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​Prologue: On the Wrong Block
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The first time the bond hits me, it feels like somebody grabbed my lungs and said, mine.

I don’t even know his name yet.

I’m just trying to get through my first day at East Ridge without looking soft.

New city, new school, new set of rules I didn’t ask for. My mom calls it a “fresh start.” That’s what adults say when they’re tired of explaining why your life keeps getting flipped like a table.

I got dropped off with a backpack that still smells like my old room and a warning I heard too many times.

“Keep your head down.”

I can’t.

My head stays up because if you look down in a place like this, people take it as an invite.

The front of the school is loud. Cars creeping. Kids yelling. Someone blasting music off a speaker like they’re the main character. The building looks normal, but the people don’t.

Groups posted up like corners.

Not friend groups. Crews.

They don’t even hide it. Different colors. Different chains. Different handshakes. Everybody watching everybody. Smiles that don’t reach eyes.

I’m walking past the steps when a girl with long braids and sharp eyes looks me up and down like she’s scanning a barcode.

“You new?” she asks.

Her voice is casual, but her crew behind her ain’t casual at all.

“Yeah,” I say.

She tilts her head. “You got people?”

I know what she means. Not friends. Not family.

Protection.

I keep my face blank. “I got me.”

A couple boys behind her laugh like I said something dumb.

She doesn’t laugh. She looks like she respects it, or maybe she respects that I didn’t beg.

“Name?” she asks.

I give her my last name only. “That’s all you need.”

She smirks. “Bold.”

I shrug like my stomach isn’t twisting. “I’m just here to pass.”

“Mm-hmm.” She steps closer. Not too close. Just close enough to make a point. “Stay out the back hall. And don’t be in the gym lot after dark.”

“Why?”

Her eyes flick left, like she doesn’t want to say it out loud. “Because you’ll get caught in something that ain’t yours.”

Before I can ask what that means, the bell rings. People start moving. She turns and melts into the crowd like she was never there.

I stand there a second, trying to shake off the feeling that I just got warned by somebody who knows too much.

Then I walk inside.

The hallway hits me like heat. Too many bodies. Too much noise. Lockers slamming. Somebody shoving somebody. Teachers acting like they don’t see it. Somebody yelling “move!” like they own the floor.

I check my schedule. Homeroom is down the back hall.

Of course it is.

I start walking.

The farther I go, the quieter it gets. The walls look the same, but the air feels different. Like I crossed an invisible line.

I pass a set of double doors and a group of guys posted up near the trophy case turn their heads at the same time.

All of them.

Their eyes track me like I’m a slow car in their lane.

One of them steps forward. Tall. Hoodie. Hands in pockets. He doesn’t smile.

“Yo,” he says. “Where you headed?”

I keep walking because stopping feels like submitting. “Class.”

He moves with me, matching my pace. “This hall ain’t for randoms.”

“I’m not random,” I say, even though I am.

His friend laughs. “She got mouth.”

The first guy’s eyes don’t leave my face. “You got crew?”

There it is again.

I stop this time because he’s blocking the path like a wall.

“I don’t need one,” I say.

His jaw tightens. “Everybody needs one.”

I’m about to say something slick back, but the lights above us flicker.

Just once.

Then the air shifts.

Not a breeze. Not a draft.

Something heavier.

Like the hallway got smaller.

The guys in front of me stiffen. Their shoulders pull back like they’re trying to look tough, but I see it—something like worry. Like they just realized who’s behind me.

My skin prickles.

I turn.

And I see him.

He’s walking toward us from the other end of the hall, slow and calm, like he’s got all the time in the world. Like the building belongs to him.

He’s not wearing school colors. Not wearing a jersey. Just black—jacket, shirt, boots. His hair is cut clean. His face is hard. Not angry. Just closed off.

The main thing is his eyes.

They’re not soft. They’re not kind.

They’re gold.

I feel stupid even thinking that, but it’s true. Gold like a warning sign. Gold like a streetlight right before it turns red.

The guys in front of me step aside without meaning to. Like their bodies moved before their brains caught up.

He doesn’t look at them.

He looks at me.

And my body betrays me.

That pull hits my chest so sharp I suck in a breath like I got punched. My heart jumps. My hands go cold.

Mine, something inside me says again.

I don’t believe in fate. I don’t believe in fair stuff. I don’t believe in love at first sight.

But my bones don’t care what I believe.

He stops a few feet away. He says nothing.

The silence around him is loud. It makes the hallway feel wrong. Like everybody else is just background noise and he’s the real thing.

I try to speak, but my throat is tight.

“What?” I finally force out.

His gaze drops to my mouth for half a second, then back to my eyes.

That should not matter.

It does.

The guy who blocked me earlier clears his throat. “She don’t know, bro. She just—”

The gold-eyed guy lifts one hand, palm out.

That’s all.

The guy shuts up fast.

My stomach flips.

Who is he that people fold like that?

He finally speaks, and his voice is low and rough, like he doesn’t use it for small talk.

“Turn around,” he says.

I blink. “Excuse me?”

His jaw flexes. “This hall isn’t for you.”

Something in me sparks. Anger. Pride. All the stuff I use to survive.

“You don’t know me,” I snap.

His eyes narrow a fraction, like he’s measuring how much trouble I’m going to be.

“I know enough,” he says.

I take one step forward. “Then say it. Say what you know.”

The hallway feels like it’s holding its breath.

His eyes don’t move. “You smell like you don’t belong here.”

I freeze.

Because that’s not a normal thing to say.

Because I know the smell he means.

Not perfume. Not sweat.

Something under the skin. Something wild.

My mom used to tell me my dad’s side of the family was “different.” She never said how. She just said, “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.”

I always asked anyway.

I just never got answers.

Now this stranger is looking at me like he can see the answers on my face.

The guys behind me start muttering.

“Yo, chill...”

“Not here...”

“Coach gon’ trip...”

A door at the end of the hall opens. Footsteps. A teacher’s voice.

“What’s going on back there?”

The gold-eyed guy doesn’t look away from me.

He steps closer, and the pull in my chest tightens like a chain.

I hate it. I hate that I want to lean toward him even while I want to swing on him for telling me where I can and can’t stand.

He lowers his voice, like he doesn’t want the whole building to hear.

“You’re gonna get hurt,” he says.

I swallow. “By who?”

His eyes flick past me, just once, toward the open door and the noise creeping closer.

“By people who don’t need a reason,” he says.

The teacher gets closer. The guys around us shift like they’re deciding whether to bounce.

My heartbeat won’t slow down.

I step back because I don’t trust my legs near him.

The gold-eyed guy holds my gaze, and the first crack shows in his face. Not softness. Something else.

Regret.

Like he already knows what he’s about to do.

“What’s going on?” the teacher barks, stepping into the hall. She takes one look at him and her voice drops. “Oh.”

That one sound tells me everything.

Everybody knows him.

I don’t.

Not yet.

The teacher forces a smile that looks painful. “You good?” she asks him, like she’s talking to a loaded gun.

He doesn’t answer her.

He looks at me.

And he says the words that hit harder than any shove or insult I’ve taken.

“In front of them,” he murmurs, “I don’t know you.”

My chest stings. “What?”

He doesn’t explain. He doesn’t soften it.

He just keeps his eyes on mine and says, “Walk away.”

The teacher clears her throat, nervous. “Everybody get to class.”

The guys scatter like roaches when the light comes on.

I don’t move.

Because now I’m standing here with this pull in my ribs and this stranger telling me to disappear like I’m a problem.

My voice shakes, but I don’t hide it. “Why are you acting like that?”

His eyes tighten, like the question hurts.

Then, finally, he gives me the truth in one brutal line.

“Because if they think you’re mine,” he says, “they’ll make you pay for it.”

I stare at him.

Mine.

He said it like it was real.

Like it was already decided.

My stomach turns.

The teacher watches us like she’s terrified of what happens next.

The gold-eyed guy steps back, like he’s cutting a cord he doesn’t want to cut.

His voice drops even lower, like it’s only meant for me.

“Don’t be in the gym lot after dark,” he says.

It’s the same warning the girl gave me.

Only his sounds like an order.

Then he turns and walks away, and the hallway breathes again like he took the air with him.

I stand there with my heart racing and my hands cold, watching him disappear into the crowd.

The teacher looks at me like I’m a lost kid about to step into traffic.

“Go to class,” she says, softer now. “Please.”

I start walking, but my legs feel wrong.

Like my body is still leaning toward him even when he’s gone.

And I realize something that makes my stomach drop all over again.

He didn’t tell me he wasn’t mine.

He didn’t say the pull wasn’t real.

He told me he’d deny me.

In public.

On purpose.

Like rejection was his way of keeping me alive.

And that means one thing.

Whatever this bond is... it’s not safe.

It’s not sweet.

It’s a target.

And the Alpha already decided I’m going to wear it.



First Day, First Problem

I get pressed before I even make it through the front doors.

Not “welcome to the school” pressed. Not “where you from” curious.

Pressed like somebody already decided I’m food.

The morning air is cold enough to sting my nose, but my palms are sweaty on my backpack straps. Cars slide through the drop-off lane. People laugh too loud. Somebody’s speaker is blasting a song with too much bass, like they want the whole block to know they exist.

My mom’s car is already gone. She didn’t even park. She kissed my cheek fast, told me to text her, and drove off like staying would make things worse.

Maybe she’s right.

My aunt’s apartment is ten minutes away, but it feels like another world. It smells like old cooking oil and laundry soap. It’s quiet in there, too quiet, like everybody’s trying not to talk about the reason I’m living on somebody else’s couch.

I’m not here because we got money and choices.

I’m here because my mom ran out of both.

So when I look at East Ridge High, I don’t see a school.

I see a place that’s going to decide what I am before I get to open my mouth.

I step onto the sidewalk and a group of girls near the steps turns their heads like they felt me coming. One of them, tall with long braids and a stare that don’t blink, looks me up and down slow.

Not checking my outfit.

Checking my threat level.

She walks right up like she owns the concrete.

“You new,” she says. Not a question.

I keep my face blank. “Yeah.”

She leans in a little, like she’s not trying to fight but she’s ready if I am. “Who you with?”

That question hits different than it should.

Because I know what she means. I’ve heard it before. Not in this city, but in every city that pretends it’s safe.

Who’s your people?

Who’s backing you?

Who’s gonna swing if someone touches you?

I shift my weight, and I can feel my stomach twisting tight. “I’m with school,” I say.

The girl’s lips twitch. She likes that I didn’t lie. She also likes that I didn’t beg.

“Name?” she asks.

I give her my last name only. It’s all she gets.

She nods once. “Aight. Listen.” Her voice drops like she’s doing me a favor. “Stay out the back hall. And don’t be behind the gym after dark.”

I blink. “Why?”

Her eyes flick to the side, quick. Like even saying it out loud is risky. “Because you don’t know what this place really is yet.”

A boy behind her laughs. “She think this school regular.”

The braid girl shoots him a look that shuts him up. Then she looks back at me. “Just don’t,” she repeats, and her tone makes it sound like a promise and a threat at the same time.

The bell rings, loud and ugly.

She steps back into her crew like she never left it. Like she didn’t just drop a warning on my chest and walk away.

I stand there a second, staring after her.

Then I climb the steps.

Inside, the hallway is chaos. Bodies everywhere. Loud voices. Lockers slamming. Somebody yelling about a missing vape. Teachers walking past like it’s normal.

I hold my schedule up like it’s going to protect me.

Homeroom: Room 108.

I find the numbers on the walls and start moving.

As I walk, I keep catching eyes. Some curious. Some bored. Some mean.

I’m used to that.

What I’m not used to is how people move in groups like it’s a rule. Like being alone is a mistake. Like you’re supposed to have a shield made of bodies.

I don’t.

I’m alone and I’m not trying to act like I’m not.

“Yo.”

The voice comes from my left, and I feel it before I see it—somebody stepping into my space.

I stop and look.

Two guys leaning against the lockers, laughing like they got time. One is short and stocky with a tight fade. The other is taller, slim, eyes too sharp. Both of them got that look like they think they own this hallway.

“New girl,” the taller one says, like the words taste good. “You lost?”

“I’m good,” I say.

Short one laughs. “She not lost. She just think she can walk through here like it’s hers.”

I keep my eyes on the taller one. “I’m going to class.”

Taller one nods slow. “What crew you with?”

There it is again.

I feel my jaw tighten. “I’m with nobody.”

Short one’s smile widens. “That mean you with everybody.”

They laugh like that’s funny.

It’s not.

I take a step like I’m going to walk past, and the taller one shifts, blocking my path without touching me. Just close enough to make it clear he can.

My chest tightens.

I don’t like being trapped. It turns something ugly on inside me.

“Move,” I say.

The taller one looks surprised, then amused. “Oh, she got spice.”

“Move,” I repeat, and my voice is calm but it’s not soft.

Behind me, the hallway keeps moving. Nobody stops. Nobody steps in.

That’s the first real lesson.

People don’t help. They watch.

Short one pushes off the locker. “You talkin’ like you big.”

I don’t answer that. I just stare.

Because staring back is how you keep people from thinking you’re easy.

Taller one’s eyes flick down and up again. “Where you from?”

“Not here,” I say.

His smile fades a little. “You mouthy.”

“Maybe,” I say. “Or maybe you just not used to somebody not being scared of you.”

That lands.

Short one takes a step toward me, and I see it in his shoulders. He’s about to do something dumb just because his pride got touched.

A teacher walks by, glances at us, keeps going.

Of course.

Short one lifts his chin at me. “Say that again.”

I feel my heart thumping, but I don’t back up. “You heard me.”

The taller one’s hand comes up like he might grab my backpack strap.

Then the air changes.

It’s not dramatic like a movie. It’s small at first. A shift.

Like people feel something coming before they see it.

The guys in front of me stop smiling.

Their eyes move past me.

My skin prickles.

I turn.

And he’s there.

Not close—yet. But walking toward us down the hall like he owns the ground. Like the building made space for him on purpose.

All black. No colors. No crew around him. He’s alone, and it doesn’t make him look weak. It makes him look like a storm that doesn’t need backup.

His face is calm. Too calm.

His eyes are gold, and when they land on me, my chest tightens so hard I almost gasp.

It’s the same pull from yesterday, only worse.

It hits deep, like it’s under my skin.

Mine, something inside me says again, and I hate it.

I don’t belong to anybody.

The taller guy in front of me steps back without thinking. “Yo... my bad.”

Short one swallows. He tries to play it off. “We just talkin’.”

The gold-eyed guy doesn’t look at them.

He looks at me.

And the hallway goes quiet around us, not fully, but enough. Enough that I can hear my own breathing.

He stops a few feet away. He doesn’t say anything.

That silence feels like pressure.

I force my voice out. “What?”

He studies me like he’s reading something on my face I can’t hide.

Then he finally speaks, low and rough.

“Keep walking,” he says.

My pride flares. “Who are you to tell me—”

His eyes harden a fraction, and my words die in my throat.

Not because he threatened me.

Because the bond in my chest yanks like a leash.

I hate that more than anything.

He looks past me at the two guys and his voice drops even colder. “Back off.”

The taller one nods fast. “Yeah, yeah. We good.”

They disappear into the crowd like they were never brave.

I stand there, still staring at him, trying to slow my heartbeat.

He turns his eyes back to me. “You’re in the wrong hall.”

“That’s what everybody keeps saying,” I snap before I can stop myself.

His jaw flexes. Like I annoyed him. Like I also did something else.

Something he won’t say.

“I’m not everybody,” he says.

“That supposed to impress me?” I shoot back.

His gaze flicks over my face, and it almost feels like he’s mad at himself for looking too long. “No.”

Then he looks away—just slightly—like he’s checking who’s watching.

My stomach twists.

He’s worried about eyes on us.

Why?

A voice cuts through from down the hall. Coach Harlan, loud like always. “Move it! Y’all got class!”

Students scatter like they don’t want smoke.

The gold-eyed guy’s face stays calm, but his shoulders tighten. Like he’s counting time.

He steps closer, and the pull in my chest gets so strong my knees feel light.

I clench my fists. “Stop doing that,” I whisper.

He frowns. “Doing what?”

“Looking at me like you know me,” I say, voice shaking with anger. “You don’t.”

Something flickers in his eyes. Pain. Regret. Something heavy.

He lowers his voice so only I can hear. “In public, I don’t know you.”

The words hit me like a slap.

I stare at him. “What?”

He doesn’t explain. He doesn’t soften it.

He just says, “Walk away.”

My throat tightens. “Why?”

His eyes lock onto mine, and his voice drops even lower.

“Because if they think you’re mine,” he says, “they’ll hurt you to get to me.”

Mine.

He said it again.

My chest aches. My stomach flips. A mix of fear and something worse—something that feels like wanting.

I hate it.

I hate him for making me feel it.

“Then don’t look at me,” I snap. “Don’t talk to me.”

His jaw tightens. “I’m trying.”

That confession hits weird. Like he’s fighting something he can’t admit out loud.

Coach Harlan’s footsteps come closer. “You,” he barks, and then his tone changes when he sees the gold-eyed guy. “Oh. You good?”

The gold-eyed guy doesn’t answer the coach. Doesn’t even turn his head.

Coach Harlan clears his throat like he hates feeling small. “Go to class,” he tells me, but his eyes are on the gold-eyed guy like he’s asking permission.

That makes my skin crawl.

Who is this guy that adults act like that?

I grip my schedule tight enough to wrinkle it. “What’s your name?” I ask him.

His eyes stay on mine.

For a second I think he won’t answer.

Then he says it, quiet.

And I won’t repeat it here because names carry weight in places like this, and I can feel it in my bones that his name is a trigger.

But when he says it, the hallway shifts again. Like the walls recognize it.

Coach Harlan’s mouth tightens. “Get to class,” he says again, but now it sounds like a warning.

I don’t move yet.

I stare at the gold-eyed guy. “Why me?” I ask, and my voice cracks on the last word like I hate that I’m asking.

He looks like he wants to tell the truth.

Then he glances at the crowd again.

And his face shuts down.

“Go,” he says, sharper.

My eyes sting with anger I don’t understand. I nod once like I’m not hurt.

Then I turn and walk.

I make it three steps before I hear him behind me, voice low, meant only for me.

“Stay out the gym lot after dark.”

I stop and look back.

He’s already walking away.

Like he never stood in front of me.

Like he never made my chest feel like it was about to crack open.

Like he didn’t just warn me the same way that braid girl did.

That’s when I know this isn’t just school drama.

This is a map of danger.

And I just stepped into the middle of it.

I go to homeroom with my heart pounding, my head full of questions, and my pride bleeding quiet.

I slide into a seat near the back.

Tess—braid girl from outside—leans over from the desk beside me like she planned it.

“You met him,” she whispers.

I look at her. “Who?”

She gives me a look like I’m slow. “The Alpha.”

I swallow hard. “He’s not an Alpha.”

Tess’s mouth twists. “Not official. Yet.”

My stomach drops.

Tess watches my face, and her voice goes serious. “Listen to me. Whatever you felt? Whatever you think you feel?”

I stay quiet.

She leans closer. “He rejects people for sport when he wants. But when it’s real... he rejects to protect.”

My throat tightens. “Protect from what?”

Tess’s eyes flick to the door like she’s scared the walls got ears.

“The Council,” she whispers.

I sit there with my heart hammering.

Because I already heard that word once.

And because the gold-eyed guy told me if they think I’m his, they’ll hurt me.

I don’t know what I am to him.

I don’t even know what he is to me.

But my chest still aches like a bruise, like my body is already tied to someone who’s planning to deny me in front of the whole world.

And that’s the first day.

That’s the first problem.

It ain’t going away.



Wrong Hallway, Right Eyes

I knew I was in the wrong place the second the hallway got quiet.

Not school-quiet. Not “class started” quiet.

The kind of quiet that means you just walked into somebody else’s territory and nobody’s pretending it’s public.

My sneakers squeak once on the waxed floor and it feels loud enough to get me jumped.

I grip my schedule like it’s going to save me. Homeroom. Room 114. Back hall. That’s what the paper says. Like paper knows what happens behind closed doors.

The walls here are cleaner. Less posters. Less noise. Even the lights feel colder.

And everybody I pass is either staring too hard or looking away too fast.

I hate both.

I keep moving because stopping is how you get cornered.

That’s when I hear it—low laughter ahead. Not happy. Not even amused. Just mean.

I round the corner and see three guys posted by the trophy case like it’s their couch. Two are leaning back, one is standing straight, arms folded. Hoodies. Chains. Fresh shoes. That “don’t touch me” look.

The standing one watches me like I’m a stray dog that wandered into a backyard.

He steps forward, slow. “You lost?”

“No,” I say, even though I might be.

His eyes go down to my schedule paper, then back to my face. “This hall ain’t for randoms.”

I don’t like the way he says random. Like it means disposable.

“I got class,” I say.

He smiles a little. Not friendly. “What class you got back here?”

I don’t answer right away. I don’t owe him my business. But I also know how this goes. You act too tough and they get offended. You act too soft and they take what they want.

I lift my schedule a little. “Homeroom.”

He makes a sound like that’s funny. “Homeroom. That’s cute.”

One of the guys behind him laughs. “She think this a normal school.”

I keep my face blank. My stomach is tight, but I don’t show it. “Move.”

The standing guy’s smile fades. “You got mouth.”

“I got places to be,” I say.

He steps closer, and I can smell his cologne mixed with smoke. “You got crew?”

There it is again.

I don’t even know where my locker is and folks already asking who I run with.

“I don’t need one,” I say.

He shakes his head like I’m dumb. “Everybody needs one.”

I look past him at the hallway behind them. My room number is somewhere down there. I can’t turn around now. Turning around is losing.

So I stand my ground.

He leans down a little, like he wants to make me uncomfortable. “Say it again.”

My pulse thumps. I can feel it in my throat.

“I don’t need one,” I repeat.

His eyes harden. “Aight.”

He lifts his hand like he’s about to grab my paper or my backpack strap.

Then the air changes.

It’s so fast my skin prickles. Like somebody opened a freezer door behind me.

The guys in front of me stop moving.

All of them.

Their eyes shift past me, and I know without turning that somebody serious just showed up.

My stomach drops anyway.

I turn slow.

And there he is.

Walking toward us like he doesn’t care who’s in his way.

Black jacket. Dark jeans. Boots that don’t squeak. He moves quiet on purpose, like he learned how to take up space without making noise.

His face is calm, but not soft. Like he’s never had the chance to be soft.

His eyes hit mine and my chest squeezes so hard I forget to breathe.

Gold.

Not bright like sunshine. More like a warning light in fog.

My hand tightens around my schedule paper until it crumples.

The pull in my ribs is instant and nasty. Like my body is leaning forward while my brain is trying to drag it back.

Mine, that feeling says, like it’s not asking.

I hate it.

I hate him for causing it just by standing there.

The guys near the trophy case step aside without even meaning to. Like their muscles moved on their own.

The one who tried to press me clears his throat. “Yo.”

The gold-eyed guy doesn’t look at him.

He looks at me like the world narrowed to one point.

He stops a few feet away.

The hallway is dead quiet now. Even the buzzing lights sound loud.

I lift my chin. “You got a problem?”

My voice comes out sharp because if I let it come out shaky, I’m done.

His eyes flick over my face, quick, like he’s reading something I can’t see.

Then he speaks.

Two words.

“Turn around.”

That’s it. Like he owns the hall. Like he owns me.

My anger flashes hot. “Excuse me?”

His jaw flexes. “This hall isn’t for you.”

I laugh once. It’s not funny, but my mouth does it anyway. “This is a school.”

“It’s not just a school,” he says.

The way he says it makes my stomach turn. Like he’s talking about something I don’t understand but I should.

I take a step toward him because I’m stubborn and I don’t like being ordered. “I got class.”

His eyes narrow a fraction. “Go the other way.”

“No.”

The word comes out before I think. I don’t even know why I’m pushing him. Maybe because everybody else stepped aside. Maybe because I hate that my heart is acting like it knows him.

Maybe because I don’t like feeling anything I didn’t choose.

His gaze locks on mine, and it feels like pressure. Like standing too close to a speaker that’s turned up too loud.

Behind me, the guys by the trophy case start whispering.

“Bro, chill...”

“She new, she don’t know...”

“You tryna get her killed?”

Killed?

My shoulders go stiff.

I look back at them. “What you mean killed?”

Nobody answers.

They look away like they already said too much.

I look back at the gold-eyed guy.

He stares at my face like he’s holding himself back. Like he wants to say something and can’t.

“Who are you?” I ask.

He pauses. “Doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me,” I snap.

His eyes flick to my wrist like he did before, like he’s expecting to see something there. I glance down too.

Nothing.

Just skin.

But the way his stare lingers makes my throat tighten.

“What’s your name?” I press.

He doesn’t answer.

Silence again.

But it’s not empty silence. It’s loaded. It’s like a gun sitting on the table between us.

I hear footsteps behind me, from the other end of the hall.

A teacher’s voice. “Hey! What’s going on back here?”

The guys by the trophy case scatter like they weren’t just about to start something. The one who tried to press me mutters, “Aight,” and backs away fast.

The gold-eyed guy doesn’t move.

He keeps staring at me like the teacher doesn’t exist.

The teacher turns the corner and freezes when she sees him. Her face changes so quick it’s almost funny.

Not anger.

Fear.

Then she forces a smile that looks painful. “Morning,” she says, too polite.

He doesn’t respond.

The teacher looks at me instead, like she wants me to leave before something worse happens. “You need help finding your class?”

“I’m good,” I say, but my voice is quieter now.

The teacher nods fast. “Okay. Great. Then—let’s keep it moving, okay?”

I can hear her trying not to shake.

I look back at him. “Why you telling me to leave?”

His jaw tightens.

He finally answers, but not in a way that helps.

“Because you shouldn’t be seen here.”

My anger shifts into something sharper. “Seen by who?”

His eyes flick past me toward the teacher, then down the hallway, like he’s checking for someone.

He lowers his voice. “People who watch.”

“What people?”

He doesn’t answer that either.

The teacher clears her throat. “Alright, everybody, get to class.”

She’s talking to me and him, but mostly me.

I can feel her wanting this to end.

I should walk away.

I should listen.

But I’m tired of people acting like I’m supposed to obey because they say so.

I take another step closer to him. “You don’t get to tell me where to go.”

For the first time, something changes in his face.

Not softness.

Pain.

It’s quick, like a crack that seals right back up.

And it makes me pause because it doesn’t match his cold act.

He leans in slightly, just enough for me to smell that pine-smoke thing again. It hits my head like a warning.

His voice drops low, meant for me only.

“If they think you’re mine,” he says, “they’ll hurt you.”

My stomach drops.

Mine.

He said it like it was real.

My mouth opens, but nothing comes out.

Because my body already knows what he’s saying. That pull in my chest isn’t a crush. It’s not curiosity.

It’s a claim.

A bond.

Something older than logic.

The teacher shifts uncomfortably. She heard the tone, not the words.

I swallow hard. “Why would they hurt me?”

His eyes hold mine. “Because they can.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one,” he says.

My throat burns. My hands shake, and I hate that too. I tuck my schedule into my pocket so he won’t see my fingers trembling.

I force my voice steady. “So what, you’re telling me to hide?”

His jaw flexes again. “I’m telling you to live.”

A bitter laugh slips out. “You don’t even know me.”

His eyes flash. For a second, they look almost wild.

“I know your scent,” he says, quiet. “I know what you are.”

My skin goes cold.

“What I am?” I repeat.

His gaze cuts to the teacher, then back to me like he’s making a decision.

“In front of them,” he murmurs, “I don’t know you.”

It’s the same line as last time behind the gym, but this time it lands harder because now I feel what he’s doing.

He’s setting a boundary.

Not for me.

For everyone watching.

My chest aches like it’s offended. Like it wants him to claim me. Like it wants to be chosen.

I hate my own heart.

I lift my chin. “You’re rejecting me before you even know me.”

His expression tightens like the word hits him.

He doesn’t deny it.

He just says, “Walk away.”

The teacher finally snaps, voice firm but shaking underneath. “You heard him. Go to class.”

I glance at her. Her eyes beg me without saying it.

I look back at him.

His face is hard again. Closed. Like he slammed the door in his own chest.

But his eyes... his eyes look stuck on me like he can’t help it.

I step back.

Then another.

The pull in my chest tugs like it’s trying to drag me toward him.

I ignore it because I’m not anybody’s puppet.

As I turn to leave, I feel him close behind me for a split second—like he moved without sound.

His voice hits my ear, low and rough.

“Don’t be in the gym lot after dark.”

I stop, but I don’t turn around.

“Why?” I ask, voice tight.

He pauses.

When he answers, it’s not loud enough for the teacher. Not loud enough for anybody else.

Just me.

“Because I won’t be able to save you twice.”

My breath catches.

Save me?

From what?

From who?

I spin around, ready to demand the truth.

But he’s already walking away, back down the hall like the conversation never happened.

The teacher lets out a breath like she was holding it the whole time. She looks at me like she wants to say something, but she doesn’t.

People don’t talk in this place.

They hint.

They warn.

They keep secrets until secrets become graves.

I walk toward my class with my heart beating too hard and my head full of questions.

And for the first time, I realize the real problem isn’t that the Alpha doesn’t talk.

It’s that he sees me.

And he’s already acting like I’m trouble.

Not because he hates me.

Because he wants me.

And in a school where power is everything, wanting me is the most dangerous thing he could admit.



Crew Rules and Pack Rules

The first rule at East Ridge is simple: if you don’t belong to somebody, you belong to nobody—and nobody gets eaten for free.

I learn that before lunch.

I’m at my locker trying to act like my hands aren’t shaking, trying to memorize my combination like it’s the only thing in my life that matters. The hallway is loud. People bump shoulders on purpose. Somebody laughs too hard. Somebody calls somebody else “bro” like it means loyalty.

It doesn’t.

Tess told me her name was Tess yesterday. The girl with the braids. She found me after homeroom and acted like she wasn’t checking me, but she was.

Everybody checks everybody here.

She leans against the locker next to mine like we’re cool. Her nails tap metal in a slow beat. Her eyes keep moving.

“You got lunch?” she asks.

“I got money,” I say.

She sucks her teeth. “Not what I asked.”

I pause, then admit, “No.”

Her eyes flash like she already guessed that. “Come with me.”

“I’m good.”

“Girl,” she says, low. “Ain’t nobody good by themselves in this school. Not if you new.”

I turn the dial again because my locker won’t open and my pride won’t let me admit I forgot the last number. “I can handle myself.”

Tess laughs once, short. “Yeah? That’s cute.”

I glare at her. “You always talk like that?”

“Only when I’m right,” she says. Then she nods toward the far end of the hall. “Look.”

I look.

Three guys are posted by the vending machines. Hoodies. Chains. One of them has a backpack slung low like he’s ready to move fast. They’re not eating. They’re not talking loud.

They’re watching.

A freshman boy walks by, head down, clutching his phone. One of the guys sticks out a foot and trips him. The boy stumbles and his phone hits the floor.

The guy picks it up.

The boy reaches for it, quick, and gets shoved so hard his shoulder hits the wall.

Nobody helps.

People just slide around it like a spill on the floor.

The boy’s eyes shine. He looks like he wants to swing, but he doesn’t. He swallows it and holds his hands at his sides like he’s trying not to shake.

The guy with the chain smirks. “You want it back?”

The boy nods, too fast. “Please.”

The guy laughs. He holds the phone up like it’s a prize. “Say you sorry.”

The boy’s jaw clenches. I see him fight it. Then he whispers, “I’m sorry.”

“Louder.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Louder.”

The boy’s face goes red. “I’M SORRY.”

The chain guy tosses the phone to his friend and bumps the boy’s chest. “That’s what I thought.”

The boy stands there, frozen, while they walk off, laughing.

My stomach turns.

Tess watches me watch it. “That’s crew rules,” she says. “They take what they want. They make you beg. And if you fight back, they jump you after school.”

I keep staring at the boy’s back as he hurries away. “Teachers don’t stop it?”

Tess snorts. “Teachers barely stop homework.”

I finally get my locker open. My hands are sweaty. I grab my notebook like it’s a weapon. “So what, I’m supposed to join a crew?”

Tess lifts one shoulder. “Or be neutral and pray nobody picks you.”

“I’m not praying,” I say.

She looks at me like I’m a wild animal she’s deciding whether to pet or leave alone. “You got heart,” she says. “That’s good. But you don’t got info. Info is what keeps you alive.”

I slam my locker shut harder than I need to. “Then tell me.”

Tess pushes off the locker and starts walking. “Come on.”

I follow because I hate not knowing. I hate feeling like prey.

We head toward the cafeteria, but Tess takes a turn early and leads me down a side hall that smells like bleach and old posters. There’s a mural on the wall—some school pride mess—but it’s tagged up with sharp marker, names and symbols I don’t understand.

Tess points as we walk.

“See that?” she says, nodding at a blue crown symbol. “That’s Eastside Crown. They run the south block.”

She points to a red slash through it. “That’s Ridge Skulls. They beef.”

“And that?” I ask, pointing at a silver crescent drawn over everything like it doesn’t care what’s underneath.

Tess’s face tightens. “That ain’t crew.”

“What is it?”

She hesitates, then says, “Pack.”

The word drops like a brick.

My chest tightens like it remembers the gold-eyed boy in the back hall.

Pack.

I keep my voice steady. “You mean like... wolves.”

Tess glances around, quick, making sure no one’s close. “Keep your voice down,” she snaps.

“Answer me.”

Her eyes hold mine. “Yeah. Wolves.”

I stare at her.

My brain wants to laugh because it sounds crazy. But my body... my body believes her. My body has been reacting since yesterday like it’s been waiting for somebody to name what I am.

I swallow. “So you’re—”

Tess cuts me off. “Don’t ask me what I am. Not here.”

We reach the cafeteria doors. The noise hits like a wave. Kids packed in lines, groups at tables, teachers pretending it’s normal.

But now I see it different.

Now I see the way people sit by color. By symbol. By who nods to who.

Now I see the spaces nobody sits in.

The spaces around certain tables.

The pack tables.

They aren’t labeled. They don’t have signs. But everybody knows. You can feel it. People walk past like those tables are hot.

Tess guides me along the wall and points with her chin.

“See the crew tables?” she says. “Those boys with the chains? That’s Eastside Crown.”

I spot them. Same guys from the vending machines. They’re loud now, eating like they own the room. People bring them stuff like it’s tribute.

Then Tess points to the far corner.

There’s a table with three guys and two girls. They aren’t loud. They aren’t smiling. Their posture is straight, like soldiers even in school chairs.
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