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Prologue
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The scent of blood is always strongest right before it spills. Not the sharp, coppery tang of a fresh cut, but something thicker. A promise, hanging in the air like the ozone before a lightning strike. I feel it the second I step out of my car, the cool Los Angeles night suddenly viscous with it.

They’re in the clearing above the Hollywood sign. Stupid. Sentimental. My father’s pack always did favor their postcard views over tactical sense.

I move silently, a shadow in a city of light. The sounds reach me first: guttural snarls, the wet thud of flesh on flesh, a pained whine. Not a sanctioned challenge. A slaughter. Through the twisted branches of the canyon scrub, I see them. Three of his, two of mine. No. Not mine yet. My father’s.

The bigger of his Betas has a younger one of ours pinned, jaws latched onto a shoulder. The kid’s eyes are wide, white-rimmed with terror. He’s going to die here, on this dirt, for nothing.

Something cold and ancient uncurls behind my ribs. It’s not anger. Anger is too human. This is a glacier shifting, a tectonic pressure demanding release. I don’t remember deciding to move.

I’m just... there.

The fight stops. The air changes. Power has a temperature, a weight. I let mine bleed out, a silent, subsonic hum that makes the leaves tremble. The attacking Beta releases the boy, hackles rising. His partner turns, a low growl bubbling in his throat.

“This,” I say, and my voice is so quiet it eats the other sounds, “is not your territory.”

They shift. Two men, naked, bleeding, standing in the wreckage. The leader, a brute with a broken nose, sneers. “Little Leo. Running daddy’s errands now? He send his pup to do a wolf’s work?”

The insult is so pathetic it’s almost charming. I smile. It’s not a pleasant sight; I’ve been told. “He sent me to clean up the trash.”

I don’t shift. That’s the insult. I walk toward them, just a man in black jeans and a t-shirt, hands loose at my sides. The broken-nosed one lunges, a blur of human-form speed. I sidestep, my hand snapping out to catch his wrist. The crack is obscenely loud. His scream is louder. I use his momentum, spinning him, and my elbow finds his temple. He drops like a sack of stones.

The other one hesitates. Fear is sour milk on his scent.

“Run,” I suggest.

He does.

I turn to the wounded boy. “Get him home.” My Betas, materializing from the darkness, nod and move to help.

That’s when I feel it.

A prickle on the back of my neck. Not a threat. Something else. A pull.

My gaze swings across the clearing, past the fallen bodies, to the ridge where the city lights begin their glittering spill. There, half-hidden by a skeletal oak, is a silhouette. Watching.

Human.

Not just human. His human. The one from the stories. The frail, human-born heir of the Canyon Crest pack. The one my father mocks as their greatest weakness.

He’s just a darker patch of shadow, but I see him perfectly. Slender frame, rigid with tension. The pale oval of his face. The wind shifts, and his scent hits me.

It’s nothing like the blood and sweat and fear choking the clearing. It’s clean linen and dry sage, underneath something uniquely, devastatingly him. A note of citrus, sharp and bright. And beneath that, a thread of something wild, untapped, buried so deep he probably doesn’t know it’s there. Wolf-blood, asleep but dreaming.

Our eyes meet.

His are dark, wide, swallowing the reflected moonlight. There’s no scream in them. No fainting shock. There’s a staggering, calculating stillness. He’s absorbing the violence, the power, me, with a terrifying clarity.

For three heartbeats, the world funnels down to that space between us. The chaos, the pain, the politics—it all bleeds away into white noise. There’s only the ridge, and the boy, and a connection that snaps into place with the force of a bullet finding its mark.

It’s not recognition. It’s a revelation.

Mine.

The thought is primal, absolute, and completely insane. He’s the heir to a rival pack. He’s human. He’s a liability dressed up as a prince.

And I want to ruin him.

I want to peel back that calm, intellectual exterior and find the chaos he’s hiding. I want to see those dark eyes go hazy with fear, then with something else. I want his clever mind to shatter under the weight of a need he can’t logic away. I want to own the quiet strength in his posture, to bend it, to break it, and remake it in my image.

A possession so total it vibrates in my bones.

He doesn’t look away. He should. He should be running for his pathetic life. But he holds my gaze, and in the unflinching depth of his, I see a challenge. A silent, furious no.

A smile touches my lips again, this one real. Fascinating.

One of my Betas shifts at my side, drawing his attention for a split second. When he looks back, I let the full force of my will, my claim, roll toward him across the distance. Not a physical thing, but a pressure, an intent as palpable as a hand around the throat.

His breath hitches. I see it in the slight tremor of his shoulders. For the first time, a crack appears in his composure. Not fear. Not yet. Awareness. A dawning, horrified understanding of what he’s witnessing, and of the specific, targeted hunger now focused solely on him.

Then, he does the smartest thing he’s done all night.

He turns and vanishes into the darkness, melting into the city’s embrace.

I let him go.

For now.

The Beta at my side, Jax, rumbles low. “Was that...?”

“Yes,” I say, my eyes still on the empty spot where he stood. The scent of him lingers, a ghost in the air. Citrus and sage and destiny.

“He’s a problem, Leo. A human with a title. His pack’s falling apart. He’ll be a target for every wolf with ambition.”

“I know.”

“Do you want us to... manage the situation?”

I finally turn my head, looking at Jax. He sees whatever is in my eyes and takes an involuntary step back. “No,” I say, the word final as a grave. “He’s not to be touched. He’s not a problem to be managed.”

I look back toward the city, where a million lights burn like cold stars.

“He’s mine to break.”

...

My hands don’t start shaking until I’m in my car, the doors locked, the engine a low purr. I grip the steering wheel until my knuckles bleach bone-white, trying to anchor myself to the smooth leather, to the smell of the vanilla air freshener, to the mundane reality of my old Volvo.

It doesn’t work.

All I see is him.

Leo.

I’ve heard the name. Who in the neighboring packs hasn’t? Leo Vance. Heir to the Crescent Canyon pack. Notorious. Brutally effective. A ghost story told to keep young wolves in line. They said he’d killed his first challenger at sixteen. They said he could make a grown Alpha submit with a look.

They didn’t say he looked like that.

In the stories, monsters are supposed to be ugly. He was... beautiful. In the way a honed blade is beautiful. In the way a caldera just before eruption is beautiful. All sharp lines and contained violence, eyes the color of a winter sky just before a storm. He moved with a predator’s economy, every action effortless, final.

And the sound of that man’s arm breaking. The wet, final crunch of it. I’ll hear it in my sleep.

I should be disgusted. Terrified. I am.

But there’s something else, a treacherous, humming wire strung tight in my gut. When his eyes found me in the shadows, it wasn’t like being seen. It was like being stripped. He didn’t just look at my face; he seemed to peel back layers of skin and bone and pretense, staring directly at the secret, shivering thing I keep caged in the marrow of my soul.

The thing my own pack hates. The wolf-blood I can’t manifest, the legacy that sits inside me like a dormant virus. The reason my father’s voice is always laced with disappointment, the reason the Betas’ respect is a thin veneer over pity.

Leo looked at me and he didn’t see a defective heir. He saw... prey. But not just prey. Something worth hunting.

And for one insane, heart-stopping second, when that wave of sheer, dominant will crashed into me... I didn’t want to run.

I wanted to step off the ridge.

I slam my fist against the steering wheel. The pain is bright, clean. A human pain. “Stop it,” I snarl at myself, my voice ragged in the quiet car.

This is the problem. This is the sickness. This twisted pull toward the very thing that could, and would, destroy me. I’ve spent my entire life in the gilded cage of my lineage, learning the politics, the histories, the strategies, all to compensate for the one thing I lack. The wolf. I’ve built walls of intellect and control to protect the soft, human core of me that my world despises.

He’s a wrecking ball dressed in darkness. I saw it in his eyes. He wouldn’t just kill me. He’d take apart every brick of my defenses, not to reach the wolf inside, but to crush the human he found there. To own the broken pieces.

My phone buzzes on the passenger seat. A text from my father. Where are you? Meeting ran late. Need to discuss the Silver Lake territory proposal.

The normalcy of it is a surreal joke. I just watched a Vance break a man like a twig and declare a silent war on my existence, and my father wants to talk about zoning disputes.

This is my life. The endless, simmering tension between packs, the slow decline of ours, my father’s desperate maneuvers to cling to relevance. And me, the human-shaped hole in the center of it all, trying to hold everything together with sheer will and a psychology degree I’m not even sure I’ll get to use.

I think of Leo’s smile. The cold, knowing curve of it. He doesn’t see a strategist or a scholar. He sees a prize. A way to spit in my father’s face. A beautiful, fragile thing to shatter for his amusement.

I start the car and pull onto the winding canyon road, heading back toward Westwood, toward my tiny apartment, toward my human life.

But I know it’s a lie now. The border between my world and his has been breached. He’s out there. He’s seen me. And that look in his eyes wasn’t a conclusion. It was a beginning.

A decision forms in the cold, clear center of my fear. I can’t outrun him. I can’t hide. My pack is weak, my father is blind to the real threat, and I am fundamentally, fatally unequipped for a war with a creature like Leo Vance.

So I won’t run. I won’t hide.

If he wants a hunt, I’ll give him one. But not as prey.

I’ll use the only weapons I have. My mind. My human-ness. The very things my pack scorns and he would dismiss. I’ll learn his weaknesses, I’ll navigate the dangerous waters between our packs, and I’ll find a way to turn his obsession against him.

It’s a suicidal plan. The thought of being that close to him, of deliberately inviting that gaze, that presence, sends a fresh bolt of liquid fear through my veins, chased by a heat that has no name.

I make the turn onto Sunset Boulevard, the endless river of headlights stretching before me. The city is a living thing, vast and indifferent. Somewhere in its maze, he is waiting.

The shaking in my hands has finally stopped.

It’s been replaced by a steady, ice-cold resolve.

Let him come. Let him try to break me.

I’ll show him what a human with nothing left to lose can do.
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1. Adam
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You can’t outrun a ghost on the 405.

That’s the thought that hits me, stuck in the usual Tuesday afternoon sludge. The traffic is a solid, glittering river of metal. Sun glares off windshields. My palms are slick on the wheel. The air in the car feels thick, recycled, tainted with the memory of pine and blood.

It’s been three days.

Three days since the clearing. Since the sounds. Since his eyes.

My life looks exactly the same. That’s the worst part. I went to my Intro to Psych lecture yesterday. I paid too much for an iced coffee. I skimmed a chapter on behavioral conditioning. The words swam in front of me. All I could think about was the brutal, elegant physics of him. The way he moved. The economy of it. No wasted motion. Just a beginning, and an end.

My phone buzzes in the cup holder. My father’s name lights up the screen. I let it go to voicemail. The fifth one today.

I know what it’s about. The “situation.” That’s what he’s calling it. The Vance pack’s aggressive patrols along the eastern ridge. A minor skirmish. He doesn’t know I was there. He doesn’t know his human son was crouching in the dirt, watching his world fracture.

He just knows tensions are higher. He needs his heir to be present. To look strong. To pretend.

The voicemail icon pops up. I don’t listen.

The car inches forward. I roll down the window, needing real air. The L.A. smog hits me, hot and chemical. It’s better than the memory-scent of the canyon.

I’m not sleeping. When I close my eyes, I see it. Not just the violence. Him, after. Standing there in the wreckage. Still. Like the fight was just an interruption. His gaze sweeping the ridge. Finding me.

That look. It wasn’t rage. It was... recognition. Like he’d been searching for something and had finally spotted it, misplaced on a high shelf.

I shake my head, grip the wheel tighter. This is insane. I’m building a mythology around a stranger. A dangerous, brutal stranger who probably forgot about me the second I left.

But the feeling in my gut, the cold wire of tension, says different.

My exit finally comes. I peel off the freeway, the relief of movement a physical thing. Westwood unfolds, familiar and strange. The white apartment buildings, the too-green lawns, the students with backpacks. My sanctuary. My disguise.

I park two blocks from my building, an old Spanish-style thing with crumbling stucco. I need the walk. Need to feel the sun on my neck, see people who don’t know about packs or blood-right.

My apartment is on the third floor, stairs only. The climb makes my heart pound. A human heart. Slow, weak. I fumble with the keys. The door swings open on silence and dim light.

I stop on the threshold.

Everything is where I left it. Textbook open on the coffee table. A clean mug in the sink. The blue rug, the faded sofa.

But it’s wrong.

The air is wrong. It’s too still. Too... empty. Like the room has been holding its breath.

And there’s a smell. Faint, almost gone. A ghost of a scent beneath the lemon cleaner and old books.

Pine. Cold earth. Expensive, sharp cologne.

Him.

It’s impossible. The lock isn’t broken. The window is locked. I step inside, my body coiled tight. I check the bedroom. The bathroom. Empty. Nothing is moved. Nothing is taken.

But he was here. Leo Vance was in my home.

The realization doesn’t come as a shock. It settles into me, heavy and certain. Of course he was. This is what he does. He finds the edges of your world and he steps across them. A message. A quiet, terrifying joke.

I can reach you anywhere.

I walk to the center of the living room. The silence screams. I feel exposed. Naked. The careful walls of this place, my human place, are just paper to him. He blew through them without leaving a trace.

Anger comes then. A clean, bright spike of it. It’s better than the fear. How dare he? This is mine. This small, quiet box is all I have that’s truly mine. Not the pack’s. Not my father’s. Mine.

He doesn’t get to touch it.

I go to the window, look down at the street. Normal life churns on. A guy on a skateboard. A woman walking a tiny, furious dog. No black cars. No watching shadows.

He’s not out there. He doesn’t need to be. He’s already inside. In the air. In my head.

My phone buzzes again. Not my father this time. An unknown number. A Los Angeles area code.

I stare at it. The buzzing is an angry insect on the coffee table. I know who it is. The same way I knew the scent.

I let it ring. It stops.

A second later, a text appears.

2111. 8pm. Don’t be late.

An address follows. Downtown. A warehouse district.

My blood turns to ice water. Then it boils. The arrogance. The absolute, fucking certainty. Not a question. An expectation.

I don’t respond. I throw the phone onto the sofa. It bounces, lands on the rug.

I won’t go. That’s the obvious, sane answer. I’ll stay here. I’ll lock the door. I’ll call... who? My father? Tell him the Vance heir is texting me invitations? He’d ask what I did to provoke it. He’d see it as a weakness, an entanglement. A human problem.

I walk into the tiny kitchen, turn on the tap, splash water on my face. The cool water does nothing. I look at my reflection in the dark microwave door. Pale. Dark circles under my eyes. A stranger’s face.

Don’t be late.

He’s not asking me to a fight. He’s not threatening me. It’s a summons. And the worst part, the part that makes my stomach twist, is the curiosity. The pull. What does he want? To finish what he started on the ridge? To toy with me? To simply show me that he can make me come?

I won’t go.

I spend the next two hours trying to believe it. I make tea. I try to read. The words are meaningless shapes. Every silence in the apartment is filled with the echo of that text. 8pm.

At 7:15, I’m standing in my bedroom, staring into my closet. What does one wear to their own execution? Or to a negotiation with a wolf? Jeans. A simple black t-shirt. Boots. Armor for a world I don’t belong to.

I’m not going because he told me to. I’m going because I need to see. I need to look him in the eye in a place he chooses, on his terms, and I need to not flinch. I need to prove, to myself more than anyone, that the boy on the ridge isn’t all that I am.

It’s a stupid reason. Possibly a fatal one.

I grab my keys. My phone. I don’t look back at the apartment.

The drive downtown is a blur. The city shifts, grows taller, colder. The sleek offices give way to older bones. Brick and graffiti and empty lots. I find the address. It’s a converted warehouse, all black steel and vast windows. No sign. Just the number: 2111.

There’s a sleek, black car parked out front. Empty.

My hands are steady as I kill the engine. That’s something. I sit for a minute, watching the building. No movement. The door is a heavy slab of dark wood.

I get out. The evening air is cooler here. I can smell the ocean, miles away, and the grease from a distant food truck.

I walk to the door. There’s no buzzer. No handle. As I approach, it swings inward, silent on hidden hinges.

I step inside.

LEO

He’s five minutes early.

I watch from the mezzanine level as the door opens. He steps through, a slice of the dusty evening light outlining him before the door swings shut. He pauses, letting his eyes adjust to the dim space.

He came.

A slow, deep current of satisfaction moves through me. I knew he would. Not because he’s obedient. He isn’t. I saw the defiance on the ridge. The calculation. He came because he had to know. Curiosity is a stronger leash than fear, for someone like him.

He looks around the main floor. It’s mostly empty. A polished concrete expanse. A few pieces of furniture—a long sofa, low tables—arranged near the far wall of windows. Industrial lights hang unlit from the high ceiling. The only light comes from the city through the glass, painting everything in blues and grays.

He looks small. Not fragile, but contained. A closed fist. The black clothes swallow him. His dark hair is a mess. He didn’t dress up. Good.

He takes a few steps forward, his boots quiet on the concrete. He’s trying not to look nervous. His shoulders are tight. His heartbeat is a rapid, steady drum I can feel in my own teeth. He’s afraid. But he’s here.

“You found it.”

My voice echoes in the space. He freezes. His head tilts, searching the shadows. I stay where I am.

“Your directions were clear,” he says. His voice is quieter than I remember. Calm. A flat surface over deep water.

“You could have ignored them.”

“You were in my apartment.”

A statement. No anger in it. Just a fact laid bare between us.

“I was.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to see where you live.”

He turns slowly, a full circle, still looking. He can’t pinpoint me. I like that. “Satisfied?”

“No.” I finally move, walking to the top of the open steel staircase. The sound of my steps is deliberate. He tracks the noise, his gaze finding me as I descend.

I see the moment his control wavers. A slight hitch in his breath. A tightening around his eyes. He holds his ground as I reach the bottom and walk toward him. I stop when there’s still a good ten feet between us. He needs the space. For now.

Up close, he’s paler. Tired. The events of the other night are carved into the shadows under his eyes. He smells of soap, laundry detergent, and that underlying, bright citrus. And fear. Sharp and clean.

“Why am I here?” he asks.

“You tell me.”

His jaw tightens. A flash of irritation. Good. “You sent the text.”

“You got in your car. You drove. You walked through the door.” I take a single step closer. He doesn’t retreat. “You must have a reason.”

“To tell you to stay out of my home.”

I smile. It’s not a friendly thing. “Or?”

He hesitates. The question hangs there. Or what? What will he do? Call the police? Tell his daddy? He knows how useless that is. This is our world. Its rules are older and sharper.

“Or I’ll consider it an act of aggression,” he says finally. The words sound practiced. Pack-diplomat words.

I laugh. The sound is short, harsh. “Aggression. That’s a nice word for it.” I gesture around us. “You think this is about pack territory? Boundary lines?”

“Isn’t it?”

“No.” I close the distance by another few feet. He goes very still, like a rabbit sensing the hawk’s shadow. “This is about you. On that ridge. Watching.”

His eyes lock with mine. The fear is still there, but beneath it, a fierce, banked fire. “I saw a crime. I saw your brutality.”

“You saw the truth,” I correct him, my voice dropping. “You saw what it takes. You saw what your father’s pack lacks. What you lack.”

The words hit their mark. A flinch, deep inside him. Not on his face. His face stays perfectly smooth. But I smell it—the rush of shame, of old pain. He’s heard that before. Just never from me.

“You know nothing about me,” he says, each word a chip of ice.

“I know you’re a human trying to hold a wolf’s leash. I know it’s choking you.” I tilt my head. “I know you didn’t look away. Not once.”

That gets him. His breath catches. The memory of that shared gaze is a live wire in the space between us. He remembers it too. The pull. The terrible, unwanted understanding.

“What do you want?” The question is ripped from him, quiet and raw.

Finally. The pretense falls away.

I look at him. Really look. The elegant line of his throat. The tense set of his mouth. The intelligence in his dark eyes, warring with primal alarm. The wolf-blood in him is so deep, so buried, it’s just a whisper. A rumor under his skin.

What do I want?

I want to crack him open and see what spills out. I want to see if that fire in his eyes can burn or if it’s just for show. I want to put my hands on him and feel if his human flesh is as stubborn as his human will.

“I haven’t decided,” I say, and it’s mostly true.

Confusion flickers across his face. He expected a demand. A threat. Not this.

“So this is... what? A social call?”

“Consider it an interview.”

“For what?”

“For my attention.” I turn and walk toward the seating area by the windows. I don’t look back. “Sit.”

I hear him not moving. The struggle is almost audible. Pride versus survival. Curiosity versus sense. After a long moment, I hear his footsteps. Slow. Reluctant.

He doesn’t sit on the sofa. He chooses a heavy armchair opposite, perching on the very edge. Ready to bolt.

I sit on the sofa, leaning back. The picture of ease. A lie. My blood is humming. His scent is everywhere now, filling the empty warehouse. It does something to me. A low, persistent itch under my skin.

“Your father is weak,” I say, watching the city lights beyond him.

He goes rigid. “You don’t get to talk about him.”

“He’s letting the Canyon Crest pack fall apart. He relies on old alliances that have gone stale. He’s terrified of a real fight.”

“He’s cautious.”

“He’s a coward.” I look back at him. “And he’s raised a son he doesn’t know what to do with.”

Adam’s hands curl into fists on his knees. “Are you trying to piss me off? Is that the point?”

“I’m stating facts. Your weakness isn’t that you’re human, Adam. It’s that you’re pretending not to be. You’re playing a role in a play that’s closing. Everyone sees it. The other packs. Your own Betas. They’re just waiting for the curtain to fall.”

The color drains from his face. He knows I’m right. He’s lived with this truth every day. But hearing it from me, from the enemy, makes it new and vicious.

“Why are you saying this to me?”

“Because I’m curious what you’ll do about it.” I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “When the fight comes for you—and it will, it’s already at your door—what will you do? Will you read it a theory? Will you try to negotiate? Or will you finally understand that some things can only be met with teeth?”

He’s trembling now. A fine, constant shake he’s trying to suppress. It’s not just fear. It’s rage. Beautiful, helpless rage.

“I’m not a wolf,” he spits out.

“Aren’t you?” I stand up. He jerks back in the chair. I don’t approach him. I walk to the window, my back to him. “That night. You felt it, didn’t you? Not just the fear. Something else. A pull. A recognition. Your blood knew what it was seeing, even if your mind hated it.”

Silence from behind me. Thick, charged silence.

Then, the sound of his chair scraping back. I turn. He’s standing.

“I’m leaving,” he says. His voice is steady. Final.

“You are.”

He starts walking toward the door. His steps are quick, sure. He’s done. He’s shutting this down.

“The man in the clearing,” I say to his back. “The one whose arm I broke. His name was Silas. He died last night. Infection set in. His Alpha is blaming your pack. Says you provoked the attack by trespassing.”

Adam stops. He doesn’t turn around.

“It’s a lie, of course,” I continue, my voice casual. “But it’s a useful lie. He’s using it to rally support. To call for action against Canyon Crest. Your father will try to talk. He’ll offer concessions. Land. Money.”

Adam slowly faces me. His expression is hollow. “And?”

“And it won’t be enough. Silas’s Alpha doesn’t want a payment. He wants a war. A small, bloody, victorious war to boost his own status. Your pack is the perfect target. Perceived as weak. Led by a man who hesitates. With an heir who can’t shift.” I hold his gaze. “They’re coming for you, Adam. Maybe in a week. Maybe a month. They will tear your pack apart and paint the hills with its blood. And you will watch. Or you will run. Or you will die.”

He just stares. The reality of it, laid out so plainly, is a physical blow. I can see him absorbing it, the future crashing into the present.

“Why tell me?” The question is a whisper.

I cross the space between us. Not all the way. But closer. Close enough to see the pulse hammering in his throat.

“Because I don’t want them to have you.”

The air leaves his lungs in a short, sharp exhale.

“You’re a prize,” I say, my voice low, for him alone. “A symbol. Killing the human heir would be a statement. Capturing you... using you... would be a better one. They would break you for sport. They’d make your father watch.”

His eyes are huge, dark pools. Horror is in them now. Real, paralyzing horror. Not of me, but of the future I’m describing. A future he knows is possible.

“My father...”

“Your father can’t stop this. I can.”

A beat of silence. Then, a bitter, disbelieving sound escapes him. Almost a laugh. “And what’s your price?”

There it is. The pragmatism. The survivor’s mind, cutting through the terror.

I reach out then. Slowly. Giving him every chance to pull away. My fingers brush a strand of hair from his forehead. He freezes. His skin is warm. The shock of the contact jolts through my own hand. The urge to tighten my grip, to pull him in, is a sudden, violent ache.

He doesn’t move. He’s stopped breathing.

“Alignment,” I say softly, my fingers trailing down to cup his jaw. He’s trembling again. A earthquake under smooth skin. “You walk away from Canyon Crest. Publicly. You renounce your claim as heir.”

His eyes search mine, stunned. “You want me to betray my pack?”

“I want you to save what’s left of it. And yourself. You align with Crescent Canyon. With me.”

“As what?” The words are breathless.

“As mine.”

The two words hang in the cool, dark air. Absolute. Terrifying.

He wrenches his face from my hand, stumbling back a step. “No.”

“It’s the only play you have.”

“It’s not a play! It’s surrender! It’s... it’s property!” His composure is gone. Shattered. Raw panic and fury twist his features. “You’re just another wolf who wants to own me. You just have a fancier sales pitch.”

The truth in his words sparks my own anger. A hot, quick flare. “You think I’d offer this to anyone? You think I need a pet human? You’re a liability. A problem. The smart thing would be to let Silas’s Alpha have you. Watch the chaos. Pick up the pieces.”

“Then do that!” he shouts, the sound echoing. “Why offer me anything?”

“Because I saw you!” The growl is in my voice before I can stop it. Low, animal. He flinches hard. “I saw you on that ridge, and you didn’t look away! You were supposed to be a ghost story, a joke. But you’re not. You’re still standing here. You walked into a room with me. You’re still fighting, even when you have no claws. That’s not weakness. That’s a different kind of strength. And it’s being wasted.”

He stares at me, chest heaving. My words have shocked him as much as they shocked me. I didn’t mean to say that. Not any of it.

“I won’t be owned,” he says, the fight draining from his voice, leaving it tired. Empty.

“Then you’ll be destroyed,” I say, just as flat. “It’s your choice. But it is a choice. For once in your life, stop doing what’s expected. Choose.”

I turn and walk back to the sofa. I sit down. The performance is over. The offer is made. The threat is clear.

I hear him stand there for a full minute. The war inside him is a scent in the room—conflict, salt, despair.

Then, his footsteps. Heading to the door.

He doesn’t say yes.

He doesn’t say no.

The heavy door opens, and the sound of the city rushes in. Then it closes, cutting it off.

Silence.

He’s gone.

I sit in the dark, the ghost of his touch still burning on my fingers. The scent of him lingers, citrus and defiance.

He’ll break. He has to. The pressure will become too great. His father’s desperation. The coming attack. His own isolation.

He’ll come to me.

And when he does, I’ll be ready.

The game is on.
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2. Broken Glass & Bad Omens
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The whiskey in my glass wasn’t working. I stared at the amber liquid, willing it to numb the image burned behind my eyes. A slender silhouette against a city-lit ridge. Dark eyes that didn’t look away.

He should have.

Jax cleared his throat from the doorway of my study. “The boy from last night. He’ll recover. The surgeon said the shoulder will scar, but he’ll keep full use.”

I didn’t look up. “And the others?”

“The traitors have been dealt with. Publicly. The message was received.”

The message. Always a message. My father’s favorite game. Chess with living pieces, howled instructions from his sickroom. Show strength, Leo. Remind them who rules this city’s shadows.

“The Canyon Crest pack is holding a fundraiser,” Jax said, placing a thick, cream-colored invitation on the edge of my desk. “A gallery opening. Tomorrow night. Their Alpha will be there. Trying to drum up human money to plug the holes in his territory.”

My finger traced the embossed lettering. Canyon Crest Preservation Society. A pretty name for a desperate act. My eyes skipped over the details, landing on the line at the bottom. Hosted by the Office of the Alpha-Heir, Adrian Sable.

Adrian.

A name now. Not just a silhouette.

“We’re attending,” I said.

Jax was silent for a beat too long. “Sir? That’s deep in their territory. A social function. It’s... unprecedented.”

“Exactly.” I finally looked at him. “Have a suit prepared. Something restrained. We’re going to pay our respects.”

“This is about the human.”

It wasn’t a question. I didn’t answer. I picked up the invitation, the paper crisp under my touch. I could still smell him. Sage and citrus, cutting through the memory of blood.

I was going to walk into his world, his fragile human gallery with its cheap wine and softer people. I was going to stand in front of him and see if those dark eyes could hold their challenge under electric light, surrounded by his own kind.

The hunt had to adapt to the terrain.

“Leave,” I told Jax.

When the door shut, I poured the whiskey into the soil of a potted ficus. The burn was a distraction. I needed my head clear.

I needed to be ready for him.

...

My head felt like it was packed with wet sand. I’d slept maybe two hours, trapped in a loop of snapping bones and winter-gray eyes. My alarm was a shrill offense. I slapped it quiet and stared at the water stain on my ceiling, the one shaped like a lopsided continent.

My phone buzzed. A text from my father’s assistant, Cora.

Reminder: Gallery opening tonight. 8 PM. Your suit is at the tailor for final pressing. Your father expects you to secure the Darlington donation. Do not be late.

I closed my eyes. The Darlington donation. A billionaire with a taste for abstract art and territorial gossip. My father’s plan was simple: smile, charm, promise vague future alliances, and get the check. Use human money to pay for werewolf problems. The irony was so thick it choked me.

I couldn’t tell him about Leo. About what I’d seen. He’d call it stress, a human’s overactive imagination. Or worse, he’d see it as a provocation and do something stupid, like post extra guards on a border that was only real on paper. It would be a show of weakness. Leo would see it, and he’d know the fear had taken root.

I had to go tonight. I had to act normal. I had to be Adrian Sable, the polished, capable heir, not the guy who’d watched a monster materialize from the dark and felt something in his chest crack open.

My apartment was a mess. Books stacked on the floor, empty coffee cups on every surface. My fortress of disarray. I shuffled to the kitchen and made coffee, my hands steady only through sheer force of will.

The plan from last night, the cold resolve I’d felt in the car, felt flimsy in the gray morning light. Turn his obsession against him? With what? My knowledge of mid-20th century pack treaty violations? My decent GPA?

I was out of my depth. I knew it. But staying still felt like waiting for the roof to cave in.

I had classes. Psychology 405: Behavioral Theory. I went through the motions, took notes, answered a question about cognitive dissonance. My professor praised my insight. The girl next to me smiled. It was all noise. Behind every face, I kept seeing his.

After class, I went to the library. Not to study. To research.

I found nothing new on Leo Vance. The public records were sterile: son of Alistair Vance, Alpha of Crescent Canyon. Listed as a board member on a few holding companies. A single, grainy photo from a charity polo match years ago. He looked bored.

The real information wasn’t in databases. It was in the whispers. I texted an old contact, a guy named Miles who worked security for neutral packs and heard everything.

Heard anything about Crescent Canyon moving lately? Unusual activity?

The reply came fast. You having trouble, A?

Just curious.

Talk is they’ve been quiet. Too quiet. Purged some internal dissent last week. Clean, quick. Vance’s boy handled it. Word is he’s ice. Why the interest?

No reason. Thanks, Miles.

Ice. Yeah. I’d felt the cold coming off him.

I left the library, the LA sun glaring off the white concrete. My phone buzzed again. Cora.

Your father wishes to see you before the event. 6 PM at the house.

Dread, heavy and familiar, settled in my stomach. The house. The Canyon Crest pack house in Los Feliz. A beautiful, sprawling prison.

...

The house always smelled like old money and anxiety. Polished wood, lemon oil, and underneath it, the faint, ever-present scent of wolf—musky, animal, a reminder of what everyone here was and what I wasn’t.

My father was in his study, standing at the window. He looked thinner than last month, his shoulders a sharp line under his tailored shirt. The sickness was eating him slowly, a degenerative thing the pack doctors couldn’t name. It was the worst-kept secret in the city. The Alpha was fading.

“Adrian.” He didn’t turn. “You look tired.”

“Midterms,” I lied.

“This Darlington matter is critical. His donation would fund the new security upgrades for the eastern quarter. Without it, we’ll have to pull patrols from the Silver Lake border.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” He finally turned. His eyes, the same dark brown as mine, were clouded with pain and something worse: disappointment. “This requires finesse. A human touch. You need to make him feel like an insider, not a mark. Can you do that?”

The subtext was clear. This is the one thing you’re good for. Your humanity. Don’t fuck it up.

“I can do it.”

“See that you do.” He picked up a letter opener, running his thumb along the edge. “There’s also talk. From across the canyon.”

My blood went still. “What kind of talk?”

“Alistair Vance is... unwell. His son is effectively running things. The boy is unpredictable. Aggressive. He’s consolidating power.” He set the letter opener down. “We must appear strong. Unshakeable. Tonight is part of that. Confidence attracts allies. Weakness attracts wolves.”

He had no idea. The wolf wasn’t just attracted. It had already seen me, chosen me.

“I’ll handle it,” I said, my voice flat.

He nodded, dismissing me. “Your suit is in the guest room. Try to look like you belong.”

I went upstairs. The guest room was impersonal, beige. My suit hung in the closet, black and severe. I touched the fabric. It was expensive. It felt like a costume.

I changed. Stood before the mirror. Adrian Sable, Alpha-Heir. The jacket fit perfectly. I looked competent. Authoritative. Like someone who could lead.

It was a good lie.

I was fixing my cufflinks when I heard the raised voices downstairs. My father and Silas, the head of security. I moved to the door, easing it open a crack.

“...confirmed. Just a scout, but he was deep in our territory. Near the old reservoir.”

“Crescent Canyon?” My father’s voice was tight.

“Wore no colors, but the scent was theirs. We chased him off, but he got a good look at the perimeter.”

“Increase the patrols. Double them.”

“With respect, Alpha, we’re stretched thin as it is. The men are tired. If this is a probe, a reaction looks like fear.”

A long silence. Then my father, sounding older than I’d ever heard him. “Do it anyway. We can’t afford the appearance of a gap.”

I closed the door softly, my heart hammering against my ribs. A scout. Probing our defenses. It was him. It was Leo. He wasn’t waiting. He was already moving.

The calm resolve I’d felt curdled into something sharper. This wasn’t a game. This was the first move in a siege, and I was standing in the middle of the fort, wearing a nice suit, pretending I knew how to fight.

...

The gallery was in West Hollywood, all glass and sharp angles. Inside, it was a sea of black clothes and clinking glasses. Abstract paintings splashed color on the white walls. The air hummed with conversation and money.

I put on the smile. The one I’d practiced. I shook hands. I accepted compliments on the exhibition. I talked about artistic vision and community legacy. I was performing surgery, and I was the patient, wide awake.

I found Reginald Darlington near a massive sculpture of twisted metal. He was a small man with a raptor’s gaze. “Adrian! Your father said you’d find me. This piece is savage, don’t you think? All that force, contained.”

“It suggests a struggle,” I said, my eyes on the jagged edges. “Between intention and material.”

“Exactly!” He clapped my shoulder. “You have an eye. Now, tell me. These security upgrades your father mentioned. Is the threat really that significant? I hear the Vance boy is more of a... businessman.”

The question was a trap. Admit fear, lose the donation. Dismiss the threat, look naïve.

“The landscape is changing,” I said, choosing each word like a step on thin ice. “New leadership brings new strategies. Prudence isn’t fear, Mr. Darlington. It’s what preserves legacies. Like yours. Like this collection.”

He studied me, a slow smile spreading. “Well said. Your father’s a lucky man. We’ll talk numbers next week.”

A win. It felt like ash in my mouth.

I was turning to find a drink, something to wash the taste away, when the energy in the room shifted. It wasn’t a sound. It was a pressure drop. The hair on my arms stood up.

I knew, even before I looked toward the entrance.

He stood just inside the doors, pausing as if letting the room adjust to his presence. Leo Vance. He wore a suit that was somehow both elegant and severe, the charcoal gray making his eyes look even paler. He wasn’t smiling. He just scanned the crowd, a quiet, devastating force of nature in a room of cultivated beauty.

People noticed. A murmur rippled through the crowd. He was known, even here. Feared, respected, a rumor given form.

My father, across the room, went very still. Silas materialized at his side, his expression grim.

Leo’s gaze swept past them. Past the donors, the artists, the socialites. It found me. Stopped.

Time didn’t slow. It fractured. The noise of the gallery faded to a distant buzz. All I could hear was the pulse in my own ears. He looked at me, and it was the same look from the ridge: assessing, absolute, hungry. But here, under the bright lights, it was brazen. A public claim.

He began to walk. Not toward my father. Toward me.

Every instinct screamed to run. To hide. I locked my knees. My fingers tightened around the cold glass in my hand.

He moved through the crowd like it wasn’t there. People subtly shifted out of his path, creating a wake. He stopped a foot away. Close enough for me to catch his scent—clean, sharp, like snow and something darkly mineral. No cologne could mask the power underneath.

“Adrian Sable,” he said. His voice was lower than I remembered, a vibration that felt physical.

“Leo Vance.” My own voice held. Just. “This is a surprise.”

“I appreciate art.” His eyes weren’t on the paintings. They were on my face, tracing the line of my jaw, the tense set of my mouth. “And civic duty. Your invitation was... inclusive.”

We hadn’t sent him one. He’d come uninvited. A direct, intentional breach of etiquette.

“All are welcome,” I said, the scripted line tasting bitter. “Can I get you a drink?”

“No.” He took a half-step closer. The space between us charged, electric. “I prefer to see things clearly. This piece, for example.” He gestured slightly toward the twisted metal sculpture Darlington had admired. “What do you see?”

It was a test. I made myself look at it. “Conflict. Something trying to break its form.”

“Interesting.” He tilted his head. “I see a creature mid-transformation. Trapped between one state and another. The agony of becoming.” His eyes slid back to me. “It’s the most honest thing here.”

The words were a knife, slipped between my ribs. Trapped between states. Human. Wolf. Heir. Prey.

“Honesty is rare,” I managed.

“It is.” He held my gaze, and for a second, the mask of polite interest dropped. What was underneath was raw possession. A promise. “You should value it. Before the transformation breaks you.”

My father appeared at my side, his smile rigid. “Leo. I didn’t know you had an interest in our little event.”

Leo’s attention shifted, the intensity dialing down to something merely dangerous. “Alistair. You’re looking... well. New ventures suit you.”

The barb about his father’s health was subtle, vicious. My father’s jaw tightened. “We manage. This is a social occasion, however. Perhaps business discussions are best left for more formal channels.”

“Of course.” Leo’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I was just admiring your son. He has a unique perspective.” He gave me one last, lingering look. “Until next time, Adrian.”

He turned and walked away, leaving a frozen silence in his wake. The gallery’s buzz returned, louder, edged with speculation.

My father’s hand clamped on my bicep, his fingers biting in. “What was that?” he hissed.

“I don’t know.”

“He spoke to you. What did he say?”

“He talked about the sculpture.” It was the truth. It wasn’t the truth.

My father stared after Leo’s retreating back, his face pale. “This is a message. A declaration. He walked into my house to look at my son.” He released my arm, his hand trembling slightly. “Silas. We’re leaving. Now.”

“Father, the event—”

“Is over for us. Cora will handle the farewells.” He was already moving, a retreat disguised as a strategic exit.

I stood alone by the twisted metal sculpture. My glass was still in my hand. I looked down. A fine web of cracks had appeared in the crystal, spreading from where my grip had tightened. I hadn’t even felt it break.

I set the damaged glass carefully on a passing tray.

I could still feel the heat of his stare on my skin. I could still hear his voice. The agony of becoming.

He hadn’t come to threaten my father. He’d come to see me. To stand in my world and show me how easily he could enter it. To look at me and tell me he knew exactly what I was.

A server bumped my elbow, apologizing. The world snapped back into sharp, noisy focus.

I saw Jax, Leo’s Beta, waiting by the door. He wasn’t looking at the crowd. He was watching me. He gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod.

It wasn’t a greeting. It was an acknowledgement. You’re seen. You’re noted.

Then he turned and followed his Alpha out into the night.

The fundraiser continued around me, a beautiful, brittle illusion. The donation was secured. The event was a success.

All I could think about was the broken glass in my hand, and the man who’d walked in and cracked my world open without even touching it.

He’d made his move.

Now it was my turn. But the cold plan from last night was gone. In its place was a shaking, furious heat. He thought I was trapped metal, waiting to be broken into a new shape.

Fine.

Let him try.
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3. Westwood’s Shadow
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LEO

Four days.

That’s how long it took me to find him.

The information was on my desk by Tuesday morning. Printed on plain paper, no signature. His class schedule. His apartment address. His part-time job at the campus library. I didn’t ask how Jax got it. I just looked at the black-and-white text and felt the pull in my chest tighten, like a leash.

Adam Reid.

Twenty-one years old. Junior. Psychology major. Canyon Crest pack heir. Human.

I drove to Westwood that afternoon. I parked my car three blocks from his apartment. It was a bland, beige building with sad little balconies. I watched the front door for an hour. Students came and went. None of them were him. The smell of the place was all fried food, exhaust, and human sweat. It made my skin itch.

I wasn’t sure what I was doing there. What did I want? To see him again, in the daylight. To prove to myself that the pull I felt on the ridge wasn’t some trick of the night. That the sharp, bright scent of him was real. That the challenge in his eyes was real.

Jax thinks I’m making a mistake. He didn’t say it. He didn’t have to. The silence in the car on the drive over was heavy with it.

This is more than picking a fight. More than claiming territory. This is stepping into a swamp. The Canyon Crest pack is weak, but they’re proud. And their human heir is a symbol of that weakness. Touching him isn’t just a challenge. It’s a declaration of war with no clean exit.

I know that.

I don’t care.

My phone buzzed. A text from my father. Meeting tonight. Seven. Don’t be late. I thumbed the screen off without replying.

Then, he came out.

He pushed through the glass door of his building, head down, a worn backpack slung over one shoulder. He was wearing a grey sweatshirt and dark jeans. His hair was messy, like he’d just run a hand through it. He looked young. Ordinary.

But the second I saw him, the ordinary burned away. It was him. The set of his shoulders, tense even when he thought he was alone. The careful way he moved, like he was constantly aware of the space around him. Like he was always listening for a threat.

He started walking, not toward campus, but the other way, toward the busier streets. I got out of my car.

Following him was easy. He didn’t look back. He walked with purpose, but not speed. He stopped at a corner market, came out with a bottle of water and an apple. He paid the homeless guy on the corner a few dollars, said a few quiet words. The guy smiled at him.

That irritated me, for some reason. The kindness. The ease of it. He moved through the human world like he belonged there. He did belong there. That was the whole problem.

He turned down a side street, less crowded. My chance.

I lengthened my stride, closed the distance between us. The street was quiet, lined with more apartments, a few closed shops. The sound of the main avenue faded behind us.

“Adam.”

He froze.

His whole body went rigid. He didn’t turn around, not right away. I saw his fingers tighten around the plastic bottle, the crinkle of it loud in the quiet.

Slowly, he turned.

His eyes met mine. They were just as dark as I remembered. Just as clear. No fear in them yet. Just a cold, flat recognition. And a deep, simmering anger.

“Leo.” He said my name like it was a fact. A bad one.

“You know who I am.”

“I know what you are.” He took a sip of his water, casual. A good act. I could hear the quick beat of his heart from ten feet away. “Did you follow me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“You know why.”

He shook his head, a short, sharp motion. “I don’t. Enlighten me. Did my father miss a tithe? Is there a new line in the sand you need to piss on?”

His voice was calm. Intellectual. It dug under my skin. “This isn’t about your father.”

“Then it’s a social call.” He started to turn away, as if to walk off. As if he could dismiss me.

“Look at me.”

The command in my voice was pure Alpha. It wasn’t a shout. It was low, textured, layered with a force that made most wolves flinch. It was the voice that could stop a fight, that could command a room.

He went still again. His jaw tightened. For a long moment, I thought he’d defy it. I wanted him to. I wanted the fight.

Then, slowly, he turned his head back. He looked at me. Not at my chest, not at my shoulder. Right into my eyes. The defiance there was a live wire. He was human, but he held my gaze like an equal. Like a rival.

It took my breath away.

“What do you want?” he asked, each word precise.

I took a step closer. Then another. He didn’t back up. He held his ground, tilting his chin up to keep eye contact. His scent hit me fully now—that citrus, that sage, and underneath, the warm, vulnerable scent of his skin. My mouth watered.

“You were on my territory,” I said.

“It’s a free city.”

“Not for you.”

A flicker of something in his eyes. Not fear. Calculation. “Are you going to break my arm? Is that the message?”

“The message,” I said, closing the last of the distance between us. I was close enough now that if I reached out, I could wrap my hand around his throat. He had to feel the heat coming off me. “is that I saw you. I know you saw me. That changes things.”

“It doesn’t change anything.”

“It changes everything.” I leaned in, just a fraction. I spoke next to his ear. His breath hitched. Finally. “You’re a secret, Adam. A dirty little secret your pack keeps in a human cage. I don’t keep secrets. I take them out into the light.”

He swallowed. I watched the movement in his throat. “You’re talking in circles. If you have a threat, make it.”

“No threat.” I pulled back to look at him again. His cheeks were flushed. Anger, maybe. Maybe something else. “An offer.”

He laughed. It was a harsh, brittle sound. “An offer. Right.”

“Leave them.” The words came out before I’d fully thought them. “Your pack. They’re rotting. They’re using you as a shield. Come to Crescent Canyon.”

He stared at me, his expression blank with disbelief. “You’re insane.”

“Probably.”

“I’m their heir.”

“You’re their human mascot. They’ll never let you lead. You know it. I know it. Everyone with a nose knows it. The second a real challenge comes, they’ll throw you to the wolves to save themselves.” I let a smile touch my lips. “Literally.”

His face shut down. The anger went cold, locked away behind a wall I couldn’t see through. “My family is none of your business.”

“Everything about you is my business now.” I reached out then. I couldn’t stop myself. I didn’t grab him. I just brushed the back of my knuckles against the side of his neck, right over his pulse. His skin was warm. So soft.

He jerked back like I’d burned him. The first real flash of panic in his eyes. “Don’t touch me.”

His pulse was hammering. Wild and frantic. A rabbit’s heart in a cage of ribs.

“Or what?” I murmured.

He took a step back, then another, putting space between us. His composure was cracking, fine lines spreading under the surface. “Stay away from me, Vance. This isn’t your canyon. These are human streets. My life. You don’t belong here.”

“You don’t either,” I said softly. “You’re just better at pretending.”

He turned and walked away. This time, he didn’t look back. His steps were quick, almost stumbling. He rounded the corner and was gone.

I stood in the middle of the empty sidewalk. The place where my knuckles had touched his skin felt charged, electric.

I could still smell him on the air.

I knew what Jax would say. This was a mess. This was emotional. This was dangerous.

He was right.

I got back in my car. I sat there for a long time, watching the spot where he’d disappeared.

I’d scared him. Good. He needed to be scared.

But he hadn’t submitted. He hadn’t even looked down.

He’d looked at me like I was the problem he needed to solve.

I started the engine. The meeting with my father was in a few hours. I’d have to sit there, listen to him talk about alliances and boundaries, while all I could think about was the frantic beat of a human heart under my fingers.

I didn’t want him to submit.

I wanted him to break. And I wanted to be the one holding the pieces.

––––––––
[image: ]


ADAM

He touched me.

My skin still crawled with it, an hour later. A hot, itchy feeling, like a brand. I scrubbed at my neck in the library bathroom, the cheap soap doing nothing.

Leave them. Come to Crescent Canyon.

The arrogance of it. The sheer, breathtaking insanity. Did he think it was that simple? That I could just walk away from my family, from my name, from the only identity I’ve ever had, even if it’s a broken one?

He saw right through me. That was the worst part. He looked at me and he didn’t see the future Alpha my father pretends I am. He saw the human placeholder. The weak link.

And he wanted me anyway.

That’s what chilled me to the bone. It wasn’t a political move. It was personal. The look in his eyes wasn’t about strategy. It was about hunger.

I splashed cold water on my face and stared at myself in the mirror. Pale. Dark circles under my eyes. I looked exactly like what I was: a guy in over his head.

The library was my sanctuary. The quiet, the smell of old paper, the rules. It was the most human place I knew. I worked at the circulation desk three nights a week. It was mindless. Safe. Tonight, it felt like a cage.

My shift dragged. Every time the main door hissed open, my head snapped up. It was never him. Of course it wasn’t. He wouldn’t come here. This was my world.

But he’d come to my street. He’d found me. How? It wouldn’t be hard. My family wasn’t in hiding. We were just... fading. Our name was still in the right circles. He could have asked anyone.

The thought of him asking about me, digging up my life, made my stomach twist.

At nine, my shift ended. I clocked out and headed for the staff exit at the back. The alley behind the library was always dark, smelled like dumpsters and damp concrete. I usually didn’t think twice about it.

Tonight, every shadow felt sharp.

I was halfway to the street when I heard it. A low whistle. Then another, from a different direction.

Three guys stepped out from behind a parked delivery van. They weren’t students. They were older. Rough. They fanned out, blocking the way to the bright street ahead.

My heart sank. This was just human trouble. Ordinary, stupid trouble. I could handle this. Probably.

“Evening,” the one in the middle said. He had a shaved head and a tattoo creeping up his neck. “Wallet. Phone. Make it quick.”

I kept my hands visible. “I don’t want any problems.”

“Too bad,” the one on the left laughed. “You got ‘em.”

I calculated. Three of them. One of me. I was fast, but I wasn’t a fighter. My father had insisted on some training—how to take a hit, basic escapes—but it was theoretical. I’d never used it for real.

The one on the right was getting impatient. He lunged, grabbing for my backpack.

I reacted on instinct. I sidestepped, using his momentum to shove him past me into the wall. It was clumsy, but it worked. He grunted, hitting the brick.

The other two moved at once.

A hand closed on my arm, yanking me off balance. An elbow caught me in the ribs. The air left my lungs in a whoosh. Pain, bright and shocking, bloomed in my side. I swung wildly, connected with something, heard a curse.

Then a fist caught me in the jaw.

My head snapped back. Lights exploded behind my eyes. I stumbled, my back hitting the wall. The taste of copper filled my mouth.

The guy with the shaved head pulled a knife. It winked under the alley’s single security light. “Shoulda just handed it over, college boy.”

This was bad. This was really bad.

I braced myself. I’d scream. Someone might hear.

Then, the air changed.

It got heavy. Thick. A new scent cut through the alley stench—pine, cold stone, and a wild, dangerous edge that made the hair on my arms stand up.

The three guys felt it too. They hesitated, looking around.

He stepped into the alley mouth.

Leo.

He wasn’t running. He just walked, his hands in the pockets of his dark coat. He looked at the three of them, then at me, slumped against the wall. His expression was blank. Empty.

“Walk away,” he said. His voice was quiet, but it carried like a gunshot in the quiet alley.

The guy with the knife recovered first. “Mind your own business, pal. This is ours.”

Leo’s gaze shifted to him. That was all. Just a look.

The guy’s bravado faltered. He took a step back. “What are you?”

“I’m the last thing you’ll ever see if you don’t leave,” Leo said. He took his hands out of his pockets. “Now.”

It wasn’t the words. It was the feeling that came with them. A pressure, a primal warning that bypassed thought and went straight to the lizard brain. Predator. Run.

The three of them felt it. I saw it in their faces. The confusion, then the dawning, instinctual terror. The one with the knife dropped it. The clatter on the concrete was loud. They didn’t speak. They just turned and ran, scrambling over each other to get to the far end of the alley.

Silence rushed back in.

Leo walked over to me. He stopped a few feet away, looking me over. His eyes were chips of ice in the dim light. “You’re bleeding.”

I touched my lip. My fingers came away red. “It’s fine.”

“Your ribs?”

“Fine.”

“You’re a terrible liar.” He reached out.

I flinched back, hitting the wall again. “Don’t.”

His hand stopped in mid-air. He looked at it, then at me, like he was surprised by his own action. He lowered his arm. “You should be more careful.”

Anger, hot and sudden, boiled up through the pain. “Were you following me?”

“Yes.”

The simple admission stunned me. “Why?”

“I told you. Everything about you is my business.” He glanced toward the street where the men had fled. “This proves it. You can’t even walk home.”

The humiliation burned worse than the punch. “I was handling it.”

He laughed, a short, humorless sound. “You were about to get stabbed.”

“I would have figured it out!”

“How?” He took a step closer. I was trapped between him and the wall. “By thinking really hard? By quoting psychology textbooks at them?” His voice dropped, low and venomous. “This is the world, Adam. Not your library. Not your safe little theories. It’s teeth and claws and men with knives in dark places. Your pack left you out here alone, smelling like weakness. And the world chews up weakness.”

Tears pricked at my eyes. From anger. From frustration. From the sheer, unfair truth of what he was saying. I blinked them back furiously. “Go
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