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Chapter 1: The Glass Fortress
The morning light, thin and grey, filtered through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the apartment Julian Thorne called home. It wasn’t a home; it was a holding cell, a sterile white box high above the grimy, breathing streets of Manhattan. No photographs adorned the walls. No books cluttered the glass coffee table. Everything had its place, a testament to a life curated down to the millimeter. Control.
He stood before the bathroom’s chrome-and-marble vanity, bare-chested, the muscles of his back and shoulders taut under pale skin. The face in the mirror was a carefully constructed mask: sharp grey eyes, a jaw held tight, lips pressed into a neutral line. Nothing given, nothing taken. The face of Julian Thorne, star playmaker for the New York Predators. An Alpha’s face, or so he’d drilled himself to believe.
The ritual began. From a false-bottomed drawer, he retrieved the box. Unmarked, plain brown cardboard. Inside, nestled in foam, were a half-dozen glass vials filled with a clear, viscous fluid and a package of sterile syringes. Black market suppressants. The real ones, the ones that scrubbed an Omega’s scent from the air so completely it was like they never existed. The legal ones left a chemical tang, a ghost that any decent Alpha nose could pick up on. This stuff was a felony in a vial, but it was also his career.
His hands were steady as he snapped the top off a vial. The faint, acrid smell of the chemicals pricked at his nostrils. He drew the liquid into the syringe, tapping the side to dislodge a single air bubble. He’d done this thousands of times, ever since he was sixteen and his first heat had shattered his figure skating dreams. They’d called him delicate. Promising, but not suited for the pressures of elite competition. He knew what they meant. He was an Omega. Defective.
He swabbed a patch of skin on his leanly muscled thigh with an alcohol wipe. The cold sting was familiar, grounding. For a breath, his hand hesitated. A tremor, barely perceptible, ran up his arm. The side effects had been getting worse lately. A low-grade nausea that never quite faded, a persistent chill that burrowed deep into his bones. He ignored it. Weakness was a luxury he couldn't afford. He pressed the needle into his flesh, thumb depressing the plunger with practiced slowness. The fluid burned as it entered his bloodstream, a cold fire spreading through his veins. He imagined it scorching his biology, burning away the sweet, damning scent of Omega that was his deepest shame.
He withdrew the needle and pressed a cotton ball to the pinprick of blood. Done. He disposed of the evidence in a sealed bag, which would later go into a different trash receptacle blocks from his apartment. The paranoia was a constant companion, a low hum beneath the surface of his icy calm. A single mistake, a single slip-up, and the entire glass fortress he'd built around himself would shatter.
Julian dressed in silence. Tailored black jeans, a grey cashmere sweater. Anonymous, expensive, forgettable. He checked his reflection one last time, satisfied with the blank canvas he presented to the world. The tremor was gone. The nausea was a distant thrum. He was in control. He had to be. Tonight was the Flyers. And on the ice, control was everything.
The locker room at Madison Square Garden was an assault on the senses. The air was thick with the smells of stale sweat, athletic tape, and a dozen competing Alpha pheromones. It was the scent of power, aggression, and ego—a suffocating cocktail that always made the hairs on Julian's arms stand on end. He kept his own scent locked down tight, a void in the chaotic atmosphere.
He navigated the organized mess of equipment bags and half-dressed players to his stall, nodding curtly to those who met his eye but offering no words. He preferred the perimeter, the edge of the boisterous energy. Here, he could observe. He could calculate. He could remain apart.
Across the room, Kaelen O'Connell, the team's enforcer, slammed his helmet down on the bench with a loud crack, laughing at something another player said. The raw scent of him—burnt cedar and something sharp, like whiskey—was a physical force, a declaration of presence. He was a whirlwind of violent potential, covered in tattoos and simmering with an energy that promised a fight. Julian watched him with a kind of clinical fascination. O'Connell was everything Julian was not: overt, explosive, and utterly unconcerned with subtlety.
Then Alexei Volkov entered from the coach's office, and the room's chaotic energy found its center of gravity. The Captain. His scent was the opposite of O'Connell's fire; it was sandalwood and cold steel, a fragrance of discipline and unshakeable authority. He didn't speak, but his presence alone seemed to lower the volume. Players straightened up. The aimless chatter sharpened into game-focused talk.
“Took you long enough, Cap,” O'Connell boomed, his voice a gravelly rumble. “Getting your beauty sleep?”
Volkov’s stern expression didn’t change, but he walked over to O'Connell's stall and methodically started re-taping the blade of his own stick. “Someone has to review the game tape, Kaelen. You’re welcome to join next time.”
“Nah, I’ll leave the thinking to you,” O’Connell grinned, punching Volkov lightly on his shoulder pad. The gesture was easy, familiar. Volkov didn’t flinch, just gave a slight nod. They were a study in contrasts—the stoic shield and the berserker sword—but they moved around each other with an unspoken understanding. A pack of two. It was a bond Julian could recognize but never comprehend on a personal level. It was a language he did not speak.
“Thorne.”
Julian looked up. David Chen, the veteran defenseman with kind eyes and a calm Beta scent that was a balm in the room, stood by his stall. “You look wired in tonight.”
“Always am for the Flyers,” Julian replied, his voice flat. He focused on lacing his skates, pulling each one so tight it was almost painful. Another form of control.
“Good. We’ll need it.” Chen gave him a paternal clap on the shoulder and moved on, his presence a quiet, steadying force in the room.
A sneer cut through the air. “Don’t strain yourself, Thorne. Wouldn’t want you to break a nail.” Marcus Adler sat a few stalls down, his own Alpha scent sharp and acrid with jealousy. Adler was a good player, but he wasn't on the first line. Julian was. And Adler never let him forget his resentment.
Julian didn't rise to the bait. He finished with his skates and stood up, deliberately meeting Adler’s gaze in the reflection of the polished floor. “Worry about your own game, Marcus. I’ll worry about mine.” He turned and walked away, feeling Adler’s glare on his back. The internal politics were just as dangerous as the on-ice battles.
He passed Volkov, who was now stretching by the door. The Captain’s dark eyes met his for a fraction of a second. There was no warmth, just an intense, assessing pressure. An expectation. It was the only approval Julian ever got from him, and the only kind he wanted. It wasn't about friendship. It was about performance. And performance, Julian could deliver.
The roar of the crowd was a physical thing, a wave of sound that vibrated through the plexiglass and up through the blades of his skates. Out here, on the ice, the world simplified. There were no designations, no secrets, no cloying pheromones to decipher. There was only the cold, hard surface, the puck, and the goal. This was Julian's sanctuary. The one place his body, with all its biological betrayals, felt like his own.
The puck dropped. The game ignited.
The Philadelphia Flyers played a brand of hockey that was less a sport and more a rolling brawl. Within thirty seconds, Kaelen O'Connell was living up to his reputation, planting their biggest forward into the boards with a check that echoed through the arena. The crowd roared its approval. O'Connell skated away with a wolfish grin, leaving a trail of furious orange jerseys in his wake.
Julian stayed out of the fray. He wasn't a bruiser; he was a phantom. He saw the ice not as a battlefield, but as a geometric puzzle. He anticipated plays, found seams that didn't exist, and moved with a fluid grace that was a relic from his figure skating past. He let O'Connell create chaos and Volkov build a defensive wall. His job was to find the cracks.
Two minutes into the first period, he found one. Volkov intercepted a pass at their blue line, his movements economical and decisive. He didn't even look up; he just slid the puck into the neutral zone, right where he knew Julian would be. The chemistry between them was cold, efficient, and brutally effective. Julian collected the puck on his stick without breaking stride, accelerating across the center line.
Two Flyers defensemen converged on him. They were big, brutish Alphas, their scents radiating aggression. They expected him to dump the puck into the corner or try to muscle through. He did neither. With a subtle drop of his shoulder and a quick shift of his skates, he deked to the left, forcing the first defenseman to commit. Then, in a movement so swift it was almost an illusion, he pulled the puck back, sliding it through the second defenseman's legs and rocketing past them both.
He was alone now, just him and the goalie. The roar of the crowd faded into a dull hum. The universe narrowed to the sixty square feet of net. He saw the goalie favoring his glove side, a fractional lean that was an open invitation. Julian feinted a slapshot, making the goalie drop, before pulling the puck to his backhand and flicking it up, over the goalie’s outstretched pad. The black rubber disk hit the back of the net with a satisfying thwack.
The goal horn blared. The arena erupted.
His teammates mobbed him. O'Connell was the first, grabbing him in a bone-jarring hug that smelled of victory and sweat. “That’s how you do it, Thorne! Right down their throats!”
Julian endured the celebration, his face a mask of detached satisfaction. He caught Volkov's eye as they skated toward the bench. The captain offered a single, sharp tap of his stick on Julian's shin pads. The highest form of praise. It was enough.
As he sat on the bench, catching his breath, he saw Marcus Adler skate past for the next line change. Adler didn’t make eye contact, but his jaw was clenched. “Showboat,” he muttered, just loud enough for Julian to hear over the din. Julian ignored him, his gaze fixed on the replay on the Jumbotron. The goal was perfect. A clean, undeniable statement of his value. But as the Flyers sent their toughest goons out for the next face-off, he knew his perfectly executed goal had done more than put his team on the board. It had painted a target squarely on his back.

Chapter 2: The Hit
The air in the Garden was a living thing, a beast made of shouts and recycled oxygen. From his position on the blue line, Alexei Volkov filtered it all out. The noise, the pressure, the weight of the captaincy—it all became data. He saw the game not as a chaotic scramble but as a series of unfolding geometric proofs. Angles, velocities, vectors. Control the variables, and you control the outcome. It was the only way he knew how to operate; the only way to keep the ghosts of past failures quiet.
His gaze tracked Julian Thorne. The kid moved differently than anyone else on the ice. Where most players were pistons of brute force, Julian was a coiled spring, all tension and release. He didn't skate so much as flow, his edges carving the ice with a precision that bordered on unnatural. It was the ghost of the figure skater in him, a past Julian never spoke of but wore in every effortless turn and transition. He made the brutal sport look like a ballet, and for that, some men would always hate him.
Alexei saw the proof of that hate now. The Philadelphia Flyers were playing a heavy game, targeting Julian with a single-mindedness that went beyond strategy. Every time Julian touched the puck, a wall of orange and black converged on him. A slash to the back of the legs after a whistle. A cross-check that rode just a little too high. They were trying to get under his skin, to break that infuriating calm.
But Julian's control was absolute. He didn't retaliate, didn't even acknowledge the abuse. He just got up, adjusted his helmet, and lined up for the next play. That cool indifference seemed to provoke them even more. It provoked his own teammates, too. Alexei’s eyes shifted to Marcus Adler, skating on Julian’s opposite wing. Adler was a good player, a solid power forward, but he seethed with a sour resentment that Alexei could practically smell. Just now, Adler sent a pass to Julian that was too hard, a slap shot of a pass aimed at his skates instead of his stick. An accident, anyone else might think. Alexei knew better. He saw the tight set of Adler’s jaw, the flicker of satisfaction in his eyes when Julian had to fight to control the puck, momentarily slowing his rush.
Alexei felt a low growl build in his own chest, an instinct he ruthlessly suppressed. Part of his job was managing the pack dynamics, and Adler was a problem he hadn't yet solved. Jealousy was a poison in a locker room. On the next shift change, Kaelen O'Connell hopped over the boards, his fiery hair a stark warning beacon. He skated a wide, predatory circle, his presence alone a deterrent. The scent of him—burnt cedar and whiskey—cut through the cold air, a promise of violence. It was a comfort and a liability all at once. Kaelen was his enforcer, his most trusted friend, and a cannon that, once fired, was impossible to aim. Alexei knew he'd have to keep a tight leash on him tonight. Control. It always came back to control.
It happened in the span of a single, indrawn breath. One moment, the game was a predictable equation of force and counter-force. The next, chaos theory took over.
Julian collected a pass near the boards in the neutral zone. He had his head up—he always had his head up—but for a split-second, he was tangled with a Flyers defenseman. Alexei watched the play unfold, a cold knot tightening in his gut. He saw Adler, who should have been trailing for a drop pass, peel off toward the center ice, leaving Julian isolated. A mistake? No. Not from this angle. It was deliberate.
Then he saw the other player. A mountain of a man named Peters, the Flyers’ enforcer. He was coming in too fast, from a blind angle. It wasn't a check; it was an assassination attempt. “Julian!” Alexei’s voice was swallowed by the arena’s roar. He started moving, trying to close the distance, but he was a lifetime away. He saw Julian’s body tense, a final, futile attempt to brace for impact.
The sound was obscene. It wasn't the clean crack of a stick or the percussive boom of a legal body check. It was a wet, heavy thud, the sound of flesh and bone meeting unyielding plexiglass. Julian’s head snapped back, his helmeted skull striking the glass with a sharp clack that echoed in the sudden, shocked silence of the crowd. He didn’t fall. He folded. His legs went out from under him, and he crumpled to the ice in a heap, his stick skittering away from his limp glove.
For an instant that stretched into an eternity, Alexei was frozen. Not by indecision, but by a cold, white-hot rage that threatened to shatter his carefully constructed discipline. He saw a flash of another player, years ago, lying just like that. His fault. His distraction. The guilt was a physical blow, stealing his breath. This was happening again. On his watch.
But before Alexei’s body could obey the commands his brain was screaming, another force was unleashed. Kaelen. He moved like lightning, a storm of pure, unthinking fury. His gloves were already on the ice before Peters had even straightened up from the hit. The scent of Kaelen's rage billowed out, thick and choking—burnt wood and raw alcohol. It was the smell of a forest fire. He launched himself at Peters, and the fight was not a sport. It was an extermination. Kaelen's fists, bare and brutal, rained down on Peters's helmet, on his face, anywhere they could connect. There was no strategy, only a primal need to destroy the thing that had hurt one of his own.
The whistles were a shrill, useless scream against the tempest. Both benches emptied, players pouring onto the ice, pairing off in a chaotic mess of shoving and shouting. A full-scale line brawl. Alexei barely registered it. He pushed past a Flyers player who tried to grab him, his skates digging into the ice, his focus narrowing to a single point. To the motionless figure in the Predators jersey, lying broken by the boards.
Alexei reached Julian's side just as the team trainer and medics were skating out, their orange vests a jarring splash of color against the white ice. The brawl was already being dismantled by the officials. He could hear Kaelen roaring, could see them dragging him toward the penalty box, his jersey pulled over his head, but it was all background noise. Alexei knelt, his glove resting on Julian's shoulder pauldron.
"Thorne. Julian. You with me?" His voice was rougher than he intended.
Julian’s eyes fluttered open behind his visor. They were grey and unfocused, like a winter sky clouded over. He blinked slowly, trying to process the world. A thin line of blood trickled from his nose, stark red against his pale skin. He made a low sound, a groan of pain that twisted something deep inside Alexei's gut.
Then, Alexei smelled it. Beneath the familiar rink scents of ice and sweat, something else was bleeding into the air around Julian. It was faint, almost imperceptible, but it was there. A sweet, distressed scent, like green apples and rising panic. It was a scent that had no place on an Alpha-dominated team. It was a scent that screamed Omega. Alexei’s blood ran cold. The black-market suppressants. The hit must have been so jarring, the shock so profound, that it was causing them to fail.
"Get his helmet off," a medic said, reaching for the straps.
"No." The word was out of Alexei’s mouth before he could think. It was a command, low and absolute. The medic paused, looking up at him in surprise. "We get him off the ice. Now."
Alexei's mind was racing. He needed to get Julian out of there. Away from the other Alphas on the ice, away from the cameras that saw everything, away from anyone who might sense what he was sensing. This was no longer just about a concussion. It was about exposing a secret that could destroy Julian's career. His life. Another failure on his watch. He would not allow it.
"He needs to be stabilized—"
"He needs to get out of the spotlight," Alexei snapped, his authority as captain ringing with an intensity that brooked no argument. He slid one arm under Julian's back and another under his knees. "Help me get him up."
With the trainer's assistance, he hoisted Julian to his skates. Julian was terrifyingly light, a construction of lean muscle and hollow bones that sagged against him. The proximity was overwhelming. The faint, sweet scent was stronger now, a desperate pheromonal cry that clawed at Alexei’s own Alpha instincts. An urge, primal and fierce, rose in him—to cover, to shield, to snarl at anyone who came near. He shoved it down, burying it under layers of icy discipline.
They moved toward the tunnel, a slow, grim procession. Julian stumbled, his legs refusing to cooperate, and his weight fell entirely against Alexei's side. He could feel the tremors running through Julian’s body. As they stepped off the ice and into the relative quiet of the tunnel, Alexei barked an order to the trainer. "Take him to my office, not the main training room. Lock the door. Nobody gets in until I get there. Nobody. Understand?"
The trainer, a beta with wide, concerned eyes, simply nodded. Alexei watched them disappear down the corridor, the alien scent of distressed Omega lingering in the air like a ghost. He stood there for a moment, the roar from the arena a distant sea, his fists clenched so tight the leather of his gloves creaked. The game didn't matter anymore. All the variables had just changed, and for the first time in a long time, Alexei Volkov had no idea how to regain control.

Chapter 3: The Unraveling
The door to the tunnel slammed shut behind me, the sound swallowed by the muffled thunder of the game I’d just been tossed from. It didn't matter. The roar was inside my head now—a tidal wave of blood and rage. My knuckles found the concrete wall, not out of thought, but necessity. A sharp, grinding pain shot up my arm. Good. Pain was real. Pain was an anchor in the storm.
Peters's stupid, smug face flashed behind my eyes. The way he’d lined Thorne up. A blindside hit, dirty and deliberate. An Alpha move meant to assert dominance, to break something fragile. I saw the spray of blood, the limp way Thorne had gone down, and the rage crested again, hot and blinding. My job was to answer that. My only job. So I did. My gloved fists had felt good against his jaw, solid and righteous.
"Kaelen." The voice was a low rumble behind me, cutting through the static in my brain. Volkov. Of course it was Volkov. He was always there to pull the leash, to be the calm center I could never find for myself. I didn't turn around. I just leaned my forehead against the cool, rough concrete, my breath coming in ragged bursts. The air tasted of stale beer and cleaning chemicals. "You're done for the night," he said. It wasn't an accusation. Just a fact.
"He had it coming," I growled, scraping my helmet against the wall. The sound was like grinding teeth. "You saw the hit. A fucking coward's move."
"I saw it." Alexei's presence was a solid weight at my back now, a mountain of quiet authority. He didn’t touch me—he knew better than to do that when the red mist was still on me. "What I also saw was my best enforcer getting himself a game misconduct penalty before the end of the first period. I need you on the ice, not in the goddamn hallway breaking your hand on a wall."
I finally turned, shoving myself away from the wall. My glare should have set him on fire. "And I need my playmaker to not be getting his head taken off! Who was supposed to be covering his flank? Adler. Fucking Adler just watched it happen." The name tasted like poison. "Someone had to answer for it."
"And you did," Alexei said, his dark eyes unblinking. His own Alpha scent—that cool, controlled sandalwood and steel—was a frustrating balm against my own bonfire of burnt cedar and whiskey. He was trying to soothe me without saying it. I hated it. And I needed it. "Now breathe. The fight's over. Let's go check on Thorne."
My anger hadn't cooled, but it had banked. It was a bed of hot coals now instead of a wildfire. Alexei led the way, his stride long and purposeful. He didn't head for the main training room, which was buzzing with staff and probably a few reporters, but for his own office. Smart. Thorne was a private bastard; he wouldn't want an audience for a concussion check. The door was plain, marked only with VOLKOV in stark black letters. Alexei pushed it open without knocking.
The air inside hit me first. It wasn't a smell. It was a physical presence, a pressure change in the room that made the hairs on my arms stand up. It was thick, cloying, and it bypassed my brain entirely, plugging directly into the oldest, most reptilian part of me. My nostrils flared. My steps faltered. What the hell was that?
It was sweet. Frighteningly sweet, like green apples crushed underfoot, sharp and desperate. Underneath that was something else, something that spoke of pure, uncut panic. It was a scent that screamed vulnerability, pain, and fear. It was the scent of prey. It was, unmistakably, the scent of a distressed Omega.
My mind struggled to catch up to my body. My Alpha instincts were roaring, a confused and violent surge that demanded I find the source of that smell and either protect it or claim it. But my brain—my brain knew we were coming to see Julian Thorne. Prickly, aloof, perfect Julian Thorne. A first-line Alpha if I'd ever seen one, all precise movements and cold stares. The two facts didn't compute; they were oil and water, fire and ice. It was impossible.
I looked past Alexei's broad shoulders. The office was as sterile as the rest of him: dark wood desk, neatly arranged files, a single framed photo. And on the black leather examination table against the far wall was Thorne. He was sitting up, a bloody towel pressed to his nose, his silver-grey eyes wide and wild. He wasn't looking at Alexei. He was looking at me. And the scent—the impossible, undeniable scent—was pouring off him in waves, filling the small space until I could barely breathe.
"What the fuck," I breathed. It wasn't a question.
Alexei stepped fully into the room, his body blocking my view of Thorne for a second. He shut the door with a quiet, final click. The sound echoed in the sudden, thick silence. His shoulders were rigid. "Thorne. How's your head?"
Julian flinched when Alexei spoke. He pulled the bloody towel away from his face, his movements jerky. "Fine. I'm fine. Just… got the wind knocked out of me." His voice was a rasp, thin and reedy. Nothing like his usual clipped tone. He wouldn't meet my eyes. He wouldn't look at either of us.
"Bullshit," I said, taking a step forward. The scent intensified, spiking with a fresh wave of panic. My teeth ached. "That's not the fucking wind, Thorne. What is that smell?"
"Kaelen." Alexei's voice was a warning shot. He didn't move, didn't turn, but I felt the command in his tone.
"Don't 'Kaelen' me," I snarled, my gaze pinned on the smaller man on the table. Julian had started to tremble, a fine tremor running through his shoulders. He looked trapped. He looked like I wanted to throw him over my shoulder and carry him out of a burning building. It made no sense. "Tell me what's going on."
"It's the medical supplies," Julian stammered, his eyes darting around the room, looking for an escape he wouldn't find. "Some kind of antiseptic. It's strong."
"I know what antiseptic smells like, you prick. This ain't it." I took another step. Alexei shifted, a subtle movement that put him more directly between us.
"Enough," Alexei commanded. "He's injured. We're not doing this now."
"The hell we aren't!" I pointed a finger at Julian. "He smells… wrong. He smells like—" The word caught in my throat. It felt insane to even think it, let alone say it. But my body wasn't lying. My instincts, the ones that had kept me alive in fights on and off the ice, were screaming at me.
Julian finally looked up. His eyes met mine, and all the fight, all the pathetic bluffing, just drained out of him. What was left was stark, bottomless terror. He knew. He knew that we knew. The scent in the room changed again, the apple sweetness souring with absolute despair.
I stared at him. At the graceful lines of his body he always tried to hide under gear, at the flush high on his cheekbones, at the terror in his gaze. My mind finally connected the dots my nose had been screaming about for the last sixty seconds.
"Omega," I whispered, the word feeling alien in my own mouth. "You're a fucking Omega."

Chapter 4: Lockdown
The door to my office clicked shut, and the sound was like a chamber locking on a rifle. For a full second, the only noise was the ragged edge of three men’s breathing and the high-pitched hum of the fluorescent lights overhead. The air was thick, choked with the metallic tang of Julian’s blood and something else—something sweet and sharp that was clawing its way up my throat. Green apples and raw panic. The scent was an assault, a violation of the sterile, controlled space I maintained.
Kaelen stood by the wall, a caged animal radiating heat. His knuckles were raw, split open from his meeting with the tunnel's concrete. He hadn’t said a word since we’d entered, but his silence was louder than the post-game commentary that was probably already dissecting his ejection. His gaze was fixed on Julian, a predator’s unwavering focus. It was a look that promised violence.
Julian was perched on the edge of the black leather examination table, posture ramrod straight despite the blood still dripping from his nose onto the pristine white towel in his hands. He looked small. Breakable. The thought was unwelcome, a foreign body in my system. He was Julian Thorne, our star playmaker, a man who moved on the ice with the lethal grace of a blade itself. But right now, stripped of his gear and drenched in that damning scent, he was just a cornered Omega.
A knock came at the door. “Captain? It’s Miller, the trainer. Need to check on Thorne.”
Instinct took over. I moved before the thought fully formed, my body a solid line between the door and the two volatile elements in the room. “He’s fine, Miller.” My voice was flat, the tone I used on the ice when a call was final. “He has a severe concussion. We’re initiating lockdown protocol. No one in or out.”
“Lockdown? Sir, the league requires—”
“The league requires you to follow the captain’s orders in a medical emergency,” I cut him off, my voice dropping lower, colder. “I’m handling it. Get back out there. Tell Chen he’s running the bench.”
There was a moment of hesitation on the other side of the wood. I could picture Miller, a good Beta, just trying to do his job. But my authority was absolute here. The silence stretched, then, “Yes, Captain.” His footsteps receded down the hall, leaving us sealed inside.
I turned the deadbolt. The heavy thud echoed in the room, a sound of finality. I leaned my back against the door, crossing my arms over my chest. The problem was contained. Now I had to solve it. My gaze fell on Julian, whose silver-grey eyes were wide with a fear he was trying desperately to mask with defiance. Then I looked at Kaelen, whose own scent—burnt cedar and whiskey—was beginning to sharpen, the smoky notes turning acrid with rage. One match, one spark, and this whole room would go up in flames, taking the team with it. And it was my job to put it out.
I pushed off the door, the wood cool against my back. The space felt smaller now, the air crackling. I kept my movements deliberate, my voice level. This was an equation, a broken play. It needed analysis, not emotion.
“Thorne.”
He flinched, his head snapping up. The bloodied towel was clenched in his fists. “What?”
“The suppressants. What are they?”
His eyes darted toward Kaelen, who remained a statue of fury against the far wall, then back to me. A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Standard issue. Prescription.” A lie. Blatant and stupid.
“No. They’re not. I’ve never smelled anything break through legal suppressants like that. Not from a hit. So, you’re going to tell me what black-market poison you’re pumping into your system, and you’re going to tell me now.”
“It’s none of your business.” The words were sharp, brittle.
“It became my business when your little secret spilled all over the ice and got my enforcer ejected. It became my business when I had to lie to a team trainer to get you in here. Your secret is now a team problem. My problem. So, I’m asking again. What are you taking?”
He stared at me, his chest rising and falling too fast. The scent of panic intensified, a spike of sour apple that made my teeth ache. “They work.”

