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  Chapter 1

  
  







POV: SERA




The forest swallows everything. Sound. Light. Hope.

I stand at the edge of Papa’s property, staring at the tree line like it might give me answers I’m too scared to ask for. My sneakers sink into the damp earth, and I dig my hands deeper into my jacket pockets. The farmhouse sits behind me—weathered wood and peeling paint, windows dark like closed eyes. I should be inside, sorting through Papa’s things. Should be packing up his life into cardboard boxes. Should be doing a lot of things.

Instead, I’m here. Looking at the woods where I spent every summer of my childhood, back when life made sense.

The week from hell doesn’t even begin to cover it.

Monday, my boss called me into her office. I knew before I sat down. The look on her face—that carefully practiced sympathy that doesn’t reach the eyes. “We’re restructuring,” she said. Corporate speak for you’re fired. Six years at that agency. Six years of late nights and weekend emails and pitching ideas that made other people rich. Gone. Just like that.

I went home to tell my boyfriend. Found him packing.

“This isn’t working, Sera.” He didn’t even look at me while he said it. Just kept folding his clothes with those precise movements he used for everything. “I need someone who’s… I don’t know. More present. More focused on us.”

I wanted to laugh. Or scream. Maybe both. “I just lost my job.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. But this has been coming for a while.”

The apartment was in his name. I had three days to get out.

So here I am. Back at Papa’s farm, the one place that ever felt like home. Except Papa’s been dead for six months and the silence inside that house is so thick I can barely breathe through it.

Papa’s voice whispers through my memory, soft and warm like summer rain. Stay close, little bird. Some places aren’t meant for us.

He always said that when we walked these woods together. Always kept his rifle close, eyes scanning the trees like he expected something to jump out. I used to think he was just being an overprotective old man.

Now I wonder what he knew that I didn’t.

The tree line calls to me anyway. Grief does that—makes you reckless, makes you stop caring about consequences. What’s the worst that could happen? I get lost? At this point, lost sounds pretty fucking good.

I step into the trees.

The forest closes around me like a fist.

It’s different than I remember. Darker. The canopy overhead is so thick it turns afternoon into twilight. My feet find a deer trail without me thinking about it—muscle memory from childhood summers. Papa and I walked these paths dozens of times. He’d point out animal tracks, show me which plants were safe to touch, tell me stories about his grandmother who came from Mexico and knew every herb that grew in these mountains.

“She could cure anything,” he’d say. “Fevers, headaches, broken hearts. All with plants most people walked right past.”

I wonder if she had a cure for whatever I’m feeling now. This hollow ache that’s taken up residence in my chest, making it hard to breathe sometimes.

The trail winds deeper. I follow it without paying attention, letting my feet choose the way while my mind spirals. I replay the conversation with my ex. The look on my boss’s face. The way my parents would’ve been so disappointed if they’d lived to see me lose everything they worked so hard to give me.

Mom and Dad died five years ago. Car accident on I-5, some drunk driver who walked away without a scratch. I threw myself into work after that. Told myself I was honoring their memory by being successful, by making something of myself.

Turns out I was just running. And now I’ve run out of places to hide.

Branches whip against my arms. I push through without slowing. The undergrowth is thicker here, grabbing at my jeans. I don’t remember this part of the forest being so dense. Then again, I was a kid. Everything seems bigger when you’re small.

A bird calls overhead—something sharp and alarmed. I look up and realize I can’t see the farmhouse anymore.

Can’t see anything except trees.

My heart kicks against my ribs. Okay. It’s fine. I just need to turn around, follow the trail back. Except when I turn, there are three trails branching off in different directions. I could’ve sworn I came from the middle one. Or was it the left?

“Fuck,” I mutter.

The word sounds too loud in the silence. Like I’ve broken some unspoken rule. I choose the middle trail because it looks the most worn. Start walking faster. The light is fading and I do not want to be out here after dark.

Ten minutes later, I know I’m going the wrong way.

The farmhouse should be visible by now. Even through the trees, I should see it. Instead, there’s just more forest. More shadows. The panic that’s been fluttering at the edges of my mind spreads its wings.

I’m lost.

Actually, genuinely lost in the woods behind Papa’s farm, and the sun is sinking fast. My phone is back at the house because of course it is. Why would I bring something useful?

I pick a direction and walk faster. Branches scratch my face. My foot catches on something and I stumble but catch myself. The forest feels different now. Like it’s watching. Like it’s waiting for something.

My breath comes too fast. I force myself to slow down, to think. Papa used to say if you get turned around, pick a direction and stick with it. Don’t wander in circles. I choose what I think is west—toward where the farmhouse should be—and commit.

The trees press closer. Or maybe that’s just my imagination. Either way, my skin prickles with the kind of awareness that comes from being prey. Some ancient part of my brain is screaming at me to run.

Then I hear it.

A low growl, barely louder than the wind through the leaves.

I freeze mid-step. Every muscle in my body locks up. That growl didn’t come from my imagination. It came from something real. Something close.

I turn my head slowly. So slowly.

Twenty feet away, a wolf watches me.

It’s huge. Bigger than any wolf I’ve ever seen in pictures, though to be fair I’ve never seen one in real life. Its fur is gray and matted, ribs showing sharp beneath mangy coat. But it’s the eyes that make my blood go cold. Yellow. Hungry. Fixed on me like I’m the first meal it’s seen in weeks.

Because I probably am.

My mind goes completely blank. White noise fills my head. Every nature documentary I’ve ever half-watched said don’t run. Running triggers the chase instinct. Stand your ground. Make yourself big. Make noise.

The wolf takes a step forward.

I run.

My feet pound against the forest floor. Branches tear at my clothes, my face, my hair. I don’t feel any of it. All I feel is pure animal terror, the kind that turns your blood to ice and your muscles to fire.

Behind me, I hear the wolf give chase. Paws hitting earth. Breathing heavy and eager.

It’s going to catch me. I know it’s going to catch me. I’m not fast enough. Not strong enough. Not anything enough.

My foot catches on a root.

The world tilts. I go down hard, palms slamming into dirt and stone. Pain shoots up my arms but I’m already trying to scramble forward, to get up, to keep moving—

Weight crashes into my back.

Teeth sink into my calf.

The scream that rips out of me doesn’t sound human. It’s pure agony, white-hot and all-consuming. The wolf’s jaws clamp down and it pulls, dragging me backward. I claw at the ground, at roots, at anything, but there’s nothing to hold onto.

This is it. This is how I die. Alone in the woods, torn apart by a starving wolf, and no one will find me for days. Maybe weeks. Papa would’ve known how to handle this. Papa would’ve had his rifle. Papa would’ve—

Something black slams into the wolf.

The pressure on my leg vanishes. I roll onto my back, gasping, and watch two wolves tear into each other with savage violence. The newcomer is huge—bigger than the first wolf, pure black except for something pale across its face. They’re a blur of fur and teeth and snarls that echo through the trees.

I should run. Every instinct screams at me to get up and run while they’re distracted.

I can’t move.

The black wolf has a scar. A thick white line cutting across its right eye, standing out against dark fur. It fights with brutal efficiency, no wasted movement, and within seconds it has the starving wolf by the throat. One violent shake and the gray wolf goes limp.

The black wolf drops it. The gray wolf scrambles up and flees into the underbrush, tail between its legs.

Then the black wolf turns toward me.

I stop breathing.

Its eyes are pale gray. Almost silver. And they’re looking at me with an awareness that makes my skin crawl because animals don’t look at you like that. Animals don’t assess you like they’re thinking, planning, deciding.

The wolf’s form ripples.

I blink. My brain tries to process what I’m seeing but it doesn’t make sense. The wolf is… changing. Its body contorts, bones cracking with sounds that make my stomach heave. Fur recedes into skin. The muzzle shortens into a human face.

A man stands where the wolf was.

Naked. Scarred. Staring at me with those same silver eyes.

I open my mouth to scream. Nothing comes out. My voice has left the building along with my sanity.

The man—because what the fuck else do I call him—crouches slowly. He holds his hands up, palms out. Like I’m the dangerous one here. Like I’m the thing that just shifted from wolf to human in the space of a heartbeat.

“You’re injured,” he says.

His voice is rough. Deep. Calm in a way that makes no goddamn sense given the situation. I stare at the scar bisecting his right eye. The same scar the wolf had. Because they’re the same. He’s the wolf. The wolf is him.

I’m losing my mind.

“I need to get you somewhere safe,” he continues, taking a slow step forward.

I try to back up but my leg screams in protest. The pain cuts through the shock like a knife. I look down and immediately wish I hadn’t. My jeans are shredded. Blood soaks through the denim, dark and wet. I can see the puncture marks. Deep. Too deep.

“Don’t—” My voice cracks. “Don’t come closer.”

He stops. Studies me with those unsettling eyes. Up close, I can see he’s young. Maybe early thirties. Dark hair falls across his forehead. His body is lean muscle, the kind that comes from actual use rather than gym sessions. And he’s completely, utterly naked, which my brain keeps trying to point out except there are more pressing issues right now.

Like the fact that he was a wolf thirty seconds ago.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” His tone is gentle. Patient. “But that leg needs attention. You’re losing blood.”

I try to stand anyway. My leg buckles immediately.

He catches me before I hit the ground.

His hands are warm against my skin. Steady. He smells like pine and leather and something else I can’t name—something wild and clean and utterly foreign. My brain is screaming at me to fight, to run, to do literally anything except let this stranger touch me.

But I can’t move. Shock has locked my muscles. Or maybe it’s blood loss. Hard to tell at this point.

“Don’t fight,” he murmurs near my ear. His breath is warm. “I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.”

The world tilts sideways. Or maybe I’m falling. Can’t tell the difference anymore. My vision narrows to a tunnel, edges going gray and fuzzy. I try to focus on his face but it’s swimming, features blurring together.

“Stay with me,” he says, and there’s urgency in his voice now. “Keep your eyes open. Come on.”

I can’t. Everything hurts and I’m so tired and my leg is on fire and there’s a man who was a wolf and none of this makes any fucking sense—

Darkness rushes up to meet me.




* * *

Awareness comes in pieces.

Movement. I’m being carried. Strong arms under my knees and shoulders, my head resting against a bare chest. Trees passing overhead in a blur of green and shadow. The scent of pine and leather wrapped around me like a blanket.

Voices. Low and urgent.

“—much blood did she lose?”

“Enough. Move faster.”

A woman’s voice cuts through, sharp and authoritative. “Bring her to the infirmary. Now. And someone get Torin.”

The arms holding me tighten. Shift. I’m jostled and pain flares through my leg, bright and immediate. A sound escapes me—half whimper, half groan.

“Almost there,” the rough voice says. The man. The wolf-man. The impossible thing I definitely didn’t see because people don’t turn into animals and this is all just a very vivid hallucination brought on by blood loss and grief and stress.

That has to be it.

The temperature drops. We’re moving from open air into somewhere enclosed. The scent changes—earth and stone and something herbal. My eyelids are so heavy. I try to force them open but it’s like lifting weights.

“On the table. Carefully.”

I’m lowered onto something flat and hard. Cold seeps through my clothes. Hands touch my leg and I try to jerk away but I can’t. Can’t move. Can’t think.

“Shh.” A different voice now. Older. Female. Fingers probe the wound and I make another sound, this one sharper. “I know. I’m sorry. This is going to hurt but I need to see how deep it went.”

Pain explodes through my calf. White-hot and blinding. I arch up off the table, a scream locked in my throat.

Then darkness swallows everything.




* * *

I wake to silence.

Not the comfortable kind. The heavy kind that presses down on your chest and makes you wonder if you’ve gone deaf. I lie very still, trying to figure out where I am without opening my eyes.

The surface beneath me is soft now. A bed, maybe. Or a cot. Something fabric rustles near my head. The air smells like herbs—sage and something sharper. Antiseptic, maybe.

My leg throbs with a dull, distant ache. Like it’s wrapped in cotton. Medicated.

Memory slams back. The forest. The wolf. The man who was the wolf. Being carried through the trees while voices spoke around me.

My eyes fly open.

I’m in a cave.

Not like a rough natural cave. This is carved. Shaped. The walls are smooth stone, lit by lanterns that cast flickering shadows across the ceiling. I’m lying on a pallet in a small alcove, covered with a thick woven blanket. My jeans are gone. Someone dressed me in loose cotton pants that I definitely wasn’t wearing before.

Panic claws up my throat.

“You’re awake.”

I jerk toward the voice and immediately regret it. My leg protests with a sharp spike of pain. A woman stands in the doorway of the alcove. She’s small. Older. Steel-gray hair in a practical braid and eyes that are somehow gold. Actual gold, catching the lamplight.

Those can’t be real.

“I’m Margaret,” she says, moving into the room without waiting for an invitation. “I’m the pack healer. You’ve been unconscious for three days.”

Three days.

“Where—” My voice comes out as a croak. I swallow and try again. “Where am I?”

“Shadowfen Pack territory.” She says it like that should mean something. Like I should know what the fuck a pack is or why I’m in their territory. “You were attacked by a rogue wolf. Rhys brought you here.”

Rhys. The man. The wolf.

Margaret sits on the edge of the pallet. For someone so small, she radiates the kind of authority that makes you sit up and pay attention. “Let me see that leg.”

I don’t argue. Mostly because I’m too busy trying to process the words pack territory and trying not to think about the alternative explanation for what I saw.

She pulls back the blanket. My leg is bandaged from knee to ankle, clean white gauze wrapped tight. Margaret’s hands are surprisingly gentle as she unwraps it. The wound underneath makes my stomach turn.

It’s healing.

Not healed. But healing way faster than it should be. The puncture marks are already closing, edges pink with new skin. I saw that leg three days ago—or what I assume was three days ago. It was a mangled mess. This looks like it’s been healing for weeks.

“That’s impossible,” I whisper.

Margaret snorts. “You’re half Lycan. Your body heals faster than humans.”

The words hit me like a slap. “I’m what?”

She looks at me properly then. Really looks at me, those gold eyes assessing. “You didn’t know.”

It’s not a question. I shake my head anyway because what the fuck is she talking about?

Margaret sits back, crossing her arms. “Lycans. Werewolves, if you prefer the human term. We’re born, not made. But sometimes the blood lies dormant. Especially in half-breeds—children of one Lycan parent and one human.”

I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again. “You’re insane.”

“Am I?” She gestures at my leg. “Explain that healing, then. Explain how you survived three days unconscious with minimal intervention. Explain—” She leans forward, her gaze sharpening. “—how you felt when Rhys touched you. When he carried you here.”

My face burns. Because I remember that. The warmth of his skin. The way his scent wrapped around me and made something in my chest settle. The feeling that I was safe even though nothing about the situation was safe.

“That’s normal,” I say, but it sounds weak even to me.

“It’s the bond recognizing pack.” Margaret stands, rewrapping my leg with efficient movements. “You can deny it all you want. Doesn’t make it less true. The starving wolf’s saliva entered your bloodstream. Mixed with the trauma of the attack. Your Lycan blood woke up.”

“That’s—” I shake my head hard enough to make my vision swim. “No. That’s not possible. Werewolves aren’t real.”

“Then what did you see in the forest?”

I don’t have an answer for that. Because I know what I saw. A wolf shifting into a man. Bones cracking, fur receding, a body changing shape in ways that violate every law of physics.

But admitting that means admitting my entire understanding of reality is wrong.

Margaret watches me with something that might be sympathy. “I’ll give you time to process. But you should know—you can’t leave. Not yet. You’re in pack territory and you don’t know how to navigate it safely. Especially not with your wolf newly awakened.”

“My wolf.” I laugh. It sounds hysterical. “I don’t have a wolf.”

“You will. Soon.” She moves toward the doorway, then pauses. “Two things before I go. One: don’t try to run. You won’t make it far and you’ll just hurt yourself. Two: you’re going to have visitors shortly. Two alphas who are very interested in your wellbeing. Try not to freak out.”

She leaves before I can ask what the hell that means.

I sit there in the silence, staring at my bandaged leg. At the impossible rate of healing. At the cave walls that shouldn’t exist this deep in the Oregon forest.

At the truth I’m desperately trying not to accept.

Footsteps echo from the corridor. Multiple sets. Getting closer.

My heart kicks into overdrive. I have nowhere to go. Nowhere to hide. I pull the blanket up higher and wait.

Two men appear in the doorway.

One of them is Rhys. The scarred wolf-man, now dressed in dark pants and a worn shirt that does nothing to hide the lean muscle underneath. His silver eyes find mine and something in my chest clenches.

The other man is broader. Copper-haired. Pale blue eyes that assess me with careful concern. He’s handsome in an obvious way—the kind of face that probably makes people do stupid things.

They both freeze when they see me sitting up.

The air thickens with tension I don’t understand.

Rhys speaks first. “You shouldn’t be up yet.”

His voice is the same rough timbre I remember. I press back against the stone wall, every instinct screaming danger even though they’re just standing there. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

The copper-haired man steps forward slowly. Carefully. Like I’m a spooked animal. Which, given what Margaret just told me, might not be far from the truth.

“My name is Torin,” he says. His voice is steadier than Rhys’s. Calmer. “This is Rhys. He’s the one who saved you. We’re not going to hurt you.”

I look between them. At the way they’re standing—blocking the doorway but not threatening. Protective. Like Margaret said. Like I’m something precious they need to guard.

That thought makes my skin crawl.

“I want to leave,” I say. My voice shakes but I push through. “I want to go back to my grandfather’s farm. Now.”

Torin and Rhys exchange a glance. Some wordless communication passes between them.

“We can’t let you do that,” Torin says gently. “Not yet. Not until—”

“You can’t keep me here.” I try to stand. My leg buckles immediately and I grab the wall to keep from falling.

Rhys moves. Fast. Inhumanly fast. One second he’s by the door, the next he’s catching my arm, steadying me. His touch sends sparks through my skin—not painful, just there. Present. Impossible to ignore.

“Don’t run,” he says quietly. His face is too close to mine. I can see the scar across his eye in detail now. The way it pulls his eyebrow slightly. “Please.”

That scent hits me again. Pine and leather and safety. My body wants to relax into it. Wants to trust this stranger who shouldn’t be able to turn into a wolf but did.

I jerk away from him. The movement makes my leg scream in protest but I don’t care. I need space. Need air. Need to think without these two watching me like I’m about to bolt.

Which I absolutely am.

“What am I?” The question comes out broken. Desperate. “Margaret said I’m Lycan. Half Lycan. But that’s impossible. My parents were human. My grandfather was human. I’ve been human my entire life.”

Torin’s expression softens. “Not impossible. Just dormant. Some Lycan bloodlines carry recessive genes. Your mother or father could have had Lycan ancestry without knowing it.”

“That’s insane.”

“Is it?” Rhys asks. He’s keeping his distance now, hands loose at his sides. Non-threatening. “You saw what I am. You felt the change in yourself. Your wolf is waking up, Sera. You can keep denying it or you can accept it and let us help you.”

How does he know my name?

The question must show on my face because Torin says, “Margaret found your wallet. We needed to know who you were. Who might come looking for you.”

Right. Because I’ve been unconscious for three days and anyone else would have family. Friends. Someone who’d notice they were missing.

I have no one.

The realization hits harder than it should. No job. No boyfriend. No apartment. Papa dead six months and his farm waiting to be sold because I can’t afford to keep it. I came to these woods to get lost.

Apparently I succeeded.

“I need air,” I hear myself say. “I need—I can’t breathe in here.”

The walls are closing in. The weight of stone overhead. The impossibility of everything pressing down until my chest is tight and my vision is narrowing and—

Rhys’s hand finds mine. Just holds it. Gentle. Grounding.

“Breathe,” he says. “In through your nose. Out through your mouth. Come on.”

I want to pull away. Want to tell him to fuck off and leave me alone. But his touch is the only solid thing in a world that’s tilted sideways. So I hold on and breathe.

In. Out. In. Out.

Slowly, the panic recedes.

I become aware of Torin moving closer. Not touching, just present. A solid wall of calm that shouldn’t be comforting but somehow is.

“Better?” Rhys asks.

I nod because I don’t trust my voice.

He doesn’t let go of my hand. Neither of us mentions it.

“You’re safe here,” Torin says. “I know that’s hard to believe right now. I know this is overwhelming. But you’re safe. We protect our pack. And whether you accept it yet or not—you’re pack now.”

The words settle over me like a weighted blanket. Pack. As if I belong to something. As if I’m part of a whole instead of a broken piece drifting alone.

I should hate that idea.

I don’t.

And that scares me more than anything else that’s happened in the past three days.
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POV: SERA




The first thing I notice is the texture—soft fabric beneath me, nothing like the forest floor where I remember falling. My leg throbs, a distant ache wrapped in cotton, like the pain is happening to someone else. Cool air brushes my skin, carrying smells I can’t identify. Herbs, maybe. Something earthy and old, like soil after rain.

I force my eyes open.

Stone walls curve above me, rough-hewn and ancient. Lanterns flicker from iron hooks, casting shadows that dance and shift. I’m lying on some kind of pallet in a small alcove, and everything about this place screams wrong. Not wrong like dangerous—wrong like impossible.

I try to sit up and my head spins. The throb in my leg sharpens into something more immediate, more real. I suck in a breath through my teeth and the smells hit me harder—that herb scent is stronger now, mixed with something mineral and strange. My fingers clutch at the fabric beneath me. It’s rough-woven, warm from my body heat.

“You’re awake.”

I jerk my head toward the doorway so fast my vision blurs. An old woman stands there, small and wiry, with steel-gray hair pulled back in a practical braid. Her eyes are gold. Actually gold, like coins catching light, and they’re fixed on me with an intensity that makes my skin prickle.

“Good,” she says, moving into the alcove without waiting for permission. “I’m Margaret. You’ve been unconscious for three days.”

Three days. The words don’t make sense. I open my mouth but nothing comes out.

Margaret reaches my side and slides an arm behind my shoulders. She’s stronger than she looks—much stronger. She lifts me like I weigh nothing, propping me against the stone wall. I want to protest, to shove her away, but my body isn’t listening. Everything feels sluggish and disconnected.

“Easy,” Margaret says. “You lost a lot of blood. Your body’s still catching up.”

Blood. The wolf. Teeth sinking into my calf, dragging me backward across the forest floor. The black wolf with the scarred eye, tearing into my attacker. The impossible moment when fur became skin and a man stood where the wolf had been.

My hands start shaking.

“Where am I?” My voice comes out hoarse, barely above a whisper.

“Safe,” Margaret says. She moves to a small table carved into the stone wall, her movements efficient and practiced. “That’s what matters right now.”

I look down at my leg—the one the wolf tore into. My jeans are gone, replaced by loose cotton pants that stop at my knees. Bandages wrap my right calf, clean white cloth stained faintly pink in places. I reach for the edge of the bandage with trembling fingers.

“I wouldn’t,” Margaret says without turning around.

I ignore her. My fingers find the edge of the cloth and I peel it back slowly, bracing for the damage. Bracing for mangled flesh and open wounds and—

Pink skin. New skin, smooth and unblemished except for faint white lines that look weeks old, not days. I stare at my leg like it belongs to someone else.

“That’s impossible,” I whisper.

Margaret snorts—an actual snort, like I’ve said something absurd. She turns back to me with a clay cup in her hands. “Drink this.”

“My leg,” I say, still staring at the healed skin. “It should be—there should be—”

“You’re half Lycan,” Margaret interrupts. She shoves the cup at me. “Your body heals faster than humans. Though not as fast as full-bloods.”

The cup slips from my fingers. It hits the stone floor and shatters, liquid splashing across the ground. I don’t even look at it. I’m too busy trying to process what she just said.

“I’m not—” I shake my head hard enough that the room tilts. “No. That’s not possible. I’m human. I’ve always been human.”

Margaret’s gold eyes don’t blink. “You were human. Now you’re not. The sooner you accept that, the easier this will be.”

“You’re insane.” I push myself up straighter against the wall, ignoring the way my head swims. “This is insane. I need to leave. I need to—”

“Werewolves are born, not made,” Margaret says, like she’s reciting facts from a textbook. She settles onto the edge of my pallet, apparently unbothered by my panic. “But Lycan blood can stay dormant for generations. It wakes up through trauma. Through proximity to other wolves. Or—” She gestures at my leg. “—through direct exposure. That starving wolf that attacked you? Its saliva got into your bloodstream. Your wolf woke up.”

My wolf. Like there’s something living inside me that I’ve never known about. Something that’s been sleeping my whole life, waiting for teeth and blood to drag it to the surface.

“No,” I say again. The word feels thin and useless.

Margaret just watches me with those unsettling gold eyes.

I swing my legs over the side of the pallet. The movement makes my head spin worse but I don’t care. I need to get out of here. Away from this crazy old woman and her impossible stories and the stone walls closing in around me.

“I’m leaving,” I say. My feet hit the floor and pain shoots up my healing leg. I bite down on a gasp and force myself to stand.

Margaret doesn’t move to stop me. She just sits there, watching.

I take one step. Then another. My leg holds, barely. The pain is manageable—distant, like it’s happening through layers of cloth. I make it three more steps before I have to catch myself against the stone wall.

The corridor beyond the alcove stretches in both directions, curving away into darkness. More lanterns flicker at intervals, but they only make the shadows deeper. I have no idea which way leads out. No idea where I am or how I got here or how far underground this place goes.

“This is the Shadowfen Pack den,” Margaret says from behind me. Her voice is calm, matter-of-fact. “You’re deep in pack territory. Miles from the nearest human settlement. You won’t make it out alone.”

I press my forehead against the cool stone. My breathing is too fast, too shallow. I’m hyperventilating and I can’t stop.

“I can’t—” The words stick in my throat. “This isn’t real. This can’t be real.”

“It’s real,” Margaret says. “And you need to sit down before you fall down.”

Footsteps echo from somewhere down the corridor. Multiple sets, moving closer. I tense, my fingers curling against the stone.

Two men round the curve of the corridor and stop when they see me. I recognize the first one immediately—the scarred man from the forest. The one who shifted from wolf to human right in front of me. He’s dressed now in dark pants and a worn gray shirt that clings to his lean frame. The scar across his right eye looks even more stark in the lantern light.

The second man is bigger, broader through the shoulders. His hair catches the firelight like copper wire, and his eyes are pale blue—the kind of blue that looks almost white in certain angles. He moves with careful precision, like he’s trying not to spook a wild animal.

Both of them freeze when they see me standing. The air between us thickens with something I can’t name. It makes my skin prickle, makes my breath catch.

The scarred man—Rhys, some part of my brain supplies—speaks first. “You shouldn’t be up yet.”

His voice is rough, like gravel under velvet. I remember it from the forest, from the moment before I passed out. Don’t fight. I’m not going to hurt you.

I back against the wall, my heart hammering so hard I can feel it in my throat. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

The copper-haired man raises his hands slowly, palms out. Non-threatening. “My name is Torin,” he says. His voice is steadier than Rhys’s, warmer. “This is Rhys. He’s the one who saved you in the forest. We’re not going to hurt you.”

“Saved me,” I repeat. The words taste bitter. “You’re—both of you—you’re—”

“Werewolves,” Torin finishes gently. “Yes.”

The confirmation makes my knees weak. I lock them, refusing to collapse in front of these men. These wolves.

Rhys takes a half-step forward and I flinch. He stops immediately, his jaw tightening. “I was on patrol,” he says. “Eastern border, near the old farmland. I caught the scent of blood. Human blood. By the time I found you, that rogue wolf had you on the ground.”

The memory flashes hot and immediate—yellow eyes, starving desperation, teeth tearing into my leg. I close my eyes against it.

“I had to shift to fight it off,” Rhys continues. His voice is carefully neutral, like he’s trying not to scare me more than I already am. “I didn’t mean for you to see. But you were dying. I didn’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice,” I say. My voice shakes.

“Not when it comes to saving a life,” Torin says. He moves slightly to the side, and I realize with a jolt that both of them are positioned between me and the corridor. Not blocking my path exactly. Just… there. Standing guard.

The realization makes something cold settle in my stomach.

“What do you want from me?” I ask again.

Torin exchanges a glance with Rhys. Some wordless communication passes between them.

“You’re half-breed,” Torin says finally. “Your Lycan blood was dormant until that wolf attacked you. The trauma—and the exposure to its saliva—triggered your awakening.” He pauses. “You’re also omega.”

The word means nothing to me. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re rare,” Margaret says from the alcove behind me. I’d almost forgotten she was there. “Omegas are the rarest designation in wolf society. There used to be more, but over the last century…” She trails off with a shrug.

Rhys’s expression tightens. “It means every alpha within a hundred miles is going to be able to scent you. It means you’re vulnerable without pack protection.”

“It means,” Torin adds quietly, “that you’re valuable. And there are wolves who would hurt you to claim that value for themselves.”

My laugh comes out harsh and broken. “So what—you brought me here to protect me? Or to keep me for yourselves?”

“To protect you,” Rhys says. The certainty in his voice makes me want to believe him. That terrifies me more than anything else.

I look between them—Rhys with his scar and silver eyes, Torin with his careful concern and copper hair. They’re both watching me like I might shatter. Like I’m something precious that needs to be handled with extreme care.

The protective stance triggers something deep in my chest. Something animal and irrational that makes my vision narrow and my breathing quicken. I can’t be here. Can’t be trapped in this stone den with these men—these wolves—standing between me and freedom.

I need to run.

The thought crystallizes with perfect clarity. I don’t let myself think about what happens after. I just move.

I shove away from the wall and bolt for the corridor, aiming for the gap between Torin and the stone wall. My healing leg screams in protest but I ignore it. I make it three steps before Rhys moves.

He’s fast—faster than any human should be. His hand closes around my upper arm, gentle but absolutely firm. Not painful. Just inescapable.

“Don’t run,” he says quietly. Close enough that I can feel his breath against my ear. “Please.”

His scent hits me like a physical force—pine and leather and something wild underneath. Something that smells like safety, like home, like everything I’ve been looking for my entire life without knowing it.

My body goes still. Not because I want it to. Because something in me responds to that scent, to his nearness, to the careful way his fingers wrap around my arm. Something that recognizes him on a level that has nothing to do with logic or reason.

I jerk away like he’s burned me, stumbling backward. Rhys releases me immediately, his hands going up in surrender. But the damage is done. I felt it—that horrible, inexplicable rightness when he touched me.

“No,” I gasp. “No, no, no—”

I turn and run in the opposite direction, deeper into the den. Away from Rhys and Torin and Margaret and the truth I’m not ready to face. My footsteps echo off stone walls as I plunge into the corridor, following the curve of the passage into darkness.

Behind me, I hear Rhys curse under his breath. Hear Torin say something low and urgent. But I don’t stop. I can’t stop.

I run until my leg gives out and I collapse against the corridor wall, gasping for air that tastes like earth and stone and fear. My hands are shaking. My whole body is shaking.

In the distance, footsteps approach. Steady. Unhurried. Like whoever’s following knows I have nowhere left to go.

I close my eyes and try to remember what it felt like to be human. To be normal. To wake up in my Portland apartment with nothing more supernatural than Monday morning traffic to worry about.

But that life is gone. I know it with bone-deep certainty even as I try to cling to it.

The wolf inside me—the thing I didn’t know existed until three days ago—stirs in my chest. Not aggressive. Just… aware. Like it’s been sleeping my whole life and now it’s finally waking up.

I press my palms against my eyes and try not to scream.

The footsteps stop a few feet away. I don’t need to look to know it’s Rhys. I can smell him—that pine and leather scent that makes my body calm against my will.

“I’m not going to chase you,” he says quietly. “But I’m not going to leave you alone in the dark either.”

I don’t respond. Can’t respond. My throat is too tight.

“You can run as far and as fast as you want,” Rhys continues. His voice is patient, like he has all the time in the world. “But eventually you’re going to have to stop. And when you do, we’ll be here. Torin and me. Margaret. The whole pack. We’re not your enemy, Sera.”

My name on his lips makes something twist in my chest.

“I just want to go home,” I whisper.

“I know,” Rhys says. “But you can’t. Not yet. Not until you learn to control what’s happening to you. It’s not safe.”

“Nothing about this is safe,” I say. I finally open my eyes and look at him. He’s crouched a few feet away, keeping his distance, his silver eyes reflecting the lantern light like an animal’s. “You’re asking me to trust you. To trust all of this. But I don’t even know you.”

“You’re right,” Rhys agrees. “You don’t. But I saved your life in that forest. That has to count for something.”

It does. God help me, it does.

I draw my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them. My leg aches but the pain is manageable now. Healing fast, just like Margaret said. Just like it shouldn’t be able to.

“I’m scared,” I admit. The words come out small and broken.

“I know,” Rhys says again. “I would be too.”

We sit in silence for a long moment. The lanterns flicker. Somewhere deeper in the den, I hear voices—low conversation, the sound of life happening just out of sight.

“What happens now?” I ask finally.

Rhys stands slowly, offering me his hand. “Now you come back to the infirmary. Let Margaret check your leg. Get some real food in you.” He pauses. “And then we start figuring out what comes next. Together.”

I stare at his outstretched hand. At the scars on his knuckles and the calluses on his palm. At the certainty in his eyes that tells me he means every word.

I don’t take his hand. Not yet. But I do push myself to my feet, using the wall for support.

“Okay,” I say. The word feels like surrender and choice all tangled together. “Okay.”

Rhys doesn’t smile, but something in his expression softens. He turns and starts walking back the way we came, slow enough that I can keep pace. I follow, my footsteps echoing in the stone corridor.

I don’t know what I’m walking toward. Don’t know what being omega means or how to control the wolf sleeping in my chest. Don’t know if I can trust these people—these wolves—who’ve claimed me as pack.

But I know I can’t run. Not anymore.

So I walk. One step at a time. Back toward the infirmary and Margaret’s sharp gold eyes. Back toward Torin with his careful concern. Back toward a life I never asked for but can’t seem to escape.

The stone walls close in around me. The scent of herbs and earth fills my lungs.

And somewhere deep in my chest, the wolf stirs again. Listening. Waiting.

Learning what it means to wake up.
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POV: RHYS


The corridor swallows her retreating form, and every cell in my body screams at me to follow. My wolf claws at my ribs from the inside, demanding I chase, I claim, I protect. She’s running and everything in me knows that’s wrong. Omegas don’t run from their alphas. Except she doesn’t know she’s omega yet. Doesn’t know what the pull between us means.

Doesn’t know I’d rip my own throat out before I let anything hurt her.

Torin’s hand lands on my shoulder, heavy and grounding. “Let her go. She needs space.”

I want to shake him off. Want to snarl that she needs us, not space. But the rational part of my brain—the part that isn’t drowning in her scent—knows he’s right. We came on too strong. Explained too much too fast. Stood between her and the door like guards instead of…

What? What are we to her?

“Idiots.”

Margaret’s voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts. The healer stands in the doorway, arms crossed, gold eyes flashing with disgust. “Both of you. You came on too strong. She’s terrified and you’re crowding her like she’s prey.”

The word hits like a slap. Prey. Is that what we looked like? I replay the last ten minutes—Torin and me flanking the door, our bulk blocking her exit, our voices trying to soothe while our scents probably screamed possession. Fuck.

“We were just trying to explain—” Torin starts.

“You were trying to trap her.” Margaret steps fully into the infirmary, her small frame somehow taking up all the space in the room. “That girl just woke up to find out werewolves are real and she’s one of them. She’s processing. She’s scared. And then two alphas she doesn’t know corner her and tell her she’s rare and valuable and vulnerable.” She shakes her head. “What did you think would happen?”

I force myself to stand still even though my muscles are twitching with the need to move. To track. To find her. “We didn’t mean to scare her.”

“Well, you did.” Margaret moves to the pallet where Sera slept, stripping the linens with brisk efficiency. Her scent clings to the fabric—honey and wildflowers and underneath it all, that new musk that marks her as wolf. My wolf whines.

I start pacing. Can’t help it. The infirmary isn’t big enough, not nearly big enough, and her fear-scent still hangs in the air like smoke. It’s making me crazy. My vision keeps trying to shift, edges going gold, and I have to fight to keep my eyes human.

“You’re imprinted.”

Torin’s voice is quiet. Not a question. He’s leaning against the wall like he’s relaxed, but I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands are clenched into fists. His scent is spiking too—pine and possession and the sharp edge of jealousy.

I stop pacing. Turn to face him. “So are you.”

The admission hangs between us like a drawn blade. Two alphas. One omega. Every wolf story I grew up hearing says this ends in blood. Alphas don’t share. Can’t share. The instinct to possess, to claim, to drive away rivals—it’s hardwired into our bones.

Torin’s jaw works. “Yeah. I am.”

We stare at each other. I’ve known Torin since we were cubs. Ran with him, hunted with him, fought beside him more times than I can count. He’s my best friend. The closest thing I have to a brother.

And right now, my wolf wants to tear his throat out for looking at her. For wanting her. For being imprinted on what’s mine.

Except she’s not mine. She’s not anybody’s. She doesn’t even know what she is yet.

“This is a problem,” I say finally.

“You think?” Torin’s laugh is harsh. “Fuck, Rhys. We can’t both—”

“She won’t get far.”

Margaret’s voice cuts through whatever Torin was about to say. She’s watching us both with those too-sharp eyes, reading things I don’t want anyone to see. “The forest will send her back—if she survives what’s out there.”

The words snap something in me. Survives. She doesn’t know these woods. Doesn’t know how to shift properly, how to defend herself, how to read the thousand subtle signs that mark safe territory from dangerous. And it’s getting dark. The forest at night is no place for a new wolf who can’t control her shift.

I don’t think. Don’t plan. My body moves before my brain catches up.

The shift tears through me like wildfire. Bones crack and reform, muscles stretch and bulge, my senses exploding outward in a rush of scent and sound and sensation. My clothes rip apart—I’ll hear about that later, clothes aren’t cheap—but I don’t care. Four paws hit the stone floor and I’m running, bolting past Margaret, through the corridor, taking the turns toward the den entrance on pure instinct.

Behind me, I hear Torin curse. “Shit. Rhys, wait—”

I don’t wait. Can’t wait. Every second she’s out there alone is a second she could be hurt, killed, lost. My paws eat up the distance, claws scrabbling on stone, and then I’m bursting out into the twilight forest.

The world explodes into scent. Earth and pine and a thousand growing things, the musk of deer in the valley below, the sharp tang of a fox’s marking on a nearby tree. And underneath it all, threading through everything else like a beacon—her.

Honey and wildflowers and that new wolf-musk, sweeter than any alpha’s, headier than any beta’s. Omega. My wolf knows it even if she doesn’t. The scent pulls at something deep
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