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Tavron had come from the city looking for a job, and he’d fallen into doing mercenary type stuff until one of the guards died in a bandit raid. They’d come upon the village he now lived in like a storm, stealing and killing - most of them had been killed while the rest were driven off. He’d been asked to check about for any hideouts they might have as his first assignment. If he found anything stolen, he was to return it. Not a bad start, but it wasn’t the loot he was worried about, it was the woman.
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Someone in town said her cousin had gone missing. A dear young woman, an omega, and she worried the woman named Kirana had been carried off, or worse. He didn’t want to give her false hope - it had been nearly a month - but he promised her he’d look. As an alpha, protecting omegas felt...right. He didn’t fight that bit of instinct.
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It had just rained, so that and heavy pine was what he primarily scented. But as he walked there seemed to be something else, something vague. Like roses, and sandalwood. Odd, but he kept following it - perhaps a perfume, some of the bandits had been women after all. He saw tracks going in the same direction as the scent seemed to be coming from, so he followed them and started to see other things.
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Bones of game animals, long-dead campfires, bits of hardtack in discarded pouches. Yes, they had certainly come this way.  
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Yet above all of it, that scent of roses and sandalwood stayed. As he followed the tracks it slowly became stronger, and he began to catch something else in it - it was an omega’s scent. Something about being an alpha, one could tell, and his instincts were practically yelling it at him.
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There were no known omegas outside the village walls. None known to be alive this far past the forest's edge, and certainly not in heat. But his nose told him here was the smell of an omega, either going into heat or coming out of it. His cock twitched below, and he scolded himself mentally. If it was her, the one he’d been told to look for, then he needed to control himself.
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She was close. Not a scent trail—this was fresh, live. The kind of smell that melted reason and strong will clean away. The kind of smell that alphas killed one another for.
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He gritted his teeth, focused on the hunt.
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He moved quietly now, boots soft in the moss, hand resting on the hilt of his sword more from habit than need. No sounds—no crying, no fire crackle, not even the groan of tree branches caught his ear. Everything but the scent seemed to weaken.
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Sweet. Ripe. Fertile.
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Familiar.
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He blinked hard as the first flickers of recognition struck somewhere deeper than thought—something primal, buried under training. The bond. Fated. Close.
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His pulse quickened. Could he really be so lucky?
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And then—
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There she was.
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Just ahead, crouched by a low-growing sprawl of grassy herbs, hood up, skirts muddied, hand reaching gently down. Her.
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His mouth went dry. His body knew her already. But he didn’t want to rush forward and frighten her off, so he waiting, trying to imagine what to say. It was then, waiting, watching, that he saw it.
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The woman turned just so to bring her hood down, baring long and beautiful chestnut brown hair, hair which she swept to one side. His breath caught when his eyes moved over her neck.
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A bite. Not a fresh one, either, new made, enforced, then healed, the sort to be shown off. This one was angry and wrong. And she was clearly trying to hide it.
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This one was jagged, torn, as if made in frenzy, still red around the edges, the flesh raised and raw. Like the scent of the alpha who’d tried it had never quite succeeded. Like the bond had failed—but the wound had never been allowed to forget.
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Tavron’s jaw clenched.
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That wasn't a love-bite. It was an attack.

––––––––
[image: ]


A forced bond. A half-claim. The kind a feral alpha would try to make in the dark, on a screaming girl, with his knot already thick, drooling, and uncaring of where it went.
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The scent in the air here, closest to her—her scent—had the notes of an omega in heat, yes, but it was wrong. Stifled, somehow. Like a flower crushed under a boot heel, still fragrant but with an overtone of ruin.
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And she didn’t feel him. Didn’t stiffen. Didn’t turn.
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That was strange. He was close enough she ought at least to have smelled him somehow.
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Her skin should’ve prickled, her breath should’ve caught in her throat. She should be aware of him. But there was nothing.
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She just knelt there, silent, plucking a sprig of some herb with shaking fingers. After puzzling a moment longer, he caught another scent: pine paste. It was something he’d seen other alphas and sometimes omegas use when they were working and didn’t have time to be distracted by their urges. He glanced about her face and caught a slight sheen under her nose, and a little on her chin too.
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His fated mate. Bitten by another. Marked, but never claimed. Scarred in a way no omega should ever be. And she was missing his scent because she was afraid to catch wind of it.
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He stepped forward, taking loud, deliberate steps. He made sure to step on a fallen tree branch, just so she’d hear the break of it.
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She froze and looked up, her shoulders stiff.
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He watched her back straighten, and slowly—slowly—she stood and turned.
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He remembered then the face of the woman who’d begged him to look. She hadn’t smelled of grief then—but there’d been a hollow in her voice. She feared the worst.
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This was her. The omega they’d thought carried off into the hills, one taken, possibly, when the bandits struck the far road. Most of the missing had turned up broken. Some hadn’t turned up at all.
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This one...
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Her scent twisted in the air again, sweet and aching, but undercut with something sharp—something wrong. He knew now what it was. The ruined bite on her neck festered in more than just skin. It soured her bond, rotted away the bond that should’ve snapped taut between them like a bowstring.
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It wasn’t that she didn’t feel it. It was that the wound wasn’t letting her.
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He stepped again, closer. Branches cracked underfoot.
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She straightened fully now. Her hand went to her basket—not to draw a weapon, but to steady herself. Herbs and blossoms spilled over the rim as her eyes scanned the trees with wild, wide panic—fight or flight showing in every movement.
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Then she saw him.
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For a moment, just a man in shadow—tall, broad, armored, bearded. A silhouette rimmed in sunlight.
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Her lips parted, breath hitching sharp.
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(The fear she felt was now in her scent, and it stung, badly.)

—————————————————————————————
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Bandit, her mind screamed. Again. A chill went down her spine, her throat tightened, muscles twitching as if preparing her to run. Her fingers clutched the basket handle tightly.
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But then her gaze dropped—to the leather across his chest, marked with a sigil stitched into it.
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A wolf crowned with a sprig of pine, the sigil of the village guards.
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“Guard...” she said uncertainly. “You’re from—”

––––––––
[image: ]


Now she could see the edge of the sword strapped to his back—not weathered iron such as the bandits carried, but forged steel, cared for. His face wasn’t twisted with lust or cruelty. It was stricken. As if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
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“Kirana, I assume?”
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He said her name softly. Like a prayer.
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And she froze.
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Because she knew that voice. It stirred something hot beneath her skin, something her body wanted to answer—but couldn’t. Not with that wound still pulsing.
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Her hand drifted unconsciously toward it, and it pained her when her fingers drifted over it.
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The world seemed to tilt beneath her feet. Trees swayed too much, her heart was beating in her throat, and she felt a rising fear. The fear of him, of his presence that seemed to push against her like a wall.
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Her fingers snapped back from her neck like they’d been caught. She grabbed at her shawl, tugging it clumsily to cover the bite. It wasn’t fast enough, she could already tell that. He’d already seen it. She saw the recognition—how his mouth tightened, how something dark flickered through his gaze.
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“I...” she began, voice small and weak.
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“Your cousin sent me out looking for you,” Tavron said, “She was worried, you see, that the bandits had killed you or carried you off.”
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She rushed in, words tumbling out, “I’ve just been... staying out here. Needed time. The woods are quiet, you know, peaceful. I—I didn’t mean for anyone to worry.”
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The silence he gave her in return made her feel as if she’d been stripped bare.
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She straightened her spine, lifted her chin, tried to stand taller than the tremble in her knees allowed. “I’m fine,” she added, like it might seal the cracks in her voice. “I didn’t come back because... it wasn’t necessary.”
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His gaze stayed fixed on the place where the edge of her shawl fluttered in the slight breeze, a faint angry red just barely visible beneath the woven fabric.
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“I didn’t need help,” she said, quieter this time. She didn’t believe it.
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“I’m Tavron,” he said, voice low, as if her name had still caught in his throat.  “I’m going to track those bandits to make sure they don’t come back...and I will come back.”
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The smile he gave almost made her give one of her own.
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Then he turned.

––––––––
[image: ]


She didn’t call after him, just stood as he walked away, basket momentarily forgotten at her feet, and the bite beneath her shawl throbbing away.

Tavron tracked the bandits further north, interrogated a dying one in the foothills, and chased two into a cave. But her
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