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Chapter One: The Scent That Should Not Exist
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(Kael – First Person POV)

There are scents you learn to ignore.

Deer. Rain. Rotting bark. Even blood, if you’ve lived long enough with violence.

And then there are scents that stop your heart.

This one didn’t just stop mine.

It silenced everything.

The forest had been alive moments ago. Wind pushing through the high canopies. Night creatures shifting in the undergrowth. The distant pulse of my pack moving along the eastern ridge.

Now—nothing.

Not silence.

Stillness.

My wolf rose before I could think.

Alert. Dominant. Awake in a way that felt... wrong.

I slowed my steps, boots sinking into damp earth, every muscle tightening as instinct took control. The air shifted again, and the scent hit me harder this time.

Warm.

Sweet.

Laced with blood.

And beneath it—something deeper. Older.

Something that did not belong in my territory.

“Alpha.”

The voice came low behind me. Controlled. Careful.

Ronan.

My beta never spoke unless necessary.

I didn’t turn. “You smell it.”

Not a question.

A pause. Then, tighter this time, “I do.”

Good. That meant I wasn’t imagining it.

Bad. That meant it was real.

I crouched, pressing my fingers into the soil. Still damp from yesterday’s rain. No visible tracks at first glance. Whoever—or whatever—this was, they hadn’t walked like prey.

Or they hadn’t walked at all.

The scent pulsed again, stronger now.

Closer.

My wolf surged forward so violently I had to brace my hand against a tree trunk.

Mine.

The word wasn’t thought. It was instinct. Raw. Absolute.

I went still.

No.

That wasn’t possible.

Not here. Not like this.

Not after everything.

“Stay back,” I said quietly.

Ronan didn’t argue. That told me more than words could. He felt it too—the wrongness of this.

I moved forward alone.

Every step was deliberate. Controlled. But inside, my wolf was pacing, restless, pushing against restraint like a storm behind bone.

Mine.

I ignored it.

I had to.

The trees thinned ahead, opening into a narrow clearing near the lower boundary of my territory. A place where the land dipped slightly, forming a shallow basin where rainwater sometimes gathered.

Tonight, it was empty.

Except for her.

She lay crumpled against the base of a fallen trunk, half-shadowed by the curve of the land. For a moment, she looked like nothing more than another casualty of the wild.

Until the wind shifted.

And her scent slammed into me.

I stopped breathing.

Not because she was beautiful—though even from here, I could see the sharp lines of her face, the dark spill of her hair against pale skin.

Not because she was injured—though the blood was unmistakable now, soaking through the torn fabric at her side.

But because my wolf dropped to its knees.

Not in submission.

In recognition.

Mine.

The word echoed again, louder this time, dragging something deep and primal with it.

“No,” I muttered under my breath.

This was wrong.

This was impossible.

I had spent years making sure this would never happen.

And yet—

My feet moved before I gave the command.

I crossed the clearing in seconds, dropping beside her, senses flaring.

Alive.

Barely.

Her pulse fluttered weakly beneath her skin, uneven but present.

I reached out—then stopped.

My hand hovered inches from her.

Because something about this felt... dangerous.

Not to me.

To everything.

“Alpha?”

Ronan again, closer now.

“Stay where you are,” I snapped, sharper than intended.

He froze.

Good.

Because I didn’t understand what I was looking at.

I forced myself to focus.

Assess.

She was human. At least, that’s what she looked like. No visible signs of shifting. No scent of wolf.

And yet—

I leaned closer, inhaling carefully this time.

There it was again.

Beneath the blood. Beneath the human scent.

Power.

Ancient. Coiled. Waiting.

My jaw tightened.

“What are you?” I murmured.

Her lashes fluttered.

Not fully conscious.

But reacting.

To me.

That alone sent a ripple through my spine.

I reached for her again, slower this time, and brushed my fingers against her wrist.

The moment skin met skin—

Everything snapped.

A surge of heat tore through me, sharp and violent, like something inside my chest had been ripped open.

My wolf roared.

Mine.

I jerked back, breath punching out of me.

That wasn’t a normal bond reaction.

Not even close.

I had seen mates find each other before. Felt the shift in energy, the pull, the instinct.

This—

This was something else.

Something deeper.

Something older than the bond itself.

“Kael.”

Ronan didn’t use my title this time.

He never did that unless something was seriously wrong.

I turned my head slowly.

His expression was tight. Controlled. But his eyes—

His eyes were fixed on her.

And there was something in them I had never seen before.

Wariness.

“Tell me you don’t feel that,” he said.

I held his gaze.

“I feel it.”

A beat of silence.

Then, quieter, “She’s not normal.”

I let out a humorless breath. “That’s the first useful thing you’ve said tonight.”

But he didn’t react.

He was still staring at her.

“Alpha... we should not bring her back.”

The words hung in the air.

Heavy.

Dangerous.

My wolf surged again, anger flashing sharp and immediate.

Mine.

I stood slowly, turning fully toward him.

“Say that again.”

Ronan didn’t flinch.

But I saw the tension in his shoulders.

“She’s injured. Unknown. And whatever she is—” he nodded toward her “—it’s drawing attention. I can feel it. Others will too.”

He wasn’t wrong.

That was the problem.

I glanced back at her.

Still unconscious.

Still breathing—barely.

Still bleeding into my land.

Mine.

The word hit harder this time.

Final.

There was no denying it now.

She was my mate.

But that wasn’t the part that unsettled me.

It was everything else.

Because mates didn’t feel like this.

They didn’t carry something that made the air itself feel heavier.

They didn’t make an Alpha hesitate.

And they definitely didn’t make my wolf bow.

I crouched again beside her.

Careful this time.

Measured.

I slid one arm beneath her shoulders, the other under her knees.

The moment I lifted her, her head tipped slightly, brushing against my chest.

And the scent—

Stronger.

Richer.

Alive.

My control slipped for half a second.

Just enough for my wolf to push forward.

Mine.

I tightened my hold.

“No one touches her,” I said flatly.

Ronan exhaled slowly. “Kael—”

“I gave an order.”

Silence.

Then, finally, “Yes, Alpha.”

I turned toward the path back to the compound.

Every instinct I had screamed that this was a mistake.

That bringing her into the heart of my territory would change everything.

That nothing would stay the same after this.

I knew it.

I felt it.

And still—

I didn’t stop walking.

Because the truth was simple.

Brutal.

Unavoidable.

Whoever she was...

Whatever she was becoming...

She was mine.

And I would burn this entire forest to the ground before I let anyone take her from me.
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Chapter Two: The Place Where I Should Not Be
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(Elara – First Person POV)

Consciousness did not return all at once. It came in fragments, thin and jagged, like broken glass pressing through fog.

Sound first.

A low hum, steady and distant. Not mechanical. Not quite human either. It carried a rhythm, almost like breathing, but too controlled, too synchronized to belong to one person.

Then came the weight.

My body felt heavy, as if I had been pulled through something thick and unrelenting. Every muscle protested when I tried to move, pain flaring sharp enough to drag a weak sound from my throat.

I stilled immediately.

Even that small noise felt dangerous.

The air around me was unfamiliar. Clean, but not sterile. There was something earthy beneath it. Wood. Smoke. Something warm and alive.

And something else.

Something that didn’t belong.

I opened my eyes.

The ceiling above me was not one I recognized. Dark beams stretched overhead, solid and deliberate, the kind of structure built to endure, not decorate. Soft light filtered from a source I couldn’t immediately place, casting long shadows that shifted faintly with movement outside my line of sight.

I turned my head slowly.

Mistake.

Pain struck hard along my side, sharp and deep, forcing a breath from my lungs that I couldn’t quite control. My hand moved instinctively toward it, fingers brushing against thick bandaging wrapped tightly around my torso.

I froze.

Bandages.

Which meant—

Someone had touched me.

A pulse of awareness rushed through me, cutting through the lingering fog.

I wasn’t alone.

The room sharpened around me as my senses caught up all at once.

The walls were close, but not confining. Solid wood, dark and smooth, polished by time rather than design. A single window sat to the far left, narrow but open, letting in a cool draft that carried the scent of forest and something richer beneath it.

And then—

Him.

He was standing near the window, half-turned toward me, as if he had been watching the entire time.

My breath caught.

Not because of fear.

Not entirely.

But because something about him felt... overwhelming.

He was tall in a way that shifted the space around him, broad shoulders framed in shadow, his presence filling the room without effort. Dark clothing clung to him like it belonged there, practical, fitted, meant for movement rather than comfort.

His face was sharp, controlled, unreadable.

But his eyes—

They were on me.

Not casually. Not curiously.

Intently.

As if I were something he was trying to understand.

Or contain.

I pushed myself up slightly, ignoring the immediate protest from my body.

“Where am I?”

My voice came out rougher than expected, edged with strain.

He didn’t answer right away.

Instead, he stepped closer.

Every instinct in me reacted instantly.

Danger.

The word didn’t come from thought. It came from somewhere deeper, something older, something that didn’t need explanation.

I shifted back against the headboard, ignoring the pain.

“Stop.”

The word came out sharper this time.

He did.

Not abruptly. Not startled.

Simply... stopped.

As if he had chosen to.

That, somehow, was worse.

“Good,” I said, though my voice wavered slightly despite my effort to steady it. “Now answer the question.”

A flicker crossed his expression. Not quite amusement. Not quite irritation.

Something in between.

“You’re safe,” he said finally.

I let out a short breath.

“That’s not an answer.”

His gaze didn’t shift.

“No,” he agreed. “It isn’t.”

Silence stretched between us, heavy and deliberate.

I studied him now, more carefully.

There was something controlled about the way he held himself, like every movement was measured, deliberate. Even stillness, in him, felt like a choice rather than absence.

That alone made my skin tighten.

“Then try again,” I said, forcing steadiness into my tone. “Where am I?”

A pause.

Then, “In my territory.”

That didn’t help.

“If that’s supposed to mean something to me, it doesn’t.”

His eyes narrowed slightly.

“It will.”

Something in the way he said it made my stomach tighten.

I shifted again, ignoring the pain this time, focusing on him.

“And you are?”

He held my gaze.

“Kael.”

No title. No explanation.

Just the name.

I waited.

Nothing else followed.

I exhaled slowly.

“Right. Kael.” I let the name sit, testing it. “And you brought me here.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Another pause.

Longer this time.

His gaze moved briefly—just briefly—to my side, where the bandages were wrapped tight.

“You were bleeding out.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

His attention snapped back to mine.

Something shifted in his expression then. Subtle. Controlled.

But real.

“I found you in my territory,” he said. “That makes you my responsibility.”

My eyes narrowed.

“That sounds like a convenient explanation.”

“It’s the truth.”

I didn’t believe him.

Not entirely.

There was something missing in the way he answered. Something held back.

I could feel it.

And that—

That unsettled me more than anything.

I looked away from him, scanning the room again, searching for something familiar.

There was nothing.

No personal items. No clues.

Just structure. Function.

Control.

My pulse picked up.

“How long?” I asked quietly.

He didn’t hesitate this time.

“Two days.”

My head snapped back toward him.

“Two—” I stopped, swallowing hard. “I’ve been unconscious for two days?”

“Yes.”

That didn’t make sense.

I searched my memory, pushing past the fog, forcing something—anything—to surface.

There was movement.

Running.

Pain.

A flash of something behind me—dark, fast—

Then nothing.

My breath caught.

I couldn’t remember how I got there.

I couldn’t remember what had happened.

A sharp, cold thread of fear slipped into my chest.

“Do you remember anything?” he asked.

The question came quieter this time.

Less controlled.

I hesitated.

Then shook my head.

“No.”

The word felt heavier than it should have.

He watched me closely.

Too closely.

“Not even how you got there?”

“No.”

Silence again.

But this time, it felt different.

Not tense.

Measured.

Like he was... calculating.

I didn’t like that.

“What’s wrong with me?” I asked before I could stop myself.

His expression didn’t change.

“Nothing.”

“That’s not true.”

My voice sharpened despite the weakness still dragging at my body.

“I can’t remember how I got here. I wake up in a place I’ve never seen with a man who won’t answer a direct question, and you expect me to believe nothing is wrong?”

His jaw tightened.

For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t respond.

Then—

“You’re injured,” he said. “And you’ve been through something significant. Memory gaps are not uncommon.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.”

The quiet certainty in his voice made something in me still.

“Then answer me properly.”

A beat.

Then, slower this time, “There’s nothing wrong with you that wasn’t done to you.”

The words settled into the room, heavy and deliberate.

I stared at him.

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” he said evenly, “you were attacked.”

The word hit harder than I expected.

Attacked.

By who?

Why?

Questions surged forward, but none of them found shape fast enough.

Instead, something else rose.

A feeling.

Not memory.

Not exactly.

But close.

A shadow of something.

Fear.

Running.

Something behind me.

My breath hitched.

“Who?” I asked.

His gaze didn’t waver.

“I don’t know yet.”

Yet.

The word didn’t go unnoticed.

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

The certainty came out before I could second-guess it.

His eyes sharpened slightly.

“You don’t know me well enough to make that call.”

“No,” I said quietly. “But I know when someone is holding something back.”

Silence.

Then—

“That’s because I am.”

The honesty caught me off guard.

I blinked.

“What?”

“There are things I don’t know yet,” he continued, voice steady. “And things I’m not ready to tell you.”

My pulse spiked.

“That’s not your decision to make.”

“It is,” he said calmly. “Until I know exactly what you are.”

The words landed like a strike.

I went very still.

“What I am?”

He held my gaze.

“Yes.”

A chill slid down my spine.

“I’m human.”

The answer came automatically.

Without hesitation.

Without doubt.

And yet—

The moment the words left my mouth, something inside me shifted.

Not agreement.

Not certainty.

Something else.

Something uncertain.

His expression didn’t change.

“No,” he said quietly. “You’re not.”

The room seemed to tilt slightly.

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not joking.”

My heart started to pound.

Harder.

Faster.

“You don’t get to decide that.”

“I don’t need to,” he replied. “It’s already decided.”

A sharp, defensive edge rose in me.

“You don’t know anything about me.”

His gaze darkened.

“I know enough.”

“Then explain it.”

“Not yet.”

Frustration surged.

“That’s not good enough.”

“It will have to be.”

The finality in his tone snapped something in me.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed before I could think better of it.

Pain exploded through my side instantly, sharp and unforgiving.

I sucked in a breath, gripping the edge of the mattress.

“Don’t.”

His voice came low, warning.

I ignored it.

“I’m not staying here,” I said, forcing the words through clenched teeth as I pushed myself upright.

The room spun slightly.

I steadied myself.

One step.

Then another.

Each movement sent a fresh wave of pain through me, but I pushed past it.

Freedom mattered more.

Control mattered more.

I reached the door.

My fingers closed around the handle—

And suddenly he was there.

I didn’t see him move.

One moment, space.

The next—

Him.

Close.

Too close.

Heat radiated from him, sharp and immediate.

My breath caught.

“Move.”

The word came out softer than I intended.

Not weak.

But not as strong as I wanted either.

“No.”

My pulse spiked.

“I’m leaving.”

“You’re not.”

The calm certainty in his voice sent a flare of anger through me.

“You don’t get to keep me here.”

“I do if it keeps you alive.”

“I didn’t ask you to save me.”

“No,” he said quietly. “But I did.”

Something in his tone shifted then.

Not dominance.

Not control.

Something else.

Something... deeper.

And for a brief, confusing second—

I felt it.

Not fear.

Not anger.

Something warmer.

Stronger.

And completely unwelcome.

I pushed it down instantly.

“Move
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