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Chapter One – The Wolf at Her Door

The rain came down like judgment. Cold, relentless, and heavy enough to wash the streets of the city clean—if such a place ever could be cleansed.

Lila Voss stood beneath the awning of her father’s old club, her black heels balanced on cracked pavement still painted with his blood. Three days ago, he’d been gunned down in that doorway. The newspapers called it retribution. The underworld called it a change in management.

She called it war.

“Boss?” Nate, her second, tilted his head toward the alley. “We found one still breathing.”

Lila didn’t flinch. Her red lipstick was immaculate; her breath barely fogged in the cold. “Which family?”

“Not one of ours,” Nate said. “Not human either.” He hesitated like he’d tasted the word wrong. “He’s... something else.”

Lila looked past him. The alley smelled of iron and gunpowder. Garbage bins overflowed with bloodied rainwater. And slumped against the brick, his shirt torn and shredded like claws had done it, was a man who shouldn’t have been alive.

He was huge. Broad shoulders, veins coiled along arms that looked built to crush throats. His chest rose in slow, shuddering breaths. Eyes half-lidded, teeth stained red. When she stepped closer, those eyes opened—silver under the dark.

Predator’s eyes.

“You don’t belong here,” she said, voice cool as icewater. The rain carved lines down his jaw, catching against the gash on his cheek.

He tried to speak. His voice was rough smoke, thick with pain. “Neither do you.”

Something in her spine thrilled at that—the defiance, the certainty. Lila crouched, heels sinking into the wet. “You’re bleeding on my territory.”

He bared his teeth in a weary grin that wasn’t human enough to comfort. “Then kill me or claim me, sweetheart.”

Claim me. The words hit somewhere low and dangerous.

She almost laughed. Almost. “What are you?”

The man’s gaze flicked up, feral and knowing. The adrenaline in his scent, the restraint in his muscles, told her more than his mouth ever could.

“The kind that doesn’t take orders from humans.”

That would’ve been the end of it—a curiosity left to die. Except her father’s murder had come with whispers of beasts hired by rival syndicates. Creatures that killed in shadows and vanished before dawn. And this one, half-dead and bold enough to insult her, might be the key to understanding what sort of hell she’d inherited.

“Patch him up,” she ordered.

Nate blinked. “He’s not—”

“I said patch him up. If he dies, he dies on my terms.”

When they dragged him inside, his eyelids fluttered shut again, silver fading to black. For a heartbeat the storm outside dimmed, held still, as if the world itself waited for her to regret it.

But Lila never regretted her choices. Only the weakness that made them necessary.

The thunder rolled, shaking the glass in the office windows above her.

Somewhere deep inside that unconscious, impossible man, something stirred—a low, shivering pulse of wild energy that whispered through the walls like a warning.

By dawn, the city would whisper a new story. The queen of the Voss empire had taken a monster under her roof.

And monsters, she knew, never stayed leashed for long.

Chapter One – The Wolf at Her Door (continued)

They put him in the room with no windows.

It had been her father’s favorite place to make a point—soundproofed, easy to clean, and far enough below street level that no one heard the screaming unless they were meant to. The concrete walls still remembered things. So did Lila.

Now the room held a hospital cot, a tray of gleaming instruments, and a man too stubborn to die.

“He should be in an actual hospital,” the medic muttered, gloved hands slick with blood as he worked. “Whatever did this to him—”

“Bullets did this to him,” Lila said. She leaned against the wall, arms folded, watching the stranger’s chest drag breath after breath from somewhere deep. “And if he ends up in a hospital, he ends up tagged, logged, and questioned. That is not happening on my property.”

The medic swallowed whatever argument he wanted to make. Smart. People who survived under Voss rule learned quickly which hills were worth dying on.

Nate stood at her shoulder, silent, the way he’d been since the night her father fell. He didn’t try to comfort her. He knew better.

“We pulled three rounds from his side,” the medic said. “Two were shallow. One was... not. No fragments left. Stitching’s done. I don’t know how he’s still breathing.”

Lila did.

She heard it in his pulse. Slow, heavy, refusing to stutter the way human hearts did after this much trauma. She had grown up listening to men die on the other side of these walls. Their breaths rattled, desperate, frantic. His stayed stubbornly even.

“Will he wake?” she asked.

“If he’s human, maybe. If he’s not...” The medic glanced at the stranger’s face and looked away too fast. “Then I guess we find out what ‘not’ really means.”

“You’re done.” Lila pushed off the wall. “Leave us.”

Nate shot her a sharp look. “Alone? With him?”

She met his eyes, steady. “If he can get off that bed, rip through a locked door, and make it up two flights of stairs in the next fifteen minutes, then he deserves the head start.”

The corner of Nate’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t argue again. He ushered the medic out, shut the steel door, and left her with the hum of the fluorescent lights.

For a few seconds, she just listened.

The city’s heartbeat was muffled down here. No sirens. No traffic. Just the buzz of cheap lights and the faint drip of water somewhere in the pipes. Outside, people whispered Lila Voss’s name like a warning. Down here, nothing knew who she was.

She stepped closer to the bed.

He had the kind of face that would’ve been beautiful if it wasn’t so violent. Sharp cheekbones, strong mouth, stubble shadowing a jaw made for grinding out threats. A scar cut through his left brow, old and pale, intersecting with the fresh gash on his cheek. Someone had tried to destroy him more than once.

Someone had failed.

She traced the air above his throat, careful not to touch. The pulse hammered firm beneath his skin. Too strong. Too steady.

“You’re a problem,” she said softly. “I should have let you die in the alley.”

His lips parted on a breath that sounded almost like a laugh.

Lila froze.

The stranger’s eyes opened. Silver, bright even in the sour fluorescent light. They fixed on her with the kind of focus a man saved for enemies or prey.

“Yet,” he rasped, voice raw as gravel, “you didn’t.”

He smelled like wet fur and gunpowder and something older, wilder, threaded beneath the metallic tang of blood. It curled into the air, into her lungs, into her head.

Every instinct she had screamed at her to step back. Lila locked her knees instead.

“Who sent you into my territory?” she asked.

A slow, lazy curve touched his mouth. “Is that what you think I am? A message?”

“You’re holes in my walls and bodies on my floor,” she said. “Somebody paid for that.”

“Not me.” His gaze flicked down her body once, deliberate, more assessment than appreciation, then back to her eyes. “You Voss?”

Most people didn’t ask. They knew.

Lila tilted her head. “Does it matter?”

“Yeah.” He swallowed, throat working. The sheet rustled as his fingers flexed, testing restraints that weren’t there. She hadn’t chained him. She wanted him to know that. “Means your enemies are dumber than I thought.”

She almost smiled. “You know my enemies?”

“I know the kind of men who think they can take what’s yours and walk away breathing.” His gaze sharpened. “They can’t.”

Her heart stuttered once, then resumed its measured pace. She pushed away from the bed, needing space from those eyes. “You talk like you’ve met them.”

“I’ve met a lot of men who think they’re wolves,” he said. “They don’t last long.”

There it was again. That word. Wolves.

Lila turned, hands clasped loosely behind her back as she paced the length of the room. Concrete. Steel. The antiseptic tang of cleaning chemicals. The breath of something that pushed against its boundaries the way she pushed against hers.

“You’re going to tell me who fired those shots,” she said. “And why they left you behind.”

“Already told you.” His voice followed her, rough but gaining strength. “No one sends me.”

She stopped. “So you wandered into a firefight in my alley for fun?”

“Wasn’t your firefight.”

Silence settled between them, thick and electric.

She turned slowly. “Careful.”

One of his hands fisted in the thin sheet. The tendons in his wrist stood out, straining against his own restraint. “You think this city begins and ends with your family’s books, princess?” he asked. “You’re one corner of a board you don’t even see.”

She took one step back toward him. Then another. Boots quiet on concrete, eyes fixed on that silver threat.

“Enlighten me,” she said. “What do you see?”

For the first time, something like respect flashed in his gaze. Not much. A sliver. Enough.

“Territories,” he said. “Packs. Syndicates. Old blood. New money. Things crawling through your streets that don’t give a damn about human rules.”

“Like you.”

His smile sharpened. “Exactly like me.”

She stopped beside the bed. Close enough now to see that his pupils weren’t quite human-shaped. A fraction too narrow. The silver of his irises ringed with darker shadows that seemed to pulse when he inhaled.

“You’re bleeding on my sheets,” she said.

“You’re standing too close,” he replied.

Neither of them moved.

Heat crawled up her spine, unwanted and infuriating. She was Lila Voss, heir to an empire built on fear and debt and the simple truth that she did not break. But something about him pressed against that certainty like fingers testing cracked glass.

“What should I call you?” she asked, ignoring the way her pulse nudged faster.

“Adrian.” He said it without hesitation, like a challenge. “Adrian Hale.”

The name slotted against a memory. Rumors. Whispers. A ghost story used to scare soldiers with more bravado than sense.

Hale. The Wolf King. The one who ran with ghosts of a pack that answered to no family, human or otherwise. A myth carved out of blood and half-seen killings in the outskirts, when bodies turned up mauled and no one could decide whether to blame men or beasts.

“My father said you were a story,” she murmured.

“Your father was wrong.” Adrian’s gaze flicked over her shoulder, toward the door. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

Her chest tightened. “Careful.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “He is. That’s why you smell like fresh grief and old rage.”

The lights seemed to buzz louder.

“Watch your mouth,” she said.

“Make me.”

The words vibrated through the air like another kind of challenge.

For a second, everything inside her went white—blank, furious disbelief that anyone would speak to her that way the same week she buried her father. Then the white cooled into something sharper. Finer.

Lila reached down and pressed her fingers into the stitched wound at his side.

Adrian’s body arched, a low growl tearing out of his chest. Not a human sound. It vibrated against her skin, echoed in her bones. His hand shot out, closing around her wrist with bruising speed, grip hot and unshaking despite the pain.

“Careful,” he snarled.

She held his gaze, nails digging into his ragged flesh. “Now we’re even.”

For one long, suspended moment, they stayed locked like that—her hand in his wound, his fingers around her wrist, eyes colliding in the narrow space between them.

Power met power.

Something in the air shifted. The room felt smaller. The walls felt closer. Her skin prickled, head light with adrenaline and something darker.

Then she pulled back.

Adrian released her as if letting go was his choice. His breaths came harder now, chest rising faster, but he didn’t look away.

“You keep me alive,” he said, voice low, “you paint a target on your own back.”

“There’s already a target on my back,” Lila said. “Might as well make it interesting.”

He huffed out something that wasn’t quite a laugh. “You think this is interesting?”

“I think you know who put bullets through my door.” She smoothed her sleeve where his grip had rumpled the fabric. “And I think you hate them enough to bleed in my basement rather than theirs.”

Silence again. Different this time. Heavy with assessment.

“You want an alliance,” he said slowly. “With a wolf.”

“I want information,” she corrected. “What I do with it afterward depends on how useful you are.”

His silver gaze darkened. “And what do you offer in return, princess?”

The word should have sounded like an insult. Somehow, in his mouth, it felt like a prophecy.

“Protection,” she said. “Shelter while you heal. Access to my streets and my intel. A chance at the throats of the men who tried to put you down.”

His jaw flexed. For the first time, she saw the edge of exhaustion under the arrogance. The limp weight of his arm on the sheet. The effort it took to keep his voice steady.

“And the cost?”

“You answer my questions.” She leaned in, close enough for his wild smell to wrap around her. “And when I say jump, Adrian Hale, you consider it.”

His gaze dropped briefly to her mouth.

Heat licked low in her belly, swift and unwanted.

“I don’t jump for humans,” he said.

“Then don’t think of it as jumping.” She straightened. “Think of it as hunting in the same direction.”

Adrian’s eyes closed for half a heartbeat. When they opened again, she saw the decision forming there, grudging and inevitable.

“Your enemies,” he said, “are working with something worse than wolves.”

Lila’s fingers curled at her sides. “Then you’ll show me.”

He exhaled, long and rough. “Get me food. Water. Time.” His mouth twisted. “Then we’ll talk about your war.”

Her war.

The words slid under her skin like a brand. This city had always belonged to the Voss family in name. In debts. In fear. But her father was in the ground, and the weight of its streets sat on her shoulders now.

If monsters had moved into her territory, she would learn their names. And she would decide whether to cage them, use them, or burn them out.

“I’ll have Nate bring what you need,” she said.

Lila walked to the door, her heels a steady metronome on concrete. Her hand was on the handle when Adrian spoke again.

“Lila.”

She paused. “You don’t get to use my name.”

“I just did.” His tone was almost lazy. Almost. “For what it’s worth, you did the right thing.”

She looked back at him. At the silver eyes watching her like a storm watches a city.

“You don’t know what I’ve done.”

“Don’t need to.” His gaze dipped once more to the old bloodstains ghosting the floor. “Only a fool lets a weapon like me bleed out on their doorstep.”

A chill slid down her spine at the casual way he said weapon.

“I’m not in the habit of wasting assets,” she said.

“Good.” Adrian let his head fall back against the thin pillow. “Because if you’re smart, Voss, you won’t just keep me alive.”

He smiled then, slow and feral.

“You’ll unleash me.”

The lights flickered once as if the building itself shuddered at the thought.

Lila opened the door and stepped out into the corridor, the echo of his words following her up the stairs.

By the time she reached the main floor, the rain had eased. The city exhaled, glistening and dangerous under a sky heavy with low clouds. Somewhere out there, the men who killed her father thought they’d won.

They hadn’t met Adrian Hale.

They hadn’t met Lila Voss without a leash on her grief.

That would change. Very soon.

––––––––
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Chapter Two – Crowns and Teeth (Lila)

By the time Lila stepped back into the main hall of the club, the ghosts had taken their seats again.

They sat where her father’s men used to sit, in the long leather booths along the walls, in cracked barstools, in the shadows near the back exit. Smoke curled in the air as if someone had just exhaled a cigar. Her father always said a good empire ran on memory as much as money. Tonight, the memories were loud.

The club wasn’t open to the public. Not anymore. Not since the shooting. The neon sign outside still buzzed in acid red, but inside, the floor was bare of strangers. Only her people remained.

Nate stood at the empty bar, talking low with two of their lieutenants. They went quiet when they saw her. That was new.

Once, they would’ve kept talking, confident that Viktor Voss would sweep in and make everything right. Now they watched Lila like she was a bomb someone had left on the counter and walked away from.

Good.

“Status,” she said, crossing the room.

Nate straightened. “Perimeter’s clear. We tripled patrols on the north and east entrances. South alley’s still a mess, but the cleaners are finishing up.”

“The bodies?”

“Disposed of.” His jaw tightened. “None of them carried IDs, but the ink says Vescari for at least two.”

The name tasted like rust in her mouth. “And the others?”

“Could be independents. Could be hired muscle from out of town. No one recognizes them.”

Lila drummed her fingers once on the bar, a soft, staccato beat. “So the Vescari sent men into my father’s club days after they put him in the ground, with extra ghosts to muddy the trail.”

“Looks that way.”

It was bold, even for them. The Vescari family controlled the docks and most of the black-market trade that came through the river. They’d been snapping at the Voss territory line for years, content to steal quietly and deny everything when caught. Marching soldiers into her club was not quiet. It was a message.

We don’t believe you can hold what you inherited.

Her lips curved without humor.

“What about our contacts at the precinct?” she asked. “Any chatter?”

Nate shook his head. “Cops are spooked. They’re hearing stories about animal attacks near the river the last few months. They’re happy to call this human-on-human and keep it off their plate.”

Animal attacks.

A man with silver eyes bleeding in her windowless room. A growl that didn’t sound like it belonged in a human throat.

Lila inhaled slowly, then let it go. “Good. The less they poke around, the better.”

One of the lieutenants cleared his throat. Marco. Young, ambitious, always a little too eager to please. “Boss, we should hit back. Hard. Tonight. Make an example.”

“An example?” She studied him.

He swallowed but kept his chin up. “They think they can walk into our place and take shots at us? We show them what happens when they forget who runs this side of the river.”

The old Lila—the one who still had a father to impress and prove herself to—might have agreed on instinct. Blood for blood. Fear for fear.

The new Lila had a wolf in her basement and a city waiting to see if she flinched.

“Tell me something, Marco.” She walked around the bar, each step measured. “Who do you hit?”

“The Vescari.”

“Where?”

He hesitated. “The docks. Their south warehouse.”

She nodded. “Good location. Visible. Easy to burn. And who do you think they’ll send to defend it?”

“Soldiers. Maybe one of their capos.”

“Wrong.” She stopped in front of him. “They send ghosts. Outsiders. Men with no names and nothing to lose. The same ones we just dumped in the river. They’ll bury another handful of bodies, write it off as the cost of doing business, and keep pushing. Meanwhile, we’ve bared our teeth and shown them exactly how desperate we are.”

Marco’s gaze dropped to the floor. “So we do nothing?”

“We do not,” she said softly, “ever equate patience with nothing.”

Nate’s eyes flicked toward her. Approval, subtle and quick. He’d been her father’s right hand for a decade. He knew how Viktor ruled—fast, brutal, never waiting for anyone else to make the first move.

Lila had spent years watching that approach carve respect out of fear. She had also watched it stack enemies like cordwood.

“Pull our people back from the Vescari line,” she said. “Not all the way. Just enough that they think we’re licking our wounds. Let them get comfortable.”

“And in the meantime?” Nate asked.

“In the meantime,” she said, “I’m going to find out why they suddenly brought monsters to my doorstep.”

Nate’s expression didn’t flicker, but she saw the way his fingers tightened on the edge of the bar. “Monsters.”

She met his gaze. “The man downstairs isn’t human.”

“Lila—”

“I know what I saw.” Her voice cut clean through whatever warning he’d been about to give. “You do too. You saw his wounds. You heard the medic. That man should be dead.”

“He will be,” Marco muttered. “Soon as you give the word.”

She turned her head slowly toward him. “Is that impatience, Marco, or are you volunteering to go down there and finish what the Vescari started?”

Color drained from his face. “No, Boss. I just meant—if he’s dangerous—”

“Everyone in this building is dangerous,” she said. “That’s the point of the building.”

Nate exhaled. “What do you want to do with him?”

Lila looked up at the ceiling. The cheap plaster, the water stains in the corner from a leak her father had never bothered to fix. Above that, the city. Above that, the weight of a sky that didn’t care whether she ruled these streets or rotted under them.

“Right now?” she said. “Feed him.”

“Feed—” Marco started, then shut up when she lifted a hand.

“Get him meat. Real meat, not whatever passes for food in the kitchen at this hour. Water. Clean bandages.” She turned back to Nate. “And I want someone I trust outside that door at all times. If he takes one step past the threshold without me, you put him down.”

Nate studied her for a long moment. “You trust we can?”

Lila thought of Adrian’s hand around her wrist, the effortless power in his grip even half-dead. The way the room had seemed smaller when he smiled.

“No,” she said honestly. “But I trust that trying will slow him down.”

Nate’s mouth twitched again. “I’ll handle it.”

He moved off to give orders. Marco followed, quieter now, shoulders tense with the effort of not looking over his shoulder toward the stairs.

Lila stayed where she was.

The club felt wrong without the noise. The stage where singers once stood sat empty, microphone stand crooked. Glasses lined the shelves behind the bar, halos of dust around their bases where they’d waited too long to be touched.
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