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The first rule of crossing pack land is silence.

The second is speed.

I break both.

The branch snaps under my boot with a sharp crack that echoes through the frost-bitten forest like a gunshot. I freeze mid-step, breath locked in my chest, every instinct screaming at me to run even as logic tells me it’s already too late.

The borderlands don’t forgive mistakes.

They hunt them.

I curse under my breath and slowly shift the weight of the pack on my shoulders. It’s heavier than it should be—bundles of contraband wrapped tight in oilcloth, pressed flat against my spine. Medicine. Documents. Names that could topple alphas if they landed in the wrong hands. The kind of cargo that gets people killed.

The kind that already has.

The forest is too quiet now. No wind. No birds. Even the snow seems to hold its breath.

That’s when I smell him.

Smoke. Iron. Winter.

Alpha.

My pulse stutters. I turn, already moving, boots sinking into powder as I bolt between the blackened trunks. The trees blur. My lungs burn. I don’t dare look back. Looking back is how fear roots you in place.

A growl rolls through the forest behind me—low, thunderous, not shouted but felt. It vibrates through my bones, curls around my spine, sinks claws into my gut.

Alpha command.

I slam into an invisible wall of pressure, my body betraying me as my legs buckle. I hit the ground hard, snow exploding into my face. My palms sting. My pack slides off my shoulder and thuds beside me.

I scramble, fury surging through the panic. “Damn you—”

A shadow falls over me.

I don’t need to look up to know what stands there. The air itself feels heavier, charged, like the moment before lightning strikes. My omega instincts recoil, screaming submission, safety, obedience.

I bare my teeth instead.

Slowly, deliberately, I push myself onto my knees.

He’s massive.

That’s the first thing my traitorous mind supplies as I lift my gaze. Tall, broad-shouldered, wrapped in dark leathers dusted with snow. His hair is black, tied back at the nape of his neck, sharp planes of his face carved like stone. Pale eyes—silver or ice-blue, I can’t tell—lock onto mine with unsettling intensity.

Alpha Draven Ravencall.

I know his name without being told. Everyone does. Border Alpha. Enforcer. Executioner. The wolf who keeps the territories from bleeding into chaos.

The man rumored to tear out throats before asking questions.

My fingers curl into fists. Fear doesn’t help. Fear never has.

“Get up,” he says.

His voice isn’t loud. It doesn’t need to be. It presses into me, heavy and commanding, like the world itself expects me to obey.

I don’t.

“I didn’t realize the snow belonged to you,” I say, pushing to my feet. My legs tremble, but I stay standing. “Must be exhausting, owning the forest.”

A flicker of something crosses his face. Surprise, maybe. Or amusement. It vanishes before I can be sure.

“You crossed my border,” he replies. “Illegally.”

“I was walking.”

“On restricted land.”

“Last I checked, the trees didn’t care.”

His nostrils flare.

That’s when it happens.

The shift is instantaneous. The air snaps tight, like a rope pulled too far. His pupils dilate, his spine stiffening as his gaze drags over me—not the assessing look of a hunter, but something sharper. Something intimate.

Possessive.

My breath catches, unbidden.

Oh no.

His wolf surges forward beneath his skin. I can feel it, a violent rush of instinct that slams into me with suffocating force. Heat coils low in my belly, unwanted and treacherous, my omega responding before my mind can catch up.

Mate.

The word hums through my blood like a curse.

Draven’s jaw tightens. His hands flex at his sides, fingers curling as if he’s fighting the urge to grab me. For a heartbeat, neither of us moves.

Then he steps back.

Just one step—but it’s enough to break the invisible line between us.

“What are you?” he demands.

I swallow. Lie. Always lie.

“A traveler.”

His eyes drop to the pack at my feet. “Travelers don’t carry sealed bundles.”

“They do if they’re smart.”

He crouches, reaches for the pack.

“Don’t,” I snap.

His head lifts slowly. The look he gives me is pure warning. “You are in no position to issue commands.”

“I know exactly what position I’m in,” I say, heart pounding. “And touching that pack will make it worse.”

His lips thin. For a moment, I think he’ll ignore me.

Instead, he straightens.

“You smell like an omega,” he says flatly. “Unmarked. Unclaimed.”

I lift my chin. “Congratulations. Your nose works.”

“That alone is a crime.”

“Then kill me and be done with it.”

Silence stretches.

The forest seems to lean in, waiting.

Draven studies me like I’m a puzzle he didn’t ask for and doesn’t want to solve. His gaze lingers too long on my throat, my mouth, the pulse fluttering beneath my skin. I hate that my body reacts—heat curling, awareness sharpening.

I hate that my wolf is whispering, soft and traitorous.

Mine.

His expression hardens, like steel sliding into place.

“Bind her,” he says.

I don’t see the others until they move. Wolves step from the trees, shifting into human form with practiced ease. Pack enforcers. Armed. Silent.

I twist, but strong hands seize my arms, wrenching them behind my back. Cold iron snaps around my wrists, biting into my skin. Suppression cuffs. The kind designed to keep omegas compliant.

Rage flares bright and sharp. “You don’t have the right—”

“I have every right,” Draven cuts in. “You violated pack law.”

“And you’re afraid of what I am,” I throw back.

His eyes flash. “I am afraid of nothing.”

The lie rings between us.

He turns away first.

“Take her to the stronghold,” he orders. “Lock her down. No contact. No scent exposure.”

One of the guards hesitates. “Alpha… she’s an omega.”

“I’m aware.”

His voice is cold now. Controlled. “Which is why she will remain contained until I decide her fate.”

They haul me forward. I stumble, then catch myself, boots skidding over ice as we move deeper into his territory.

I look back once.

Draven stands where he is, unmoving, watching me go like a man staring down a storm he can’t outrun.

Our eyes lock.

For a split second, the wolf breaks through—raw, furious, aching.

Then it’s gone.

The gates of the stronghold rise from the snow like a fortress carved from bone and stone. Torches flare as we approach, casting long shadows across the walls. Wolves pause in their tasks, eyes following me with open curiosity, suspicion, hunger.

An unclaimed omega.

In Alpha Ravencall’s territory.

They drag me inside.

The door slams shut behind us with a final, echoing boom.

I lift my chin, even as fear curls tight in my chest.

Whatever he thinks he’s captured…

He has no idea what he’s started.

And neither do I.
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The cell is carved into the stone like a wound that never healed.

Cold presses in from every direction—the floor, the walls, the iron bars bolted into rock older than any pack law. The torches outside burn low, their light slicing through the narrow window in jittering bands that never quite reach me. I sit on the cot with my wrists bound in suppressive cuffs, metal biting into my skin, and force my breathing into something steady.

In. Out.

Panic wastes energy. Panic makes noise. And noise gets you noticed.

I catalog the room the way I always do when I’m trapped: the bolts in the hinges, the faint crack in the far wall where frost has crept through, the drain carved into the floor. The smell—stone, iron, wolf. Alpha territory saturates everything, thick as fog.

And beneath it all, another scent lingers. Smoke and winter.

Draven.

My pulse stutters despite myself.

I grit my teeth and stand, testing the cuffs again. They hum faintly, a low vibration that crawls up my arms and sinks into my bones. Designed to dampen omega instincts, suppress pheromones, dull heat responses.

They work.

Mostly.

But no device made by wolves can sever a mate bond once it’s recognized.

The thought makes my stomach twist.

I pace the length of the cell, boots scraping stone. The door is reinforced steel, etched with old runes meant to discourage shifting. Even if I could slip the cuffs—and I’ve slipped worse—this isn’t a place meant for escape. It’s meant for containment.

For breaking.

A heavy step echoes outside.

Then another.

I stop pacing.

Every instinct in me sharpens, like my body knows who’s coming before my mind catches up. The air thickens. Heat coils low and insistent, a pulse I have to consciously suppress.

The door opens with a groan of metal.

Draven Ravencall fills the doorway.

He doesn’t cross the threshold. He doesn’t need to. His presence alone shifts the room, presses against my skin, makes the space feel too small. He’s shed his outer coat, dark shirt clinging to a frame built for violence. The faint glow of torchlight catches in his eyes, turning them almost silver.

He looks at me like I’m a problem he hasn’t decided how to solve.

“Comfortable?” he asks.

I snort. “Luxurious. Five stars.”

His mouth twitches. It’s gone so fast I might’ve imagined it.

“You understand why you’re here,” he says.

“I crossed an invisible line drawn by men who think land can belong to them.”

“You violated pack sovereignty.”

“I walked through trees.”

“You smuggled contraband.”

My spine stiffens. “You didn’t open the pack.”

“I didn’t need to.” His gaze flicks to the cuffs. “You reacted when I reached for it.”

“Because it’s mine.”

“Nothing that crosses my border belongs to you anymore.”

I meet his stare, refusing to look away. “Then kill me.”

Silence stretches.

He studies me openly now, no pretense of neutrality. His gaze drags over my face, my throat, the way my shoulders square instead of caving. I feel stripped bare, not physically but something deeper, like he’s cataloging not just what I am—but what I could be.

“Most omegas beg,” he says quietly.

“I’m not most omegas.”

“No,” he agrees. “You’re not.”

The admission lands heavier than any insult.

He steps into the cell.

The door slams shut behind him.

My heart jumps, traitorous and loud. I force my feet to stay planted even as every survival instinct screams at me to put distance between us.

“Don’t come closer,” I warn.

He stops a few paces away, arms folding across his chest. “You don’t get to make demands.”

“I get to set boundaries.”

A dark brow arches. “In my territory?”

“In my body.”

The air crackles. His wolf surges again, sharp and hot, pressing against the restraints of his control. I feel it like a brush of fur against my skin, a low growl reverberating through my chest.

Mine.

I shudder before I can stop myself.

Draven’s eyes darken. “You feel it.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I snap. “I feel a biological malfunction.”

A low chuckle rumbles out of him before he can stop it. It’s brief. Rough. Gone almost as soon as it appears.

“A malfunction that reacted to me the moment we met,” he says. “A malfunction that made my wolf want to tear the forest apart to keep you.”

I swallow.

“You think I wanted this?” I ask. “You think I don’t know exactly what that pull is? I’ve spent my life avoiding Alphas for a reason.”

“Because you’re unclaimed,” he says.

“Because claiming is a cage.”

His gaze sharpens. “You’re already in one.”

“Temporary,” I say. “Everything is.”

He circles me slowly, measured steps echoing in the cell. I track him with my eyes, refusing to turn my back. He smells stronger up close—smoke and steel and something unmistakably male. Alpha pheromones press at my senses, demanding acknowledgment.

I give him none.

“You carry yourself like someone used to running,” he says. “Like someone who doesn’t stay long enough to be remembered.”

“Memory is dangerous.”

“So is isolation.”

I laugh, sharp and humorless. “Spoken like someone who’s never been hunted.”

His steps stop behind me.

The silence that follows is heavy.

“Turn around,” he says.

I don’t.

“Kaela.”

My name lands between us like a thrown knife.

I spin. “How do you know—”

“I opened the pack,” he says. “After.”

Of course he did.

“Smuggler,” he continues. “Information runner. Known to operate along contested borders. No pack affiliation for at least six years.”

“You missed a few,” I say coolly. “Additive trades. Escorting refugees. Sabotage.”

His eyes narrow. “You admit it.”

“I’m done pretending I’m something I’m not.”

“And what is that?” he asks.

I lift my chin. “A survivor.”

Something in his expression shifts. Not softness. Recognition.

“You’re dangerous,” he says.

“So are you.”

He steps closer. Too close. The cuffs hum louder, struggling to dampen the surge of heat flooding my veins. My breath catches. His gaze drops to my mouth, lingers.

For a heartbeat, the world narrows to the space between us.

Then he steps back abruptly, as if burned.

“This changes nothing,” he says. “You broke pack law. You will remain confined until I decide how to deal with you.”

“Execution?” I ask lightly.

“Exile,” he counters. “If you’re lucky.”

“And if I’m not?”

His jaw tightens. “Then you become leverage.”

The word sends a chill through me.

“You’re not the only one who knows how to destabilize packs,” he continues. “Your enemies are already looking for you.”

I stiffen. “You don’t know that.”

“I do.” His voice drops. “Because they crossed my border asking questions.”

Ice slides down my spine.

“How long?” I ask.

“Long enough.”

I close my eyes for a fraction of a second, recalculating. If Selene Frostveil is sniffing this close to Ravencall territory, things are worse than I thought.

When I open them, Draven is watching me intently.

“You’re not just passing through,” he says. “You’re running.”

“Everyone runs from something.”

“What are you running from, Kaela Nightwyn?”

I hold his gaze. “If I tell you, you’ll never let me go.”

His lips thin. “You assume I will anyway.”

“I know you won’t,” I say quietly. “Not once your wolf decides.”

The word hangs between us, dangerous and undeniable.

Draven turns away first.

“You will be fed,” he says. “You will be guarded. And you will not leave this cell without my permission.”

He pauses at the door.

“If you attempt escape,” he adds, “I will personally bring you back.”

I smile thinly. “Promises, promises.”

He looks over his shoulder, eyes blazing. “Sleep, omega.”

The door slams shut.

The lock slides into place with a final, unforgiving click.

I sag against the wall once the echo fades, breath coming fast. My heart pounds like it’s trying to break free of my ribs. The bond hums beneath my skin, restless and hungry, a thread pulling inexorably toward him.

I press my forehead to the cold stone.

“This is bad,” I whisper to the empty cell.

Outside, somewhere beyond the walls, an Alpha paces with a wolf that has already chosen me.

And for the first time in years, I don’t know how to run fast enough to escape it.
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Sleep doesn’t come.

It circles me like a predator, close enough to feel, never close enough to touch. Every time I close my eyes, I see silver gaze and stone walls and the way Alpha Ravencall’s voice slid into my bones like it belonged there. I pace until my calves burn, until the cuffs hum and sting and remind me that this place was built to keep wolves like me contained.

I hate cages.

I hate Alphas.

And I hate that my body hasn’t stopped humming since he walked out.

I press my back to the wall and sink down, drawing my knees up, forcing my breath to slow. The stone is colder here, leeching heat from my skin. Good. Cold keeps the bond quiet. Cold keeps the ache from coiling too tight.

Minutes stretch. Then hours. Time becomes a blur measured by the guttering of torches outside and the distant shift-change of guards—boots on stone, murmured voices, the metallic scrape of weapons.

I catalog them all.

There are four guards at any given time. Two on the outer corridor, two closer to my cell. They rotate every six hours. The strongest scent belongs to a man called Rusk—Commander, judging by the deference the others show him. He doesn’t speak much. Watches too closely.

The others? Curious. Wary. Omegas don’t end up in Alpha Ravencall’s dungeon unless they’re being made an example of.

Or something worse.

The lock clicks.

I stiffen







































































































