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Cannisborough wasn't the kind of town that welcomed change. Nestled between sprawling pine forests and mist-cloaked ridgelines, it clung to its traditions like bark to an ancient tree. People here knew each other's names, schedules, histories—and sometimes even secrets. So when a name appeared on the town registry without any prior warning, whispers began.

Elias Vance.
Seventeen years old.
Transferred from out of state.
Living with a man who wasn't his father.
The white house at the end of Ashridge Lane had stood empty for over a year before Elias arrived. It was one of those aging structures that always looked cold, even under sunlight. The paint peeled in jagged flakes from the window sills, and the shutters hung at crooked angles like a face caught mid-scream. It had been a foreclosure once—rumors claimed it was haunted, though in truth, it was just another casualty of neglect.

No one saw Elias arrive. No moving trucks. No neighborhood greetings. He just... appeared one day, glimpsed only through the curtain-slit windows of the decaying home or the odd glimpse at the back fence as he moved through the overgrown yard like a ghost.

He didn't go to school. Didn't show up at the local diner or library. Mrs. Hayworth, who lived next door and had a knack for noticing things, swore she heard yelling late at night—deep, sharp tones from a man and the muffled, pitiful sobs of someone smaller. She tried to convince herself it was the television. Still, she started keeping her porch light on just in case.

Word eventually spread that Elias was being homeschooled. The man who introduced himself as his stepfather—Vincent Locke—told the town clerk that Elias "needed special attention" and that they had no intention of "socializing unnecessarily." He said it with a tight-lipped smile that didn't reach his eyes.

And just like that, Cannisborough let it lie. People didn't like poking into other folks' business—not unless it came up over coffee or at the weekly town hall.

But curiosity simmered beneath the surface.

One afternoon, about a month after Elias's arrival, the wind shifted. Literally and figuratively.

It was just past sunset when the air turned crisp with the bite of October. Mrs. Hayworth, who had been watering her wilting chrysanthemums in a stubborn attempt to stretch summer a little longer, caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned, squinting across the fence toward the neighboring yard.

There he was.

Elias.

He was climbing out the window above the porch roof, quiet as a whisper, careful not to let it creak. His silhouette was thin—almost too thin—with the wiry tension of someone who never fully relaxed. He wore a hoodie two sizes too big, sleeves covering his hands, a tattered backpack slung over one shoulder. He paused at the edge of the roof, glanced toward the street, then jumped lightly into the overgrown backyard, vanishing into the shadows of the trees that bordered the house.

Mrs. Hayworth stood frozen for a moment, heart thudding. Her instincts screamed louder than her doubts.

Something was wrong.

The next morning, she made the call.

The knock at the front door came just before ten a.m. Elias had barely eaten. His stomach twisted with anxiety and a dull ache from the bruises that painted his ribs like muted storm clouds. He flinched at the sound, dropping the spoon from his hand.

Vincent grunted from the hallway. "Stay here. Don't say a word."

Elias obeyed, retreating to the far end of the kitchen where the linoleum curled from years of moisture damage. He pressed himself into the corner, head low, listening through the walls.

Voices filtered through. Two, maybe three of them. Official sounding. Not angry like Vincent. Colder. Controlled.

"...no record of enrollment... state mandates oversight..."

"...homeschooling requirements... not fulfilled..."

"...he'll need to begin attending Ridgepine High immediately."

There was a long silence before Vincent answered, voice strained through clenched teeth. "Fine."

That was all. No argument. No threats. Which somehow made it worse.

Elias didn't hear what was said after that, only the door closing. Footsteps thundered back down the hallway, fast and sharp.

"You're going to school," Vincent snapped, grabbing Elias by the collar. "You mess this up, and I swear to God—"

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

Elias didn't sleep that night.

The next morning dawned gray and damp, a low fog curling around the treetops like smoke from some unseen fire. Elias stood in front of Ridgepine High's looming brick facade, his stomach knotted with nausea and nerves. He could feel the eyes on him already—some curious, some indifferent, some predatory.

He walked inside with his shoulders hunched and eyes low, trying to move like background noise. But even here, he couldn't blend in. His silence drew attention. His bruises, though hidden, seemed to hum beneath his skin, aching with every step.

Across the crowded hallway, someone watched him.

Eighteen-year-old Jace Thorne, Beta of the Silverfang Pack, had learned long ago to trust his instincts. As second-in-command, his senses were sharp, his awareness always heightened. Most days at Ridgepine were routine—patrolling the halls for signs of rogue energy, keeping the Alpha's orders in mind, maintaining the careful balance between human and supernatural.

But today felt... different.

His gaze landed on the new kid walking past the lockers. Something about the boy made Jace pause. It wasn't just the haunted look in his eyes or the way he moved like he was expecting to be hit. It was a pull—subtle, electric, and entirely unexplainable.

The wolf inside him stirred.

Not alarmed.
Not aggressive.
Curious. Drawn.
Jace narrowed his eyes.

He'd never seen the boy before. Yet, something deep inside whispered that this newcomer was going to change everything.

He just didn't know how yet.
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The new kid smelled like rain on scorched earth—clean, sharp, but with something raw beneath. Not blood. Not fear exactly. Pain, maybe. The kind that burrowed deep and didn't bleed on the surface. Jace had caught the scent the moment Elias Vance walked into Ridgepine High, hood drawn up like a shield, eyes fixed on the floor.

Jace leaned against the locker nearest the science wing, arms crossed over his chest as his wolf paced just under his skin.

He didn't understand it.

This wasn't how it was supposed to feel when a stranger walked past. He'd been raised on stories of fated mates, of lightning-strike moments and instant clarity. This was different. Subtle. A tug in the chest that wouldn't let go. Not recognition—but curiosity with claws.

And something else.

He hadn't spoken to the boy yet. He wasn't sure why. Maybe because every time he tried to step forward, something told him to wait. Like this wasn't the moment fate had chosen. Like rushing it would break something delicate.

But he noticed things.

How Elias never made eye contact.

How he flinched when someone bumped into him.

How he sat in the far back of every classroom, spine straight, as if trying to disappear into the chair.

Jace watched him in English, trying to focus on the droning lecture about metaphors while his eyes kept drifting across the room. Elias didn't take notes. He didn't even lift his head. But Jace saw the subtle twitch of his fingers—tiny movements, like he was drawing letters into his thigh with invisible ink.

He wasn't just quiet. He was hiding.

And Jace hated not knowing why.

ELIAS

The hallways were too bright.

Everything at Ridgepine High was too loud, too sharp. From the slam of lockers to the bursts of laughter that hit like gunshots, Elias moved through the corridors like a mouse through a snake pit. He kept his head down and counted steps. Ten from math to science. Eighteen to the cafeteria. Thirteen to the bathroom stall where he could breathe again.

His ribs still ached from the last "lesson." Vincent had punched low, where the bruises wouldn't show through clothes.

That morning, he'd pressed his palm against the mirror in the bathroom, watching himself shake. His reflection looked nothing like the boys around him. Pale. Gaunt. Hollow-eyed. Even his hoodie looked like it belonged to someone else, sagging around his frame like a shroud.

He hadn't spoken to anyone.

He didn't want to.

Not even the guy in third period who kept staring at him.

Jace Thorne.

Elias knew his name by the second day. Everyone did. Ridgepine's golden boy. Confident, calm, like he knew every room belonged to him the second he stepped inside. He was always surrounded by people, but it wasn't his popularity that made Elias nervous.

It was the way Jace looked at him.

Not with ridicule. Not with pity.

With... focus. Like he saw something Elias didn't.

And that scared him more than Vincent's fists.

JACE

By the end of the week, Jace couldn't take it anymore.

He caught up with Elias just outside the school building, where the woods curled around the edge of the parking lot. Elias was moving fast, shoulders hunched against the wind, and Jace followed.

"Hey."

Elias flinched at the voice behind him, turning quickly. His eyes—storm-gray and too old for seventeen—locked with Jace's.

For a split second, something sparked between them. Not lightning. Not a bond.

But something.

Elias looked away instantly, as if burned. "What do you want?"

His voice was quiet, tired.

Jace shrugged. "Just thought I'd say hi. You're new. I'm Jace."

"I know."

Jace smiled, trying to ignore how his wolf leaned closer, ears perked. "You've got a name?"

A beat. Then: "Elias."

"Cool. You settling in okay?"

Elias shifted, fingers tugging the sleeves over his hands. "I'm fine."

Lie. It smelled like smoke and shame.

Jace's jaw tensed. He could hear his own heartbeat, loud against the rustling trees.

"Well... if you ever need anything, I'm around," he said, stepping back to give Elias space. "Just so you know."

Elias gave a small nod, but didn't speak again.

ELIAS

Jace Thorne was dangerous.

Not in the way Vincent was—brutal and cruel with fists and silence—but dangerous because he seemed to care.

Elias didn't know what to do with kindness. It felt like walking a rope over fire. If you trusted it, you'd fall and burn.
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