flat. Dead. "I stopped caring about a lot of things three years ago."

"Yeah." Jaxon's voice was quiet. Sad. "I've noticed."

He left without another word.

I stayed at the window, watching the forest grow dark. My wolf stirred deep inside, restless again. He wanted out. Wanted to run. Wanted to hunt.

Wanted revenge.

For once, we agreed on something.

"Soon," I whispered to him. "Three days. We'll face them. And either we'll get justice, or we'll burn their pack to the ground trying."

My wolf settled, satisfied with that promise.

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through messages. Pack business. Territory reports. Nothing important.

Then one message caught my eye. From one of my scouts.

Vale Alpha's daughter causing trouble again. Underground fighting. Reckless behavior. Word is she's refusing to attend the Summit.

I stared at the message, something cold sliding through my veins. Marcus Vale's daughter. I'd heard about her. Wild. Unpredictable. Everything a proper Alpha's daughter shouldn't be.

The complete opposite of Elena, who'd been grace and strength and perfect control.

I deleted the message and pocketed my phone.

Three days until the Summit. Three days until I faced the pack that destroyed my life.

Three days until I proved to everyone—including myself—that I was still the Alpha Silverclaw needed.

Even if it meant becoming a monster.
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COLLISION

Kira

The Summit hall looked like someone had thrown up gold and diamonds everywhere.

Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, each one probably worth more than my motorcycle. White marble floors so polished I could see my reflection. Tables draped in silk, loaded with food I couldn't pronounce. And wolves. Everywhere. The most powerful Alphas and their families from every major pack in the territory.

I hated it already.

"Stop scowling," Sage whispered beside me. She'd somehow convinced me to wear a dress—dark blue, at least, not some frilly nightmare—and heels that made me want to stab someone. "You look like you're planning a murder."

"I'm planning several."

She elbowed me in the ribs. "Your father's watching."

I glanced across the room and sure enough, there he was. Alpha Marcus Vale, looking regal and commanding in his expensive suit, surrounded by other Alphas like he was holding court. His eyes found mine and narrowed.

I gave him my brightest, fakest smile. He didn't return it.

"How long do I have to stay?" I asked Sage through my teeth, still smiling.

"At least two hours. You promised."

"I was drunk when I promised."

"You were sober. I made sure of it." Sage grabbed two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and handed me one. "Now drink this, try to be social, and for the love of the moon goddess, don't start any fights."

"Can't promise that."

The thing about being an Alpha's daughter was that everyone knew your face. Knew your name. Knew your business before you even walked in the room. I felt their eyes on me as we moved through the crowd. Heard the whispers.

That's Marcus Vale's daughter. The wild one. Heard she was in another fight last week. What an embarrassment. Why does he even bring her to these things?

Let them talk. I'd stopped caring what people thought years ago.

But my wolf was acting strange. She'd been restless since we arrived, pacing and pushing at my edges like she was searching for something. The room was packed with dominant wolves, their scents mixing into one overwhelming cloud of power and territory and aggression. Too much. Too strong.

I drained my champagne in three gulps.

"Slow down," Sage said. "You'll get drunk."

"That's the plan."

An Alpha I didn't recognize approached us, his smile too wide and his eyes lingering too long on my body. "Kira Vale. I've heard a lot about you."

"Nothing good, I hope."

He laughed like I'd made a joke. "Your reputation precedes you. I'm Alpha Garrett from the Northwood Pack. Your father and I have been discussing potential alliances."

Translation: He wanted to use me as a bargaining chip. Marry me off to strengthen pack ties. Standard Alpha politics.

"How nice for you," I said. "Unfortunately, I'm not for sale."

His smile faltered. "I wasn't suggesting—"

"Yes, you were." I stepped closer, letting my wolf rise just enough that my eyes flashed gold. "Let me save you some time. I'm not interested in alliances, marriages, or whatever deal you've cooked up with my father. So unless you want to talk about something actually interesting, move along."

Garrett's face went red. His wolf pushed back against mine, trying to dominate. Trying to put me in my place.

I bared my teeth.

"Kira." My father's voice cut through the tension like a blade. "A word. Now."

I turned to see him standing behind me, his expression carved from stone. Around us, wolves had stopped talking to watch the show.

Perfect.

"Excuse me," I said to Garrett with exaggerated politeness. "Apparently I'm needed elsewhere."

My father grabbed my arm the moment I was close enough, his grip tight. "What do you think you're doing?"

"Talking. Isn't that what we're supposed to do at these things?"

He steered me toward a quiet corner, away from the crowd. Sage shot me a worried look but didn't follow.

When we were alone, my father released my arm and faced me, his Alpha power radiating off him in waves. It would have made a weaker wolf drop to their knees.

I stood my ground.

"You're embarrassing this family," he said, his voice low and dangerous. "Threatening other Alphas. Acting like a child."

"I'm twenty years old. Technically an adult."

"Then start acting like it." He moved closer, towering over me. "This Summit is important. We need alliances. We need to show strength and unity. And instead, you're here causing problems like always."

"Maybe if you stopped trying to trade me like cattle, I wouldn't have to threaten people."

His jaw clenched. "You need to settle down. Choose a mate. Take your place in this pack. You can't keep running wild forever, Kira."

"Watch me."

"I'm your Alpha. Your father. You will obey."

"Or what?" I laughed, sharp and bitter. "You'll disown me? Go ahead. Would save us both a lot of trouble."

Something flickered in his eyes. Pain, maybe. Or disappointment. I didn't care enough to figure out which.

"You're just like your mother," he said quietly. "Stubborn. Reckless. Never thinking about the consequences."

"Don't talk about her."

"Why not? You never do. You've spent four years pretending she doesn't exist."

My hands clenched into fists. "This conversation is over."

I turned to walk away but he grabbed my wrist. "We're not done—"

"Yes. We are." I yanked my arm free and pushed past him, past the staring wolves, past everything.

I needed air. Needed space. Needed to get away from the suffocating pressure of expectations and duty and all the reasons I hated pack politics.

I grabbed another glass of champagne from a waiter—my third? Fourth?—and headed for the balcony doors. The cool night air hit my face and I breathed deep, letting it calm the rage boiling in my chest.

My wolf was still restless. More than restless now. Frantic. Like she was clawing at my insides, desperate to get out.

"What is wrong with you?" I muttered, pressing a hand to my chest.

She didn't answer. Just kept searching. Wanting.

I turned to go back inside and collided with someone hard enough to slosh champagne all over their chest.

"Oh, damn it—"

The words died in my throat.

Because the man standing in front of me, now wearing my champagne like a very expensive stain, was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

And his scent hit me like lightning.

Winter storms and dark forests and something wild and dangerous and mine mine mine—

My wolf went absolutely insane.

She surged forward, stronger than I'd ever felt her, howling and demanding and recognizing something I didn't understand. My knees went weak. My heart hammered against my ribs. Every nerve ending in my body lit up like fire.

What the hell was happening?

"I'm sorry," I managed, but my voice came out breathless. Wrong. "I didn't see you—"

He looked down at his ruined suit, then up at me. And I finally saw his eyes.

Gray. Cold as winter ice. And looking at me like I was something dangerous.

"You should watch where you're going," he said. His voice was deep. Controlled. But I heard the edge in it. Like he was barely holding something back.

"Yeah, well, you were standing in the middle of the path." I tried to sound normal. Sarcastic. But my body was betraying me, leaning toward him without permission.

His nostrils flared. Like he was scenting me. His eyes flashed gold for just a second before he controlled it.

He felt it too. Whatever this was.

"Let me buy you a new suit," I said, trying to break the tension. "Though honestly, it's an improvement. That thing probably cost more than my rent and looked ridiculous."

His jaw tightened. "You have opinions on fashion?"

"I have opinions on everything."

"I can tell." He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the champagne stain, but his eyes never left mine. "You always this clumsy?"

"You always this uptight?"

Something flickered in his expression. Amusement, maybe. Or annoyance. Hard to tell with all that ice.

"I should go," he said, but he didn't move.

"Yeah. Probably." I didn't move either.

My wolf was screaming at me. Demanding I get closer. Touch him. Claim him. Mark him. A thousand instincts I didn't understand flooding my system all at once.

This wasn't normal attraction. This was something else. Something bigger and more terrifying and I needed to get away from him right now.

But my feet wouldn't move.

"What's your name?" he asked suddenly.

Every instinct told me not to answer. That giving him my name would be dangerous. That this man—whoever he was—was a threat.

"What's yours?" I countered.

His lips almost curved into a smile. Almost. "I asked first."

"And I'm not answering." I tilted my head, studying him. Strong jaw. Sharp cheekbones. Dark hair that fell just slightly over his forehead. Scars on his knuckles that said he knew how to fight. "You don't look like you're from around here."

"I could say the same about you."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You don't act like the other wolves here. All polished and proper. You're..." He paused, searching for the word. "Different."

"Is that a compliment?"

"It's an observation."

I laughed. I couldn't help it. This strange, cold man with his winter-storm eyes and his ruined suit, looking at me like I was a puzzle he couldn't solve.

"You're weird," I said.

"So are you."

"Good. Normal is boring."

His eyes flashed gold again, stronger this time. His wolf pushing forward. I felt the power rolling off him in waves—dominant, dangerous, barely leashed.

Alpha. He was an Alpha.

That should have scared me. Should have made me back down. Instead, it made my wolf rise to meet him, matching his power with her own.

We stood there, two Alphas locked in a silent battle of wills, neither willing to submit.

The air between us crackled with electricity.

"Dance with me," he said suddenly. Not a question. A command.

My spine went rigid. "I don't take orders."

"It wasn't an order. It was a request."

"Sounded like an order."

"Then consider it a challenge."

I should have said no. Should have walked away from this dangerous stranger who smelled like home and made my wolf act crazy.

But my feet were already moving. Following him back inside to the ballroom floor where other couples swayed to soft music.

He placed one hand
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