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THE KNOCK SHATTERED the silence at three in the morning.

My eyes snapped open. Darkness pressed against the cabin windows, thick and absolute. For a moment, I lay frozen in my narrow bed, listening to the mountain wind whistle through the pines outside. Then it came again—two sharp raps against wood. A pause. Two more.

The code.

I rolled out of bed, bare feet hitting cold floorboards. My heart hammered against my ribs as I reached under the mattress for the rifle. The metal was icy in my hands, familiar. I'd touched this gun every night for five years, checking it was there, loaded, ready. Just in case.

The knock meant sanctuary. Someone needed help.

I moved through the cabin without lighting a lamp, navigating by memory. Past the kitchen table with its chipped mugs. Past the fireplace where embers still glowed orange. The rifle's weight steadied me as I approached the door. Outside, I heard nothing. No footsteps. No breathing. Just wind and the creak of old trees.

I pressed my palm against the door, feeling the grain of the wood. "Password?" My voice came out steady. Good.

Silence answered me.

Wrong. All wrong. Anyone using the sanctuary code knew to give the password immediately. My fingers tightened on the rifle. I stepped back from the door, every muscle tensing.

Then the scent hit me.

It crawled under the door like smoke, curling into my nostrils. Rosewood and ash. Rich and dark and suffocating. My wolf surged beneath my skin, fur prickling along my arms. I knew that scent. I'd spent five years trying to forget it.

No. Not him. Not here.

My back hit the wall behind me. The rifle trembled in my grip. Memories crashed through my defenses—his teeth on my throat, the burn of the bonding mark, his eyes watching me from across the ceremonial circle. The way he'd smiled when he declared me unworthy three days later. The pack's faces as they turned away from me, believing his lies.

"Elara." His voice slid through the door, smooth as honey, sharp as broken glass. "I know you're there, little omega. I can smell you."

I couldn't breathe. My lungs had forgotten how.

"Your fear smells the same as it did seven years ago. Sweet. Delicate." He paused, and I heard the smile in his voice. "Delicious."

Run. I needed to run. But my legs wouldn't move. The gun shook harder in my hands.

"I'm not here to hurt you." A lie. Everything he said was a lie. "I just want to talk. About us. About what you owe me."

I forced air into my lungs. Forced my voice to work. "I owe you nothing, Ronan."

His laugh was soft, almost affectionate. It made my stomach turn. "Oh, but you do. Seven years, Elara. The bond isn't finished. Under pack law, you belong to me. You always have."

"Leave." The word came out stronger than I felt. "Leave my territory."

"Your territory?" Another laugh. "This land belongs to Blackthorn Ridge. You're just hiding here like a frightened rabbit. But I've found you now."

My nails dug into my palms. Pain helped. Pain kept me focused. "If you don't leave, I'll shoot you through the door."

"No, you won't." He sounded absolutely certain. "Because if you do, the sound will wake the humans in the valley. They'll come investigating. And then they'll find what you've been hiding down in that cellar of yours."

Ice flooded my veins. He knew. Somehow, he knew about the others.

"That's right," Ronan continued, reading my silence. "I've been watching, Elara. Learning your secrets. You've been very busy for a lone omega. Taking in strays. Building a little sanctuary for broken wolves." His voice hardened. "Harboring fugitives."

I said nothing. Anything I said would confirm it.

"Here's what's going to happen." His shadow moved across the crack under the door. "You have until morning to come to your senses. Think about what I'm offering. Protection. A proper bond. A place in a real pack instead of this..." He made a dismissive sound. "...pathetic hiding hole."

"I'd rather die."

"We'll see." His footsteps creaked on the porch boards. "Morning, Elara. When the sun rises, I'll be back. And then we'll discuss your future like civilized wolves."

I listened to him walk away. Down the porch steps. Across the clearing. Into the forest. His scent lingered like a stain, but the sound of his movement faded into the night.

Only then did I lower the rifle. My hands were shaking so hard I nearly dropped it.

He'd found me. After five years, Ronan had finally found me.

And he knew about the others.

I couldn't stand still. Pacing was the only thing that kept me from screaming.

The cabin felt smaller with every circuit I made. Kitchen to door. Door to bedroom. Bedroom to kitchen. Again and again. My bare feet traced the same path I'd worn into the floorboards over five years of nervous nights.

But this was different. This wasn't the normal fear of discovery. This was Ronan. This was the wolf who'd destroyed me once before.

I touched the silver knife on the kitchen counter as I passed. Checked the salt line at the window. Ran my fingers over the protection ward carved into the doorframe—old magic, taught to me by a witch who'd sheltered here two winters ago. None of it would stop Ronan if he really wanted in. But the rituals steadied me.

My reflection caught in the darkened window glass. I barely recognized her. The girl I'd been seven years ago—soft, trusting, eager to please—she was gone. This woman was harder. Leaner. Scar tissue where innocence used to be.

I lifted my hand to my throat, tracing the thin white line that ran from my jaw to my collarbone. The mark where Ronan had bitten me during the bonding ceremony. Where he'd claimed me as his in front of the entire pack.

Three days. He'd kept me for three days.

Then he'd brought another omega to his bed. Told the pack council I'd seduced him with false heat, that I'd manipulated him into starting a bond he didn't want. They'd believed him. A respected beta's word against a nobody omega.

My own father had turned his back when I'd begged him to speak for me.

I'd run that same night. Into the mountains with nothing but the clothes on my back and the knowledge that staying meant death—or worse.

The memory of those first weeks still made me cold. Sleeping in caves. Eating whatever I could catch or forage. My wolf had been in tatters, the broken bond a constant agony in my chest. Some nights I'd considered walking into the river and not coming back out.

But I hadn't. I'd survived.

And when I'd found this cabin—abandoned, hidden, perfect—I'd made myself a promise. Never again would I be helpless. Never again would I let anyone make me a victim.

Yet here was Ronan, at my door, proving that nowhere was safe enough.

The eastern sky was starting to gray. Morning wasn't far off.

I had to check on the others.

The cellar entrance was hidden beneath the kitchen floorboards, concealed under a rug and a storage chest. I moved the chest aside quietly, though I knew the two wolves below would have heard everything. Werewolf hearing missed nothing.

I pulled up the trapdoor. The ladder descended into darkness that smelled like earth and fear.

"It's me," I whispered down. "I'm coming down."

I climbed down quickly, pulling the door closed above me. The cellar was small, dug out by hand over my first year here. The walls were raw earth reinforced with timber. Two bedrolls lay against opposite walls. A lantern sat in the corner, currently unlit.

Maya sat on her bedroll, arms wrapped around her swollen belly. Her eyes reflected what little light filtered through the cracks above—wide, terrified, animal. She was maybe seven months pregnant, her wolf instincts making her more vulnerable, more frightened than she'd normally be.

Kieran stood in front of her, positioned between Maya and the ladder. Protecting her even from me. His jaw was set, his thin frame tense. Male omegas were rare—rare enough that most wolves would do anything to possess one. He'd been running for two years.

"Was that..." Maya's voice cracked. "Was that him? The one you told us about?"

I nodded. No point in lying.

"He knows we're here?" Kieran's hands curled into fists. "He said it. I heard him."

"He knows." I sat on the bottom ladder rung, suddenly exhausted. "I don't know how, but he knows."

Maya made a sound somewhere between a sob and a growl. "What do we do? I can't run. Not like this." She touched her belly. "The baby..."

"No one's running." I forced strength into my voice I didn't feel. "This is my problem. Not yours."

"If he tells the pack council about us—" Kieran started.

"He won't." I cut him off. "Not yet. It's leverage. He'll use it to make me cooperate."

"And will you?" Maya asked quietly. "Cooperate?"

I looked at her, at the fear in her eyes, the desperate hope that I'd protect her. She'd come to me three months ago, half-starved and bleeding, running from an alpha who'd beaten her daily. She'd shown me the scars. Told me about the pup he'd killed—her first pregnancy, lost to his fists.

This baby was everything to her.

I couldn't let Ronan take that away.

"No," I said. "I won't cooperate. We'll figure something out."

But even as I said it, I didn't know what. Ronan had me trapped. If I refused him, he'd tell the council about my sanctuary operation. They'd come for Maya and Kieran. They'd be returned to the wolves they'd escaped.

If I agreed to go with him... I couldn't think about that. Couldn't let myself imagine what he'd do to me once he had me under his control again.

"You should rest," I told them. "It's still a few hours until dawn. Maybe he won't come back. Maybe he's just trying to scare me."

Neither of them believed that. Neither did I.

But we all pretended.

I waited until I heard their breathing even out before climbing back up the ladder. Dawn was breaking for real now, gray light seeping through the windows, turning the world to shades of ash.

I needed to check the perimeter. Needed to see what Ronan had done while I'd been inside, frozen with fear.

I pulled on boots and a coat, grabbed the rifle, and stepped outside.

The morning air bit at my face, sharp with the promise of winter. The first frost had come last week, and the grass crunched under my boots as I walked the clearing around my cabin.

Ronan's scent was everywhere.

He'd marked the entire perimeter. Every tree bore claw marks—deep gouges in the bark, too high for anything but a werewolf in battle form. His scent was rubbed into the wood, a deliberate claiming.

My wolf snarled inside me. This was my territory. Mine. Five years I'd held this place, kept it safe, made it a refuge.

And in one night, Ronan had defiled it.

I found his marks on the old oak near the stream. On the pine that guarded the eastern approach. On the birch near the trail down to the valley. Everywhere I looked, his scent mocked me.

The message was clear: I am here. This place is mine. You are mine.

My hands shook on the rifle. Rage warred with fear inside my chest, making it hard to breathe.

I couldn't fight him. Not directly. He was beta, trained and strong and vicious. I was omega, built for nurturing and survival, not battle. In a straight fight, he'd destroy me.

But I wasn't the same frightened girl he'd broken seven years ago.

I'd learned things in these mountains. How to hunt. How to fight dirty. How to survive against impossible odds.

Maybe that would be enough.

Or maybe I was lying to myself again.

The human town was twenty minutes down the mountain trail. I went once a week for supplies—flour, salt, things I couldn't make or grow myself. The humans thought I was a hermit, maybe a little strange, but harmless.

They had no idea what lived in their mountains.

The general store sat on the main street, sandwiched between a diner and a hardware shop. I pushed through the door, making the bell jingle. The warmth inside was a relief after the cold walk.

Mrs. Chen looked up from behind the counter, her weathered face creasing into a smile. "Elara! Haven't seen you in two weeks. Thought maybe you'd gone and frozen up there."

"Just busy." I grabbed a basket, started loading it with supplies. Rice. Canned vegetables. Dried beans. More than usual—I needed to stock up in case we had to hide for a while.

"You hear about the animal attacks?" Mrs. Chen called across the store.

I froze, can of beans halfway to my basket. "Animal attacks?"

"Mmm." She nodded gravely. "Mike Preston saw wolves near the logging camp. Big ones, he said. Real big. Moving in a pack."

My stomach dropped. "When was this?"

"Three nights ago. Then yesterday, one of the loggers found claw marks on the equipment. Huge gouges, like something massive had been sharpening its claws." She leaned forward conspiratorially. "Between you and me, I think they're exaggerating. But the mayor's talking about bringing in hunters. Just to be safe."

Hunters. Perfect. Just what we needed.

"That's... concerning," I managed. Understatement of the century.

"You be careful up there," Mrs. Chen warned. "Maybe stay in town for a few days? Jenny Mason has a room to rent."

"I'll be fine." I brought my supplies to the counter. "I have a gun."

"A gun might not be enough against a pack of wolves." But she rang up my purchases anyway, shaking her head.

I paid and left quickly, my mind racing. Ronan had been careless, letting the humans see his wolves. Or maybe it was deliberate—another form of pressure. Hunters in the forest would make it harder for me to operate the sanctuary. Would drive me out of hiding.

Everything he did was calculated.

The walk back up the mountain felt longer. The supplies weighed heavy in my pack. By the time I reached my clearing, the sun was fully up, bright and cold.

The letter was waiting on my door.

I stopped ten feet away, staring at it. Cream-colored paper, pierced through the center with a single claw. The hole was too big for any normal animal. Ronan had done this in his battle form.

My hands trembled as I pulled the letter free.

The paper was thick, expensive. The handwriting was elegant, each letter perfectly formed. Ronan always did have beautiful handwriting.

Elara,

Under the authority of Pack Law, Section Seven, Subsection Three—commonly known as the Seven-Year Law—I hereby notify you of my legal claim.

Seven years ago, we began the bonding ritual. The mark was given. The ceremony witnessed. You fled before completion, but the bond remains incomplete, not dissolved.

Pack law is clear: an omega who abandons an incomplete bond may be legally reclaimed by her beta within seven years of the initial mark. Your seven years expire in ninety days.

You have until then to present yourself willingly before the pack council. If you do not, I will invoke my right to enforce the claim. The council will have no choice but to grant me custody.

I suggest you consider carefully. Return willingly, and perhaps we can negotiate terms. Force me to collect you, and... well. You remember how I handle disobedience.

You have ninety days, little omega.

—Ronan Vale

The letter slipped from my fingers.

Ninety days.

The Seven-Year Law. I'd heard of it, of course. Every omega had. It was an old law, rarely used, designed to prevent omegas from breaking bonds without consequence. Most packs didn't enforce it anymore.

But Ronan would. Of course he would.

And the pack council would have to comply. Pack law was sacred, absolute.

In ninety days, if I didn't go to him willingly, he could come for me with legal authority behind him. Not just him—an entire enforcement pack. There would be no hiding. No escape.

I picked up the letter with shaking hands and walked inside.

That night, I sat by the fire with Maya and Kieran.

I'd told them everything. About the letter. About the Seven-Year Law. About what it meant.

Maya cried quietly, her hands on her belly. Kieran stared into the flames, his jaw tight.

"What will you do?" Maya finally asked.

I wanted to have an answer. Wanted to be strong and certain. But all I felt was hollow.

"I don't know," I admitted.

"You could run," Kieran suggested. "Leave the territory. Go somewhere the pack laws don't reach."

"There's nowhere the pack laws don't reach. Every territory has a pack. And they all honor the Seven-Year Law." I stirred the fire with a poker, watching sparks rise. "If I run, they'll hunt me. And they'll find the sanctuary. Find you both."

"So you'll go to him?" Maya's voice broke. "Let him take you?"

The thought made me want to vomit. Ronan's hands on me again. His teeth at my throat. Years of being his possession, his toy, his victim.

I'd rather die.

But if I died, Maya and Kieran would be discovered. The sanctuary would be destroyed. Every omega I'd helped over the years would be at risk.

"I need time," I said. "Time to think. To plan."

"Ninety days isn't much time," Kieran said quietly.

"No." I agreed. "It's not."

We sat in silence, the fire crackling between us. Outside, the wind picked up, howling through the pines. It sounded like wolves singing.

It sounded like hunting calls.

Maya shivered and pulled her blanket tighter. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "This is my fault. If I hadn't come here—"

"Stop." I cut her off. "This isn't your fault. It's Ronan's. And mine, for thinking I could hide forever."

"You saved me," Maya said. "Saved us. We won't forget that."

I wanted to tell her it might not matter. That in ninety days, we might all be doomed.

But I didn't. They were scared enough.

Instead, I threw another log on the fire and tried to think of a way out.

There had to be one.

There had to be.

The howl came near midnight.

All three of us heard it—long, low, echoing across the mountains. Not close, but not far either.

It wasn't Ronan's voice.

This was deeper. Stronger. The call of an alpha in his prime.

I was at the window before I realized I'd moved. The glass was cold against my palms as I pressed close, searching the darkness.

There. At the tree line.

Golden eyes, glowing in the shadows. Watching.

Not Ronan's gray gaze. These eyes were pure gold, bright as coins, bright as fire.

An alpha. A real alpha, not just a beta pretending at power.

The eyes stared directly at me, unblinking. I felt the weight of that gaze like a physical thing—measuring, judging, deciding.

Then they were gone.

Just... gone. Like they'd never been there.

"What was that?" Maya breathed behind me.

"I don't know." My hand found the rifle where it leaned against the wall. "Stay here. Lock the door behind me."

"Elara, no—"

But I was already moving. Out the door, into the cold night air. The rifle was solid in my hands as I crossed the clearing, heading for the spot where I'd seen those golden eyes.

The forest was silent. No wind. No animal sounds. Just my breathing and the crunch of frost beneath my boots.

I reached the tree line and stopped.

The scent hit me immediately—pine and iron, sharp and clean. Alpha musk, powerful enough to make my wolf whine and press close to my skin. But different from any alpha I'd known. This scent didn't make me want to submit.

It made me want to follow.

I pushed deeper into the trees, following the scent trail. It led uphill, toward the ridge that overlooked my cabin. My lungs burned with the climb, but I didn't stop.

At the top of the ridge, I found him.

He stood in a shaft of moonlight, human-formed but clearly wolf. Tall, broad-shouldered, younger than I'd expected. Late twenties maybe. Dark hair fell to his shoulders. His eyes—those impossible gold eyes—fixed on me as I emerged from the trees.

Neither of us spoke.

He didn't move to attack. Didn't threaten. Just stood there, watching me with an intensity that made my skin prickle.

Finally, I raised the rifle. Pointed it at his chest. "Who are you?"

He smiled. Not mockingly. Almost... sadly.

"Someone who wants to help," he said. His voice was deep, quiet, carrying easily across the distance between us. "If you'll let me."

"I don't need help."

"Yes," he said. "You do."

And before I could respond, before I could demand answers or shoot him or run, he shifted. One moment, a man stood in the moonlight. The next, a massive wolf—bigger than any I'd ever seen, fur black as midnight—bounded into the forest and disappeared.

I stood alone on the ridge, heart pounding, rifle still raised.

Below, my cabin looked small and fragile in the darkness. The smoke from the chimney rose straight up into the still air.

Ninety days until Ronan came for me.

But tonight, an alpha had offered help.

I didn't know if that made things better or infinitely worse.

I turned and headed back down the mountain, questions burning in my mind and the memory of golden eyes seared into my thoughts.

Morning would come soon enough.

And with it, whatever came next. 
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THE FOREST FLOOR CRUNCHES beneath my boots. Each step sends my heart hammering harder against my ribs. I hold the rifle tight, finger resting near the trigger, safety off.

The scent hits me again—pine and iron, sharp and clean. Alpha musk. My wolf stirs under my skin, hackles rising, but she's not panicking. Not the way she does when Ronan's near.

This is different.

I move between the trees, following the smell. Moonlight filters through the branches above, painting silver across the moss and stones. My breath comes out in small clouds. The mountain air bites at my exposed skin, but I barely feel it.

The scent grows stronger. Closer.

My wolf's ears prick forward in my mind. She's curious. That scares me more than terror would.

I haven't been curious about another wolf in five years.

The trees open up ahead. A clearing spreads out before me, bathed in moonlight. And there, in the center, stands a man.

He's facing away from me, head tilted up toward the moon. Human form, but I can see the wolf in the way he stands—too still, too aware. His shoulders are broad under a dark jacket. His hair is black, catching the silver light.

I raise the rifle. Sight down the barrel. My hands don't shake.

"I know you're there," he says. His voice is deep, calm. Not threatening. Not yet.

He turns slowly, hands rising away from his sides. Empty palms facing me.

His eyes glow gold in the darkness.

My finger twitches on the trigger.

"Easy," he says. "I'm not here to hurt you."

I keep the rifle trained on his chest. Center mass. The way I learned. "Then you should leave."

"I will. After we talk." He takes one careful step forward. Just one.

I click the safety off. The sound echoes through the clearing.

He stops. A small smile touches his mouth. "You know how to use that."

"Want to find out?"

"Not particularly." His hands stay up. "My name is Kaelen Dorr. Alpha of Blackthorn Ridge."

The name hits me like cold water. I know it. Everyone in these mountains knows it. The old alpha died three months ago—Garrick Dorr, brutal and ancient. Ruled his pack with iron and blood.

This is his son.

I study him in the moonlight. He's younger than I expected. Late twenties, maybe. Not much older than me. His face is all hard lines and sharp angles, but there's something... softer in his eyes. Something that doesn't match the stories I've heard about his father.

"The old alpha's son," I say.

"Yes."

"They say you're weak."

His smile doesn't reach those golden eyes. "They say a lot of things."

"They say you're too soft to hold a pack."

"That too."

I adjust my grip on the rifle. My arms are starting to burn from holding it up. "What do you want?"

"To help you."

I laugh. It comes out sharp and bitter. "I don't need help."

"Ronan Vale would disagree."

My wolf snarls inside my chest. Just hearing the name makes my stomach turn. "How do you know about Ronan?"

"I've been tracking him." Kaelen lowers his hands slowly, watching me for permission. When I don't shoot, he tucks them into his jacket pockets. Casual. Non-threatening. "He's been asking questions. Sniffing around pack territories. Looking for you."

"And you just happened to find me first?"

"I'm a better tracker."

"Or you're working with him."

Something flashes across his face. Anger, maybe. Or hurt. "I'm not."

"Prove it."

He's quiet for a moment. Then he says, "Ronan Vale claimed you seven years ago. Started a bond, then broke it three days later. Told his pack you were unstable. Barren. That you seduced him with false heat." His voice is careful, neutral. But his eyes are burning. "He destroyed your reputation to save his own. And now he wants you back."

My throat tightens. No one knows that story. No one except the wolves who were there. "How—"

"I asked around. Carefully." He takes another step closer. Slow. Testing. "I know what he did to you."

I should shoot him. Should pull the trigger and run. But my hands won't move.

"Why do you care?" The words come out hoarse.

"Because the law is wrong." He says it simply. Like it's obvious. "Because my father ruled through fear, and I won't."

I stare at him. At this strange alpha standing in the moonlight, hands in his pockets, telling me he wants to change pack law.

"You're either stupid or lying," I say.

"Maybe both." That almost-smile again. "But I'm also serious. Come to Blackthorn Ridge. Live under my protection. Sanctuary law."

My wolf whines. She wants to believe him. Wants to trust the strength in his voice, the steadiness in his stance.

But I learned my lesson about trusting alphas.

"No." I shake my head. "I won't trade one cage for another."

"It's not a cage—"

"It is." My voice comes out harder than I mean it to. "Sanctuary law means I live in your den. Under your roof. Subject to your rules. Your pack. That's just another kind of prison."

"It's protection."

"I've survived five years alone. I'll survive this."

Kaelen's jaw tightens. For a moment, I see the alpha underneath—the dominance, the power. His eyes flash brighter gold.

Then he breathes out slowly. The power pulls back. Controlled.

"Five years alone," he says quietly. "That's not surviving. That's barely living."

The words hit harder than they should. I push the feeling down, bury it deep.

"Better barely living than bonded to a monster."

He nods slowly. Doesn't argue. "You're right. But Ronan won't let you keep living at all if you don't act soon."

"What do you mean?"

"The Seven-Year Law." He watches my face carefully. "You know about it?"

"I know omegas can be reclaimed within seven years of an abandoned bond." My hands tighten on the rifle. "It's been seven years. The law doesn't apply anymore."

"It's been six years and nine months."

The forest tilts around me. "What?"

"You have ninety days. Three months. Then the seven years are up and you're free." His voice is gentle, but the words cut like claws. "But if Ronan invokes the law before then—if he brings you before the pack council—they'll enforce it."

"They can't. I'm not part of his pack anymore."

"It doesn't matter. The bond was started. You fled before completion. Under traditional law, he has the right to reclaim you." Kaelen takes another step closer. I'm too shocked to stop him. "And if you don't appear before the council when summoned, they'll send enforcers. A hunting pack. Not just Ronan. Six or seven trained wolves whose only job is to bring you back."

My knees feel weak. I lock them, force myself to stay standing. "You're lying."

"I wish I was."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you need to know what you're facing." He's close enough now that I can see the exhaustion in his face, the shadows under his eyes. "Ronan has gained power in the last five years. He controls the eastern trade routes. Has alliances with two neighboring packs. If I challenge him directly, it could spark a war my pack isn't ready for."

"Then why offer me protection at all?" I demand. "If it's so dangerous, why risk it?"

He's quiet for a long moment. The forest breathes around us—wind through branches, an owl calling somewhere distant.

"Because I'm trying to build something different," he finally says. "A pack where wolves don't rule through fear. Where omegas have choices. Where the strong protect the vulnerable instead of exploiting them." His eyes meet mine. Hold. "But I can't force you to accept help. That would make me exactly what I'm fighting against."

There's something in his voice. Something raw and honest that makes my wolf lean forward, interested.

I shove her back down.

"Pretty words," I say. "Your father probably said pretty words too, before he destroyed lives."

Pain flashes across Kaelen's face. Real pain. "My father was a monster. I watched him break wolves for sport. Force bonds for political gain. Kill anyone who questioned his authority." His hands curl into fists in his pockets. "I won't be him. I'd rather lose my pack than become him."

We stand there in the clearing, moonlight and shadows between us. My wolf is whining again, drawn to something in him. Something that feels like pack, like safety, like home.

But I buried those feelings five years ago.

"I don't trust you," I say.

"I know."

"I don't trust any alpha."

"I understand."

"If you're lying—if this is some trick—"

"It's not." He pulls something from his pocket. A stone, small and smooth, with marks carved into its surface. He holds it out on his palm. "But you don't have to trust me yet. Take this. If you change your mind, if you need help, show this to any of my wolves. They'll bring you to me safely."

I don't lower the rifle. "Why would I ever do that?"

"Because in ninety days, Ronan will force your hand. And when that happens, you'll need allies." He steps forward one last time, close enough to set the stone on a nearby rock. Then he backs away, hands up again. "Think about it. Please."

Before I can answer, his body shifts. Bones crack and reform, fur rippling across skin. In seconds, a massive black wolf stands where the man was. His eyes are still gold, still watching me.

Then he turns and runs. Disappears between the trees like smoke.

I stand there for a long time, rifle raised, heart pounding. The clearing is empty now. Just me and the moonlight and the small carved stone on the rock.

Ninety days.

The words echo in my head.

Finally, I lower the rifle. My arms shake as the adrenaline drains away. I walk to the rock, stare down at the stone.

The marks carved into it form a symbol—a tree with spreading roots and branches. Blackthorn Ridge's pack mark.

I should leave it here. Should walk away and pretend this conversation never happened.

But my hand reaches out on its own. Picks up the stone. It's warm from his touch, smooth against my palm.

I close my fingers around it.

Then I turn and run back toward my cabin, the stone burning in my pocket like a promise.

Or a threat.

The cabin is dark when I return. I slip inside quietly, rifle across my back, stone heavy in my pocket. The fire has burned down to embers, casting faint orange light across the room.

Maya is awake, sitting at the small table. She looks up when I enter. Her eyes are wide, frightened.

"You were gone a long time," she says. Her hand rests on her swollen belly, protective.

"Had to check the perimeter." I lean the rifle against the wall by the door, exactly where it's always supposed to be. Close. Ready.

"Was it him? Ronan?"

"No." I pull the stone from my pocket, turn it over in my hands. The carved marks catch the firelight. "Someone else."

Maya stands, waddling over to peer at the stone. She's seven months pregnant now, belly round and tight. She should be with a pack, surrounded by family and safety. Instead, she's here, hiding with me.

"Who?" she asks.

"The new alpha. Blackthorn Ridge." I set the stone on the table between us. "Kaelen Dorr."

Her breath catches. "He found you?"

"He was looking for me. Says he knows about Ronan. About the Seven-Year Law." I sink into the chair across from her, suddenly exhausted. "Says I have ninety days before Ronan can force me to appear before the council."

"Ninety days," Maya whispers. She touches the stone with one finger, tracing the carved tree. "What did the alpha want?"

"To offer protection. Sanctuary law."

"You said no."

It's not a question. Maya knows me too well.

"I said no," I confirm.

"Do you trust him?"

I stare at the stone. Think about Kaelen standing in the clearing, hands raised, eyes honest and tired. Think about the careful way he moved, giving me space to choose. The pain in his voice when he talked about his father.

"No," I say finally. "I don't trust him."

"But?"

I look up at her. "But I didn't throw away his stone."

Maya sits back down, her hand on her belly. The baby must be moving—she winces slightly, adjusts her position.

"What if he's telling the truth?" she asks quietly. "About the ninety days. About the council."

"Then I have ninety days to figure something out."

"By yourself."

"I've been by myself for five years."

"And look where that's gotten you." Maya's voice is gentle, but firm. "Hiding in a cabin on a mountain. Afraid to shift, afraid to run with a pack, afraid to trust anyone." She reaches across the table, covers my hand with hers. "That's not living, Elara. That's just... surviving."

Her words echo Kaelen's. The similarity makes my chest tight.

"Surviving is enough," I say.

"For how long?" Maya's eyes are sad. "I came to you because you were the only safe place I could find. But if Ronan forces you before the council, if they send enforcers... what happens to me? To Kieran? To all the other omegas who might need help?"

Guilt twists in my stomach. She's right. This isn't just about me anymore. When I started helping other omegas escape bad situations, I became responsible for them.

I pull my hand away, stand up, pace to the window. Outside, the forest is dark and still. No movement. No threats.

Not yet.

"I'll figure something out," I say again. But the words sound hollow even to me.

Maya doesn't answer. She just sits at the table, one hand on her pregnant belly, staring at the carved stone with Blackthorn Ridge's mark.

The mark of an alpha who says he wants to help.

But alphas lie.

I learned that the hard way.

I don't sleep that night. I lie in my small bed, staring at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the old wood. My wolf paces inside me, restless and anxious.

Ninety days.

The number circles in my head like a curse.

When dawn finally comes, gray light filtering through the window, I'm already dressed. Already moving. I need to check the perimeter again, reset the wards, make sure—

A sound outside stops me cold.

Footsteps. Heavy. Confident.

Multiple footsteps.

My heart drops into my stomach. I grab the rifle, move silently to the window.

Three figures stand in my clearing.

Ronan in the center. Two wolves flanking him—his enforcers. Big males, built for violence.

Ronan's smiling.

"No," I breathe. My hands shake on the rifle. "No, no, no."

Behind me, Maya wakes with a gasp. "What—"

"Get Kieran. Get to the cellar. Now."

She doesn't argue. She's on her feet, moving fast despite the pregnancy, heading for the hidden trapdoor where Kieran is sleeping.

I watch through the window as Ronan tilts his head back, scenting the air. His smile widens. He knows I'm here. Knows I'm watching.

He lifts one hand. Waves.

Then he starts walking toward my cabin.

The rifle is across the room. On the other side of the cabin, where I left it last night. Stupid. So stupid.

I run for it, but I'm too slow.

The door explodes inward.

Ronan stands in the doorway, backlit by the morning sun. His eyes find mine across the room. Gold and hungry and triumphant.

"Hello, little omega," he says. His voice is silk over steel. "We need to talk about what happens next."

My hand stretches toward the rifle. So close. Just another few feet.

But his enforcers are already inside, moving to block my path.

I'm trapped.

And Ronan is still smiling.
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Chapter 3
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THE SCENT HIT ME FIRST—ROSEWOOD and smoke, thick and suffocating in my small cabin. My fingers tightened on the kitchen counter, nails biting into the worn wood. I didn't need to turn around to know he was inside. The air itself felt heavier, wrong, like the moments before a storm breaks.

"You've made this place quite... cozy." Ronan's voice slid through the darkness, smooth as honey and just as sticky. "I remember you always liked simple things."

I turned slowly. He stood just inside my door, flanked by two wolves—both bigger than me, both watching with eyes that caught the firelight and threw it back golden. Ronan himself looked the same as he had seven years ago. Strong jaw, dark hair that curled just slightly at his collar, shoulders broad enough to make him look like he belonged in front of a pack. He'd always been handsome. That had been part of the problem.

He moved deeper into my cabin, fingers trailing along my bookshelf, touching the spine of a journal I'd left there. My muscles locked. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to move, to put distance between us, but I couldn't. My wolf stirred beneath my skin, confused and frightened and—gods help me—interested.
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