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They made me stand in the main hallway like I was a bad picture on a wall everybody had to stare at.

Ridgeview High smelled like floor cleaner, sweat, and cheap cologne. Too bright lights. Too many phones out. Too many people pretending they were not watching while watching anyway.

I was seventeen years old and already tired of being the joke.

My name is Nyla Carter.

I am an omega by birth, which is pack talk for “the one you can blame without consequences.” I am not weak. I am not small. I am five foot six with thighs built from running for my life and shoulders built from carrying my own stuff. My skin is deep brown. My hair is in long box braids that hit my chest when I move. I keep them neat because anything messy gives people an excuse to talk. My eyes are the part that makes strangers pause. They are a washed gray-green, like storm water, and my grandma used to say it meant my wolf was old. Folks in my old pack used to say it meant I was wrong.

I have a thin scar on my right eyebrow from when I was twelve and somebody “accidentally” shoved my face into a chain link fence during pack training.

Accidents happen a lot when you are the omega.

My wolf’s name is Ghost.

I did not name her that because I wanted to be dramatic. I named her that because she stays quiet. She moves like she is trying not to be seen. She lives in the back of me, watching everything, saying almost nothing. Most wolves talk early. Mine waited, like she was deciding if I was worth speaking to.

She started speaking last month.

Not with sweet advice, either.

Just one sentence, over and over, like a warning.

Don’t trust the ones who smile.

Right now, in this hallway, I was not smiling. Nobody was.

Across from me stood Jace Maddox.

Alpha blood. Old money. Old pack power.

He was eighteen, a senior, and he walked like the building belonged to him. Six foot two, broad shoulders, clean fade, eyes so dark they almost looked black until the light hit them. Everybody said he was fine like he knew it. Everybody said he fought like he enjoyed it. Everybody said he was the next alpha of the Ridgeview Pack, which owned the forest outside town, owned the river trail, owned the abandoned mill, and owned the fear that sat behind some people’s eyes when the moon was full.

He wore his letterman jacket like armor. Navy and silver. Pack colors. A wolf head stitched over his heart.

The jacket made me want to laugh.

Like stitches could cover what he was about to do.

His people lined the hall behind him. Not humans. Wolves. You could tell by how they stood, by the way their eyes tracked movement, by the way their bodies leaned toward violence like it was home.

Talia Reese was on his left, head high, lip glossy, nails sharp, grin ready. She was a beta girl who liked pretending she was softer than she was. She hated me on sight. I did not even need a reason. Omegas do not get reasons. They just get consequences.

On Jace’s right was Wes Carter.

My brother.

Same last name, not the same loyalty.

He was nineteen, already graduated, already deep in Ridgeview Pack business, already too comfortable wearing their silver band on his thumb like it meant he belonged. He did not look at me the whole time I was being lined up like a target.

I wanted him to look.

I wanted him to feel something.

He gave me nothing.

The principal’s office was down the hall, door cracked open, like the adults could smell trouble but did not want to touch it. Ridgeview had a way of letting certain things happen as long as nobody bled on the school logo.

A circle of students gathered at a safe distance. Most of them were human. They did not know what this was really about, but they knew it was big. They loved big. Their phones were lifted like little mirrors.

“Yo, what’s this about?” somebody whispered.

“Is that the transfer girl?”

“Why Maddox staring like that?”

“Fight, fight, fight!”

If this was a fight, I might have been okay. I knew how to swing.

This was worse.

This was pack business in a human hallway. That meant it was about to be public enough to ruin me but quiet enough to avoid consequences.

Jace took one step forward.

My skin crawled. Not from fear exactly. From recognition.

The mate bond is not cute. It is not sweet. It is not like the movies. It is an itch under your bones. It is a pull that feels like somebody hooked a rope to your ribs and decided to test your strength.

When I first stepped onto Ridgeview territory three weeks ago, I felt the pull so hard I almost fell on my face outside the school office. I had pretended I tripped because that was easier than telling a stranger my body had just recognized a boy I had never met.

Jace had stopped mid-sentence when his eyes met mine. Not soft. Not surprised. Mad. Like I stole something that belonged to him.

Since then, the air around us had stayed charged. Like it was waiting for lightning.

Now he stood close enough that I could smell him.

Pine. Smoke. Clean soap. And underneath it, the sharp, wild scent of wolf that was not fully under control.

My wolf stirred.

Ghost pressed up against my mind like a palm against glass.

He’s lying, she said.

I did not ask how she knew. I just believed her because everything in my life had taught me to trust the quiet warning more than the loud promise.

Jace’s eyes flicked down to my neck.

No mark.

Not yet.

A mate bond can snap into place without a mark, but the mark makes it official. It tells the world who chose who.

Some people think the mark is romantic.

It is ownership.

And the thing about ownership is, somebody always thinks they can return what they do not want.

Jace’s jaw worked, like he was chewing down words that tasted bad.

“Say it,” Talia muttered under her breath, loud enough for me to hear.

Wes finally looked at me then, just for a second.

His face was blank, but his eyes were not.

His eyes looked like a closed door.

I wanted to spit in his face.

Instead, I kept my hands at my sides and my chin up, because my mama raised me on two rules that mattered.

Do not beg.

Do not bow.

My mama was not here. She was at the clinic across town, pulling stitches out of somebody’s shoulder, acting like her daughter was not about to get crushed in public. She thought Ridgeview would treat us fair because “we’re family now.”

We moved here because Wes joined Ridgeview Pack after graduation. We moved here because he said he could protect us.

We moved here because my father was gone and my old pack made it clear we were not welcome anymore.

We moved here because it was supposed to be a new start.

That was the lie.

The truth was simpler.

I brought trouble with me, and trouble loves a fresh address.

Jace raised his hand, palm out.

The hallway noise died down like somebody cut the music.

Wolves respond to alpha cues even when they hate the alpha. It is instinct. It is a chain you feel in your blood.

My body went still without my permission.

I hated that.

I hated him for that.

He leaned in just enough that only I could hear him.

“You been running your mouth,” he said.

I let out a short laugh. It came out sharp.

“I barely talk to anybody here.”

“You got eyes on you,” he said. “That’s enough.”

I swallowed the bitter taste rising in my throat.

So that was it.

Just me existing.

Just me walking through halls and breathing air and not shrinking.

That was “running my mouth.”

He straightened and spoke louder, voice steady like he practiced this in a mirror.

“Nyla Carter.”

Hearing my name out of his mouth made my stomach twist.

“Step forward.”

I did not move.

He waited.

The pressure in the air built. Wolves shifted their weight. Humans leaned in.

My wolf’s voice slid in again, quiet and cold.

If you step forward, you do it on your own terms.

I took one step. Slow. Measured. Like I was walking into a fight ring.

Talia’s grin widened.

Jace’s eyes stayed locked on me, like he was trying to make me flinch.

I did not.

He lifted his hand and held it out, wrist angled, veins dark under skin.

I knew what he was showing.

The start of a mating mark.

Not fresh. Not clean.

Half healed. Like he did it and then tried to undo it.

My stomach dropped.

Because I recognized the shape of teeth.

Not mine.

Somebody had bitten him. Claimed him first.

That meant the bond in my chest was not supposed to exist.

Or he had forced it away and it crawled back anyway, mean and stubborn.

I looked at his neck.

No matching mark.

That made my skin go tight.

If he did not have a mark, then what was I to him?

A mistake?

A problem?

A punchline?

He saw my eyes flick to his wrist and his mouth tightened.

“Yeah,” he said, voice low. “You see it.”

Talia snorted like it was funny.

Wes stayed silent.

My heart did not do cute things. It did not flutter. It did not melt.

It cracked.

Because I knew what was coming. I just did not know he would do it here.

Pack law says a rejection can happen once a bond is acknowledged. It can happen before a full mark if the alpha bloodline gives permission. It can happen with witnesses so the pack cannot dispute it later. That is the part people forget. A public rejection is not just mean. It is strategic.

It locks you in a box.

You become “the rejected.” Not a girl. Not a name. A label.

Pack rules are simple when you are high status and brutal when you are not.

Alphas choose. Omegas accept.

If you refuse, they say you are “unstable.”

If you break, they call you “weak.”

If you survive, they get mad because you did not die quietly.

Jace lifted his chin toward the crowd.

“Listen up.”

The phones rose higher.

I could see my reflection in the trophy case glass to my left. Braids. Gray-green eyes. Jaw set hard. Face too young for this kind of hate.

I did not look away.

Jace’s voice sharpened.

“Ridgeview Pack runs this territory,” he said. “Our rules. Our blood. Our future.”

Some human girl whispered, “What is he even talking about?”

Another laughed, nervous. “It’s like some cult stuff.”

They did not get it, and I did not have the energy to care.

Jace stepped closer to me again.

Close enough that I could feel heat off his body.

Close enough that the bond in my chest yanked like it was angry at both of us.

His eyes dragged over my face, slow, like he was memorizing what he planned to destroy.

Then he said it.

“I reject you.”

The words did not echo like in movies. They did not shake the walls. They did not come with dramatic music.

They landed heavy.

Like a brick dropped on my chest.

I did not fall. I did not scream. I did not cry.

My wolf went silent.

The air in the hallway shifted. Wolves inhaled at the same time. Some of them looked satisfied. Some looked uneasy.

Talia’s smile was bright like she won something.

Wes flinched so fast I almost missed it.

Jace stared at me like he expected me to beg.

That was the part that made my hands curl into fists.

Like he was giving me an assignment and waiting for me to perform.

I swallowed the sting rising behind my eyes. Not tears. Heat. Rage.

“You don’t get to—” I started.

He cut me off.

“I reject you, Nyla Carter,” he repeated, louder. “As my mate. As my future. As anything.”

There. He made it complete.

The bond snapped like a rubber band pulled too far.

Pain hit me low and hard. Not a dramatic chest clutch. Not some cute swoon.

It felt like my insides turned sharp.

Like somebody grabbed my ribs and twisted.

My knees wanted to buckle. I forced them straight.

My mouth tasted like metal.

The hallway spun for a half second.

I focused on one thing.

The wolf head stitched on his jacket.

I hated that symbol.

I hated what it stood for.

I hated that my body still recognized him even as he tried to erase me.

The crowd made sounds like they were watching a movie. Little gasps. Little laughs. A couple of “damn”s.

I felt my phone buzzing in my pocket.

Group chat already moving.

The rejection was going to spread before the bell even rang.

That was the point.

This was not just a rejection.

This was a warning to everybody watching.

Do not touch her.

Do not talk to her.

Do not make her feel like she belongs here.

Jace held my gaze.

His eyes were hard, but there was something under it that looked like a bruise.

Regret?

No.

Not regret.

More like… fear.

Like he did not know what would happen next, but he was doing it anyway.

Ghost finally spoke again.

He’s scared of you, she said.

That almost made me laugh, but the pain in my stomach cut it off.

I leaned closer to him, ignoring the way my body wanted to fold.

“Say it again,” I said, voice low. “Look at me and say it again.”

Talia hissed, “Nyla, don’t—”

Jace’s nostrils flared.

His voice dropped to something only I could hear.

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

I blinked.

“What?”

His eyes flashed, quick.

“Your scent ain’t right,” he said. “You walked on my land and my wolf didn’t recognize you like it should. And still…”

He stopped, jaw tight like he hated the word he was about to say.

“Still it pulled.”

My stomach twisted again, but this time it was not just pain.

It was the feeling of something hidden being dragged into light.

Before I could speak, Wes stepped forward.

“Jace,” he said, voice rough. “That’s enough.”

Jace did not look at him.

He looked at me.

“Take your people and stay in your lane,” he said, voice back to loud. “Ridgeview Pack ain’t babysitting no problem.”

Wes’s face went tight.

My brother opened his mouth like he wanted to defend me.

Then he shut it again.

Closed door.

Talia leaned toward Jace, voice sweet like poison.

“Tell her to leave,” she said. “We don’t want trash in our halls.”

The word hit me harder than the rejection.

Trash.

Like I was something you toss out and forget.

I turned my head slowly and looked at the human kids recording.

They did not see a werewolf rejection. They saw drama.

They saw entertainment.

I hated them for that too.

Jace stepped back and lowered his hand, like the show was over.

He said, “Walk away.”

Like he was letting me off easy.

I stared at him, lungs burning, pain settling into something darker.

I did not walk away.

I smiled.

Not pretty. Not friendly.

The kind of smile you give when you decide you are done being nice.

“You picked the wrong girl,” I said.

His eyes narrowed.

I tapped my chest, right over the spot where the bond used to pull.

“It hurts,” I admitted, because lying was pointless. “But you don’t get to erase me and sleep good.”

Talia laughed, loud. “She crazy.”

Maybe.

Or maybe I was finally awake.

I turned toward Wes.

He avoided my eyes again.

That hurt in a different way. Cleaner. Sharper.

“You brought us here,” I said.

He flinched.

“Stop talking,” he muttered. “Not here.”

“Where then?” I snapped. “When? After they done spitting on me?”

Wes’s jaw clenched.

“You don’t understand,” he said, voice low. “You need to chill.”

I leaned in close enough that only he could hear me.

“Chill is what people tell you when they want you quiet,” I whispered. “I’m not quiet anymore.”

Wes’s eyes flicked to Jace, then back to me.

There was panic in him.

That was new.

I straightened and faced Jace one last time.

The hallway was starting to breathe again. People shifting. Whispering. The bell about to ring.

Jace watched me like he expected me to fall apart once the crowd moved on.

I did not give him that.

I stepped closer and spoke so soft only he could hear, but my words cut anyway.

“You don’t wanna be tied to me,” I said. “Cool.”

His eyes flashed.

“But your wolf already knows,” I continued. “And mine? Mine don’t forget.”

Ghost pressed against my mind.

We don’t forget, she corrected.

I turned and walked away, slow, because I refused to run.

I could feel eyes on my back. I could feel phones tracking my steps.

I could feel the rejection sitting on my skin like a stain.

Every step hurt.

Not just in my body. In my pride.

But under the hurt was something else.

A spark.

Because Jace’s fear did not come from nowhere.

He said my scent was wrong.

He said his wolf did not recognize me like it should.

And still it pulled.

That meant there was something about me they did not want to admit.

Something they did not want the pack to know.

I reached the end of the hallway where the doors opened to the outside courtyard.

Cold air hit my face.

I sucked in a breath that tasted like winter and exhaust.

Behind me, the bell rang.

School started like my life did not just change.

Like I was not just labeled in front of everybody.

Like the whole world did not just watch me get thrown away.

I kept walking.

And I made myself a promise right there, under gray sky and loud bells.

I will not beg.

I will not break.

I will not disappear.

If they wanted to reject me, fine.

I would return.

And I would make them regret ever saying my name like it was nothing.
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The bell hit like a slap, and everybody acted like my life did not just get dragged through the floor.

Kids poured out of classrooms like nothing happened. Laughing. Shoving. Talking about homework and lunch like they did not just watch a whole pack claim the hallway and turn me into a headline.

My phone kept buzzing in my pocket, steady, like a heartbeat that was not mine.

Outside in the courtyard, the cold air had cleared my head for maybe ten seconds. Then the sting settled deeper, not the kind that makes you cry. The kind that makes you want to do something reckless just to prove you still control your own body.

A couple freshmen walked past me and went quiet mid-sentence. One of them looked at my neck like he expected to see teeth marks.

Humans did not understand pack stuff, but they understood drama.

They understood shame.

Ridgeview had a whole system built on that.

Someone called my name behind me, dragged out like a joke. “Nylaaa.”

I did not turn.

Footsteps crunched on the gravel. Two girls stopped close enough that I could smell their perfume.

“You good?” one asked, but her voice had that fake softness. The kind that expects you to fall apart so they can go tell the story better.

“Yeah,” I said.

My voice came out steady. That surprised me.

“Mm-hm.” She sucked her teeth. “That was crazy. Maddox really did you like that.”

I finally looked at her.

She was human. Pink lip gloss. Big lashes. A Ridgeview cheer hoodie. She had no idea what she was saying. She thought she was talking about a breakup.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

She blinked. “Bree.”

“Bree,” I said, calm as I could. “Go to class.”

Her face twisted. “Girl, I’m just—”

“Go,” I repeated.

Bree rolled her eyes and walked off with her friend, laughing like I was the rude one.

Good.

Let them think that.

The buzzing in my pocket got worse. I pulled my phone out and saw the group chat name: Ridgeview Tea.

I was not in it, but screenshots did not need permission.

A shaky video was already posted. My face. His face. The crowd noise. A caption stamped across it: ALPHA SAID NAH.

My stomach turned hard, like my body was still trying to figure out how to take a hit it did not expect in public.

A second post popped up, this one from an account with no profile picture.

OMEGA THINK SHE SPECIAL.

My thumb hovered over the screen, wanting to snap the phone in half.

Instead, I locked it and shoved it back into my pocket. If I stared at it, it would just feed the anger. Anger was useful, but only if I held it like a weapon. Not if it held me.

The courtyard doors swung open.

Wes stepped out, shoulders tight, jaw clenched, like he was chewing on a problem he did not want to admit was his fault.

He stopped when he saw me and looked around first, checking who was watching. That alone made something sour rise in my throat.

He walked up, keeping his voice low.

“Come on,” he said. “You gotta move smarter than this.”

I let out a short laugh. “Smarter? I was standing there minding my business.”

“Don’t start,” he snapped, then caught himself. His eyes flicked around again. “Not out here.”

That was always his thing now. Not here. Not now. Not in front of them.

“Say what you came to say,” I told him.

Wes ran a hand over his head like he was trying to wipe the moment away. “You can’t be challenging him.”

“I didn’t challenge anybody.”

“You did,” he said, voice tight. “You stepped up. You talked back. You pushed.”

“So you wanted me to do what?” My voice dropped. “Fold in half?”

His mouth opened, then shut.

There it was.

That was what he wanted, even if he could not say it. Because folding kept his life easy.

A teacher walked past the doors and glanced at us, then looked away too fast.

Wes leaned closer. “Listen. Just go to class. Don’t make this bigger.”

“It’s already big,” I said. “It’s on everybody’s phone.”

His eyes flashed with panic.

He lowered his voice more. “I’m telling you, the pack’s already talking. Jace did that for a reason.”

I watched his face, waiting for him to say something that sounded like care.

Nothing.

Just fear of consequences.

“So what’s the reason?” I asked.

Wes hesitated.

My wolf shifted behind my ribs, quiet but awake, like she was listening hard.

Wes finally said, “He thinks you’re trouble.”

“Because I walked into a school building?”

“Because of what you are,” Wes said.

The words hung there.

“What I am,” I repeated.

Wes swallowed, eyes darting away from mine. “You smell… off to them. Don’t ask me. I don’t know. I just know how they talk.”

Heat crawled up my neck. Not embarrassment. Anger.

“You hear them talk about me like that, and you still sit at their table,” I said.

His shoulders flinched like I slapped him.

“That’s not fair,” he said.

“Fair?” I snapped, then checked myself because raising my voice out here was exactly what he wanted to avoid. I lowered it again. “You brought us here. You told Mama it was safe.”

Wes’s jaw tightened. “I’m trying to keep you breathing.”

“That’s your excuse now?” I asked. “You protect me by acting like I don’t exist?”

He stared at me for a second. The closed-door look came back. Then he sighed like he was the victim.

“Just… go inside,” he muttered. “Please.”

Please.

He finally said one word that sounded like something human.

It came late.

I turned toward the doors. “Tell Mama what happened.”

Wes grabbed my arm.

Not hard enough to hurt, but hard enough to remind me he was stronger.

I looked down at his hand, then up at his face.

He let go fast.

“Don’t,” he said. “Don’t tell her yet.”

That hit harder than his grip.

“So you want me to carry this alone,” I said, quiet.

Wes rubbed his face. “She’s already stressed. Work. Bills. Everything. Don’t dump this on her today.”

I stared at him, trying to find my brother in his eyes.

All I saw was a guy who wanted everything neat, even if it meant I stayed bleeding on the inside.

“Move,” I said.

Wes stepped back.

The courtyard doors opened again, and a couple wolves from Jace’s circle walked out, laughing. One of them glanced at me, smirked, then kept walking like I was trash left on the sidewalk.

Wes stiffened, watching them go, then looked at me again.

“Go to class,” he repeated, like it was a prayer.

I walked past him without answering.

Inside, the hallway noise swallowed me. Lockers slammed. Sneakers squeaked. Somebody yelled across the hall. People moved in clusters, leaving little empty pockets of space like my presence changed the air.

A kid I did not know bumped my shoulder on purpose.

“Watch it,” he said, like I hit him.

I kept walking.

That was growth right there, because last month I would have swung.

Today was not about that.

Today was about surviving the first day after being labeled.

My first class was English, second floor.

The stairs felt longer than they should. Every step pulled at the ache inside me, like my body was still trying to find a bond that had been ripped away and thrown in the trash.

Ghost did not speak. She just stayed close, quiet.

At my locker, someone had stuffed a crumpled napkin through the vent.

I pulled it out and unfolded it.

GO BACK WHERE YOU CAME FROM.

I stared at it for a second, then slowly tore it into four pieces and dropped it in the trash without looking around.

They wanted a reaction.

They wanted proof that I was weak.

No.

A girl leaned on the locker across from mine and watched me like she had been waiting.

She was wolf. I could tell by her stillness. Her eyes were a warm amber, but there was no warmth in how she used them. She was tall, slim, dressed clean like her family had money. Silver hoop earrings. Straight black hair tucked behind one ear.

“New girl,” she said.

I shut my locker. “You got a name or you just collect strangers.”

A small smile flashed, quick. “I respect that.”

She pushed off the locker. “Name’s Kira Boone.”

I recognized the last name. Boone family sat high in pack lines. Not alpha, but close enough to smell it.

“What you want?” I asked.

Kira tilted her head like she was studying me. “You’re standing up straight after that.”

“So?”

“So most girls don’t,” she said, like it was a fact. “They go cry in the bathroom. They start begging people to speak for them.”

My hands stayed at my sides. “I’m not most girls.”

Kira nodded once. “Clearly.”

She leaned in a little, voice lowering.

“Watch yourself,” she said. “That was not about feelings.”

My stomach tightened. “What was it about then?”

Kira’s gaze flicked down the hall, then back.

“Power,” she said. “Territory. And something else.”

I held her stare. “Say it.”

Kira’s lips pressed together. “Jace doesn’t do messy things in front of humans unless he’s sending a message to wolves too.”

“So what message did he send?” I asked.

Kira’s eyes narrowed like she was choosing her words.

“That he won’t claim you,” she said, “and nobody else better try.”

The air felt colder, even indoors.

“You’re telling me I’m basically a warning sign now,” I said.

Kira gave a tight shrug. “That’s what it looks like.”

I swallowed, keeping my face calm because I refused to let her see the hurt. “Why do you care enough to tell me?”

Kira’s expression changed. Not soft. Just less sharp.

“Because people are already placing bets,” she said. “How long you last. How fast you crack. Who gets to push you first.”

I stared at her.

She held my gaze and added, “And because I hate watching wolves act like bullies in a building full of humans. It’s embarrassing.”

A laugh tried to come out, but it had no humor in it. “So your pride got you warning me.”

“Call it what you want,” she said.

I nodded once. “Noted.”

Kira stepped back. “One more thing.”

“What.”

She lowered her voice again. “Don’t go anywhere alone after school. Especially not near the trail behind the gym.”

My throat went tight. “Why.”

Kira’s eyes stayed steady. “Because Talia Reese is smiling today. That means she’s planning.”

Then she walked away like she had not just dropped a problem in my lap.

English class felt like punishment.

The teacher, Mr. Harlan, tried to act normal, but his eyes kept flicking to me like he had heard something. Two girls in the back whispered and laughed too loud. A guy across the aisle kept tapping his pen like he was doing it on purpose to get under my skin.

Halfway through class, my phone buzzed again.

I told myself not to look.

My hand moved anyway.

Unknown number.

ONE MORE LOOK AT HIM AND YOU’LL REGRET IT.

I stared at the message until the words blurred.

My pulse did not race. It went cold.

That was the kind of threat that meant somebody was watching close.

I looked up, slow, scanning the classroom.

Nobody looked guilty. Nobody looked innocent either.

Mr. Harlan asked a question about symbolism in a poem, and the class answered like a bunch of robots. My mind stayed on that text.

Unknown number.

No emoji. No jokes. Just control.

Ghost finally spoke, one short sentence, sharp as a snap.

They’re nearby.

My fingers tightened around the phone.

Not fists. Not shaking. Just steady pressure.

After class, the hallway was louder. People moved faster. Lunch was coming, and lunch meant crowds. Crowds meant cameras. Cameras meant more chances for somebody to set me up and get it posted.

Kira’s warning stayed in my head.

Don’t go alone.

Talia’s smiling means she’s planning.

I pulled my hood up even though it wasn’t cold inside, then turned toward the restroom. Not to cry. To breathe without eyes on me.

The bathroom was empty except for one girl at the mirror fixing her hair.

She looked up, and her eyes widened.

Then she turned right back to her reflection like I was a bad smell.

Fine.

I walked into a stall, shut the door, and leaned my head back against it for one second.

Pain sat in my chest like a bruise that did not want to heal.

Anger sat under it like fire.

My brother’s silence kept replaying. Not the rejection itself. That hurt, but it was clear. Clean. Final.

Wes hurt messier.

He was supposed to be the one person who had my back. Instead, he was treating me like a problem that might ruin his new life.

A knock hit the stall door.

I straightened.

“Open up,” a girl’s voice said.

Not a teacher.

Not friendly.

I knew that voice from the hallway.

Talia.

My mouth went dry, but my hands stayed steady.

“What,” I said.

Talia laughed, low. “Don’t act tough in there. You ain’t got nowhere to go.”

A second voice joined in, one I didn’t recognize, but it had that mean excitement.

“Come out, omega.”

My stomach tightened hard.

They followed me to the bathroom.

They really did that.

Talia knocked again, harder. “Open the door, Nyla. Let’s talk.”

Talk.

Yeah, right.

A third voice, closer now. “She scared.”

Ghost pressed forward in my mind, quiet but firm.

Don’t wait.

My eyes flicked to the gap under the stall. I saw three pairs of shoes. Two sets of heels. One pair of sneakers.

Three of them.

I was alone.

My phone was in my hand.

Wes would not pick up.

Mama was at work.

Teachers did not step into “girl drama” fast.

And Talia was smiling.

Kira had warned me.

The bathroom light buzzed overhead like it was nervous.

Talia’s voice dropped sweet, almost playful. “You can make this easy. You can walk out that school today and never come back. Or…”

Her tone changed, sharp.

“Or we make you leave.”

My fingers hovered over the screen, ready to call somebody, anybody.

Then another message popped up from the same unknown number.

DO NOT CALL ANYONE.

For a second, everything in me went still.

Because that meant one thing.

Somebody wasn’t guessing.

Somebody was watching me right now.

And when I glanced at the stall latch, I realized it was already shifting, like the lock was being pushed from the outside with something thin.

A key.

A coin.

Anything.

Talia laughed again. “Time’s up.”

My heart did not do cute stuff. It did one thing.

It chose.

Not to beg.

Not to wait.

Not to let them control the next move.

I shoved my phone into my pocket, planted my foot against the stall door, and got ready to hit it open the second the latch slipped.

If they wanted to start something, cool.

But it was going to start on my terms.

And the second that lock gave, I moved.
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The stall door slammed open so hard it smacked the divider, and Talia’s smile dropped like it broke.

I came out fast, shoulder first, not giving them time to crowd me. One of the girls in heels stumbled back and hit the sink. The other one, the one with sneakers, raised her hands like she was about to grab my braids.

Bad move.

My palm cracked across her wrist. Not some cute slap. A hard, clean hit that made her hiss and step back.

“Touch me again,” I said, voice low, “and I’ll make you remember today every time you wash your hands.”

Talia’s eyes went sharp. “Oh, you really want to die on this hill.”

“Better than living under you,” I shot back.

She tried to laugh it off, but I saw the flicker. She expected me to fold in the stall. Instead, I pushed out like a problem she could not control.

“Y’all wild,” the heel girl muttered, rubbing her shoulder.

Talia’s gaze slid over me like she was shopping for a weak spot. She stopped at my neck. No mark. No claim. Just skin.

Her grin came back, smaller and meaner. “You think you tough because you popped out the bathroom? Girl, you rejected.”

The word hit like a shove.

Rejected.

Like it was my name now.

Ghost pressed close inside me, steady, calm.

Don’t let her name you.

I leaned in, close enough that Talia’s perfume made my head hurt. “Say what you came to say,” I told her. “Or move.”

Talia’s smile stayed. Her eyes didn’t.

“You got a lot of mouth for somebody with no pack,” she said. “You don’t even have a lane.”

“I got legs,” I said. “I’ll make one.”

Sneaker girl scoffed. “She talking crazy.”

Talia lifted a hand, cutting her off. “Nah. Let her talk. It’s cute.”

She stepped toward me. “You know what you don’t get, Nyla? This school runs like the territory. Jace said no. That means no. You keep acting like you can still look at him, still stand in the same air, still breathe like you belong.”

My stomach twisted, not from fear. From how familiar that sounded.

That was pack law dressed up in teenage hate.

“So what’s your point?” I asked.

Talia tilted her head. “My point is simple. You leave. Today.”

“And if I don’t?”

Talia’s eyes flicked to the bathroom door, then back to me. “Then we make you.”

I believed her.

That was the worst part. Not the threat. The confidence behind it.

Somewhere in the hall outside, lockers banged and kids yelled. Normal life kept going while three wolves tried to corner me in a bathroom like it was some private pack room.

I kept my voice calm. “Y’all really doing this in school?”

Talia shrugged. “Teachers don’t step into wolf mess. And you don’t have anybody to call.”

Her eyes slid to my pocket like she knew my phone was there.

So the unknown number wasn’t just a random threat.

It was connected.

My skin went tight. “Who’s watching me?”

Talia’s grin widened. “You don’t get to ask questions. You get to follow instructions.”

That lit something in me. Not panic. Something hot and reckless.

Ghost spoke again, quiet as a breath.

She thinks she owns you. Prove she doesn’t.

I didn’t lunge. I didn’t scream. I didn’t give them a scene they could twist into “omega went crazy.”

Instead, I stepped back like I was backing down.

Talia’s eyes brightened, thinking she won.

“Smart,” she said. “Now—”

My hand shot out and snatched the bathroom door handle. I yanked it open hard and stepped out into the hallway in one move.

Teachers might ignore wolf drama, but they did not ignore a crowd.

I knew that.

And when I came out, I made sure my voice carried.

“Are y’all following me into bathrooms now?” I called, loud enough for the nearest group of students to turn.

Heads snapped around. A couple phones lifted instantly.

Talia froze in the doorway behind me. She did not expect me to take it public.

Sneaker girl hissed, “Talia, chill.”

Talia’s face went tight. She stepped out too, trying to control her expression. “Girl, nobody’s following you.”

I let my eyes sweep over the small crowd that was forming. Human kids. A few wolves. Curiosity pulled them close like gravity.

“Then why you at the stall door with a key?” I said.

Talia’s smile stayed, but her eyes went flat. “You lying.”

“Bet,” I said.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone, thumb moving fast. Not to call Wes. Not to call my mama.

To open the camera.

I flipped it to video and pointed it at her.

Talia’s posture stiffened.

“You said teachers don’t step in,” I told her, keeping my voice low now, only for her. “Cool. Then I’ll let the whole school step in.”

Her eyes flashed, furious.

In the hallway, somebody whispered, “This is getting good.”

Talia took one step closer. “Put that down.”

“No,” I said. “Back up.”

She hesitated.

That was all I needed.

Because fear wasn’t the only thing people felt in packs.

They also felt pride.

And pride hates being exposed.

Talia’s voice dropped, sharp. “You don’t know what you messing with.”

“I know exactly,” I said. “I’m messing with a girl who thinks she can scare me into disappearing. Not happening.”

Her jaw worked like she wanted to bite me.

Then she forced a smile and leaned close enough that the crowd couldn’t hear.

“This isn’t over,” she whispered. “You just made it worse.”

“Good,” I whispered back. “I was bored.”

Talia’s smile twitched. She turned away like she didn’t care and walked down the hall with her girls, hips swaying like she was still in control.

But she wasn’t.

Not completely.

The crowd slowly broke apart when they realized nobody was throwing hands. A few people looked disappointed. That told me everything I needed to know about Ridgeview High.

Pain entertained them. That was the culture.

I put my phone away and walked the other direction, not rushing, not looking like prey.

My next class didn’t matter anymore.

Nothing in that building mattered except one thing.

Getting out before they tried again, somewhere with no crowd, no cameras, no teachers within shouting distance.

Kira’s warning hit me again.

Don’t go alone after school.

Especially not near the trail behind the gym.

And Talia had just tried to pull me into a bathroom.

So yeah.

They were not waiting for “after school.” They were already on it.

By the time I got to the stairwell, my hands were steady, but my thoughts were running. Not messy. Calculated.

Options.

I could go to the office. But the office already proved they weren’t stepping in.

I could call Wes. But Wes was a closed door.

I could call my mama. She would come flying, and they would call her emotional, dramatic, overreacting. They would make her feel small too.

Or I could leave.

Right now.

No permission.

No explanation.

Just gone.

That thought tasted like freedom.

I cut down the stairs and slipped through the side exit near the cafeteria. Cold air hit my face again. My breath came out in a cloud.

The parking lot stretched wide and loud, full of moving cars and kids walking in groups.

School wasn’t out yet, but Ridgeview had open campus for seniors and some juniors. People came and went. That was my chance.

I kept my head down and walked fast toward the street.

A car horn blared. Somebody yelled my name. I didn’t look back.

The further I got from the building, the lighter my chest felt, even with the bruise inside me.

Two blocks away, I finally stopped behind a row of bushes by a neighborhood sign. My legs didn’t shake. They just felt heavy, like I’d been carrying weight too long.

Ghost’s voice came, calm and steady.

You chose you.

“Yeah,” I whispered under my breath. “About time.”

My phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

WHERE YOU AT.

No question mark. No friendly tone. Just command.

My fingers hovered over the screen.

That message confirmed it.

Somebody was tracking me. Watching me. Maybe from inside the school. Maybe from outside.

My mouth went dry.

I looked around, scanning the street.

Normal neighborhood. A couple mailboxes. A dog barking behind a fence. A mom pushing a stroller. A guy jogging with headphones.

Normal.

But packs hide in normal.

I turned and kept walking, faster now, cutting through a row of houses. If somebody was watching, I wasn’t going to make it easy.

I moved through side streets until I reached the small strip of stores near the main road. A gas station, a nail salon, a corner store, a coffee place that looked too clean for this town.

I went into the corner store because it had cameras and people.

The bell over the door rang.

The cashier looked up, then did a double take. He wasn’t wolf. Just a tired guy behind bulletproof glass, looking like he didn’t want problems.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

I grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler. My hands didn’t tremble. I was proud of that.

“Yeah,” I said. “You got somewhere I can sit for a minute?”

He nodded toward a little table by the window. “Over there.”

I sat with my back to the wall and watched the street through the glass. I opened the water and took a sip just to give myself something to do.

My phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

STOP MOVING.

My stomach turned.

Okay.

So they weren’t guessing.

They were seeing me.

My eyes scanned the street again. Cars passed. People walked. Nothing obvious.

Then I saw it.

A black SUV across the road, parked at the curb, windows tinted too dark. It had been there since I walked up, but I didn’t clock it at first because black SUVs are everywhere.

Now it felt like a stare.

My throat tightened.

Ghost’s voice slid in, cold.

That one.

I stared at the SUV.

It didn’t move.

But I felt it anyway. That wolf sense. That pressure in the air that humans don’t notice.

The mate bond was gone, but something else in me still recognized pack danger.

My phone buzzed again, this time a different number.

Wes.

One text.

Where are you?

That alone made my eyes sting, not with tears, with frustration. He waited until now to check.

I typed back fast.

Not safe. Someone’s watching. Black SUV across from the corner store.

I watched the SUV.

A second later, my phone rang.

Wes again.

I answered.

“What,” I said.

His voice was sharp. “Why you left school?”

“Because Talia tried to break into a stall with me inside,” I said. “Because I got threatened by an unknown number. Because somebody’s tracking me, Wes.”

Silence for half a second.

Then he cursed under his breath.

“Where are you?” he asked again, and this time it sounded different. Less control. More real.

“Corner store by Main,” I said. “And there’s a black SUV parked across the road.”

“Stay inside,” he said, fast. “Don’t walk out.”

“You mean like you should’ve told me to stay safe inside the school?” I snapped.

“Not the time,” Wes said. “Nyla, listen. That SUV ain’t random.”

My skin went cold. “So you know who it is.”

Wes swallowed hard. I could hear it over the line.

“Just stay inside,” he said. “I’m coming.”

My stomach tightened.

Wes coming meant this was bigger than some










































