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“I’ve spent my whole life cleaning up after the people I love. I just never thought it would get me killed.”

The bus station looked like every bad choice I had ever made.

Dim lights buzzed over cracked concrete. A vending machine hummed in one corner like it had been dying for years and nobody cared enough to pull the plug. Outside, the wind dragged dead leaves across the pavement in dry little scratches. The kind of sound that made the back of my neck prickle.

I stepped off the bus with one old duffel bag hanging from my shoulder, the strap frayed so badly I had wrapped it twice with black tape. My phone battery sat at five percent. My bank account was worse. My patience was gone. All I had left was the last place my sister’s phone had pinged before it went dark.

Shadow Terrace.

Even the name sounded like a lie.

I pulled my jacket tighter and checked my pocket for pepper spray before I checked for my wallet. Stupid, maybe. But that was how I had lived for years. Safety first. Money second. Trust no one. Especially not in places where the streets were too empty and the shadows felt alive.

My fingers closed around the pepper spray can, and some of the tightness in my chest eased. Not enough. Never enough.

I looked around the station parking lot and saw almost nothing. No taxis. No late-night crowd. No drunk college kids laughing too loud. Just an old bench under a dead streetlamp and a road that stretched into darkness.

For one ugly second, I thought about getting back on the bus.

Then I thought about Nessa.

My little sister had always been the soft one. Not weak. Never weak. But soft in the places the world liked to bite. She trusted too easily. Loved too fast. Believed people when they told pretty lies with pretty mouths. I had spent half my life pulling her out of trouble, patching up what life broke, standing between her and the worst of it.

And now she was gone.

I unlocked my phone and hit play on her last voicemail before the battery could die.

“Kaia—” Static cut across her voice. Her breathing came fast, ragged, like she had been running. “I know you’re mad. I know. Just—just listen to me. I found something. About Mom. About us.” Her voice shook so hard my throat tightened. “This place isn’t what I thought it was.”

There was a muffled sound in the background. A door slamming. Footsteps maybe. Then a man’s voice, low and strange, too calm for how scared she sounded.

“Don’t panic, Nessa.”

My whole body went cold every time I heard it.

Then Nessa again, smaller now. “Kaia, if something happens—”

The message ended there. No goodbye. No location. Nothing but empty silence and the sound of my own breathing.

I shoved the phone back into my pocket before I could listen again and tear myself open wider. The half-moon marks in my palm throbbed where my nails had pressed into skin. I forced my hand open. Then shut it again.

“Get it together,” I muttered.

The town began a little past the station, if you could call it that. A narrow road wound between dark trees and low stone walls covered in ivy. The buildings ahead looked too nice for a place this empty. Old brick. Tall windows. Iron balconies. Everything clean and still and wrong.

That was the thing. It was too quiet.

Not peaceful. Not sleepy. Quiet like the world was holding its breath.

I kept walking.

My sneakers scuffed over damp pavement. Somewhere in the distance, a bell rang once. The sound carried farther than it should have. I passed a flower shop with no flowers in the window, only black candles and silver bowls. A bookstore with its lights on and nobody inside. A narrow restaurant where people sat at tables near the glass, but none of them moved much. Nobody laughed. Nobody leaned close. They just sat there with wine-dark liquid in their glasses and eyes that followed me as I passed.

A shiver slid down my spine.

I told myself it was because I was tired. Because I had been on buses and trains for too long. Because fear made everything look sharper.

Still, I walked faster.

My map app kept lagging. The little blue dot pulsed weakly over a side street near the town center. Nessa’s last known location. I turned down a sloping road lined with old apartment buildings and dead hanging plants. The air changed there. It felt thicker. Wet somehow. Like I had walked into a room after people had been whispering and stopped when I came in.

I looked over my shoulder.

Nobody.

The street behind me was empty except for a parked black car and a newspaper page tumbling over itself in the gutter.

“Stop it,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure if I meant myself or whatever this place was doing to my head.

I kept moving.

At the next corner, the buildings pressed closer together, and the street narrowed into an alley cut between a closed tailor shop and a bar with red light bleeding through its windows. My phone vibrated once, weak and dying, then showed the same dot pulsing just ahead.

This was it.

My stomach turned.

I should have called the police three towns ago. I should have brought someone with me. I should have done a hundred smarter things than walk into a dark alley alone in a strange town with a busted phone and pepper spray like that was going to save me.

But Nessa might have been here. She might have been hurt here. She might have called for me here.

So I stepped in.

The alley smelled like wet stone, old trash, and something else. Something sharp. Metallic. Almost sweet under the rot. The walls rose high on either side, brick slick with moisture. A single light flickered near the back door of the bar, throwing weak gold over puddles on the ground.

“Nessa?” My voice came out too quiet.

No answer.

I took another step.

Then another.

My breath sounded too loud. My pulse knocked hard under my skin. Every instinct I had started screaming at once, the same way it used to when men shouted outside our apartment door when I was younger, when I would lock Nessa in the bathroom and stand there with a kitchen knife shaking in my hand, pretending I wasn’t scared.

I stopped walking.

The alley had gone dead still.

No wind. No hum from the bar. No distant traffic. Nothing.

Then a voice slid out of the dark behind me.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

I spun so fast my duffel bag slipped off my shoulder.

He was there. Close. Too close. One second the space behind me had been empty, and the next there was a man standing under the broken strip of light near the wall.

Tall. Lean. Dressed in black like the dark itself had shaped a body and sent it after me.

His face was too sharp to be kind. His mouth looked almost soft until you noticed how still it was. But it was his eyes that locked me in place.

Crimson.

Not brown catching red light. Not a trick of shadow.

Red.

My hand flew into my pocket for the pepper spray, but he moved faster than thought. One blink, and he was on me.

My back slammed into the brick wall so hard the breath tore out of me. His hand closed around my throat, not crushing, just enough to hold me still. My pepper spray clattered uselessly to the ground. Panic hit so hard my vision flashed white.

I shoved at his arm. Kicked. Twisted. Nothing.

He didn’t even seem humanly strong. He felt worse than that. Solid. Unmoving. Like trying to fight a nightmare with bare hands.

His face lowered toward mine, and I saw there was something wrong with his teeth too. Too sharp. Too clean.

My pulse stuttered so hard I thought I might choke on it.

“Well,” he murmured, staring at me like I was a secret he had been waiting to unwrap. “There you are.”

I tried to speak, but fear sat in my throat like a fist.

His nose brushed my cheek. He inhaled.

The change in his face was instant.

Shock. Hunger. Something close to reverence.

“Warden blood,” he said softly.

I froze.

I didn’t know what those words meant. But the way he said them made my knees weaken.

He smiled then. Slow. Awful. “God, your blood sings.”

Something hot and sick rolled through me. I bucked against his hold harder, scraped my nails down his wrist, felt skin split under them—and watched the wound close almost at once.

No. No, no, no.

He leaned closer, his mouth near my throat now. “Do you know what you are?”

I turned my head away so hard brick scraped my cheek. “Get the hell off me.”

He laughed under his breath like I had said something cute.

Then his mouth brushed the side of my neck.

The sound that tore out of me was not brave. It was raw. Ugly. Fear stripped clean.

And then the world exploded.

A body hit him from the side with enough force to crack bone. The hand on my throat vanished. I stumbled forward, coughing, one palm slamming into the wall to keep from dropping to my knees.

Two men crashed into the ground in a blur of black and violence.

I barely understood what I was seeing.

A snarl ripped through the alley, deep and wild. One of them—God, one of them had claws. Not knives. Claws. Silver flashed in the dark. Brick shattered. Something hit the dumpster hard enough to dent metal.

The red-eyed man hissed, rolling fast, and the other man came up over him like rage made flesh.

Bigger. Broader shoulders. Dark hair. Brutal, savage grace.

He moved like a predator.

No, not like.

He was one.

My breath caught in my chest.

The alley filled with sounds that did not belong in the human world—growls, bone-deep and feral, the scrape of claws over stone, the sharp wet scent of blood. The red-eyed man slashed out, too fast, but the dark-haired one caught his arm and slammed him back into the wall so hard dust rained down.

For one insane second, silver lit the stranger’s eyes.

Not gray. Not blue. Silver.

The red-eyed man twisted free with inhuman speed and landed in a crouch a few feet away. Blood touched the corner of his mouth. He looked from the dark-haired man to me and smiled like this was still some game only he understood.

“She’s here now,” he said. “You can’t hide her from what she is.”

The dark-haired man stepped in front of me.

Possessive. Dangerous. Final.

His shoulders blocked most of my view, but I could still see one of his hands. Blood streaked over the knuckles. The fingers flexed once, and for a dizzy second I swore the nails looked too sharp. More claw than nail.

“Leave,” he said.

His voice was low. Rough. The kind of voice that sounded like it had never asked twice for anything in its life.

The red-eyed man wiped his mouth with his thumb. “You know what she means.”

A pause.

Then, colder, “That’s why I’m telling you once.”

The air in the alley tightened.

The red-eyed man’s smile faded. He looked at me one last time, eyes bright and hungry. “I’ll see you again, little Warden.”

Then he moved.

Not ran. Not jumped.

One second he was there, the next the darkness swallowed him whole.

Silence dropped heavy and hard.

I stared at the empty space where he had been, my breaths coming too fast, my whole body shaking now that the terror had room to move. My throat hurt. My shoulder ached where I’d hit the wall. I could still feel the ghost of that monster’s mouth near my skin.

The man in front of me turned.

I forgot how to breathe all over again.

Up close, he was even worse.

Or better. I didn’t know. He looked carved out of something harder than flesh. Dark hair falling across his forehead. A cut high on one cheekbone already closing. A strong mouth set in a grim line. He was beautiful in a way that felt dangerous, like standing too close to the edge of a roof and knowing one wrong move would do it.

His gaze dropped to my throat. Then to my wrist. Then back to my face.

He stepped toward me.

Every part of me should have run. He had just torn through another monster in front of me like it was nothing. There had been claws. Eyes. Growls. Things my brain still refused to name.

But my feet would not move.

He reached for my wrist slowly, like I was a frightened animal and he knew it.

The second his fingers closed around my skin, a hot, violent shiver shot up my arm.

I sucked in a breath.

His hand was warm. Too warm. His touch sent something sharp through me, not pain exactly, not fear exactly. Something deeper. Stranger. A pull so sudden it felt like my body had recognized him before my mind could catch up.

His jaw tightened.

He inhaled once, slow and deep, like he was scenting me.

Then his whole body went still.

Not relaxed. Not calm.

Still the way a room goes still before glass breaks.

His silver eyes lifted to mine, and what I saw there made the alley, the attack, the blood, all of it twist into something worse.

Horror.

Not at what had almost happened to me.

At me.

My heart thudded once. Hard.

He looked like a man who had just found the one thing he never wanted to see again.

“What—” My voice cracked. I swallowed and tried again. “Who are you?”

He didn’t answer.

His fingers loosened from my wrist like touching me burned. For a long second, neither of us moved. The night pressed in around us, thick and watching.

Then his mouth flattened, and he said the words that split the ground under my feet.

“You should have never come here, mate.”
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I carried Kaia through the woods with my wolf trying to tear its way out of me.

Every step jarred through my body. Wet leaves crushed under my boots. Branches slapped at my shoulders. The cold night air should have helped. It should have cut through the heat building under my skin, the savage need, the ugly shock, the sick twist in my gut.

It did nothing.

She was too warm in my arms.

Too real.

Too mine.

Fuck.

My grip tightened on her without meaning to. Not enough to hurt her. Never that. But enough to remind myself she was there. That I hadn’t imagined the scent. The bond. The violent snap inside me the second I touched her wrist and felt fate sink its teeth in.

Mate.

The word scraped like broken glass through my skull.

I hated it.

My wolf did not.

It prowled under my skin, restless and sharp, pushing at muscle and bone like it wanted out. Wanted her. Wanted to turn around, track Malrik by blood and scent, rip his throat open for putting his hands on her. Wanted to take Kaia somewhere dark and safe and keep every other living thing away from her.

Mine, it snarled inside me.

I bared my teeth into the dark.

Not yours.

Not safe.

Not here.

Not with this curse in me.

Kaia stirred against my chest with a small sound. Not awake. Not fully. Just enough to make my whole body tighten. Her hair brushed my jaw. Her scent hit me again, harder this time now that fear had started to thin.

Wild honey.

Rain on hot stone.

And something older under it. Something that did not belong in this town anymore. Something that should have been dead with the rest of the bloodlines buried by men like my father.

Moon-magic.

Ancient and clean and wrong.

My jaw locked so hard pain shot behind my eyes.

The back roads of Shadow Terrace were empty at this hour. Good. I kept off the main streets anyway, cutting behind old stone walls and through narrow deer paths only wolves used. I knew every inch of these woods. Knew where the ground dipped soft after rain. Knew which trees had been marked by my patrols. Knew which hidden roads the council watched and which ones they thought forgotten.

Tonight I trusted none of it.

If Malrik had found her once, he could find her again.

That thought made my pace turn brutal.

Kaia’s head rolled against my shoulder. Her throat showed pale in the moonlight, the skin there already darkening where Malrik had held her. Rage flashed so fast and hot my vision sharpened.

I saw it again for one ugly second. His hand around her throat. His mouth near her skin. His eyes when he scented her blood.

He knew.

Of course he knew.

Malrik never hunted for sport. Not anymore. Not since the old war hollowed him out and left only revenge wearing a man’s face. He hunted purpose. Blood. Power. Old debts. Old ghosts.

And Kaia smelled like all of them.

I vaulted a fallen log and kept moving.

She made another small sound. A breath more than a word. Then, hoarse and scraped raw, “Nessa.”

The name punched through the madness long enough for me to think.

Sister.

Missing.

Human. Maybe.

Or not.

I looked down at Kaia’s face. Moonlight caught the hard line of her cheek and the smudge of dirt near her mouth. There were tiny cuts on her palms. Old half-moon marks where her own nails had dug into her skin. Survival marks. Tension marks. A woman who held herself together with clenched fists and thin hope.

She did not look like power.

She smelled like it.

That was worse.

By the time Seraphina’s boundary markers brushed my skin, sweat cooled at the back of my neck despite the cold. The safehouse sat deep past the eastern tree line where the land dipped into a hollow full of pine and fog. Most people in Shadow Terrace thought the place had burned years ago. Rowan had made sure of that. Seraphina had helped by layering wards so thick over the property even vampires got headaches passing too close.

Smart woman.

I stepped over the last spell-line and headed for the house.

It rose out of the trees in silence. Black roof. Stone chimney. Warm yellow light behind curtained windows. It looked small from outside. It wasn’t. Safehouses never were. Too many hidden rooms. Too many escape tunnels. Too many weapons inside walls.

I hit the door once with the side of my fist.

No answer.

Again.

This time the porch lamp flared silver-white.

Then the lock clicked.

Rowan opened the door with a blade in one hand and no surprise at all on his face until he saw who I carried.

His eyes dropped to Kaia. Rose to mine. Narrowed.

“Well,” he said quietly. “That looks bad.”

“Move.”

He stepped aside.

The house smelled like cedar smoke, steel oil, fresh bread, and wolf. Familiar. Controlled. Safe enough for now.

I carried Kaia into the front room and set her down on the long couch near the fire. The second my arms emptied, my wolf surged hard, furious at the distance. I stepped back anyway.

“Seraphina,” Rowan called.

She came in from the kitchen wiping her hands on a towel, her silver braid hanging over one shoulder. She looked soft at first glance. People made that mistake once. Then they noticed her eyes. Cool. Sharp. Moon-pale and never careless.

She saw Kaia.

Stopped dead.

The towel slipped from her fingers.

Her nostrils flared once.

Then she went pale.

A bad sign.

A very bad fucking sign.

Her gaze cut to me. “Alvarez.”

Just my name. Nothing else.

I scraped blood off my knuckles with my thumb and looked away first. Violence I knew how to carry. This? This was something else.

“Malrik found her.”

Seraphina’s face changed. Not shock. Worse. Confirmation.

She came closer to the couch, slow and careful, and crouched by Kaia’s head. Kaia was still half gone, breath unsteady, lashes dark against her cheeks. Too vulnerable. Too close. I wanted Seraphina away from her even though that was stupid.

My wolf pressed forward again.

Mine.

I bit down on the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood.

Seraphina leaned close enough to scent Kaia fully.

Her shoulders went rigid.

“Old moon-magic,” she whispered.

My jaw locked.

Rowan muttered a curse behind me.

No one said anything for a few seconds. The fire popped softly in the hearth. Somewhere in the kitchen a kettle started to whistle and was ignored.

Finally Rowan shut the door and slid the deadbolt into place. “Start talking.”

I did not move from where I stood by the couch. I never sat fully relaxed in places like this. Not even here. Not even with them. Old habits did not die. They grew teeth.

“Malrik cornered her in an alley near center town,” I said. “He had her against the wall before I got there.”

“Did he bite her?” Seraphina asked.

“No.”

Her shoulders eased by an inch.

Not enough.

I dragged a hand through my hair and felt dried blood at my temple. “He called her Warden blood.”

That landed heavy.

Rowan’s expression hardened. Seraphina looked back at Kaia like she was seeing more than flesh.

“Impossible,” Rowan said.

I laughed once without humor. “That stopped meaning anything tonight.”

Seraphina stood. “You said it.”

I knew what she meant.

Mate.

My chest went tight.

“Yes.”

Silence.

Then Rowan blew out a breath and rubbed a hand over his beard. “Jesus.”

Seraphina did not speak right away. She just watched me. Watched the way I stayed too still. The way my hands curled at my sides. The way my wolf looked out through my eyes no matter how hard I fought to bury it.

She knew.

Of course she knew.

“Bring hot water,” she told Rowan.

He nodded and disappeared down the hall.

Seraphina looked at me again. “You’re bleeding.”

“Not mine.”

“Mostly.”

I looked at my hands. Blood blackened the lines of my knuckles and dried under my nails. I went to the basin near the wall and washed them with clinical calm. One hand. Then the other. Red clouded the water. My skin split where Malrik’s teeth had grazed my wrist in the fight. It would heal by morning.

I scrubbed anyway.

Kaia coughed.

I turned so fast the basin rocked.

Her eyes flew open.

For one confused second she stared at the ceiling, breathing too hard. Then memory hit. Her whole body jerked. She rolled off the couch with more fight than sense, grabbed the iron poker by the fire, and swung.

At me.

I caught it before it cracked my skull.

She made a harsh sound in her throat and tried to yank it free.

“Get off me!”

“I’m not on you.”

“Where the hell am I?”

Her voice was rough from the damage to her throat. Angry too. Fear laced through it, but anger held the line. Good. Fear made stupid people. Anger made survivors.

I let go of the poker and took one step back.

She stumbled to her feet anyway, wild-eyed and shaking, her hair falling loose around her face. She wore terror badly. Like a dress cut for someone else. It sat over steel.

Seraphina lifted both hands. “Easy.”

Kaia swung toward her. “Don’t tell me easy. What the hell was that thing?”

Thing.

My wolf hated the word. It did not like other predators reduced when one had touched what was ours.

I hated that thought so much I almost welcomed the pain of it.

Kaia’s gaze snapped back to me. “And what the hell are you?”

Not a man you should want tied to your fate.

I did not say that.

Instead I said, “Someone getting you out alive if you listen.”

Her laugh came sharp and breathless. “Listen? You drag me into the woods, bring me to some stranger’s house, and now I’m supposed to listen?”

“Better than dying in an alley.”

That landed wrong.

I saw it in the flash of hurt under her anger. She masked it fast, but not fast enough. My claw scars ached across my ribs. They always did when I lied, and that had been a lie by shape if not by word. The truth was uglier. Dying in the alley might have been kinder than what this town would do to her if the wrong people learned what she was.

Kaia tightened both hands around the fire poker. “Tell me where my sister is.”

“I don’t know.”

“Nessa came here. Her phone died here. Some psycho with red eyes almost ripped my throat open and called me”—she swallowed hard like the word tasted rotten—“Warden blood. So no, I’m done with half answers.”

Her voice shook by the end. Not weakness. Fury fighting fear.

Seraphina moved toward the kitchen table and set out a mug like this was any other night. “Sit down before you fall down.”

“I’m not sitting.”

“You’re swaying.”

That made Kaia freeze. Just for a second. Long enough to feel her own body betraying her. Her knees softened. Her free hand went to the back of the couch like she hadn’t meant it to.

I noticed.

So did she.

The humiliation that crossed her face hit me harder than it should have.

Rowan came back in with hot water, a first aid tin, and the kind of quiet that meant he had already decided violence might happen and was prepared for it.

Kaia looked between all three of us and seemed to understand the shape of the room. One door. Two windows. Three strangers. No easy way out.

Her chin lifted.

“Fine,” she said. “Talk.”

I leaned against the wall near the hearth and kept distance between us because my wolf wanted the opposite. Wanted to close the room down to her breath and heartbeat and nothing else.

“You’re in danger,” I said.

“No shit.”

“This town isn’t safe.”

“Also obvious.”

“You need to leave at first light.”

That did it.

She stared at me like I had slapped her.

“I’m not leaving without Nessa.”

“You may not get a choice.”

“The hell I won’t.”

“Kaia.” Seraphina said her name gently, testing it. “If Malrik found you, then you were seen for a reason.”

Kaia’s eyes sharpened. “You know his name.”

No answer.

She laughed again, meaner now. “Great. Amazing. Love that everyone here acts like I’m too stupid for the truth.”

“You’re not stupid,” I said.

“Then prove it.”

I looked at the bruises on her throat. At the old duffel bag dropped near the door, strap nearly gone. At the way she stood with her weight balanced despite the shaking in her legs. Ready to run or fight. Maybe both.

My wolf pushed again. Claim her. Protect her. Tell her.

I shoved it down.

“You were attacked by something that should not exist in the world you know,” I said. “That man is named Malrik. He is dangerous. He wanted you alive. That matters. More than you understand.”

Kaia’s face went white, then hard. “What is he?”

I let the silence sit too long.

Her mouth flattened. “Right. Of course.”

“You don’t need all of it tonight.”

“I think I do.”

“You need to survive the night.”

She took one step toward me. Tiny thing. Huge mistake. Her scent hit me harder for the movement alone. Rain. Honey. Fear. Defiance. Ancient dust and silver light buried under skin.

My wolf prowled so violently under my flesh I had to dig my nails into my palms.

“I crossed three states for my sister,” she said. “I listened to her beg me for help on a voicemail I can’t stop replaying. I walked into your dead little town alone because no one else was coming for her. So don’t stand there and tell me what I need.”

The room went very still.

There it was.

Not softness. Not weakness. Hunger with grief under it. Love turned into motion because stopping would mean breaking.

I knew that shape.

I hated recognizing it in her.

Rowan stepped in before I said the wrong thing. “Your sister’s alive?”

Kaia looked at him without dropping her glare from me. “She was when she called.”

“When?”

“Yesterday morning.”

Rowan nodded once. “That’s something.”

Kaia looked back at me. “You have until sunrise. Then I’m out that door with or without your help.”

“You leave before sunrise and Malrik takes you.”

“You keep saying his name like that’s supposed to scare me more than it already does.”

“It should.”

She flinched then. Small. Quick. Real.

My wolf snarled at myself for it.

Seraphina crossed
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