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They buried my father with a word.

Traitor.

No grave I can visit. No stone I can spit on. Just a title they stamped on his name like hot iron, then pressed it to my skin, too, because a pack loves simple math. His shame plus my blood equals my place.

Omega.

Not the kind that serves tea and bows sweet. The kind they keep around because I fix what they break. The kind they don’t invite to the table unless they need a hand to stop the bleeding.

Frosthaven is a cold city, and it suits the Northstar Pack. Winter makes folks quiet. Snow covers tracks. Fog off the harbor hides the shape of things. It is easy to pretend a wolf is just a man when the streets are full of breath and smoke and rush.

The pack hides behind hockey.

Not the old forests. Not stone circles and howling hills. We hide under bright lights and loud crowds, under the Glacier Dome Arena where human voices rise and fall like tides. The team is the mask. The team is the money. The team is the reason the Council keeps its claws in us.

The arena smells like steel, ice, sweat, and fear.

Some nights I think it smells like my life.

I live above a café that stays warm even when the whole city freezes. Briarline Café, second floor, narrow stairs, creaking boards. My apartment is small, clean, and quiet. Quiet is a luxury. Quiet is a weapon. Quiet is how I keep my brother alive.

Finn is sixteen now. Too tall. Too sharp-eyed. Too angry about being hidden. I hate that anger, not because it is wrong, but because it is earned. I put him in a house across county lines under a human surname, then I go see him when I can. I tell him it is temporary. I tell him it is necessary. I tell him things I want to believe.

A pack takes what it wants when it smells weakness. The Council takes what it wants when it smells risk.

And my blood, they say, is risk.

My mother disappeared when I was fourteen. No body. No goodbyes. Just an empty space in the world where she used to stand. The pack said she “ran.” Like a woman can run from wolves and not leave a trail. Like she would leave me and Finn behind and not come back with teeth.

I learned early that questions get you punished.

So I learned to watch instead.

I learned to count who looks away, who looks too long, who speaks in whispers. I learned that power is not only in the Alpha’s voice. Power lives in paperwork and keys and closed doors.

That is why I work at the arena.

Officially, I’m a rehab assistant and athletic trainer. I tape wrists, wrap ankles, track recovery, push men back onto ice before they’re ready because the season does not care about pain. That’s the human side of it.

The pack side is simpler.

A wolf breaks. I fix.

A wolf falls. I lift.

I keep my head down. I keep my hands busy. I keep my mouth shut.

It almost works.

Dr. Maren Greymark taught me the difference between healing and pleasing. She’s the closest thing I’ve had to a steady hand in years. She does not smile much. She does not soften her words. She also does not let the pack grind you into powder without paying a price.

“Straight back, Avery,” she tells me when I start to shrink. “If they want you small, make them work for it.”

Jada Rivers is my opposite. Loud where I’m quiet. Bold where I’m careful. She runs arena ops like she owns the building. If I’m the shadow, she’s the flare.

Jada knows my rank. She does not treat me like it.

She calls me “Elise” when she’s worried. “Ave” when she’s teasing. “Hartwell” when she’s ready to fight.

Most people in the pack say “Omega” like it is my first name.

The Alpha of Northstar Pack is Cole Rourke.

Colt, they call him in the locker room. Captain Rourke when the cameras are out. Alpha Rourke when the pack wants to remember he can ruin a life with a look.

He is everything a wolf pack praises. Tall. Broad. Built for war and winning. Black hair clipped short, eyes like cold metal. He speaks with control. He walks like he expects the world to move.

The first time I saw him up close, he was nineteen and already wearing leadership like a second skin. My father was still alive then. My mother still existed. My brother still laughed.

Then the Council came down like winter.

Councilor Gideon Strake is not pack, not truly. He is the leash-holder. He wears expensive suits and silver rings, and he smiles like a knife being cleaned.

He stood in our court and called my father a Veil-breaker.

He said Elias Hartwell stole funds. He said Elias leaked secrets. He said Elias threatened the safety of humans and wolves alike, like my father was some villain out of a story meant to scare pups into obedience.

My father begged for a trial.

Strake gave him a brand.

After that, everything I did was “mercy.” Mercy that I wasn’t killed. Mercy that Finn wasn’t taken. Mercy that I was allowed to work, as long as I stayed useful and quiet.

Mercy tastes like rust.

The Northstar Pack has rules older than the city. Veil Law. Challenge Law. Mate rites and moon rites. On paper, it’s tradition.

In practice, it’s control.

The Council says we must stay hidden. The Council says we must be orderly. The Council says we must be grateful.

The pack elders nod. The Alpha complies. The rest of us survive.

I don’t know which part makes me angrier, the Council’s arrogance or our pack’s habit of bending.

But anger is dangerous for an Omega.

Anger gets you noticed.

So I turn anger into work.

I get up early, walk through snow and wind, and go to the place where men collide at full speed and call it sport. I stitch bruises with tape and my own silence. I chart pain in neat little boxes. I smile at the right times. I answer “yes, sir” to the coaches and “yes, Alpha” when the pack expects it.

Old manners, old rules.

Polite words cost less than rebellion.

Still, some nights, when the arena lights shut off and the ice goes quiet, I feel something under it.

Not the hum of pipes. Not the creak of steel.

Something older.

Dr. Greymark once told me the Glacier Dome was built over a moon line. A knot of old energy buried under concrete. She called it a bad idea done for money. She said full moons make wolves restless in this place.

I didn’t ask how she knew.

I just filed it away.

Because the thing about living as the pack’s shame is this: you learn the world can turn on a single detail.

A number. A key. A name.

A crate.

I saw the crate two nights ago.

It came through a back loading bay that “supposedly” only handled equipment. The men carrying it wore team staff jackets, but they moved like enforcers. Their eyes didn’t wander. Their shoulders were too squared. Their hands were ready.

The crate was sealed. Stenciled with a bland label. Supplements. Recovery.

The word should have meant protein powder and electrolytes.

Instead, it meant bitter green and wrongness.

My nose caught it before my mind did, and my stomach tightened like I’d swallowed ice.

Ironbane.

That’s what the healers call it when they speak plain. A wolfsbane-cut suppressant. Illegal by pack law. Illegal by league policy. Dangerous in ways humans don’t understand.

It doesn’t just dampen shifting. It makes wolves obedient. It makes them desperate. It makes them easy to steer by fear and hunger.

Dr. Greymark keeps her ironbane antidotes locked behind two doors.

So why did it arrive at the arena like a casual delivery?

I should have walked away.

I should have done what I always do. Look down. Count my blessings. Keep Finn safe.

But my father’s last look still lives behind my eyes. Not fear. Not guilt.

Betrayal.

Like he saw the knife before it went in and still couldn’t stop it.

If there is a knife moving through my pack again, I want to know whose hand holds it.

Tonight is another long night at the Dome. Practice ended late. Players dragged in with sore joints and swollen knuckles. The season grinds them down. Winning demands it.

I’m supposed to be nothing more than the hands that patch them up.

The problem is, hands learn things.

Jada meets me at the employee entrance with a clipboard and a grim look. “You’re staying late,” she tells me, like it’s not a question.

“Am I ever leaving?” comes out of my mouth before I can stop it.

She snorts. “Not if I want the coach to stop whining.”

“That man whines like a prince.”

“Careful,” she says, half a smile. “Some princes bite.”

In our world, princes do more than bite. They claim. They command. They destroy.

We pass the corridor that leads to the Sky-Suite elevators. It’s roped off for humans, guarded for wolves. Even I keep my distance. That is where Strake likes to sit when he wants to remind us who owns the view.

I catch a glimpse of the suite’s glass wall above the rink. Light glows inside. Shadow shapes move.

Council eyes.

I keep walking.

My phone buzzes once in my pocket. A reminder I set for myself. Call Finn tomorrow. Tell him I’m sorry for missing last weekend. Tell him I’m still trying. Tell him his sister is not dead inside, just careful.

Careful doesn’t stop knives.

We reach the rehab room off the players’ hallway. It’s warm in here, bright and clinical. Smells like disinfectant layered over sweat. The safe kind of pain lives in this space.

A player sits on the table, boot off, sock half-peeled, ankle already swelling.

“Hey, Hartwell,” he says, not unkind, not kind either. Just a man talking to the person who fixes him.

Jada tosses me a roll of tape. “Be gentle. He cries easy.”

“I do not,” the player protests.

“You cried when you got a splinter,” she says.

“That was a big splinter.”

Jada leans close enough for only me to hear. “You good?”

I nod because it’s expected. Because it’s easier. Because the truth would spill out like blood and I don’t have time to clean it.

The sealed crate flickers through my mind. The bitter scent. The way the delivery men moved. The way the locked closet down the hall suddenly feels like a mouth holding a secret.

I force my focus onto the ankle in front of me.

Hands steady. Face blank. Voice polite.

This is what survival looks like.

I rest the player’s heel on my knee, tear the tape clean, and start to wrap.
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Some things don’t melt, no matter how bright the lights get.

Tape tears clean between my fingers. The sound is sharp in the rehab room, the kind of sound that makes men pretend they aren’t nervous. The player on the table keeps his jaw set like he’s braver than he feels.

“Hold still,” Jada says, leaning against the counter with her clipboard. “She’s got a mean wrap when she’s annoyed.”

“I’m not annoyed,” I tell him, smoothing the tape down along his ankle bone.

Jada snorts. “That’s a lie. She’s always annoyed. It’s her hobby.”

“Your hobby is talking,” I say, and I don’t look up when I say it. Looking up invites eye contact. Eye contact invites attention. Attention invites problems.

The player’s foot twitches. “Is it bad?”

“It’s swollen,” comes out of my mouth, steady and plain. “So it hurts. That doesn’t make it a tragedy.”

“Harsh,” he mutters.

“Honest,” Jada corrects, and her tone turns softer. “You’ll be back on skates. Quit acting like she’s putting you down for good.”

The rehab room is warm compared to the rest of the building, and that warmth makes the air thick. It’s a small comfort in a place built on cold. Outside this door is the long hall to the locker rooms, the coaches’ office, the service corridors the public never sees. Outside this door are rules and ranks, and all the things that don’t care how hard you work.

I finish the wrap and press two fingers to check circulation.

“There,” I say. “Better.”

He shifts on the table, tries the ankle, nods like he’s accepting an order. “Thanks, Hartwell.”

Not Avery. Not Elise. Hartwell. My last name is safer for them. Names mean closeness. Closeness means obligation. Nobody wants obligation to an Omega.

“You’re welcome,” I answer, because manners cost less than pride.

The door opens and the assistant coach sticks his head in. “Avery, you got a minute after this? We’ve got three guys with... issues.”

“Always,” I say, and it’s not a promise. It’s a sentence I’ve trained myself to say.

Jada rolls her eyes dramatically as the coach leaves. “He says ‘issues’ like you’re a priest.”

“Maybe I am,” I say. “Confession booth with ice packs.”

“Saint Avery,” Jada declares, one hand on her heart. “Patron of broken men.”

“Stop that.”

She grins, then her gaze flicks past me toward the hallway. The grin fades a notch. “Heads up.”

Two men push a dolly past the open door. The wheels squeak. The dolly carries a sealed crate about the size of a small coffin. The label on the side reads RECOVERY SUPPLEMENTS, bold and bland, the kind of label meant to stop questions before they start.

Except my nose doesn’t care about labels.

The scent hits like a bitter leaf crushed between teeth. Green and sharp under the disinfectant. Wrong in a way my body understands faster than my mind.

My hands go colder. Not from fear, not exactly. More like my blood decided to pull back and wait.

Ironbane.

The word doesn’t leave my mouth. Saying it out loud would be like ringing a bell in a room full of wolves.

One of the men pauses at the end of the hall, near the restricted closet door. The closet is metal, painted the same gray as the walls, with a keypad lock that blinks a patient red. That closet isn’t for trainers. It isn’t for healers. It isn’t for anyone who isn’t supposed to know anything.

The man keys in a code. The light flashes green. The door opens.

I keep my posture calm as I can manage, but my eyes track the crate anyway.

Jada’s voice drops low. “That’s not equipment.”

“No,” I say.

“Do you know what it is?”

A careful pause sits between us. Telling Jada the truth is tempting. Jada is my person. Jada is loud enough to fight the world. That’s also the problem.

“Not for us,” I answer instead.

Her stare cuts sideways at me. “You smelled something.”

“Maybe,” I say, and I press down on the roll of tape like it needs disciplining. “Maybe it’s nothing.”

Jada doesn’t like that. I can see it. Her jaw sets the way it does when somebody in a suit tries to make her smile and move along.

The men lift the crate off the dolly and slide it into the closet. The door shuts. The lock blinks red again, smug as a closed mouth.

One of the men turns his head and looks straight into the rehab room.

He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t nod. He just checks that we saw him see us.

Then he walks away.

A weight settles over my shoulders, invisible but real.

Jada’s fingers tap her clipboard once, twice. “They’re trying to scare you.”

“They don’t need to try,” I say, keeping my voice flat.

“Don’t do that,” she snaps. “Don’t say it like you deserve it.”

The next player limps in before I can answer. A knuckle split, swollen and angry. The night keeps moving. The arena doesn’t pause for suspicion. It eats time the way it eats bodies.

Work takes over again.

A wrist gets wrapped. A shoulder gets checked. I hand out instructions in calm, plain language. Ice, compression, rest. Like rest is something any of these men can afford. Like the pack behind the team allows softness.

Between bodies, my eyes keep finding the restricted closet.

Between voices, my nose keeps catching that bitter hint when the air shifts.

Jada vanishes twice to handle something out on the floor. She comes back with her hair messier and her patience thinner.

“Sky-Suite lights are on,” she mutters as she refills the water station. “Not even game night.”

My gaze flicks toward the small window at the end of the hall that gives a sliver view of the rink. Up beyond the stands is the glass-walled suite that sits above everything like a throne.

A figure moves behind the glass.

Even from here, the posture is recognizable. Straight spine. Stillness that isn’t calm so much as practiced.

Councilor Gideon Strake doesn’t need to be on the ice to remind everyone who holds the leash.

A chill crawls up my arms, not the romantic kind people talk about in songs. More like the sensation of being measured.

Jada watches me watch. “He’s here early,” she says. “That means trouble.”

Trouble is always here. It just changes clothes.

Players clear out. The coach drifts in and out. The night gets later. My body keeps going because it has learned to.

Practice ends with the echo of skates fading down the hall.

That’s when the air changes.

It’s subtle, like the building itself shifts. Like the wolves in it all turned their heads at once.

The first sign isn’t a sound. It’s scent.

Cold metal and clean sweat, sharp like winter air hitting the lungs. Power behind it, tight and controlled. The kind of scent that makes other wolves straighten without thinking.

Alpha.

My stomach tightens. My hands go colder again, worse this time. Tape sticks slightly to my fingers like my skin forgot how to behave.

Jada’s head lifts. Her expression goes careful. “He
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