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Everybody at Ridgeview High acts like Friday nights are holy. Stadium lights. Loud music. Pep rallies. Cheap cologne and sweat and fear all mixed together like it is a perfume nobody asked for.

Me, I only come because it is safer to be seen than to be talked about.

If you disappear, people fill in the blanks with something ugly.

I stand at the edge of the bleachers where the shadows sit heavy. My hoodie is up even though it is not cold. The pack crest is stitched on the sleeve, small enough to pretend it is just school spirit. A wolf head in gray thread. The Ridgeview Wolves. Cute name, right.

It is not a joke where I am from.

I keep my hands in my pockets and my mouth shut. That is how you live when the world keeps reminding you where you rank.

Low.

The crowd roars when our running back breaks a tackle. I do not even flinch. My ears catch everything anyway. That is the curse. You hear too much. You smell too much. You know too much.

Behind me, someone laughs too hard, like they are trying to drown out a thought.

Down on the field, the cheer squad jumps in perfect lines, smiling like their lives do not have teeth hidden under them. Half of them are pack, half are human, and all of them pretend they cannot feel the tension crawling under the whole town like a wire about to snap.

It has been like that for months.

Ever since the border got tested.

Ever since bodies started showing up near the river, drained and tossed like trash. They said animal attacks. They always say animal attacks.

My best friend, Tiana, elbows me in the ribs.

“Girl, you alive?” she asks, loud enough to be normal, quiet enough to keep my business mine. She has her hair in a high puff and her lip gloss shining under the lights like she is built for attention. She is built for survival too, even if she acts like she is only built for drama.

“I’m here,” I say.

“That’s not what I asked.” She leans closer. “You got that face.”

“What face.”

“The face you make when you’re about to swing on somebody.”

I snort. “I don’t swing.”

Tiana tilts her head. “Maya. Please. I seen you put Devin Harlow in a trash can in ninth grade.”

“He started it.”

“He started breathing near you, yeah.”

I almost smile. Almost. It does not stick.

Because the scent hits me.

It is not perfume. It is not sweat. It is not popcorn or nacho cheese or the wet grass of the field.

It is something deeper. Something old. Something that slides under my skin like it has a key.

My stomach flips once, hard.

My throat goes tight.

I freeze so fast Tiana notices.

“What?” she whispers.

I do not answer.

I do not even blink.

The air changes. That is the only way I can explain it. Like the whole world takes a step closer and waits to see what I will do.

My wolf wakes up inside me.

Not a full shift. Not anything dramatic. Just a presence. A low, angry pulse in my chest. Like a fist hitting a door.

Mine.

Mine.

Mine.

I hate that word.

I hate how my body reacts to it like it has been starving.

Tiana’s eyes narrow. She smells it too. She is pack. She has the same senses I do, just smoother with them because she is not the one everybody likes to test.

“Maya,” she says again, this time serious. “Don’t.”

My hands clench in my pockets_trch. My nails press into my palms until it stings.

I look down at the track that circles the field, and there he is walking in from the end gate like he owns the whole place.

Because he does.

Cole Mercer.

Six foot something. Shoulders broad. Letterman jacket open like the night owes him warmth. Dark hair messy in that on purpose way. A chain at his neck catching the light when he moves. He is not smiling, but people still make room like he is a blade and they do not want to get cut.

He is the Alpha’s son.

Everybody knows it. Humans, pack, teachers, even the security guard who acts like he is tough. They all feel it. They might not know the words for it, but they know to step aside.

Cole’s eyes sweep the bleachers like he is searching for someone.

Then his gaze catches mine.

And my world tilts.

It is not romantic. Not soft. Not cute.

It is violent.

Like two magnets snapping together so hard they crack.

I stop breathing. I cannot help it. My body does it on its own.

Cole stops walking.

His jaw tightens. His nostrils flare like he is trying to pretend he does not smell what he smells.

Mate.

The word hits me so hard I almost laugh, except nothing about it is funny.

My wolf surges again, louder.

Mine.

Mine.

Mine.

I swallow, but my throat is dry like sand.

No. Not him.

Not the golden boy who never looks at girls like me twice. Not the one who has been dating Kenzie Rowe since last spring like it is a public service announcement. Not the one who can ruin my life with one sentence and sleep fine after.

Cole’s eyes do not move. He stares right through the crowd like nothing else exists.

I should look away.

I do not.

That is my first mistake of the night.

Tiana grabs my sleeve. “Maya, come on. Let’s go. Right now.”

“I can’t,” I say, and my voice comes out rough.

“Yes, you can. You always can. Stop acting like you ain’t got legs.”

I try to move and my feet do not listen.

Cole starts walking again, straight toward the bleachers.

People notice. They always notice when he moves with purpose.

Girls nudge each other. Guys straighten up. Even Coach Price glances up from the sideline like he suddenly remembers his place.

Cole reaches the bottom of the bleachers and looks up at me.

Up close, his eyes are not just brown. They are darker around the edges, lighter in the middle. Like smoke with fire hiding under it.

My chest hurts. Not the cute kind. The kind like somebody is squeezing my ribs.

He takes one step up.

Then another.

Tiana puts herself in front of me like a shield. “Nope,” she says. “You not doing this here.”

Cole’s eyes flick to her like she is a bug on his windshield.

“Tiana,” he says, calm. Too calm.

“Cole,” she answers, not calm at all. “Back up.”

He does not.

My mouth opens and nothing comes out.

Because now I catch another smell under him.

Blood.

Fresh.

My eyes drop to his hands. His knuckles are scraped. Not bad, but new. Like he punched something he wanted to kill.

Or someone.

My pulse races.

“Why do you smell like that?” I blurt.

Cole’s gaze snaps back to mine. Something flickers in his face, fast and mean. Like he did not expect me to speak.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he says.

“I go to this school,” I shoot back, because I hate him for making me feel small even while he is staring at me like I am the only thing he can see.

His jaw clenches again. “Not here. Not tonight.”

The words hit like a warning.

Before I can ask what he means, the stadium lights flicker.

Once.

Twice.

A murmur rolls through the crowd. People laugh like it is part of the show, but I hear the unease under it. The pack kids stiffen. Human kids keep cheering, clueless.

The lights stabilize.

Then a sound cuts through the noise.

A sharp crack like wood snapping.

My wolf goes still.

That is worse than panic.

That is focus.

My gaze whips to the trees beyond the end zone. The line of darkness where the school property meets the woods.

Somebody is there.

Not a student. Not a teacher.

A presence.

Predatory.

Cole’s head turns too. His whole body shifts into a ready stance like he is built for violence and has been waiting for permission.

Tiana curses under her breath. “Please tell me I’m tripping.”

“You’re not,” I whisper.

A second crack sounds, closer.

People in the front rows start to look around. Someone points toward the trees like they saw movement. A few human parents stand, squinting.

Then the scoreboard explodes.

Not in flames. Not dramatic like movies.

It just dies with a loud pop. Sparks spit out. The big screen goes black.

The music cuts. The announcer’s mic squeals and goes dead.

The crowd falls into a confused silence.

And in that sudden quiet, I hear it.

A low howl.

Not from our pack.

Not from anywhere near safe.

It rolls through the woods like a threat made of sound.

Pack kids react instantly. Heads turn. Shoulders tense. Eyes sharpen. Humans just look around, laughing nervously, because their brains cannot accept what their bodies are picking up.

Cole grabs my wrist.

His hand is warm. Strong. Too familiar already, like it has held me a hundred times in another life.

My skin sparks where he touches.

I hate it.

I hate how my heart betrays me.

“Move,” he says.

“Don’t touch her,” Tiana snaps, grabbing my other arm.

Cole does not even glance at her. “This isn’t a debate.”

I yank my hand back. “What’s going on?”

Cole stares at me like I am a problem and a solution at the same time. “You smell like a beacon.”

My stomach drops.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“I know,” he says, and there is something in that word that makes my throat burn. Not kindness. Not exactly. More like certainty. Like he knows the truth of me in a way nobody else ever bothered to.

Another howl answers the first one, closer now. Then another. A chorus.

Kenzie Rowe shrieks from a few rows down, grabbing her friends. She is pretty in a polished way, blonde hair curled, nails done, eyes wide. She locks onto Cole like he is oxygen.

“Cole!” she calls. “What is that?”

Cole does not look at her.

Kenzie’s face twists. “Cole, hello? Come here!”

I want to disappear.

I want to push off the bleachers and vanish into the crowd.

But my wolf is awake and my body is wired.

Cole’s eyes flick to the field. To his father standing on the sideline near the chain crew, stiff and alert. Alpha Mercer does not panic. He just turns slightly, and I see the enforcers start moving like shadows around him.

Pack response.

Protocol.

Rule one: protect humans first.

Rule two: do not shift where human eyes can see.

Rule three: the Alpha’s word is law.

Rule four: outside wolves are kill-on-sight if they cross the river line.

Everybody in town knows the river is the border. The Blackwater River cuts our territory like a scar. Past it is no-man’s land. Past it is where rogues run and rival packs circle.

Nobody crosses unless they want war.

So why are they here?

Cole’s voice drops. “You need to get off these bleachers.”

“Why?” I demand, because fear makes me mean.

“Because they’re hunting,” he says flatly. “And you’re loud.”

I stare at him. “I’m not loud.”

He leans in, close enough that I feel his breath, and his eyes flash with something that looks like pain.

“You don’t know what you are,” he says.

My chest tightens. I do know what I am.

I am Maya Carter. Seventeen. Five foot four. Brown skin, thick curls I keep shoved under hoodies, and a scar through my left eyebrow from when I fell off my bike at ten and nobody came to help because an omega kid bleeding is not a crisis. My mom cleans houses in the rich part of town. My dad is a name nobody says unless they want trouble.

I am pack, but not important pack.

I am the girl people step over.

I open my mouth to spit something back, but a scream erupts from the parking lot behind the stadium.

That sound slices through me.

It is real fear.

Not a cheer. Not a joke.

A human scream.

Everything goes sideways.

Parents start yelling. People stand up, confused. Somebody drops a soda and it splashes cold across the concrete. Kids rush down the bleachers, shoving, tripping. The orderly lines fall apart in seconds.

Alpha Mercer lifts one hand. A sharp whistle pierces the air. Pack kids freeze, trained.

I am not trained.

Tiana grabs my hoodie and yanks. “Maya, we gotta go. Right now.”

I stumble down the steps with her, getting shoved by panicked bodies. Cole moves with us, too close, like he is guarding me even while his face screams that he hates having to.

The parking lot is chaos. Car alarms blare. Headlights flash. People are running in every direction like ants after somebody kicks the hill.

And then I see it.

A man pinned against a car.

Not a teacher. Not a parent.

He is dressed in black, hoodie up, but I can see his eyes reflecting the lights like an animal. His mouth is bloody. His teeth look too sharp.

A rogue.

An enforcer from our pack has him by the throat.

But the rogue is not looking at the enforcer.

He is looking at me.

His lips curl.

And he smiles like he recognizes something.

My stomach twists.

Cole steps in front of me instantly. “Don’t look at her,” he growls.

The sound in his voice is not human.

The rogue’s grin widens. “There you are.”

Tiana’s nails dig into my arm. “Maya, don’t you move,” she says, voice shaking. “Don’t you dare.”

I can barely hear her over the blood roaring in my ears.

The rogue’s gaze stays locked on me. “The Alpha’s little secret ain’t so secret no more.”

Alpha Mercer appears like a storm, walking fast, face hard. Two enforcers flank him.

“Silence,” he snaps, and the word carries weight. It lands on the pack like a command. Even my wolf dips under it, unwillingly.

The rogue laughs anyway. “You got rules. Cute.”

Alpha Mercer’s eyes flick to me for half a second.

Just a glance.

But it is enough.

He knows.

Whatever this is, he knows.

My hands go cold.

Cole’s body is tense, like he is about to explode.

The rogue lifts his chin at me. “You smell like trouble, girl.”

Cole snarls, low and vicious. “You come near her, I’ll rip you apart.”

The rogue laughs again. “You think you get a say?”

He turns his head slightly, just enough to speak louder. “That’s your mate, right?”

The word hits the crowd like a thrown rock.

Pack kids stiffen. Human kids blink, confused. A few parents look around like they do not understand the language but understand the tone.

Kenzie Rowe’s voice cuts through, sharp and high. “What did he just say?”

Cole’s grip on my arm tightens so hard it almost hurts.

My heart slams.

Mate.

It is not supposed to happen like this.

In our pack, mates are private until they are announced. The bond is sacred. The Alpha confirms it, the elders witness it, and the mate pair decides how to move. That is the rule. That is how you prevent panic and jealousy and bloodshed.

And here it is, spilled in a parking lot like an accident nobody can clean up.

Alpha Mercer’s gaze snaps to Cole. A silent command passes between them. I do not know the exact words, but I understand the message.

Handle it.

Now.

Cole’s face turns to stone.

He looks at me.

And I see something in his eyes that makes me feel sick.

Not softness.

Not relief.

Fear.

Not for himself.

For what I am about to become in this moment.

I shake my head. “Don’t,” I whisper, even though I do not know what I am begging him not to do.

Cole steps closer, so close I can smell him fully now. Cedar, smoke, and something metallic under it. His blood. Somebody else’s blood. The bond in my chest pulls toward him like a rope tightening around my ribs.

I hate it.

I hate how my body wants him while my brain screams that this is a trap.

Kenzie pushes forward, furious. “Cole! Get away from her. What is happening?”

Cole does not look at Kenzie.

He looks only at me.

His voice comes out low and hard. “Listen to me.”

I swallow. My tongue feels too big for my mouth.

“You’re not safe,” he says.

“What did I do?” I snap, because I am tired of being treated like trouble just for existing.

Cole’s eyes flash. “You didn’t do anything. That’s the problem.”

The rogue cackles like this is the best show he has seen in years. “Do it. Reject her. Let’s see if you got the stomach.”

My lungs seize.

Reject.

That word is a knife.

You hear stories. You grow up with warnings. You see the girls who got rejected, the way their eyes go flat, the way they stop laughing, the way they start living like ghosts.

A mate rejection does not just hurt feelings. In our world, it breaks something deep. The bond still exists like a wound. The pain does not vanish. It just becomes permanent.

Some survive it. Some do not.

My knees threaten to buckle.

I force myself to stand taller.

“Cole,” I say, and my voice shakes once, just once. “Don’t play with me.”

His jaw clenches. The muscle jumps like it is trying to hold back a truth.

Alpha Mercer’s stare burns into the side of my face. The whole pack feels like it is holding its breath. Even humans sense something bad in the air, like a storm rolling in.

Cole’s hand lifts.

For a second, I think he is going to touch my cheek, like some kind of apology.

Instead, his fingers curl into a fist at his side.

He swallows. His throat bobs.

And then he says the words.

Loud enough for the pack to hear.

Clear enough for my wolf to understand.

Final enough that the bond inside me screams.

“I reject you,” he says. “Maya Carter. As my mate.”

The world goes silent.

Not the crowd. Not the alarms. Not the wind.

Inside me.

Everything drops out.

It feels like falling down stairs that never end. Like my chest is hollow and somebody is ripping the air out of it.

I do not scream.

I do not cry.

Not yet.

My body locks up, like it refuses to give anyone the satisfaction.

Cole’s eyes stay on mine, dark and haunted.

He looks like he hates himself.

That does not help.

That does not fix anything.

Because the bond in my chest snaps tight and burns like a brand.

And in that pain, my wolf does one clear thing.

It memorizes.

His scent.

His voice.

This moment.

So it can haunt me later.

I wobble, and Tiana catches me around the waist before I hit the ground.

“No,” she whispers, voice breaking. “No, no, no.”

Kenzie laughs once, sharp and relieved, like she just won a prize. “Good,” she spits. “As you should.”

The rogue smiles wider, eyes gleaming. “That’s it. That’s the crack. Now we can break her.”

Alpha Mercer steps forward.

“Take her home,” he orders, not looking at me like I am a person. “Now.”

Two enforcers move toward me.

Tiana bristles. “She’s not a dog.”

The enforcer’s eyes flick to Tiana. “Don’t make this harder.”

Cole does not move.

He does not reach for me.

He does not say sorry.

He stands there like a statue, like he just threw me into fire to save something else.

Maybe the pack. Maybe his family. Maybe himself.

Maybe Kenzie.

I do not know.

All I know is the rejection is inside me now, hot and ugly, and it is not leaving.

I lift my chin, even while my insides feel shattered.

Cole’s gaze meets mine one last time.

His mouth tightens, like he wants to say something.

He does not.

Then Alpha Mercer turns his head slightly and speaks without raising his voice.

“Lock down the territory,” he says. “They came for the girl. That means they know.”

The rogue laughs again as he gets dragged away.

“You hear that, Maya?” he calls out. “You’re worth a war now.”

Tiana pulls me back, holding me upright like she can keep me from breaking by force.

As we move away, my legs feel like they do not belong to me. My hands shake. My mouth tastes like copper, like I bit my tongue and did not even notice.

My eyes stay on Cole until the crowd swallows him.

And even then, I can still feel him.

Like a bruise under skin.

Like a chain around my ribs.

One mate.

One rejection.

And a whole town about to find out what happens when you take a nobody girl and turn her into a reason to bleed.
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The rejection did not end when the words left his mouth.

It followed me like a shadow with teeth.

By the time I got off school property, the whole town felt different. Like the air itself had picked a side and it wasn’t mine. Two enforcers walked close, one on each side, not touching me but making sure I knew I could not bolt. Tiana stayed glued to my hip, her arm locked through mine like she was trying to hold my insides together with pure stubbornness.

Nobody said much. Not because there was nothing to say. Because everything sounded dangerous.

Cars crawled out of the parking lot in a confused wave. Humans acted like it was a power outage and some idiot prank. Pack members acted like it was a warning shot.

Alpha Mercer’s lockdown order moved fast. Pack kids started getting texts. Adults started making calls. The night got quiet in a way that did not feel peaceful. It felt like something was hunting and everybody knew better than to be loud.

Tiana kept her chin up like she was daring the world to try her. “Don’t look down,” she muttered to me without turning her head.

“I’m not,” I said.

That was half true. I wasn’t looking down. I was looking through things, like my eyes didn’t want to land on anything real.

My street is a skinny strip of tired houses on the edge of Ridgeview, close enough to the woods that the trees always feel like they’re listening. Mom’s place is a small rental with peeling paint and a porch light that flickers even when you smack it. She works too much to care about looks. Survival costs all your energy.

The enforcers walked me to the steps like I was a package.

Tiana opened the door before I could reach for the knob. She did not ask. She just did it.

Inside, the house smelled like lemon cleaner and fabric softener. Mom’s scent. Familiar. Safe. That should have helped.

It didn’t.

Mom was in the living room with the TV on low. She stood up so fast the throw blanket slid off her lap. Her eyes jumped from my face to the enforcers behind me to Tiana’s tight grip on my arm.

“Maya?” Her voice cracked around my name. “What happened?”

The taller enforcer spoke first. “There was an incident at the school. Territory breach risk.”

Mom’s shoulders stiffened. “My daughter is a minor.”

“So is every student at that game,” the enforcer said flatly. “This is pack business.”

Mom’s mouth tightened like she wanted to cuss him out but knew that would only make it worse.

Tiana slid in front of me again, because that’s what she does. “She’s home. She’s not going nowhere. You can report that.”

The enforcer’s gaze flicked to me. “Alpha Mercer expects her at the pack house in the morning.”

My stomach dipped.

Mom blinked once. “Why would he want Maya?”

The enforcer didn’t answer that. He just gave me a hard look, the kind adults use when they want you to behave without asking.

“Sunrise,” he said. “Don’t be late.”

Then both of them left, walking off my porch like they didn’t just drop a bomb in my living room.

Mom shut the door with more force than she needed. The lock clicked. She stood there for a second, hand still on the knob, breathing like she was trying not to fall apart.

Tiana turned to me. “Say something. Anything.”

Nothing came out.

Mom faced me slowly. Her eyes were shiny but she wasn’t crying. She doesn’t waste tears. She wastes sleep. She wastes peace. She wastes her back scrubbing other people’s floors.

Her gaze went to the scar through my left eyebrow like she was checking if I was bleeding somewhere else. “Are you hurt?”

“No.”

The word came out empty.

Mom’s jaw flexed. “Tiana, baby, can you give us a second?”

Tiana hesitated. Like leaving me alone was a crime.

“I’m not going far,” she said. “I’ll be in the kitchen.”

Mom nodded, then waited until Tiana’s footsteps moved away.

Silence filled the room. The TV kept talking, some late-night sports recap, the announcer loud and clueless. Mom reached for the remote and turned it off.

Her eyes stayed on mine. “Tell me.”

My throat felt like it had rocks in it. Still, the truth pushed out because it had nowhere else to go.

“He said it. Out loud.”

Mom’s face changed. Not confusion. Not surprise. Something worse. Like she already knew which sentence was coming.

“Maya…”

“He rejected me,” I said, and my voice finally cracked. “In front of everybody.”

Mom flinched like I slapped her.

For a second, the strong mask slipped. Pain flashed through her eyes so fast it scared me.

Then she moved. She crossed the room and pulled me into her arms.

Her hug was tight. Not soft. Not gentle. The kind of hug that says, stay here, don’t float away, don’t die on me.

My body stayed stiff. Not because I didn’t want it. Because I didn’t know how to accept comfort without feeling weak.

Mom whispered into my hair, “I’m sorry.”

That almost broke me. Almost.

Tiana’s voice drifted from the kitchen, fake loud. “I’m not listening! I swear!”

Mom didn’t answer. She just held me a second longer, then let go and looked at my face like she was trying to memorize it.

“How bad?” she asked quietly.

I knew what she meant. Not embarrassment. Not gossip.

The bond. The damage.

“It feels like… like something is stuck inside me,” I said, choosing words carefully because I refused to sound dramatic. “Like a hook.”

Mom shut her eyes. She pressed her fingers to her forehead for a second. When she looked back at me, her expression was controlled again, but the fear stayed.

“Did Alpha Mercer see?”

“Yes.”

“And Cole’s father made the call?” she asked.

“He didn’t speak to me,” I said. “He just… watched.”

Mom’s lips flattened. “Of course.”

Tiana popped back into the living room with two glasses of water like she was a nurse. “Hydrate. Don’t argue. Drink it.”

I took mine because refusing would start a fight and I didn’t have energy for that.

The water tasted normal. My life didn’t.

Mom sat on the couch and patted the seat next to her. I sat, stiff, shoulders still up like I expected the walls to swing at me. Tiana sat on my other side, close enough to share warmth without saying that’s what she was doing.

Mom leaned forward, elbows on knees. “We’re going to the pack house at sunrise.”

“I don’t want to go,” I said.

Mom looked at me like I was cute for thinking choice mattered. “Baby, I don’t want you to go either. But if the Alpha calls, you show. You show and you keep your mouth calm.”

Tiana made a sound. “They act like she did something wrong. Cole did that.”

Mom’s eyes flicked to her. “Cole is the Alpha’s son. That means he does what keeps his bloodline safe. Even if it’s ugly.”

That hit me harder than I expected.

Tiana frowned. “So what? We just accept it?”

Mom’s voice stayed low. “We accept what we can’t change tonight. Then we plan what we can change tomorrow.”

My fingers tightened around the glass. “Why did he do it?”

Tiana started talking at the same time Mom did.

“Because he’s trash,” Tiana snapped.

“Because he was scared,” Mom said.

Tiana whipped her head. “Scared of what? Maya ain’t a monster.”

Mom’s gaze pinned Tiana down. “No. She’s not. But other people might think she is.”

A cold feeling crawled up my spine, slow and ugly.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Mom hesitated.

That pause told me everything.

Mom knows things she never says.

“Mama,” I said. “Say it.”

She stared at the dark TV screen like it might give her courage. “You remember the river stories?”

My stomach tightened. “The border stuff?”

Mom nodded once. “There was trouble before you were born. Not just random fights. Real conflict. Agreements made. People punished.”

Tiana leaned in, eyes sharp. “I never heard about that.”

“You weren’t supposed to,” Mom said, not mean, just honest. “Omega families don’t get the full history. We get the rules and the warnings.”

The hook inside my chest tugged, like it hated the direction this was going.

Mom continued, slow. “Your father—”

I sat up straighter. My pulse jumped.

My dad is not a daily topic in my house. He’s a closed door. A missing photo. A name that makes Mom’s face go hard.

“What about him?” I asked.

Mom’s throat moved like she had to force the words through. “He was pack once. Not low-rank.”

Tiana’s eyes widened. “Wait. What?”

Mom kept her gaze on me. “He had a role. He knew things. Then something went wrong and he vanished before the punishment could land.”

My mouth went dry. “You told me he left because he didn’t want a family.”

Mom’s eyes didn’t flinch. “That’s what I told you because you were a child and I was trying to keep you safe.”

Tiana sat back like she got smacked.

Heat rose in my face. Not crying. Not sadness.

Anger.

“You lied to me.”

Mom’s voice stayed steady. “I protected you.”

“That’s not the same thing,” I snapped.

Mom didn’t raise her voice back. She didn’t need to. “It is in our world.”

The room went quiet again.

Outside, a car drove by slow, too slow, tires crunching over gravel like the driver was looking at our house on purpose. My skin prickled. Tiana noticed too. Her eyes went to the window. Her posture changed.

Mom stood, walked to the curtain, and peeked out. She didn’t move the fabric much. Just enough to see without being seen.

When she turned back, her face was tight. “No one is outside. Still. We’re locking everything.”

Tiana got up instantly, already heading for the back door like she lived here. “I got it.”

Mom looked at me. “You staying in the living room where I can see you.”

My lips parted. “I’m not five.”

Mom’s stare said, tonight you are whatever I need you to be.

I didn’t argue.

Tiana checked locks like she was on a timer. Mom checked the windows. The house got smaller with every click.

Then my phone buzzed.

One notification.

Unknown number.

A single message.

You think the worst already happened.

My heart didn’t race. It went cold.

Tiana leaned over my shoulder. “Who is that?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

Mom grabbed the phone from my hand, fast. She read it once, then her face drained.

“What?” Tiana demanded.

Mom didn’t answer her. She looked straight at me. “Go to your room. Now.”

“I’m not leaving you,” I said, because fear finally lit up into something fierce.

Mom’s voice sharpened. “Maya. Move.”

I stood, but I didn’t walk yet. My legs felt heavy, like the floor was trying to keep me here.

A soft sound came from the back of the house.

Not a bang.

Not a crash.

A scrape.

Like something sliding against the window frame.

Tiana froze in the hallway, eyes wide. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Ms. Carter…”

Mom’s hand lifted, palm out, a silent command for all of us to shut up.

Another scrape.

Closer this time.

Then a low, calm voice from outside, barely loud enough to hear through the glass.

“Maya Carter,” it said. “Open up.”

My blood turned to ice.

That was not a neighbor.

That was not pack.

Mom’s eyes met mine, and in that look, I understood the real truth.

The rogue at the school was not the only one.

And they didn’t come for a game.

They came for me.

The doorknob started to turn. Slow. Like whoever held it already knew the lock wouldn’t matter.

Tiana’s hand slid under her hoodie. Pack kids carry things. Not guns. Not around adults. But they carry things.

Mom grabbed the kitchen knife from the counter without a word.

The hook inside my chest tightened like it was warning me.

And right before the door gave, my phone buzzed again.

A second message, same unknown number.

Don’t scream. Don’t trust anyone. I’m coming.

I didn’t know who “I” was.

But I knew one thing.

Sunrise was too far away.
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The front door didn’t swing open like in movies. It gave up like it was tired.

The knob turned again, slow and confident, and then the lock popped with a soft click that made my skin go tight. Whoever was outside didn’t rush. That was the scary part. They weren’t guessing. They weren’t hoping.

They knew.

Mom had the kitchen knife in her hand like she’d been born with it. Her face stayed calm, but her eyes were wild in that quiet way. Tiana stood in the hallway, body angled toward the back like she was already planning our exit. Her hand was still under her hoodie. I didn’t ask what she had. I didn’t want the answer.

The voice came again, closer now, like it leaned toward the door.

“Maya Carter. Don’t make this messy.”

Messy.

Like my life hadn’t already been dragged through the street.

Mom lifted her chin at me, the tiniest motion. Go. Now.

No arguing. No attitude. Not tonight.

My feet moved. Not graceful. Not brave. Just moving because the alternative was staying still and letting whatever was on the other side decide my next breath.

Tiana grabbed my wrist and pulled me down the hall. Her grip was iron. “Back window,” she hissed. “Move your legs.”

Mom didn’t follow us right away. She stayed near the living room, knife up, like she could hold off a whole storm with one blade. That image hit hard and sharp, and it made me hate the world even more.

The door creaked.

Then a shadow slid across the wall like it owned the house.

Tiana shoved me into my room. My room is small, posters on the wall, laundry basket in the corner, an old desk I don’t even use. The window faced the side yard where the grass grows patchy and the fence leans like it wants to collapse.

Tiana yanked the window up. The screen was stuck. She cursed under her breath, then popped it with a quick jerk.

From the front, Mom’s voice cut through.

“Back up,” she said, steady. “You don’t belong here.”

A low laugh answered her. “You still playing brave? That’s cute.”

My throat got tight, not with tears. With the need to fight and not having a clean target.

Tiana looked at me. “Out. Now.”

I swung one leg over the sill. The drop wasn’t big, but it felt like jumping off a building because my body didn’t want to leave Mom behind.

“She’s coming,” I said, voice low, and I didn’t know if I meant me or my wolf or my whole messed-up future.

Tiana shoved me. Not mean. Urgent. “Stop thinking. Go.”

I landed hard in the yard. The ground was cold and damp. Tiana hopped down behind me like she had springs. She slammed the window shut, more habit than usefulness, then grabbed my arm again.

Mom’s voice rose. “I said back up.”

Something crashed. Not the door. Furniture. Like the intruder kicked the coffee table aside without even looking.

My heart didn’t do the dramatic thing. It just got heavy. Like it knew this wasn’t going to end with everyone safe and breathing easy.

Tiana pulled me toward the fence.

A shape filled the hallway window behind us.

Not human.

Not fully wolf either.

Too tall. Too fast. The eyes caught the porch light and flashed, yellow and hungry.

Tiana didn’t scream. She never screamed. She just moved faster. “Over,” she snapped.

I threw myself at the fence and climbed like my life depended on it, because it did. The top edge cut my palm and I barely felt it. Tiana was right behind me, pushing, boosting, breathing hard.

Behind us, Mom yelled my name.

Not loud. Not panicked.

Like a command. Like a mother refusing to let her kid die on her watch.

“Maya! Run!”

That word hit me in the back and shoved me forward.

I dropped onto the other side and stumbled into the neighbor’s yard. Their dog started barking, losing its mind. Lights snapped on in a couple houses. Curtains shifted.

Humans. Normal people. They had no clue what was in the dark with us.

Tiana tugged me toward the street. “Don’t go front. He’ll cut us off. We take the cut-through behind the church.”

“The church?” My voice came out thin.

“Yeah. Jesus gonna have to mind his business tonight.”

That almost made me laugh. Almost.

We ran. Not pretty. Not athletic. Just two girls sprinting under weak streetlights while the town slept. My lungs burned. My legs felt like they were filled with lead.

The pain from the rejection wasn’t a sharp stab anymore. It was a constant pressure in my chest, like something twisted and left there. It didn’t get better. It just became background noise, the way people learn to live next to highways.

A thud hit the ground behind us.

Then another.

Fast.

Too fast.

Tiana glanced over her shoulder and her face tightened. “He’s on us.”

I didn’t look back. I already knew.

The church cut-through was a narrow path between a chain-link fence and a row of scrubby bushes. Gravel crunched under our shoes. The air smelled like old leaves and wet concrete.

We were almost through when a shadow dropped from the fence in front of us.

Blocked.

A man stood there like he’d been waiting.

Hood up. Hands loose at his sides. Eyes reflecting streetlight like a cat.

Not Cole. Not pack enforcers.

Rogue.

Tiana stopped so fast I almost crashed into her.

The rogue tilted his head like he was amused. “There she is.”

My stomach flipped, but I kept my chin up. Fear didn’t get to own my face. Not after tonight.

Tiana stepped in front of me. “Back off.”

He smiled wider. “You got a lot of mouth for somebody not on the list.”

“List?” I said before I could stop myself.

His eyes slid to mine and he laughed like I’d told a joke. “You don’t even know what you are. That’s the funniest part.”

A growl rolled from the darkness behind us.

Not the rogue in front.

The one chasing.

So now we were boxed in.

Tiana’s shoulders rose, ready. “Maya, when I say move, you move.”

“And leave you?” I snapped.

She shot me a look. “Don’t be stupid.”

The rogue in front took one step closer. “I only need the girl. The rest of y’all can keep breathing if you act right.”

My hands shook, but I kept them at my sides. No begging. Not for him. Not for anyone.

“Why me?” I asked.

He leaned forward slightly, like he wanted to smell my answer. “Because you’re a problem they buried. And we don’t like buried problems.”

The growl behind us got louder. Footsteps hit gravel. Fast.

Tiana’s voice dropped to a whisper. “We’re dead.”

“No,” I said, and the word came out hard. “Not like this.”

The rogue laughed again. “That little attitude? Yeah. I see why they nervous about you.”

A car engine roared in the distance.

Headlights swung into the alley mouth like a spotlight.

The rogue’s head snapped toward the sound. His smile disappeared.

The car came in too fast for the tight turn, tires squealing. It stopped sideways like the driver didn’t care about paint or rules or normal life.

The driver’s door flew open.

A tall figure stepped out.

Letterman jacket. Dark hair. Chain at the neck catching light.

My stomach dropped so hard it felt like it hit the ground.

Cole Mercer.

He didn’t look at me first. He looked at the rogue in front of us like he was already deciding how to break him.

Tiana’s mouth fell open. “Nah. You gotta be kidding.”

Cole’s eyes flashed. Not human. Not fully shifted. Just enough to remind everyone what he was.

“Move,” he said, low.

The rogue in front smirked, trying to act tough. “You rejected her already. That means she ain’t yours. So why you pulling up like a hero?”

Cole’s jaw flexed. “I said move.”

The rogue laughed, but it sounded forced now. “Or what?”

Cole took one step.

The air changed. It got heavier, like the night leaned in.

Cole didn’t attack. Not yet. He didn’t have to. His presence was a threat all by itself.

The rogue’s confidence cracked for half a second. He looked past Cole, like he was checking for backup.

And that’s when I noticed the second car rolling in behind Cole’s.

A black SUV. No headlights. Quiet like a predator.

The passenger door opened.

An older man stepped out. Broad. Controlled. Dressed plain, but the power on him wasn’t plain at all.

Alpha Mercer.

My mouth went dry.

Tiana muttered, “We’re cooked.”

Cole didn’t glance back at his father. He stayed locked on the rogue. “You picked the wrong neighborhood.”

The rogue’s eyes darted to me again, like I was the prize in a fight nobody asked for. “So she really is that important.”

Alpha Mercer spoke then, voice calm, deadly. “You crossed my line.”

The rogue lifted his hands a little, fake surrender. “We can talk.”

“No,” the Alpha said. “We can’t.”

The rogue’s smile came back, sharp and mean. “Then I guess we take her the hard way.”

Everything happened at once.

The rogue lunged.

Tiana yanked me back so hard my shoulder jarred.

Cole moved faster than I could track. He intercepted the rogue, slammed into him, and drove him into the fence with a brutal force that made the metal rattle.

Alpha Mercer’s enforcers poured out of the SUV like shadows, surrounding the cut-through in seconds. Two of them went for the growl behind us. I heard a scuffle. Heavy movement. No screams. Just impact and control.

Cole didn’t look clean in a fight. He looked like something made to end things.

He pinned the rogue against the fence, forearm across his throat.

The rogue struggled, grin still trying to live. “You can’t hide her forever.”

Cole leaned in, voice low enough that it felt private even with all of us standing there. “Watch me.”

Alpha Mercer’s gaze landed on me.

It wasn




















































































