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Chapter 1: The Man on the Table
The chaos had a rhythm; I lived in its cadence. Beep-beep-hiss of the ventilator in bay three. The frantic, high-pitched weeping of a mother in the family room, a sound that sliced through the institutional hum. The smell—antiseptic, rubbing alcohol, and the metallic tang of blood—was the perfume of my world.
Tonight’s symphony was particularly loud. A three-car pileup on the I-5 had flooded us with the dazed and the bleeding. I moved from one to the next, a conductor orchestrating order from the cacophony. My thoughts were a clean, sterile checklist: airway, breathing, circulation. A, B, C. The simple, elegant alphabet of saving a life.
"Dr. Kendrick, chest tube tray in two," a nurse called, her voice tight but steady. I nodded without looking, already stitching a jagged laceration on a teenager’s forehead. The kid was high, pupils blown wide, babbling about the stars aligning. My hands were steady, my stitches small and neat. An inch of order against the messy universe that had torn his skin open.
This was control. This was where I made sense. The world outside these sliding glass doors was a place of senseless violence, a place where a man like my fiancé, David, could be shot for the fifteen dollars in his wallet. But in here, violence had a consequence I could fight. A wound could be closed. A bone could be set. A life, teetering on the precipice, could be pulled back. I wasn't just a doctor; I was a restorer of systems, a bulwark against the entropy that sought to pull everything apart.
I finished the last stitch, stripped my gloves, and moved toward the next problem. My shift was a series of puzzles to be solved, each one a life hanging in the balance. I didn't have time for fear, or grief, or the ghost of David who sometimes stood in the corner of my vision. I had only the next patient, the next puzzle, the next victory against the dying of the light.
The automated doors to the ambulance bay hissed open with a violence they weren't designed for, shoved apart by two men built like shipping containers. They weren't paramedics. They wore dark, tactical gear with no insignia, and they moved with the predatory economy of wolves. Between them, on a private gurney, was a man drenched in so much blood he looked sculpted from it.
My rhythm shattered. Every head in the ER turned. This wasn't a patient arriving; it was an invasion. They bypassed the triage desk, their boots loud and purposeful on the linoleum, heading straight for my trauma bay. I intercepted them before they could cross the threshold, planting my five-foot-six frame directly in their path.
"Whoa, stop right there. This is a secure area. You page the attending, you wait for triage—"
An older man with a face like carved granite and pale, watchful eyes stepped forward. He wasn't as broad as the others, but the authority rolling off him was a physical force. "He needs a doctor. Now." His voice was a low rumble, a promise of violence held barely in check.
I lifted my chin, my own authority settling over me like a sterile gown. This was my house. "I'm the doctor. And in my ER, you follow my rules. What happened to him?"
"Business dispute," the man said, his eyes flicking over me, dismissing me. "Move."
I didn't budge. "He's not going anywhere until you're out of my bay. Tell me what I'm looking at, or I'm calling security and you can explain it to the police." The threat was hollow—security was two overweight guards and the VCPD would take twenty minutes to arrive—but it was the principle.
He stared at me for a long, heavy moment. A flicker of something—begrudging respect, maybe—passed through his gaze. "Multiple GSWs. Chest and abdomen. He's lost a lot of blood."
"Finally, something useful." I stepped back, gesturing to the trauma bed. "Get him on the table. Then all of you, out. I need room to work."
They transferred him with a practiced efficiency that spoke of battlefields, not hospital corridors. As they lifted him, I got my first clear look at the patient. He was immense. A giant of muscle and bone, with a mane of long, blond hair matted with blood. His skin was a tapestry of ink—intricate, swirling black lines that looked less like tattoos and more like brands, telling stories in a language of knots and beasts I couldn't comprehend. His body was a roadmap of violence. But underneath the blood and trauma, there was a raw, undeniable power to him, a vitality that seemed to fight the death clinging to him.
"I need vitals, a large-bore IV in both arms, and page surgery, stat!" I started cutting away his shirt, my shears catching on the tough fabric. The older man, who I now saw as their leader, hadn't moved. He stood just inside the doorway, a sentinel.
"I said out," I snapped, not looking up from the ugly wounds weeping blood onto my patient's chest.
"I'm staying," he said. It wasn't a request.
I finally looked up, meeting his gaze over the ruin of the man on my table. The conflict was clear: his need to protect versus my need to control. "Every second you argue with me, he gets closer to dying. Do you want to be the one who explains to your friends that you killed him because you couldn't follow a simple instruction? Get out. You can watch through the glass. Now."
For a second, I thought he'd refuse. He was a man used to giving orders, not taking them. But then he gave a curt nod, his jaw tight, and backed out of the room, pulling the other men with him. They stood on the other side of the glass wall like a pack of anxious wolves, their presence a palpable pressure against the room.
I turned back to my patient, the immediate threat gone, replaced by the clinical one. As I worked, packing wounds and trying to stanch the bleeding, I noticed things that didn't fit. His core temperature was 101.5 degrees, far too high for a man in hypovolemic shock. The blood clotted sluggishly, yes, but faster than it should have. There was a faint, clean scent coming off his skin, like pine needles after a winter storm, a smell that cut through the iron of his blood. Everything about him was an anomaly, a question my science couldn't answer.
Time dissolved. The clamor of the ER faded into a distant roar, the world shrinking to the space around the operating table. It was just me, my team, and the man whose life was spilling into my hands. We worked in a state of controlled frenzy, a dance of clamps, gauze, and sutures. I found the bullets, patched the damage, and poured blood back into him as fast as he had lost it. Every procedure, every choice, was precise. Logical. I was putting the pieces back together.
Finally, the last stitch. I snipped the thread, my shoulders aching with a triumphant weariness. The monitors, which had screamed his impending death for the better part of an hour, now beeped a steady, stable rhythm. His pressure was holding. He would live. A surge of professional pride, sharp and clean, washed through me.
I was wiping my gloves on a sterile cloth when his hand shot out, clamping around my wrist. It wasn't the fumbling grasp of a post-op patient. It was a manacle of flesh and bone. The strength was stunning, impossible for someone who had been clinically dead moments before. I froze, my breath catching in my throat.
Then his eyes opened. Not slowly, like someone surfacing from anesthesia, but all at once. They snapped open and locked onto mine. They were the color of glacial ice, a blue so pale it was almost white. And they were not the eyes of a man. They were ancient, intelligent, and utterly predatory. In their depths, I saw a reflection of myself I did not recognize: small, startled prey.
A jolt, hot and electric, shot up my arm from his grip. It wasn't pain. It was... information. A current of pure, undiluted knowing that bypassed my brain and slammed directly into my soul. The air crackled, and for a split second, the sterile scent of the hospital vanished, replaced by the smell of ozone, cold stone, and deep, snow-laden forests. A name I had never heard echoed in the hollows of my mind—Jarl.
My meticulously ordered world tilted on its axis. This feeling, this absolute certainty of recognition, was terrifying because it made no sense. It was a fundamental violation of every physical law I had built my life upon. I was looking into the eyes of a stranger, yet some primal, forgotten part of me knew him.
He didn't speak. He didn't have to. The raw possession in his gaze said everything. Mine. The word was a brand on my consciousness. A claim.
Just as quickly as it began, it was over. The light in his eyes dimmed, the pressure on my wrist vanished, and his head lolled to the side. He was unconscious again, just another patient on a gurney. But the echo of that moment remained, a ringing in my blood. I stared down at my wrist, half-expecting to see his fingerprints burned into my skin. There was nothing. Only a faint, tingling heat and the violent, terrified hammering of my own heart.

Chapter 2: The Price of a Life
Three days. Seventy-two hours since I’d stitched a man together who should have been dead. In that time, I’d worked two more shifts, slept a cumulative ten hours, and consumed enough stale hospital coffee to dissolve lead. I was trying to sandpaper the memory of him from my mind, to scrub away the lingering phantom scent of pine and the impossible, static shock of his touch.
My apartment, usually a sanctuary of controlled quiet, felt different tonight. The takeout container of pad thai sat half-eaten on the coffee table, its flavor turning to ash in my mouth. I’d tried to lose myself in a mindless medical drama on TV, but the actors’ portrayals of surgical heroics felt like a cheap caricature. None of them had ever held a life in their hands that felt both terrifyingly fragile and supernaturally resilient. None of them had a patient bleed out on their table, only to have him grip their wrist with the strength of a hydraulic press moments later.
The laptop was a concession. A surrender. I clicked it open, the screen illuminating my tired face. My search history was a catalog of my obsession. Anomalous coagulopathy in trauma patients. Hyperthermia as a healing mechanism. Norse mythology and warrior symbols. Each query was a desperate attempt to build a cage of logic around an event that defied it. The results were academic papers and conspiracy theorist forums, a useless blend of the mundane and the insane.
His skin. I couldn't forget his skin. The tattoos weren't just ink; they had texture, depth. I typed Viking scarification rituals into the search bar. Images flooded the screen: intricate knotwork, stylized wolves, serpents devouring their own tails. And there it was—a pattern almost identical to the one that coiled around his bicep, a series of interlocking lines that seemed to shift and move even in the static photograph. The caption beneath it read, Jelling style, indicative of royal lineage.
Jarl. The word he had pushed into my head. A title. I closed the laptop with a snap, the sound echoing in the silence. This was madness. I was a doctor, a scientist. I dealt in facts, in biology and chemistry, in the elegant, explainable machinery of the human body. His body had not been elegant or explainable. It had been something else. Primal. And the way he had looked at me... it wasn't the dazed gratitude of a patient. It was possessive. Predatory. Mine.
I pushed up from the couch and walked to the window, pulling the curtain aside to look down at the rain-slicked Verenfeld street. Headlights painted fleeting streaks of red and white on the asphalt. It was a normal city on a normal night. So why did I feel like I was the only person awake? Why did every shadow seem to lengthen and coalesce? David’s death had taught me that violence was random, a chaotic interruption of the norm. It came for fifteen dollars in a poorly lit parking garage. But the patient, this Jarl, represented something else. His wounds weren’t random; they were a testament to a battle. The men who brought him in moved with the chilling purpose of soldiers. This was a world of structured, intentional violence. A world with its own rules. And for a few terrifying minutes in the ER, I had been pulled into it. I let the curtain fall, plunging the room back into semi-darkness. The problem was, I wasn’t sure it had let me go.
The sound wasn't a crash. It was a soft, metallic click from the front door, almost lost beneath the hum of the refrigerator. But it was a sound that didn't belong. My blood went cold. I froze, my hand halfway to the lamp on the end table, every nerve ending screaming. It was followed by the faintest whisper of displaced air as the door swung inward.
Two men slipped into the entryway, moving with a fluid silence that was utterly inhuman. They were shadows detaching from the greater dark, dressed in the same functional black gear as the men from the ER. My pulse hammered against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat of terror. I didn't scream. The sound was trapped in my throat, choked off by a primal fear. My hand found the lamp—heavy, ceramic, a pathetic weapon. I ripped its cord from the wall and lifted it as the first man turned toward me.
He didn’t even flinch. He flowed forward, one hand coming up not to block, but simply to intercept my wrist. His grip was like steel. The lamp tumbled from my numb fingers and shattered on the hardwood floor. In the same motion, his other hand clamped over my mouth. A second man was already at the kitchen counter, my cell phone in his hand. He snapped the small device in his fist with a sickening crunch, then dropped the pieces on the floor as if discarding trash.
Then a third man entered, and the atmosphere shifted. He was older than the others, his face a roadmap of hard lines and his hair streaked with gray at the temples. He moved with an unhurried authority the others lacked, his calm, watchful eyes taking in the scene—me, struggling uselessly; the shattered lamp; the broken phone. He gave a slight nod. The hand over my mouth was removed, though the man’s grip on my arms remained unbreakable.
"Dr. Kendrick," the older man said. His voice was a low baritone, gravelly but even. It held no malice, only an unnerving certainty. "I am Henrik. You will come with us."
"Like hell I will," I spat, the words raw. Adrenaline was a fire in my veins now, burning through the initial shock. "Who are you? The police have been called. They're on their way." A desperate, foolish lie.
Henrik’s expression didn't change. Not a flicker of doubt. "No one has been called. There is no need for alarm. The Jarl requires your presence." The title hit me like a physical blow, confirming my deepest fears. This was about him. The patient. "We will not harm you," Henrik continued, his tone that of a man stating an irrefutable fact.
"You broke into my home. You're holding me against my will. That counts as harm in my book," I shot back, twisting again, trying to find any weakness in the hold. There was none. It was like being held by a machine.
"Your book is irrelevant," Henrik said, his patience finally thinning, just a fraction. "Our Jarl saved your life from the Ulfrich whelps who followed you from the hospital. A debt is owed."
My mind reeled. Followed me? "What are you talking about? What debt? I saved his life!"
"You stabilized him," Henrik corrected, taking a step closer. The faint scent of pine and cold air clung to him. "He wishes to thank you. Personally. Now, you can walk out of here, or you can be carried. The destination is the same." His eyes, calm and gray as a winter sea, held no room for negotiation. He was a force of nature, an extension of his Jarl's will.
My defiance was a final, sputtering flame. "Go to hell."
A flicker of something—not anger, but weary resolution—crossed his face. He gave another infinitesimal nod to the man behind me. I saw the flash of movement from the corner of my eye. A cloth, dark and damp, was pressed firmly over my nose and mouth. I struggled, kicking backward, but the second man simply absorbed the blows. A sweet, chemical scent flooded my senses. Chloroform. My training screamed the diagnosis even as my vision began to tunnel. My limbs grew heavy, my thoughts dissolving into the encroaching darkness. The last thing I saw was Henrik's impassive face, watching me as I fell away from the world.
Consciousness returned in pieces. It wasn't a gentle awakening, but a jarring lurch back into a drugged and disoriented reality. My first sensation was a coarse fabric digging into my cheek—a burlap sack, maybe, thrown over the floor of a moving vehicle. My hands were bound behind my back with something cold and tight. Zip ties. A rough blindfold was tied so securely over my eyes that it made my skull ache.
Panic, cold and sharp, tried to claw its way up my throat. I fought it down. Panicking was a luxury I couldn't afford. I needed to think. I focused on my body, taking inventory. The chloroform hangover was a thick, syrupy fog in my head, making my thoughts slow and sticky. I tried to catalog the drug's effects: grogginess, mild nausea, a sense of temporal distortion. My analytical mind, the doctor within, latched onto the task as a life raft in a sea of terror.
I shifted my attention to my surroundings, straining to gather data through the sensory deprivation. The vehicle was heavy; I could feel the deep, steady rumble of a powerful engine through the floor. It handled turns with a ponderous sway. An SUV, or a large van. The air was thick with smells: the mineral tang of old leather, the clean, sharp scent of pine that was becoming terrifyingly familiar, and beneath it all, a faint, metallic trace of dried blood. This vehicle was used for this kind of work. I was not the first person to be transported this way.
My mind raced, trying to build a map. We’d been moving for a while. A long, straight stretch with a humming noise that vibrated through the chassis—a freeway. The I-5, probably, heading south from my neighborhood. Then a series of sharp turns, the sounds of the city becoming more muted. We were off the main roads. A sudden, jarring bump and the clatter of tires over uneven tracks. Railroad crossing. We were heading toward the industrial district. Toward the port.
The Rask Clan controls the port. The piece of information, gleaned from some obscure article I’d read during my obsessive research, slammed into my consciousness. These weren't just mobsters or cultists. They were organized. Territorial. And their Jarl, the man whose life I had saved, had summoned me. A debt is owed, Henrik had said.
What kind of debt? What kind of thanks requires a kidnapping? My mind spun with possibilities, each one darker than the last. Was I being taken to be silenced? A witness to their world they couldn't allow to live? Or was it something else? The way he had looked at me, the possessive claim he had burned into my mind... Mine. It wasn't a threat. It was a statement of fact. A chill that had nothing to do with the cold floor snaked up my spine.
My entire life had been built on a foundation of control—control over my emotions, over the chaos of the ER, over the variables of life and death. Now, I had no control. I was cargo. My medical knowledge was useless, my independence a joke. I could name the chemical compounds clouding my brain, but I couldn't stop them. I could guess our location based on ambient sounds, but I couldn't escape. The feeling was a terrifying echo of the night David died—the utter, shattering helplessness of a world that refused to play by the rules.
Suddenly, the vehicle slowed. The engine noise dropped to an idle, then cut out completely. The silence that followed was absolute, heavy, and profound. It was more frightening than the motion had been. A door slid open nearby, not with the familiar sound of a car door, but with the heavy, grinding protest of industrial rollers. The air changed instantly. The damp, city smell was replaced by the sharp, briny tang of salt water and diesel. We were here. The port. A car door opened closer to me, and I felt hands grip my arms, hauling me unceremoniously to my feet. My legs, weak and unsteady, nearly buckled. They dragged me out into the cold night air, and for the first time since leaving my apartment, I felt a flicker of something beyond terror: a grim, defiant resolve. Whatever they wanted, whoever this Jarl was, he was going to find out that Dr. Isla Kendrick did not break easily.

Chapter 3: The Gilded Cage
Fire. Not the clean, purifying flame of a funeral pyre, but a foul, sluggish heat that crawls through my veins. It’s a rot, starting where the Ulfrich dog’s silver blade bit into my side and spreading outward, a creeping pestilence my body can’t purge. Every breath is a shallow, ragged thing that feeds the furnace in my gut. Weakness. I hate the word. I hate the feeling even more.
The penthouse is silent, a fortress of steel and glass suspended over a city that does not know it has a king. From this height, the cars are insects, the people insignificant specks. Power. Control. These are the pillars of my world. Yet here, in my own throne room, I am laid low by a festering wound. The irony is a bitter ash on my tongue.
“The Runeseer’s poultices are useless,” I rasp, the sound scraped raw from my throat. My knuckles are white where I grip the arm of the leather chair. Pain is an old acquaintance, but this is different. This is a betrayal from within.
Henrik stands by the vast window, his reflection a grim shadow against the pale morning sky. He doesn't turn, but I feel his concern, a steady, irritating pressure. He’s been my father’s man, and now he is mine—loyal as a wolf to its pack, and just as stubborn in his adherence to the old ways.
“Jarl, her remedies need time,” he says, his voice the low rumble of shifting stones. “The wound was cursed with silver. It takes more than herbs to cleanse it.”
“Time is a luxury we don’t have,” I snarl, a wave of dizziness washing over me. Sweat slicks my skin. The scent of my own sickness—acrid and cloying—fills my senses, an offense to my wolf. “Magnus Ulfrich is not a patient man. He struck at me once; he will strike again. He will see this injury not as a warning, but as an invitation.”
I shift, and a fresh bolt of agony lances through my side. A guttural growl escapes my lips before I can contain it. The beast inside me paces, enraged by the cage of failing flesh. It wants out. It wants to hunt, to tear the throat from the one who did this.
Henrik finally turns, his weathered face a mask of grim resolve. “We are prepared. The guard has been doubled at the port. Your Huscarls are ready.”
“Ready for what? To watch their Jarl consumed by fever?” I push myself straighter in the chair, ignoring the screaming protest of my muscles. I will not show this infirmity, not even to him. “The clan’s healers have failed. Their chants and crushed leaves are worthless against modern poison.”
For three days, I have endured this. For three days, I have allowed them to practice their ancient, ineffective rites while the infection digs deeper. The scent I remember—not the rot in my own body, but the clean, sharp smell of antiseptic and ozone from the hospital—returns to me. And with it, the memory of small, capable hands and dark, intelligent eyes that held no fear. The human doctor. The Omega.
A strange hum resonates deep in my chest, a primal thrum that momentarily cuts through the pain. Mine.
Henrik’s gaze is steady. He knows what I am about to say. He has been fighting it since the moment his men took her from her apartment. “Gunnar, she is human. Unclaimed. To bring her fully into our world, to reveal ourselves for this… it is a great risk.”
“The greater risk is my death,” I counter, my voice dropping to a low command. “The Rask clan will not shatter because you are afraid to break tradition. My father’s sentimentality put him in the ground. I will not make the same mistake.”
I see the conflict in his eyes—the clash of his duty to the old ways against his duty to me. But his loyalty is absolute. He gives a slow, stiff nod. Defeated.
“She is here?” I ask.
“In the west bedroom. Still unconscious from the sedative.”
“Good.” I take a slow, deliberate breath, mastering the pain, forcing it into a compartment of my mind I can ignore. “When she wakes, bring her to me.”
I watch her on the screen. The image is crisp, high-definition, a cold and clinical eye in the corner of the gilded prison I’ve built for her. In my study, the only sounds are the quiet hum of the servers and the harsh rhythm of my own breathing. The screen is one of a dozen, but it is the only one that holds my attention.
The woman—the doctor—stirs on the bed. The sheets are silk, the color of cream, and against them her dark hair is a chaotic spill. She moves like a cornered animal, a sudden, sharp jerk of her limbs as consciousness returns. I see the moment her eyes snap open. There is no slow, gentle awakening. One second, she is inert; the next, she is utterly, fiercely awake.
For a long moment, she remains perfectly still, a predator’s stillness I recognize. Her brown eyes, wide and sharp, sweep the room. She is cataloging, analyzing. The heavy brocade curtains, the hand-carved furniture, the absurdly plush rug. Her gaze lingers on the door, noting the absence of a conventional lock and the gleam of a keycard panel. Then it moves to the windows. She’s on her feet in a fluid motion, her body tense with a tightly coiled energy. The cheap clothes her captors dressed her in look out of place in such opulence. An insult.
She crosses to the floor-to-ceiling windows. I can’t see her expression, only her rigid back as she looks down. We are more than fifty stories up. The city sprawls below, a map of her stolen world. There is no escape that way. I watch her shoulders slump, just for a second, a flicker of despair before she straightens them again, her spine ramrod straight. Defiance. It radiates from her. It’s a scent I can almost taste, even through the sterile medium of the camera.
She turns from the window and begins a systematic search of the room. Her movements are efficient, logical. A doctor's precision. She checks the bedside tables—empty. She opens the armoire—filled with women’s clothes, none of them hers. A calculated provision, meant to both comfort and disorient. She ignores them. She is looking for a weapon, a tool, a means of communication. Anything.
I lean forward, a grim smile touching my lips. The room is secure. The windows are reinforced ballistic glass. There is nothing. The knowledge gives me no satisfaction. This methodical resistance of hers is… compelling. She does not weep or panic. She assesses the cage, measures its bars, and searches for a weakness.
The Bond hums, a low-frequency vibration in my bones. It wants me to go to her. To stand in that room, to breathe her scent, to replace the empty space beside her. It is an instinct I have spent my life suppressing, this primal need for another. Emotion is a fatal liability. My father taught me that with his dying breath.
This woman is not my mate. She is a solution. A means to an end. A physician with anomalous knowledge who saved my life and now owes me a debt. Her scent, the one that calls to my wolf, is a biological quirk, nothing more. A complication to be managed.
On the screen, she finally stops her search, standing in the center of the room. She seems to come to a conclusion. Her posture changes, the frantic energy replaced by a cold, deliberate calm. She knows she is a prisoner. She knows she is being watched. Her head lifts, and her eyes seem to stare directly into the hidden lens of the camera, directly at me.
It’s impossible. She can’t know where it is. But she does. And in her gaze, I see not fear, but a challenge. A promise of resistance. I feel a surge of something hot and savage, a feeling that has nothing to do with the fever. It is the exhilarating, infuriating thrill of meeting an equal force.
My hand balls into a fist. Enough observation. It is time she met her jailer.
She enters the main living area flanked by two of my Huscarls. They are large men, bred for war, but she walks between them as if they are mere attendants, her head held high. Her eyes find me at once, sitting in the chair by the hearth, and they are as sharp and dismissive as a surgeon’s scalpel.
I gesture with my head, and the guards retreat, closing the heavy doors behind them with a soft, definitive click. We are alone.
The fire does little to warm the chill crawling under my skin. I watch her take in the room, her gaze sweeping over the stone and steel, the furs thrown over the furniture. She gives nothing away.
“Where am I?” Her voice is steady, devoid of the tremor I expected.
“You are safe,” I say. The lie tastes like poison.
Her laugh is a short, sharp bark of disbelief. “Safe? I was drugged, bound, and thrown in a vehicle by armed men. Your definition of ‘safe’ seems to be malfunctioning. Try again.”
“You are in my home.”
“And you are my patient from the ER. The one with the impossible biology and the Norse tattoos.” She takes a step closer, her clinical gaze dropping to my side, where the bandages are hidden by my shirt. “Judging by your pallor and the fine tremor in your hand, I’d say the wound is infected.”
“A brilliant diagnosis, Doctor.”
“What do you want from me?” she asks, crossing her arms. A defensive posture, but her eyes are pure offense.
“The debt must be paid.”
“Debt? I took an oath. I did my job. There is no debt.”
I lean forward, the movement pulling at the inflamed tissues in my side. I let none of the pain show. “You put your hands on me. You saved my life. By the laws of my people, that creates a bond. A debt. You owe me.”
“I don’t care about the laws of your people,” she snaps, her voice rising for the first time. “I care about the laws of my country, which you have spectacularly broken. This is kidnapping.”
“It is a necessity.” The fever is making my thoughts thick, my patience thin. I need to end this. “My clan’s healers cannot fix this. You can.”
I watch the realization dawn in her eyes, followed swiftly by outrage. “You brought me here to be your personal physician? After your thugs abducted me from my home?”
“Yes.”
She lets out another humorless laugh. “The arrogance is breathtaking. Absolutely monumental.”
“This is not a negotiation,” I say, my voice dropping lower, colder. “You will heal me.”
Her chin lifts. A spark of defiance ignites in her eyes, hot and bright. “No.”
The word hangs in the air between us. Simple. Absolute. Unacceptable.
A low growl builds in my chest. “You will.”
“I will not. I am a doctor, not your property. I treat patients, not criminals who kidnap me.” She takes another step forward, into my space, her fists clenched at her sides. “You can’t force me to do anything. You need my expertise. My compliance. And you will not have it. Not like this.”
“I can and I will,” I hiss, the beast straining at its leash. The primal, possessive rage is a welcome relief from the insidious weakness of the fever. “You seem to misunderstand your position, Doctor. You are my prisoner. You have no rights here but those I grant you.”
“Then grant me the right to leave.”
“That is the one thing I cannot do.”
“Then you can bleed out for all I care.”
Her words are a slap, sharp and stunning. No one has spoken to me like that in two decades. Not since my father’s death, when I carved all sentiment from my heart and became the North Wolf. The shock is swiftly consumed by a black tide of fury.
I rise to my feet, the pain a distant roar. I am a head taller than her, a mountain of muscle and rage, and I use every inch of it to loom over her. I expect her to flinch, to step back. She doesn’t move. She just lifts her chin higher, meeting my glare with one of her own.
“You will treat this wound,” I command, my voice resonating with the Alpha’s power that makes lesser men tremble.
“And you,” she says, her voice dangerously quiet, “will die before I help a monster like you.”

Chapter 4: A Necessary Captive
Panic is a useless, corrosive thing. A cascade of norepinephrine and cortisol flooding the system, compromising higher cognitive function. I know the chemistry of it, the biology. And I refuse to succumb.
The west bedroom was a cage of understated luxury. I tested the door first—a solid slab of dark wood that didn't budge. No lock I could see, no keyhole. It must be magnetic, electronic. Powerless against it, I moved to the window. It was a single, seamless pane of glass stretching from a polished concrete floor to a ten-foot ceiling, showcasing a dizzying panorama of Verenfeld. Fifty stories up, at least. The glass didn't even vibrate when I pressed my full weight against it. A fortress wall, not a window.
My bare feet were silent on the cool floor as I slipped out of the bedroom and into the main living area. The silence was the most unnerving part; it was a dead, sterile quiet, the kind that only immense wealth and advanced soundproofing can buy. The air tasted filtered, sterile. No dust motes danced in the columns of sunlight piercing the colossal windows. It was less a home than a showroom, a mausoleum of steel and glass and shadow.
I moved methodically, a diagnostic approach to a tactical problem. The front door was my first objective. I found it nestled in a stark entryway of black stone. Like the bedroom door, it was a featureless monolith. A small, dark panel was set into the wall beside it. I touched it, and it glowed to life, displaying a complex geometric pattern and a request for a thumbprint. Dead end. Of course.
Next, the balcony. A set of sliding glass doors led out to a wide terrace that wrapped around the corner of the building. The wind, even on this clear day, was a physical force up here, whipping my scrub top against my skin and tearing at my hair. It smelled of city air, exhaust, and the distant salt of the port. Freedom was so close I could taste it. But the drop was sheer, a straight line down to the anonymous streets below. The railings were thick glass panels, angled inward at the top. Designed to keep things in, not just to prevent falls. I searched for a fire escape, a service ladder, anything. There was nothing but the unblinking sky and the uncaring city.
I spent the next hour probing for weakness. I checked every window, every door. I looked for service elevators, dumbwaiters, even ventilation shafts large enough to crawl through. The place was a technological marvel of security. Seamless, impenetrable. In the kitchen, I opened a drawer looking for a knife, anything I could use as a tool, a weapon. The drawers were filled with utensils that looked more like surgical instruments—precise, weighted, German steel. I wrapped my hand around the hilt of a chef's knife. It felt solid, a small piece of control in a place where I had none. But what could I do with it? Pry open a magnetic lock? Threaten a man who barely registered a silver blade to the gut? It was pathetic. I was pathetic.
My reflection in the polished chrome of the refrigerator showed a pale, drawn woman. A doctor, not a commando. My expertise was in anatomy, in the delicate systems that kept a person alive. I knew how to fix a body, not how to break out of a prison. The thought was a cold stone in my stomach. Logic, my only real weapon, was failing me. Because the logic of this place, of this situation, was absolute: there was no way out.
He found me in his office, a room that felt more like a military command center than a place of business. I was standing before a wall of monitors, most of them dark. Gunnar entered without a sound, a wraith in his own home. He leaned against the doorframe, all coiled power and unnerving stillness. His wound, I noted with a clinical detachment, must be bothering him; a slight tension tightened the lines around his eyes.
"You're looking for a way out," he stated. It wasn't a question.
"I'm looking for a reason not to charge you with kidnapping the second I find one," I retorted, turning to face him. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic bird in a cage. "You can’t just abduct a person. There are laws."
He gave a short, humorless laugh. "Your laws. They don't apply here. They don't apply to me."
"That's convenient. So you're judge, jury, and my own personal jailer? Let me go, Gunnar."
"No."
"Give me one good reason. One single, logical reason that justifies this." My voice was shaking, but I held his gaze. I would not show him fear.
"Survival," he said, his voice a low rumble. He pushed off the doorframe and walked towards a massive desk of dark, polished wood. "Yours."
"My survival? I was perfectly fine surviving before your men broke down my door and chloroformed me."
"Were you?" He tapped a sequence on a keyboard, and one of the large monitors flickered to life. My breath hitched. It was my apartment building. A live feed from a camera across the street. "You saved my life, Doctor. An act I am in your debt for."
"Then repay it and let me walk out that door!"
"You don't understand," he said, his patience a thin, fraying thread. "When you saved me, you painted a target on your back. The man who stabbed me—Magnus Ulfrich—he doesn't leave loose ends. His people followed you from the hospital. Henrik's team intercepted them two blocks from your apartment."
"You're lying. This is a trick. A story to keep me compliant."
He ignored me, his focus on the screen. "Magnus wants me dead. He wants to take my territory, my clan. He failed. Now he's wounded, angry. He will settle for the next best thing: the woman who

