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  Prologue

  
  




They don’t drag you by the throat when they plan to be nice.

My wrist burns where Trey’s fingers clamp down. He’s one of James Clipper’s boys. Same crew that smokes behind the gym, shoves freshmen into lockers, and laughs like the world owes them something. Trey yanks me through the side door of the pack hall like I’m a trash bag he’s taking out. The metal handle bites my palm when I try to grab the frame and slow down.

“Quit playing, Chloe,” he snaps. “Alpha wants you inside. Now.”

Alpha wants. Like I’m not even a person. Like I’m a problem they keep passing around.

I don’t fight him. Fighting gets you hurt. Fighting gets you called “crazy” so they can justify whatever comes next.

I’m seventeen. Five foot six. Brown skin with a scar on my eyebrow from when I was eleven and Alex “accidentally” shoved me into a table. My hair is thick and black and usually pulled into a bun because loose hair gives them something to grab. My eyes are light, too light for my face, like my mom’s. People used to say it made me look soft.

Nothing about my life is soft.

I’m an omega in my own pack. Not because I was born one. Because they decided I deserved it.

The hall smells like sweat, old wood, and power. Everybody’s in here. Everybody. Even the little kids I used to babysit when I still had a name in this place. They’re sitting on the steps by the wall, wide-eyed, quiet, watching like it’s entertainment.

Pack business is always a show.

Trey shoves me forward. I stumble. Someone laughs.

I keep my face blank. I learned that trick two years ago. You don’t give them the tears. You don’t give them shaking. You don’t give them anything they can call weakness.

The Alpha’s chair sits on the raised platform like a throne somebody dragged out of a museum. Alpha Rowan Clipper is already there, elbows on his knees, jaw tight, eyes like cold steel. He’s not old, but he carries himself like time belongs to him. Next to him stands Luna Maren, pretty in a way that looks sharp, like a knife with lipstick on it.

And there’s James.

He leans against a post with his arms crossed, varsity jacket still on even though it’s warm inside. Like he wants everybody to see that patch with the wolf head and the words CLIPPER PRIDE stitched in black. Like he wants to remind the whole pack who he is.

James is eighteen. He’s tall and built, with dark hair that falls messy on purpose. His eyes are green, and people get stupid when they look at them. Girls at school talk about him like he’s a prize. Guys follow him like he’s a plan.

He looks at me like I’m a stain.

Alex is in the front row. My brother. Nineteen. Broad shoulders. Same eyes as mine, same hair, same jaw. He used to stand between me and trouble. Now he stands with trouble. He doesn’t look away when I’m dragged in. He watches like he’s waiting for a punchline.

My stomach twists, but I don’t let it show.

Alpha Rowan lifts his hand and the room drops into silence. Even the babies stop whispering.

“Chloe Adeyemi,” he says, like my name tastes wrong. “Step forward.”

I take one step. Then another. My legs feel heavy. My wolf sits curled up inside me like she’s bracing for impact. I’m not fully shifted yet. I haven’t had my first full change. Not like the others. Some girls shift at eighteen if nothing happens before then. Some shift earlier if their mate bond hits. That’s the rule. That’s what the elders say. Females don’t get the easy version unless they have their mate beside them.

I’ve been praying for the mate part.

Not because I want some fairytale. I don’t have the energy for that.

Because in this world, a mate is protection. A mate is status. A mate is the one person they’re not allowed to touch without consequences.

They can treat an omega like dirt. They can order me around. They can “correct” me. They can make me scrub floors on my knees until my knuckles split. But if I belong to someone with rank, they have to think twice.

That’s what I kept telling myself on the nights I fell asleep hungry because I wasn’t allowed to eat until everyone else finished. On the mornings my ribs ached from “training accidents” I wasn’t invited to. On the days I walked through school with bruises under my hoodie and teachers pretended they didn’t see.

Mate. Mate. Mate.

I never let myself say it out loud.

Alpha Rowan’s gaze cuts across the hall. “James.”

James pushes off the post like he’s bored, like this is a chore. He walks toward me slow, eyes locked on my face, and something ugly moves through the air between us. A spark. Not the sweet kind people whisper about. Not the soft pull romance books sell.

This feels like a chain snapping tight.

My wolf jerks awake inside me.

Mine, she says, raw and shocked.

My throat goes dry.

No. Not here. Not like this. Not in front of everyone.

James stops a few feet away. Close enough that I can smell his cologne mixed with wolf. Clean. Expensive. Like he’s never done a day of work that mattered.

The room starts murmuring, low and excited, like they just got proof of something they were waiting on.

I look at Alpha Rowan. “Sir… I don’t—”

“Quiet,” he cuts in.

Luna Maren’s lips curve. Not a smile. A warning.

James’s eyes rake over me. Head to toe. Then he snorts.

That sound lands like spit.

“Are you serious?” he says, loud enough for everyone. “That’s it? That’s what the Moon picked for me?”

A ripple of laughter rolls through the hall.

My face stays still. My chest feels like somebody dropped a brick inside it.

Alpha Rowan’s voice is calm, but there’s heat under it. “Watch your tone.”

James doesn’t flinch. “I’m just saying what everybody’s thinking.”

That’s the part that makes it worse.

Because he’s right.

People have been thinking it for years. They just didn’t say it to my face in front of the whole pack.

James steps closer. “Look at her.”

He points at me like I’m an object. Like I’m not standing here hearing every word.

“She’s skinny. She’s quiet. She walks like she’s scared of her own shadow. She’s always got her head down. And that’s before you even talk about her bloodline.”

My wolf presses into my ribs like she wants to hide.

Alpha Rowan’s eyes sharpen. “Enough.”

James lifts both hands like he’s backing off. “Nah, I’m not done.”

He turns his head slightly so his voice carries. He wants the crowd. He wants witnesses.

“She’s the reason her parents are dead. Everybody knows it. She went into the woods when she was told not to. She got chased. They died for her. And now she wants to stand here and act like she deserves a mate bond to the future Alpha?”

The hall is dead silent again.

I don’t remember moving, but my hands shake at my sides now. My nails cut into my palms.

My parents are dead. That part is true.

The rest… it’s the pack’s favorite story. The version that keeps them comfortable. The version that makes my pain look like justice.

I try to speak, but my voice won’t come.

James leans in just enough that only I can hear the next part.

“You’re not about to trap me with that bond,” he says low. “Not you.”

The bond. The mate bond.

It sits in my chest like a hot mark, like something trying to connect us anyway. My wolf whimpers. She doesn’t understand rejection. Not yet. She only knows instinct. Claim. Belonging.

I swallow hard. “James…”

He jerks back like my voice is poison. Then he smiles, and it’s mean.

“Say it,” he tells me. “Say you want me. Say it out loud.”

My lungs don’t work right.

I’m not stupid. I see what he’s doing. He wants me to beg so he can crush it. He wants to make it a story people retell at bonfires. Chloe begged. Chloe cried. Chloe got put in her place.

I lift my chin. It takes everything I have.

“I don’t want you to want me,” I say, quiet but clear. “I just wanted it to stop.”

For a second, something flickers in his eyes. Like the words hit somewhere he didn’t expect.

Then it hardens.

Alpha Rowan stands. The wood under his feet groans. The room tenses. When the Alpha stands, everybody feels it.

“The Moon has spoken,” he says. “The bond exists. It is law. It is tradition. It is—”

“I reject it,” James cuts in.

A sound rushes through the hall. Not words. Just noise. Shock. Hunger.

My stomach drops so fast it’s like I’m falling.

Alpha Rowan’s voice turns dangerous. “James.”

James doesn’t look at him. He keeps his eyes on me.

“Say it right,” Luna Maren murmurs, almost sweet.

James nods like he’s taking a cue in a play. Then he raises his voice.

“I, James Clipper,” he says, loud, sharp, clear, “reject Chloe Adeyemi as my mate.”

The world doesn’t explode. No lightning. No screaming sky.

It’s worse.

It’s my insides going cold.

It’s my wolf slamming against the bond like she’s trying to undo what he just did.

It’s pain spreading through my chest and gut like fire under my skin. I can’t breathe. I can’t stand straight.

I bite down on my tongue so hard I taste blood, because if I make a sound, if I break, they’ll own that too.

James watches me sway. He watches me fight to stay upright.

Then he says, like he’s finishing a sentence, “You’re nothing.”

He turns away.

Just like that.

Like the bond was a dirty shirt he threw on the ground.

People start talking at once. Some are laughing. Some are whispering like it’s scandal. Some look uncomfortable, but nobody steps in. Nobody says, “This is wrong.” Not even the elders.

Alex stands up halfway, like he might move, like he might do something.

Hope flares in me by mistake. It’s automatic. Stupid.

Then he sits back down.

He doesn’t even meet my eyes.

My throat closes around a sob I refuse to release.

Alpha Rowan’s voice snaps through the hall. “Chloe. Leave.”

Leave.

That’s all I get.

No help. No protection. No rule about rejecting in public. No punishment for James for disrespecting the bond in front of the pack.

Just leave.

I turn on legs that feel like they aren’t mine. I walk out of the hall with my head high because pride is the only thing I have left.

The door shuts behind me and the noise gets muffled. That’s when my knees finally give.

I catch myself on the wall. My breath comes out ragged. My stomach cramps so hard I almost throw up.

My wolf is crying inside me.

Not tears. Wolves don’t do tears.

It’s a sound. A broken little noise in my head that makes me want to rip my own skin off.

He cut us, she says.

I press my fist against my mouth so nobody hears me.

I don’t know how long I’m there, shaking against the hall wall, trying not to fall apart. The hallway is empty now. Everyone’s back inside, eating the moment like it’s candy.

Footsteps come.

I straighten fast. Too fast. The pain punches through me.

Alex steps into the hallway.

My brother’s face is hard. Not angry. Not sad. Just locked.

For years, I’ve told myself he still has something in him. Something that remembers me. Something that remembers Mom’s laugh and Dad’s hands and the way we used to eat popcorn on the couch and fight over the last piece.

He stands in front of me like a stranger.

“You done?” he asks.

My mouth opens and nothing comes out. My eyes burn. I force the words anyway.

“Why didn’t you stop him?”

Alex’s jaw flexes. He looks past me, like he doesn’t want to see my face.

“You think I can stop the Alpha’s son?” he says. “You think I run this place?”

“You’re my brother.”

The words slip out before I can hold them back.

Alex laughs once. Short. Ugly.

“I used to be,” he says. “Then you got them killed.”

My stomach twists harder. That old story again. That same knife.

I shake my head. “I was twelve.”

“And they were everything,” he snaps back. His voice cracks for half a second, and that tiny crack hits me worse than the yelling.

He steps closer. “You wanna know why I didn’t stop him? Because you don’t get to take more from me.”

“I didn’t—”

“You did,” he says. “Whether you meant to or not.”

His hand lifts like he might touch my shoulder.

I flinch before he even moves.

That flinch freezes him.

His eyes narrow like he’s offended.

“Don’t do that,” he says. “Don’t act scared of me.”

I stare at him.

I want to scream. I want to spit every bruise and every insult back into his face. I want to tell him about the nights I washed blood out of my sheets so nobody would ask questions. I want to tell him about the times I lay on the bathroom floor and stared at the ceiling and begged the Moon to just let me disappear.

But I don’t.

Because he won’t hear it.

Because I can see it now.

Alex doesn’t need the truth. He needs someone to blame. And I’m the easiest target he’ll ever have.

He steps back. “Pack line is at dusk,” he says, like he’s giving instructions to a dog. “You don’t leave territory without permission.”

A bitter laugh tries to rise in me. I swallow it down.

“Or what?” I ask.

Alex’s eyes flash. “Or you get handled.”

There it is.

Not “or you get protected.”

Handled.

I nod once, slow, like I accept his rules.

He turns and walks away without another word.

I stand there until his footsteps fade. My legs tremble. My wolf goes quiet in that scary way, like she’s too hurt to make noise.

Something shifts inside me then. Not my bones. Not my body.

My mind.

I realize there’s nothing here for me. Not a single thing.

No pack. No brother. No mate. No future.

Just more years of being the joke everybody bonds over.

I push off the wall and walk down the back hall toward the service door. My body moves on autopilot. I don’t go to my room. Calling it a room is generous. It’s a storage space near the laundry with a thin mattress and a lock that doesn’t work.

I go straight to the little cabinet where I keep what’s mine.

It isn’t much.

A small backpack. A worn hoodie. Two shirts. A pair of jeans. A cracked phone that barely holds a charge. Cash I’ve been hiding from chores and errands they send me on. A photo of my parents with their arms around me and Alex, taken before everything went bad.

I stare at that photo for three seconds.

Then I shove it into the bag.

I don’t write a letter. A letter is hope. It’s asking to be understood. It’s begging.

I’m done begging.

I slip out the back door and into the trees.

Cold air hits my face. The forest feels like a mouth closing behind me. The pack scent line is up ahead, that invisible border that keeps you “safe” inside and “wild” outside.

My feet crunch on leaves. My lungs pull in air like I’ve been underwater my whole life.

A pain pulses in my stomach again. The rejection doesn’t stop just because I’m moving. It sits in me, steady, like a bruise that keeps getting pressed.

I don’t cry.

I run.

I run until my throat burns and my legs go numb and the pack house is far behind me. I run until the trees look unfamiliar and the moon climbs higher.

Then my body betrays me.

A sharp twist hits my spine. My knees buckle. My bag slips off my shoulder and hits the ground.

I gasp. Not from fear.

From pain.

My wolf wakes up screaming.

It’s time, she says, voice shaking.

No. Not now.

I try to stand. My bones feel wrong. My skin feels too tight.

I stagger behind a thick bush and drop to my knees in the dirt. My hands dig into the ground. My fingers shake so hard I can’t make a fist.

The first shift.

I knew it was coming. I just thought I’d have more time. I thought I could get farther. I thought I could find a place that didn’t smell like my old life.

A sound breaks out of me, low and rough. I clamp my teeth together, but it still leaks.

Something cracks in my legs.

I bite down so hard my jaw aches.

My back arches. My vision blurs. The world tilts.

I taste blood again. I don’t know if it’s from my tongue or my gums.

The pain is not quick. It’s not merciful. It’s like my body is being rebuilt with no warning. Like the Moon is tearing me apart and putting me back together because it can.

I curl into myself, trying to make it smaller.

No one comes.

No mate voice in my head telling me to breathe. No pack hands holding me steady. No brother’s jacket thrown over my shoulders.

Just dirt. Leaves. Cold air.

And the bond scar inside my chest where James cut us.

My wolf cries, then goes silent.

I don’t pass out.

I wish I would.

My vision swims. I force my eyes open because closed eyes feel like dying.

A new scent hits the air.

Not mine.

Not the Clipper pack.

Not Alex.

Not James.

Different wolves.

Close.

My breath turns shallow. My ears catch something between the trees. A branch snapping. A shoe scraping rock.

Someone’s out here.

And they’re coming fast.

I try to move. My body won’t listen. Another crack runs up my spine and a low sound tears out of me, half growl, half agony.

The footsteps stop.

A voice cuts through the dark.

“Yo,” it says. Male. Young. Sharp. “You hear that?”

Another voice answers. “Yeah. That ain’t one of ours.”

My stomach drops.

I’m not on my pack’s land anymore.

Which means I’m trespassing.

Which means I’m alone, half-shifting, and helpless.

A shadow moves between the trees.

Then another.

I try to lift my head.

All I see are eyes in the dark, watching me like I’m either a threat… or a mistake they’re about to erase.

And the last thing I feel, right before my bones shift again, is this:

For the first time in years, somebody finally found me.
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Pain doesn’t ask for permission.

The ground is cold under my palms, but I barely feel it. My body is busy doing something worse. Bones rearranging. Skin tightening. Heat crawling under me like a punishment with a clock. I’m wedged behind a thick bush, half in the dirt, half in the leaves, trying to stay quiet while the forest listens.

Voices drift closer.

“Yo,” one guy says again, like he owns the night.

Another answers, lower. “Stay ready.”

Ready for what? For me?

The shift hits harder and my whole back arches. A sound pushes out of me before I can stop it. Not a scream. Not a cry. Just something ugly. Something that doesn’t sound human.

My throat burns after.

Footsteps cut through the brush. Shadows move between trees. I can’t stand. I can’t run. That’s the truth. I hate the truth, but it’s still the truth.

A beam of light flicks on and sweeps across the forest floor. It lands on my bag first. Then my hands. Then my face.

“Damn,” a voice says. “She’s a kid.”

“I’m not a kid,” I force out, but it comes out rough like I swallowed sand.

The light shifts. It stops right on my eyes. Whoever’s holding it goes quiet for a beat.

“Turn it down,” someone else says. “You blinding her.”

The light drops a little. Two guys step closer, both tall, both wearing dark hoodies. I catch their scents through the pain. Wolf, sweat, and something clean underneath, like soap. Not the Clipper smell. Not my pack.

One of them lifts his hands, palms out. “Easy. We ain’t here to jump you.”

That would sound more believable if my body wasn’t falling apart in front of them.

“Why are you here?” I ask. My words shake, not from fear, from the way my jaw won’t hold steady.

The second guy looks me over, quick and sharp. Like he’s checking for weapons. Like he’s checking for lies. His eyes narrow when he notices my wrists.

Bruises.

He doesn’t say anything about them. He just swallows like he wants to.

“Territory line’s back that way,” he says, pointing behind him. “You crossed it.”

“I know,” I say. “Didn’t mean to.”

The first guy crouches a few feet away, not too close. Smart. “You alone?”

A laugh almost comes out, but it’s not funny. “Does it look like I got a squad?”

He flinches, not offended, just surprised I still have mouth on me with my bones doing this.

A fresh wave rolls through and I fold in, forehead almost touching the dirt. I hate that they can see me like this. Weak. Exposed. Like something left out on the curb.

The second guy steps forward like he can’t help it. “She’s shifting.”

“No kidding,” the first guy mutters, but his voice softens anyway. “First time?”

My silence answers.

The second guy swears under his breath. “You picked the worst place for that.”

“I didn’t pick anything,” I snap, then regret it when another pulse of pain hits. “It started. I couldn’t stop it.”

A third shadow appears behind them. Bigger than the others. Broad shoulders. The energy in the air changes like a door just closed.

“Report,” the new voice says. Calm. Cold. The kind of calm that makes people listen.

The two guys straighten fast.

“Trey found her near the line,” the first guy says. “She’s shifting. Looks young.”

The bigger one steps into the little circle of light. He’s not old, maybe early twenties. Hair cut low. Eyes pale, almost silver, catching the light in a way that doesn’t feel friendly.

He looks at me like he’s trying to read a story off my skin.

“She’s not from here,” he says.

“No,” I manage. “I’m… not.”

The word rogue sits in my throat. I don’t say it. Saying it makes it real. Saying it makes it permanent.

His gaze drops to my bag. “You running?”

The question lands too close to the truth.

A crack tears through my legs and I groan, biting down so I don’t make it a performance. My wolf is somewhere inside me, furious and hurting, and I can’t even talk to her right now without feeling like my mind might split.

The silver-eyed guy crouches down, not like the other one, not careful. Not careless either. Like he’s used to being obeyed.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

No one’s asked me that like it mattered in a long time.

“Chloe,” I say. “Chloe Adeyemi.”

One of the guys repeats it softly like he’s testing how it sounds. “Adeyemi… you Nigerian?”

My face tightens. “Yeah.”

He nods like that explains something. Like it makes me a person and not just a body in the dirt.

Silver-eyes doesn’t comment on any of that. “Chloe. Look at me.”

My eyes lift.

“Can you shift somewhere safer?” he asks.

A bitter sound leaves my mouth. “If I could, I wouldn’t be behind a bush, would I?”

One of the guys lets out a short laugh. It’s nervous. Like he doesn’t know if he’s allowed.

Silver-eyes doesn’t smile. “Fair. Then we move you.”

My stomach flips. “No.”

“Chloe,” he says, voice even, “you’re on our land. You’re in a bad spot. And you’re in pain. You can either let us help, or you can finish that shift alone with whatever’s crawling out here.”

The words are blunt. No sweetness. No pity.

I hate that it makes sense.

The second guy crouches near my bag and picks it up gently. That tiny detail hits me harder than it should. In my old pack, they would’ve kicked it away just to watch me scramble.

“You got family looking for you?” the first guy asks.

The question burns.

“My brother knows where I was,” I say. “He won’t be looking.”

Saying it out loud makes something inside me go quiet.

Silver-eyes watches me. “That a yes or a no?”

“No,” I answer.

A pause.

“Alright,” he says. “Then here’s what’s going to happen. We’re taking you to our pack doctor. You don’t have to join anything. You don’t have to promise anything. But you do not finish your first shift out here. Not on my watch.”

The words “my watch” tell me everything. He’s not a random. He’s rank. Maybe the Alpha. Maybe the Beta. Either way, he’s not used to asking twice.

My body seizes again and my decision gets made for me by pain. I nod once, sharp. “Fine. But if you try anything, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” the second guy asks, not mocking, just real.

My mouth opens and nothing comes.

Silver-eyes stands. “Pick her up.”

Fear tries to rise, but there’s no room for it. They lift me carefully, one under my shoulders, one under my knees. I hate being carried. Hate it. It reminds me of the times I couldn’t stand up fast enough and somebody decided that was funny.

These guys don’t laugh.

They move fast through the trees. The forest blurs. My stomach rolls. The pain keeps coming in waves, like my body is fighting itself.

“You got a water bottle?” the first guy asks.

“Yeah,” the second guy says. “Hold her head.”

A bottle presses to my lips. “Drink,” the first guy says. “Don’t be hard-headed.”

Hard-headed. That’s what my mom used to call me when I refused to come inside before dark.

I take a swallow. Then another.

The second guy glances down at me. “You got a mate?”

The question drops like a rock.

My mouth twists. “Had one.”

Both of them go still for half a second.

Silver-eyes doesn’t turn around, but his voice cuts in. “Rejected?”

I don’t answer right away.

“No point lying,” I say finally. “Yeah.”

The first guy mutters, “That’s foul.”

No one argues.

The next wave hits so hard my vision turns spotty. I clamp my teeth down and taste metal.

“Stay with me,” the second guy says. “Don’t check out.”

“Don’t talk to me like we friends,” I whisper, and it comes out meaner than I want.

He doesn’t get offended. “Cool. Stay awake anyway.”

A little laugh slips out of me by accident. It’s small. It hurts my ribs. It’s not happy.

We break through the trees into a clearing. A fence line. Lights. A big house in the distance, not a mansion, but not small either. Clean. Kept. Like the pack has money and control.

A woman appears on the porch, hair wrapped in a scarf, wearing a long coat like she was waiting.

“What did you bring me?” she calls, voice sharp.

“A problem,” silver-eyes answers. “And a girl in the middle of her first shift.”

Her eyes lock on me. She moves fast, down the porch steps, across the yard.

“Inside,” she says. “Now.”

They carry me through the front door. Warm air hits my face. The inside smells like pine cleaner, food, and wolf. Not the sour stink of the Clipper pack hall. Not the smell of fear baked into wood.

The woman leads us down a hall and into a room that looks like a clinic. Clean sheets. White cabinets. A metal cart with supplies.

“Set her down,” she says.

They lay me on the bed. The mattress dips under me and the pain makes my body jerk. The woman’s hands are quick. She checks my eyes. My pulse. My temperature. Then her gaze slides to my wrists again, to the faint marks on my arms I keep hidden with sleeves.

Her face tightens.

“Who did that?” she asks.

Silence fills the room.

I stare at the ceiling. “Life.”

“That’s not an answer,” she says.

“It’s the only one you’re getting.”

Silver-eyes steps closer to the bed. “Doctor Sade,” he says, low, “help her first. Questions later.”

Doctor Sade studies him like she’s deciding how much authority he gets in her space. Then she nods once.

“Chloe,” she says, like she’s choosing to treat my name with care, “this is going to hurt. It already hurts. I can’t erase that. But I can keep you from dying on my table.”

“I’m not dying,” I spit out, more stubborn than confident.

Doctor Sade hums like she’s heard that line from boys twice my size. “Sure. Hold still.”

She injects something into my arm. Cool rush. My muscles loosen just a little. Not enough to stop the shift, but enough that my body stops fighting itself so hard.

Silver-eyes watches my face.

“Why?” I whisper, voice thin. “Why are you helping me?”

He doesn’t answer right away. His expression stays flat, but his eyes shift, like he’s measuring something.

“Because you’re seventeen,” he says. “Because you crossed our line in pain. And because I’m not letting some girl get ripped apart in my territory while my people stand around acting dumb.”

The words land simple and hard.

No comfort. No promises.

Still… it’s something.

Doctor Sade adjusts my legs, braces them with a rolled blanket. “When it peaks, you’re going to want to bite,” she says. “If you do, bite this.”

She puts a thick leather strap near my mouth.

I look away. “Don’t need it.”

“Yeah, you do,” the second guy says from the corner.

My eyes cut toward him. “You got a name?”

He hesitates. “Malik.”

The first guy lifts his chin. “Andre.”

Silver-eyes doesn’t introduce himself.

Doctor Sade notices. “Boss,” she says, not looking up, “tell the girl your name before she decides you’re a villain.”

A small pause.

Silver-eyes finally speaks. “Darius.”

Darius. Not Clipper. Not Rowan. Not James.

A new pack.

A new problem.

The shift surges again, bigger than before, and my words get swallowed by pain. Doctor Sade grips my shoulder, steady and firm.

“Now,” she says. “Let it happen.”

My world tilts.

The room blurs.

And right before the darkness takes me, one thought cuts through everything, sharp as glass:

If this pack is kind, it’s going to cost me something.

And if they’re not… I just walked into a different kind of cage.

When my eyes finally close, the last thing I hear is Doctor Sade’s voice, low and serious.

“Darius,” she says, “this girl’s carrying more than a rejection. What did you bring into my house tonight?”
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Chapter 2 – Mate Marks and Bad Timing

Waking up hurts for a different reason than shifting.

The room is too bright when my eyes crack open. White walls. Clean sheets. The kind of clean that makes you feel dirty for existing. My body feels like it got dragged across gravel, then taped back together with cheap glue.

A quiet beep comes from a monitor beside the bed. The sound is steady. Annoying. Alive.

Doctor Sade sits in a chair by the door with her arms crossed. She’s not asleep. She’s watching me like she’s been waiting for this moment.

“Don’t sit up fast,” she says.

Her voice is calm, but there’s nothing soft about her. She’s the type of woman who doesn’t waste words.

The strap she told me to bite is on the table beside the bed. That alone tells me I used it.

Heat creeps up my neck, and I hate that I feel embarrassed in front of strangers. Like I still care what people think.

Doctor Sade stands and checks the IV in my arm. “You finished the shift.”

“Am I…?” I start, then stop. The question in my head is stupid, but it still sits there. Am I still me?

“You’re human right now,” she answers, like she knows exactly what I meant. “And you’re not dying. Congrats.”

A laugh tries to come out and dies halfway. “Lucky me.”

She taps my forearm lightly. “How old are you, Chloe?”

“Seventeen.”

“That’s what you said last night. I wanted to hear if it changed overnight.”

My mouth tightens. “It didn’t.”

“Good.” She checks my eyes with a small flashlight. “Any dizziness?”

“Only from being interrogated before breakfast.”

She lowers the light. One corner of her mouth lifts, just barely. “You got jokes. That means you’re not broken all the way.”

That hits too close.

Silence sits between us for a second. She looks over my face like she’s counting things she doesn’t like. Then her gaze drops to my neck.

I follow her eyes.

There’s a bandage there. Fresh. Clean.

My hand moves toward it without thinking.

Doctor Sade catches my wrist. Not hard. Just enough to stop me. “Let me.”

She peels the edge back just a little. A sting flashes. Then she lays it down again.

“What is that?” My voice comes out tight.

“A mark,” she says.

My throat closes.

No.

That can’t—

James rejected me. The bond is cut. That’s what they teach. That’s what everybody says. Rejecting breaks the claim. It leaves pain, not a stamp.

Doctor Sade watches my face carefully. “Don’t spiral. I’m telling you the facts.”

“I didn’t get marked,” I say, like the words can change it. “He rejected me.”

“Still got marked,” she replies. “Doesn’t mean what you think it means. Not yet.”

My skin feels too hot. The rejection pain isn’t as sharp today, but it’s still there, sitting deep like a bruise nobody can see. Now there’s a new problem on top of it.

Doctor Sade pulls a small mirror from a drawer and holds it up.

The bandage blocks most of it, but I can see enough.

A faint shape under the edge. Not a bite imprint like in the movies. Not some dramatic tattoo. It’s more like a thin crescent with two small lines. Like claws scratched something precise into my skin.

My stomach turns.

“Is that… normal?” I ask.

Her answer takes too long. That scares me more than a quick “no.”

“Sometimes,” she says finally. “Bad shifts can trigger weird stuff. Traumatic bonds can do it too. Especially if your wolf fought the shift hard.”

My wolf.

I try to reach inside myself, to feel her, to hear her, but it’s like she’s behind a closed door.

“Can you talk to her?” Doctor Sade asks.

I shake my head. “Not really.”

“Give it time. First shifts mess up the head. You’re sore in more ways than one.”

The door opens before I can respond. Footsteps. Heavy, controlled.

Darius walks in like he owns the air.

He’s wearing a black long-sleeve shirt now, fitted, clean. No hoodie. No disguise. His eyes look even lighter today. Silver-gray, sharp and quiet.

Behind him is Malik, leaning against the doorframe like he’s trying to act relaxed. Andre isn’t with them.

Darius takes one look at me, then at Doctor Sade. “Status.”

Doctor Sade doesn’t stand straighter, but her tone shifts. Respect, mixed with attitude. “She lived. She’s stable. She’s also got a mark.”

Malik’s eyebrows lift. “A mark? From who?”

My jaw sets. “From nobody.”

Doctor Sade gives me a look like I’m being childish. I don’t care.

Darius’s gaze goes straight to my neck. He doesn’t ask to see it. He just looks like he already knows it’s there.

“Did she say she was rejected?” he asks.

“She did,” Doctor Sade answers.

Malik whistles low. “That’s wild.”

Darius doesn’t react. He steps closer to the bed. “How do you feel?”

It’s such a normal question that it makes me angry.

“Like I got ripped open,” I say. “And like I’m in a stranger’s house.”

“Fair,” he says. No argument. No fake comfort. “You are.”

Malik shifts his weight. “We brought you here so you don’t get found on our land looking like a crime scene. You good with that?”

I glance at him. “You always talk like this?”

He smirks. “Only when it’s true.”

Doctor Sade checks my IV again, ignoring the whole vibe in the room. “She needs food, water, and rest. And she’s not leaving today.”

My head snaps up. “Excuse me?”

Doctor Sade doesn’t blink. “You heard me.”

Darius’s tone stays flat. “Sade decides medical. Not you.”

“I’m not staying






































































































































