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  To everyone who believes that love deserves a second chance,

that family is worth fighting for,

and that sometimes the best stories

are the ones we thought were over.




And to my readers—

thank you for believing in happily ever after,

even when the path home

takes years to find.
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“Sofie Lehnert’s worlds are intoxicating—once you step inside, you’re swept away by passion, danger, and irresistible supernatural allure.” — Stevens Hepworth Author of The Rejected Mafia Heir




“A master of paranormal romance, Sofie crafts stories where every heartbeat, howl, and shadow feels achingly real.” — Luna’s Library Reviews




“Her writing is a perfect storm of sizzling romance, haunting suspense, and unforgettable characters.” — Isabella Hart, USA Today Bestselling Author




“Sofie Lehnert turns fated mates and forbidden love into something raw, addictive, and utterly unputdownable.” — Dark Rose Book Blog




“In Sofie’s worlds, the moonlight burns brighter, the love runs deeper, and the danger is always delicious.” — Clara Voss, Author of The Vampire’s Claim








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Aria POV




The welcome sign for Red Hollow looked exactly the same as it did fifteen years ago. Same faded green paint, same bullet holes from teenage pranks, same way it made my stomach twist into knots.

I gripped the steering wheel tighter as we passed the old Miller farm. The barn still leaned to the left like it might fall over any second. Mrs. Peterson’s house still had that bright pink door that hurt your eyes. Everything was frozen in time, like I’d never left at all.

“Mom, seriously, why are we here?”

Caleb’s voice cut through my memories. I glanced at him in the rearview mirror. At fourteen, he was already taller than most grown men, his shoulders filling out the back seat of our beat-up Honda. But it was his eyes that always threw people off—that unusual amber color that seemed to glow when he got upset.

Like right now.

“I told you, baby. We need to be around people who understand you.”

“People who understand me?” He leaned forward, and I caught that flash of amber again. “What’s that supposed to mean? You never tell me anything.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. How do you explain to your son that he’s half-werewolf when he doesn’t even know werewolves exist? How do you tell him his father is the most powerful Alpha in three states when that same father rejected you both before the kid was even born?

“There are others like you here,” I said finally. “People with… special abilities.”

Caleb snorted. “Special abilities. Right. Is that what we’re calling it when I accidentally crush things?”

I turned onto Main Street, and more memories hit me like punches. The old diner where Damien and I used to share milkshakes. The park where he first kissed me under the big oak tree. The church where I thought we’d get married someday.

Stupid girl. I’d been so stupid.

“Look, there’s a place we can stay.” I pointed to the Moonrise Inn, a small bed-and-breakfast that looked like it hadn’t changed since the 1970s. “We’ll get settled, then I’ll explain more. I promise.”

Caleb crossed his arms but didn’t argue anymore. He knew that tone meant the conversation was over.

I parked in front of the inn and took a deep breath. The air here smelled different—pine trees and mountain streams, but underneath it all was something else. Something wild and electric that made my skin tingle.

The wolf scent. I’d almost forgotten how strong it was in Red Hollow.

The inn’s front door had a little bell that chimed when we walked in. Behind the reception desk sat an elderly Asian woman with silver hair pulled back in a neat bun. She looked up from her crossword puzzle, and her eyes went wide.

“Well, I’ll be,” she whispered. “Maria’s daughter.”

My breath caught. Nobody had called me that in fifteen years.

“You probably don’t remember me,” the woman continued, standing up slowly. “I’m Mrs. Chen. I used to work at the pack house when your mama was there. Saw you running around as a little thing.”

Pack house. She said it so casually, like everyone knew what that meant. I glanced at Caleb, but he was too busy staring at an old painting of wolves on the wall to notice.

“I remember you,” I lied. I didn’t remember much from before Mama died. “We need a room. Two beds if you have it.”

“Of course, honey. Of course.” Mrs. Chen’s hands shook a little as she pulled out the guest registry. “How long will you be staying?”

“I’m not sure yet.”

She nodded like that made perfect sense. “Room seven is available. Nice and quiet, overlooks the garden. Your mama always loved gardens.”

As she handed me the key, she leaned closer and whispered, “Folks around here been wondering when you’d come back. Especially now that the old Alpha’s gone and young Damien’s taken over.”

My blood turned to ice water. Damien was Alpha now? Marcus Black was dead?

“I… we just needed a place to stay,” I managed.

Mrs. Chen patted my hand. “You’re home now, dear. That’s what matters.”

Home. This place had never been home. It was where my mother was kept as property, where I was barely tolerated, where my heart got ripped out and stomped on. But I smiled and nodded anyway.

“Come on, Caleb. Let’s get our stuff upstairs.”

Our room was small but clean, with two twin beds and a little table by the window. Caleb immediately went to check out the bathroom while I set our bags down and tried to calm my racing heart.

Damien was Alpha. That changed everything. I’d hoped Marcus would still be in charge, that cold, cruel man who’d at least been predictable in his hatred. But Damien…

The bathroom door slammed shut with more force than necessary.

“Mom!” Caleb’s voice was tight with panic. “I think I broke something.”

I rushed to the bathroom door. “What happened?”

“The handle just… came off in my hand.”

I pushed the door open. Caleb stood there holding the metal door handle, his face pale. The thing was completely crushed, like someone had put it in a vise and squeezed.

“I barely touched it,” he whispered. “I swear I barely touched it.”

“It’s okay, baby. It’s okay.” I took the mangled handle from him and tried to think fast. “These old buildings have cheap hardware. I’ll just tell Mrs. Chen it was already loose.”

“But Mom—”

“It’s fine, Caleb. These things happen.” I forced my voice to stay calm even though my heart was hammering. His strength was getting worse. Pretty soon I wouldn’t be able to cover for him anymore.

“Why don’t you lie down for a bit? I need to make some calls.”

He looked like he wanted to argue, but exhaustion won out. The drive from Oregon had taken two days, and we’d both barely slept in cheap motels along the way.

Once Caleb was stretched out on one of the beds, I grabbed the room’s phone and dialed the number I’d found online for Red Hollow High School.

“Red Hollow High, this is Janet.”

“Hi, I need to enroll my son. We just moved to town.”

“Oh, wonderful! What grade?”

“Ninth. His name is Caleb Hedgewood.”

There was a pause while she shuffled through some papers. “Okay, I’ve got him down for Monday. He’ll need to come in Friday to get his schedule and meet with the counselor. What’s your address?”

“We’re staying at the Moonrise Inn for now.”

“The inn? Oh, you must be temporary residents. Are you here for pack business?”

Pack business. God, did everyone in this town know?

“Something like that,” I said.

“Well, Caleb will fit right in. Most of our students are pack kids. Actually, the Alpha’s son is in ninth grade too. Maybe they’ll be friends.”

The phone nearly slipped from my hand. “The Alpha’s son?”

“Oh yes, lovely boy. Very well-behaved, not like some of the other Alpha kids I’ve dealt with over the years. I’m sure he and Caleb will get along great.”

I managed to finish the call and hang up, but my hands were shaking. Damien had a son. A son the same age as Caleb.

Which meant he’d moved on pretty quick after rejecting me.

The thought hit me like a slap. Of course he had. Why would he waste time mourning something that meant nothing to him? While I was throwing up from morning sickness and crying myself to sleep, he was probably already with someone else.

I looked over at Caleb, who was dozing with one arm thrown over his face. He had Damien’s nose, Damien’s stubborn jaw, Damien’s way of sleeping like the world couldn’t touch him.

But Damien would never see any of that. As far as he knew, his son didn’t exist.

“Come on, baby,” I said softly, shaking Caleb’s shoulder. “Let’s go get some supplies.”

He groaned but sat up. “Do we have to?”

“We need food and toiletries. It won’t take long.”

The truth was, I needed to see the town. Needed to know what I was walking into. Fifteen years was a long time. Things might have changed.

Main Street looked pretty much the same, except for a few new shops and a coffee place that definitely hadn’t been there before. But the people—they were different. Or maybe I was different. Either way, I felt eyes on us the moment we stepped onto the sidewalk.

An older man in a flannel shirt nodded politely as we passed. A woman with gray hair whispered something to her friend while staring at me. Two teenagers stopped their conversation to watch us walk by.

They knew who I was. After fifteen years, they still remembered Maria Hedgewood’s daughter.

“Why is everyone staring at us?” Caleb muttered.

“Small town,” I said. “They’re not used to new faces.”

But it wasn’t that, and we both knew it. There was something else in their looks. Recognition. Maybe even respect?

The grocery store was new—a small independent place called Mountain Market. Inside, it smelled like apples and coffee. I grabbed a cart and started down the first aisle while Caleb wandered over to look at magazines.

“Did you see who’s back in town?” a woman’s voice drifted over from the next aisle.

“Maria’s girl? I heard. Mrs. Chen called my sister right after they checked in.”

“Wonder what brought her back. Especially now.”

“Maybe she heard about Marcus finally passing. Poor man suffered so long with that illness.”

I froze in the cereal aisle. Marcus had been sick? How long?

“Still can’t believe young Damien married that Wellington girl,” the first voice continued. “Cold as ice, that one. Nothing like his first mate would have been.”

“Hush, Linda. You don’t know that story.”

“I know enough. That boy never got over Maria’s daughter. You could see it in his eyes at the wedding. Looked like he was attending his own funeral.”

“Well, it’s done now. Pack alliance and all. Though I hear there’s no love between them.”

“Alliance marriage. Never works out well. Mark my words, that union’s going to cause problems.”

My hands shook as I reached for a box of granola bars. Damien was married. To someone from the Wellington pack. A political marriage, from the sound of it.

But he’d never gotten over me? That was hard to believe. If it were true, he would have fought for us. He would have found a way.

A crash from across the store made me jump. Caleb’s voice followed, tight with embarrassment.

“Sorry! Sorry, I’ll clean it up.”

I abandoned my cart and hurried toward the sound. Caleb stood in the middle of broken glass, pickle juice spreading across the linoleum floor. A red-faced man in an apron was advancing on him, clearly angry.

“You kids think you can just come in here and wreck the place?” the man yelled. “These jars don’t grow on trees!”

“I said I was sorry,” Caleb’s voice was getting deeper, more growly. His amber eyes were starting to flash.

Oh no. Not here. Not now.

“Sir, please, it was an accident,” I said, stepping between them. “We’ll pay for the jar.”

“Accident my foot! Kid’s big as a grown man. Should know better.”

The man reached around me to poke Caleb in the chest. Bad move.

Caleb’s eyes went full amber, and a low rumble came from his throat. Not quite human. Not quite animal. But definitely threatening.

The man’s face went white. He stumbled backward, suddenly looking confused and scared. Other customers nearby went quiet, turning to stare.

“I… uh…” The man blinked rapidly, like he was trying to figure out what just happened. “Just… just clean it up, okay?”

He hurried away, leaving us surrounded by broken glass and the stares of half the store.

“Caleb,” I hissed, grabbing his arm. “Outside. Now.”

I threw a twenty-dollar bill at the nearest cashier and dragged my son out of the store before anyone could ask questions.

“What the hell was that?” I demanded once we were on the sidewalk.

“He was being a jerk!”

“So you growled at him?”

“I didn’t mean to! It just happened.” Caleb’s voice cracked with frustration. “He was yelling at me and I got mad and then that sound just came out. I don’t know why I do these things, Mom. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

My heart broke a little. He looked so young suddenly, so confused and scared. This was why we’d come here. He needed answers. He needed to understand what he was.

Even if it meant facing the man who’d shattered my heart.

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” I said softly. “You’re just… different. Special. And being different is scary sometimes.”

“But why? Why am I like this?”

“Because…” I took a deep breath. “Because your father was special too.”

It was the first time I’d ever mentioned his father without Caleb having to ask. His eyes went wide.

“My father? You know who he is?”

“Yes.”

“Is he here? In this town?”

Before I could answer, Caleb’s head snapped up, his nostrils flaring like he was scenting something. His whole body went tense.

“Mom,” he whispered. “Someone’s watching us.”

I turned slowly, following his gaze across the town square. And there, standing next to a black truck, talking to two other men, was Damien Black.

He was taller than I remembered. Broader. His dark hair was shorter now, more controlled, but his eyes were still that piercing blue that used to make me forget my own name. He wore jeans and a simple gray t-shirt, but there was no mistaking the authority in his posture. The way the other men deferred to him. The way people gave him space without even realizing it.

He was every inch the Alpha.

And he was looking right at me.

Our eyes met across forty yards of cracked pavement and fifteen years of hurt, and I felt like I was eighteen again. Like I was that silly girl who thought love could conquer anything.

His whole body went still. The conversation around him faded as he stared, his face cycling through shock, disbelief, and something else I couldn’t name.

Then his gaze shifted to Caleb, and I watched his face go white.

Even from a distance, there was no missing the resemblance. Caleb had grown into Damien’s face, Damien’s build, Damien’s stubborn set to his shoulders. Anyone with eyes could see it.

“Mom?” Caleb’s voice sounded far away. “Mom, who is that man? Why is he staring at us like that?”

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Could only stand there like a deer in headlights while the love of my life—the man who’d crushed my heart and left me pregnant and alone—realized he was looking at his son.
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Damien POV




The words died in my throat.

Beta Thompson was still talking about the eastern border patrol schedules, but I couldn’t hear him anymore. Everything else faded to background noise as my eyes locked onto a familiar figure across the town square.

Aria.

My wolf, silent and buried for fifteen years, suddenly roared to life inside me. The recognition hit me like a punch to the chest. Even from this distance, even after all these years, every cell in my body knew her.

She stood near the fountain, her dark hair catching the afternoon sunlight. She looked older, more guarded, but still beautiful in that way that had always made my heart skip beats. Her posture was different though—straighter, more defensive. Life had changed her.

“Alpha?” Thompson’s voice sounded like it was coming from underwater. “The patrol routes?”

I blinked hard, forcing myself to focus on his weathered face. Three other pack members watched me with concern. They’d never seen me lose focus like this during a meeting.

“Right. The patrols.” My voice came out rougher than usual. I cleared my throat and looked down at the papers in my hands, but the words swam on the page. “Continue with the current schedule. Double the night shifts on weekends.”

Thompson nodded, but I caught the confused look he shared with Beta Marcus. They knew something was wrong.

I signed my name on the patrol schedule, my hand trembling slightly. The pen felt heavy, foreign. Everything felt different now that she was here.

“Is that all, Alpha?” Jackson asked.

“Yes. Dismissed.”

They walked away, but I stayed frozen in place. My eyes drifted back to the fountain, searching desperately for another glimpse of her. The square bustled with afternoon shoppers, children playing, elderly pack members gossiping on benches. But she wasn’t there anymore.

Had I imagined it?

My wolf paced inside me, agitated and restless. No, it whispered. She’s here. Our mate is here.

I shook my head. Fifteen years was a long time. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me. Maybe I wanted to see her so badly that I was conjuring her image from thin air.

“Everything alright, Damien?”

Beta Jackson appeared beside me, his dark eyes studying my face with worry. Jackson had been my second-in-command for five years now. He could read my moods better than most.

“Fine.” I stuffed the signed papers into his hands. “Just tired.”

He didn’t believe me. I could smell his skepticism, but he was too well-trained to push. “The Wellington pack representatives will arrive tomorrow for the alliance meeting. Should I prepare the formal dining room?”

“Yes. And make sure Livia knows.” The mention of my wife’s name left a bitter taste in my mouth. Our marriage was nothing more than a business arrangement, but I had to maintain appearances.

Jackson nodded and walked back toward the pack house, but I couldn’t make my feet follow him. Something kept me rooted to this spot, every sense on high alert.

Then the wind shifted.

The scent hit me like a freight train—vanilla and wildflowers, sweet and familiar and completely unchanged. My wolf went crazy inside me, clawing to get out, to find her, to claim what had always belonged to us.

But there was something else mixed in with her scent. Something new and young and…

Alpha.

My blood turned to ice. There was another Alpha scent tangled with hers, but it wasn’t from another pack male. It was younger, cleaner. Almost like…

No. That was impossible.

My feet started moving before my brain caught up. I followed the scent trail through the square, past the bakery, down Maple Street toward the old inn. My heart hammered against my ribs with each step.

The trail led me right to the Moonrise Inn’s front window.

I stopped on the sidewalk, hardly daring to breathe. Through the glass, I could see into the small lobby area where a few tables were set up for guests. And there she was.

Aria sat at a corner table, her head bent over what looked like homework papers. She moved with the same gentle grace I remembered, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as she pointed to something on the page.

But it was the boy sitting across from her who made my world tilt off its axis.

He was maybe fourteen or fifteen, with thick black hair that fell across his forehead in waves. When he looked up from his homework to ask her something, I saw his face clearly for the first time.

My face. My eyes. My jawline.

The resemblance was so strong it took my breath away. The way he gestured with his hands, the tilt of his head when he was thinking, even the small frown line between his eyebrows—it was like looking at myself at that age.

“Oh God,” I whispered.

The boy laughed at something Aria said, and the sound carried through the window. Rich and warm, with that same deep quality that ran in the Black bloodline. My father had that laugh. I had that laugh.

My son had that laugh.

Son. The word hit me like a physical blow. I stumbled backward, my legs suddenly weak. This boy—this beautiful, strong-looking teenager—was my son. Mine and Aria’s.

How was this possible? How could I have a child and not know it?

The math was simple and brutal. Fifteen years ago, I’d been forced to reject Aria and leave for the northern territories. If she’d been pregnant when I left…

My wolf was howling inside me now, a sound of pure anguish and rage. We’d missed everything. His first steps, his first words, his first shift. Fifteen years of birthdays and bedtime stories and teaching him to control his Alpha power.

Fifteen years stolen from us.

I pressed my palm against the window, my breathing ragged. The boy looked up suddenly, as if he sensed he was being watched. Our eyes met through the glass, and I saw the exact moment he caught my scent.

His nostrils flared slightly, and his body went very still. Even untrained, he recognized the Alpha dominance radiating from me. But more than that—something deeper flickered in his expression. Confusion, maybe even recognition.

Could he sense it too? The blood connection between us?

Aria followed his gaze toward the window. When she saw me standing there, her face went white as paper. The pen fell from her fingers and clattered to the table.

For a heartbeat, we just stared at each other through the glass. Fifteen years collapsed into nothing. I was eighteen again, desperately in love and about to lose everything that mattered.

She stood up so fast her chair scraped against the floor. I saw her mouth something to the boy—my son—and then they were moving toward the back of the inn, away from the windows.

“No, wait!” I started toward the door, but strong hands grabbed my shoulders.

“Damien, what the hell are you doing?”

I spun around to find Livia standing behind me, her perfectly manicured fingers digging into my jacket. Her blue eyes were sharp with suspicion and something that looked like fear.

“I…” I couldn’t form words. My brain was still reeling from seeing Aria, from realizing I had a son.

“You were staring into that window like a stalker.” Livia’s voice was crisp and controlled, but I caught the tremor underneath. “Who’s in there?”

I looked back at the inn. The lobby was empty now. They’d gone upstairs or slipped out the back exit. The scent trail was already fading.

“No one,” I lied.

Livia stepped closer, studying my face. She was beautiful in that cold, sharp way that photographed well for pack politics. Her blonde hair was always perfectly styled, her clothes always pressed and coordinated. Everything about her was calculated for maximum impression.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Maybe I had. Maybe Aria was just a ghost from my past, haunting me with what could have been.

But ghosts didn’t have children. Ghosts didn’t smell like vanilla and wildflowers and home.

“I’m fine.” I started walking back toward the pack house, but Livia fell into step beside me.

“The Wellington representatives will expect us to present a united front tomorrow,” she said. “My father has worked very hard to arrange this alliance. I trust you won’t let personal distractions interfere.”

Personal distractions. If she only knew.

“Of course not.” The lie came easily. I’d been lying to myself about this marriage for months now, pretending it was anything more than a political arrangement. Pretending I felt anything for her beyond basic respect.

But seeing Aria again had stripped away all my carefully constructed defenses. The mate bond I’d tried so hard to bury was roaring back to life, making it impossible to ignore what I’d lost.

What I’d been forced to give up.

“Good.” Livia’s smile was sharp as a blade. “Because I’d hate for anything to complicate our carefully planned future.”

Our future. The words made my stomach turn. How could I have a future with anyone when my heart still belonged to the woman I’d just seen through that window?

The woman who was raising my son alone.

We reached the pack house, and Livia headed toward her office to prepare for tomorrow’s meeting. I watched her walk away, her heels clicking against the marble floors, and felt nothing. No affection, no desire, no connection at all.

How had I let my life become this empty?

I climbed the stairs to my private office and closed the door, then sank into the leather chair behind my desk. My hands were shaking again.

A son. I had a son.

The boy’s face flashed in my memory—so serious and intelligent, with those familiar Black family features. What was his name? Did he know who his father was? Did he hate me for abandoning him and his mother?

The questions came in a relentless flood. Where had they been all these years? How had they survived on their own? Was Aria married to someone else now?

That last thought sent a spike of jealousy through me so sharp it made me gasp. My wolf snarled at the idea of another male touching our mate, raising our pup.

But what right did I have to be jealous? I was the one who’d rejected her. I was the one who’d walked away.

I was the one who’d married someone else.

The irony was bitter as poison. I’d spent fifteen years convincing myself I’d done the right thing, that I’d protected Aria by letting her go. I’d told myself she was better off without me, that she’d found happiness with someone who could give her a normal life.

Instead, she’d been struggling alone, raising my child without any support from his father.

I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my contacts until I found Beta Jackson’s number. My finger hovered over the call button.

What would I even say? “Hey, Jackson, can you investigate a woman and her son who just moved to town? I think the boy might be my secret child from fifteen years ago.”

The pack would think I’d lost my mind.

Maybe I had.

I set the phone down and rubbed my temples. A headache was building behind my eyes, and my wolf was still pacing restlessly. Every instinct screamed at me to go back to that inn, to demand answers, to claim what was mine.

But what if I was wrong? What if the resemblance was just coincidence, or wishful thinking on my part?

No. The scent didn’t lie. That boy carried Black bloodline markers, and the only way that was possible was if he was my son.

A soft knock at my office door interrupted my spiraling thoughts.

“Come in.”

Jackson entered, carrying a steaming mug of coffee. “Thought you might need this. You looked a little rough out there.”

“Thanks.” I accepted the mug gratefully. The coffee was strong and bitter, exactly how I liked it.

Jackson settled into the chair across from my desk. “Want to talk about what’s got you so rattled?”

I studied his face. Jackson had been loyal to me for years, and I trusted him more than anyone else in the pack. But this was too big, too complicated. If I was wrong about the boy, I’d look like a fool. If I was right…

Everything would change.

“Just pack politics,” I said finally. “The Wellington alliance is more complicated than I expected.”

Jackson nodded, accepting the deflection. “Speaking of which, your wife wants to know if you’ll be joining her for dinner tonight. Some kind of strategy session before tomorrow’s meeting.”

My wife. The words felt foreign, wrong. How could I sit across a dinner table from Livia, making small talk about pack alliances, when my real family was somewhere in this town?

“Tell her I have other obligations.”

“Will do.” Jackson stood to leave, then paused at the door. “Alpha? Whatever’s bothering you, you know you can count on my discretion.”

I met his steady gaze. Jackson had been my Beta through some tough situations. If anyone could handle the truth, it was him.

But not yet. Not until I knew for certain.

“I appreciate that. But I need to handle this one myself.”

He nodded once and left, closing the door quietly behind him.

I sat alone in my office as the sun set outside my windows, turning the sky deep purple and orange. Somewhere in this town, Aria was probably making dinner for our son, helping him with his homework, being the parent I should have been.

My phone buzzed with a text from Livia: Dinner in 20 minutes. Don’t be late.

I stared at the message for a long moment, then turned the phone face down on my desk.

For fifteen years, I’d done my duty. I’d been the obedient son, the responsible Alpha, the acceptable husband. I’d buried my heart so deep I’d almost forgotten it existed.

But seeing Aria today had awakened something in me I thought was dead. The mate bond, the connection that had defined my youth, the love I’d tried so hard to kill.

And if that boy was really my son…

I stood up and walked to the window overlooking the town square. The inn was lit up now, warm yellow light spilling from its windows. Were they up there right now, the two most important people in my world, living their lives without me?

Tomorrow I’d have to put on my Alpha mask and play politics with the Wellington pack. I’d have to stand beside Livia and pretend our marriage meant something.

But tonight…

Tonight I was going to find out the truth.

I grabbed my jacket and headed for the door. It was time to face the past I’d tried so hard to escape.

It was time to meet my son.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Caleb POV


The smell hit me first. That’s how it always was with my stupid senses—everything came at me like a punch to the face before I could even see what was happening.

Red Hollow High reeked of teenage sweat, cheap body spray, and something else. Something wild and earthy that made the hair on my arms stand up. I stood in the hallway holding my schedule, trying not to look as lost as I felt.

“You okay, honey?”

I spun around to find a lady with gray hair and kind eyes watching me. Her name tag said Mrs. Peterson - Secretary.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine. My heart was beating so fast I was sure everyone could hear it. “Just looking for my homeroom.”

She pointed down the hall. “Room 204. Mr. Thompson’s class. You’ll like him.”

I nodded and walked away, but I could feel her eyes on my back. Great. Less than five minutes and I was already the weird new kid.

The hallway stretched in front of me like a tunnel. Every footstep echoed too loud. Every locker slam made me want to duck. I could smell things that didn’t make sense—fear, excitement, and that wild scent that seemed to cling to everyone here.

Room 204. I found it and stood outside the door, my hand on the handle. Through the little window, I could see students talking and laughing. Normal kids doing normal things.

Except nothing about this felt normal.

I pushed the door open and twenty pairs of eyes turned to look at me. The talking stopped. The teacher, a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair, smiled.

“You must be Caleb Hedgewood. I’m Mr. Thompson. Welcome to Red Hollow High.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled, scanning the room for an empty seat.

“There’s an open desk in the back, son.”

I walked down the aisle, feeling everyone’s eyes following me. But it was weird—as I passed each row, the students seemed to lean back slightly. Not like they were disgusted or anything. More like… like they were making room for something bigger than them.

I slid into the desk and tried to ignore the whispers that started up around me.

“Who is he?”

“Never seen him before.”

“He’s big for his age.”

“Did you smell—”

“Shh.”

I looked up, but the girl who’d been whispering had already turned away. What did she mean, did I smell? I’d showered this morning. Used deodorant. What was wrong with these people?

Mr. Thompson started talking about some assignment, but I couldn’t focus. The wild scent was stronger here, coming from all directions. And underneath it, I caught something else. Something that reminded me of the woods behind our old house. Of running and hunting and…

I shook my head. Where were these thoughts coming from?

The girl in front of me kept glancing back. She had dark hair and brown eyes, and when she looked
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