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Chapter 1: Hidden in Plain Sight
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Natalie hurried through the rain-slicked streets, clutching her coat tighter as another wave of suppressants burned bitterly on her tongue. She couldn’t afford to be discovered—not tonight, not ever.

The city pulsed around her like a living beast, neon lights bleeding into puddles that reflected fractured halos of red and blue. Thunder rumbled overhead, distant but threatening, mirroring the storm she carried inside. Every step splashed cold water up her ankles, soaking through the worn leather of her boots, but she didn't slow. Slowing meant noticing things—the heavy scent of Alpha musk lingering in doorways, the low growls from shadowed corners where packs gathered, the way her own body sometimes betrayed her with a treacherous flutter deep in her core.

She swallowed hard against the acrid aftertaste of the pills. Black-market suppressants, the strongest she could afford on her meager wages from the dive bar downtown. They dulled her Omega scent to a faint whisper, made her pass for a beta in this brutal hierarchy where Alphas ruled with iron fists and Omegas were little more than treasures to be hoarded or broken. Natalie had learned that lesson young, etched into her soul the night her family was slaughtered in a pack war. Her parents' screams still echoed in nightmares, her mother's final plea for her to run, to hide, to never let them find her.

So she hid. For eight years, she'd scraped by in the underbelly of Florence City, a sprawling metropolis carved into territories by rival Alpha syndicates. The Florence family held the glittering core—the skyscrapers, the casinos, the penthouses where power brokered in blood and deals. But down here, in the fringes where she lived, it was a no-man's-land of crumbling warehouses, flickering streetlamps, and constant skirmishes. Neutral ground, they called it. A lie. Nothing was neutral when Alphas prowled.

Her apartment was a dingy walk-up above a laundromat that never closed, the constant hum of dryers masking the sounds of the night. She aimed for that now, weaving through narrower alleys to avoid the main drags where patrols from lesser packs might spot a lone woman. The rain intensified, drumming on rusted fire escapes and turning the air thick with the smell of wet concrete and distant garbage. Natalie pulled her hood lower, strands of dark hair escaping to plaster against her cheeks.

A shiver ran through her that had nothing to do with the cold. The suppressants were wearing thin tonight; she could feel it in the subtle warmth pooling low in her belly, a warning sign she'd ignored too often lately. Money was tight—her shift tips barely covered rent after buying the drugs from her shady contact. One missed dose, and she'd bloom like a flower in heat, drawing every Alpha within blocks.

"Just a few more blocks," she muttered to herself, breath fogging in the chill. Her hand slipped into her pocket, fingers brushing the small switchblade she always carried. Useless against a determined Alpha, but it made her feel less helpless.

The alley she cut through was narrower than most, flanked by overflowing dumpsters and graffiti-tagged walls. Halfway down, a figure detached from the shadows—a beta thug, by the lack of overwhelming scent, but his eyes gleamed with opportunistic hunger. He blocked her path, smirking.

"Hey, sweetheart. Lost? This ain't a safe place for a pretty thing like you."

Natalie didn't break stride, veering to skirt him. "Move."

He laughed, stepping sideways to intercept. "Feisty. I like that. Come on, let's—"

She shoved past, shoulder checking him hard enough to stagger him. Anger flared—stupid, reckless anger—but she was tired, soaked, and done with the nightly gauntlet of harassment. Behind her, he cursed and gave chase, footsteps splashing.

Great. Just what she needed.

She broke into a jog, heart pounding as she rounded the corner onto a wider street lined with shuttered shops. Fewer places to hide here, but more witnesses if he got bold. The thug's shouts faded as he apparently thought better of it. Natalie slowed, lungs burning, scanning for threats.

That's when she heard it: the low rumble of engines, multiple vehicles converging. Gunshots cracked in the distance, sharp and echoing. Turf war. Again.

Panic spiked. These streets turned into battlegrounds without warning when packs clashed. She pressed against a brick wall, debating whether to double back or push forward to her building, just visible two blocks ahead.

More shots, closer now. Shouts in guttural voices—Alpha commands barked over the rain. Tires screeched as a black van careened around the corner, headlights blinding her for a split second. It skidded to a halt, doors flying open. Three men spilled out—big, armed, reeking of aggressive Alpha pheromones even from here. Rivals, by their colors: red armbands marking them as Vasco pack enforcers.

Their eyes swept the street, landing on her. One grinned, feral.

"Look what we got here. Fresh meat in the chaos."

Natalie's blood turned to ice. They weren't after territory right now—they were scavenging, looking for easy scores amid the distraction. An unclaimed woman alone? Prime target for kidnapping, forcing a claim, selling to the highest bidder.

She bolted.

Feet pounding pavement, she darted across the street toward a side alley, but another vehicle roared in from the opposite direction—a sleek SUV, matte black, windows tinted. It blocked her escape, forcing her to skid to a stop.

The Vasco Alphas closed in, laughing now, confident.

"End of the line, bitch. Come quiet, or we'll make you."

One lunged, hand outstretched. Natalie whipped out her blade, slashing wildly. It caught his forearm, drawing blood, but he barely flinched, backhanding her hard enough to send stars exploding across her vision. She hit the ground, knife clattering away, tasting copper.

No. Not like this. Not after everything.

She scrambled back as they advanced, rain mixing with tears of rage and fear. Her body screamed at her—the suppressants fracturing under the adrenaline surge, a faint sweet note escaping her scent glands. One Alpha paused, nostrils flaring.

"Wait... smell that? She's—"

An Omega. They knew.

Terror clawed her throat. If they took her now, in this vulnerable state...

More gunfire erupted, not from them—from the SUV. The door had opened silently, and figures emerged like ghosts. Precise, controlled bursts dropped two of the Vasco men before they could react. The third spun, raising his weapon, but a massive silhouette moved faster than humanly possible.

Ariel Florence.

Even soaked and terrified, Natalie recognized him instantly. Who wouldn't? The heir to the Florence empire, whispered about in terrified tones. Tall as a goddamn tower, broad-shouldered, with a face carved from granite—sharp jaw, piercing gray eyes that missed nothing. His dark hair was cropped short, rain slicking it back, and he moved with lethal grace in a tailored black coat that did nothing to hide the power coiled in his frame.

He didn't use a gun. Didn't need to. His hand shot out, clamping around the last Vasco Alpha's throat, lifting him clean off the ground. A sickening crunch, and the body dropped limp.

The street fell eerily quiet save for the rain.

Ariel's enforcers—three betas in suits—swept the area, dragging bodies toward their vehicle with efficient brutality. But Ariel himself stood still, head tilting as if listening to something only he could hear.

Natalie pushed to her feet, legs shaking, backing away slowly. She had to get out of here. Florence pack was no better—worse, maybe. Ariel was called the Ruthless for a reason: stories of entire crews wiped out on his word, betrayers fed to the river piece by piece.

His gaze snapped to her then, pinning her in place. Those storm-gray eyes narrowed, nostrils flaring subtly.

A low growl rumbled from his chest, barely audible over the downpour.

Her heart stuttered. No. He couldn't have...

But she felt it—the suppressants crumbling entirely now, stress and fear shattering their hold. Her natural scent bloomed unchecked: soft vanilla laced with jasmine, warm and undeniably Omega.

Ariel's expression shifted, something primal flashing across his features. Hunger. Recognition.

He took a step forward.

Natalie turned to run, but the world exploded in chaos again—reinforcements arriving for the dead Vascos, guns blazing from down the block.

Bullets whined past, sparking off metal and brick.

She froze, instinct screaming to drop, to hide.

Then a towering shadow stepped between her and the bullets.

Ariel's body shielded hers completely, his coat flaring as he turned, drawing a pistol with fluid speed. His enforcers returned fire, the roar deafening.

He glanced back at her once, eyes blazing with possessive fire.

"Mine," he snarled, voice cutting through the storm like a blade.

And in that moment, as chaos reigned and blood mixed with rain on the pavement, Natalie knew her hidden life was over.

The roar of gunfire shattered the night, and before she could run, a towering shadow stepped between her and the bullets.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Scent of Destiny
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Ariel Florence wiped blood from his knuckles, barely registering the bodies at his feet—until a faint, intoxicating scent cut through the gunpowder.

The alley reeked of death: hot copper from spilled blood, acrid smoke lingering from discharged weapons, and the sour tang of fear-sweat from the men who'd dared cross into Florence territory. Rain had started again, a cold drizzle that turned the grime on the pavement into slick rivers of red and black. Ariel stood amid the carnage like a dark monument, his expensive charcoal coat hanging open, shirt beneath it torn at the collar from a blade that had come too close. His chest rose and fell in controlled breaths, the only sign that the fight had cost him anything at all.

Three of Viktor Kane's enforcers lay dead. A fourth gurgled his last against the dumpster, throat opened by Ariel's own hand. It had been quick, efficient, the way he preferred. No theatrics. No wasted motion. Just the quiet certainty that anyone who stepped onto his streets with hostile intent would leave in a bag.

He flexed his fingers, watching droplets of blood slide from his skin and patter onto the wet concrete. Another night, another message sent. Viktor would receive the bodies by morning and understand the price of ambition.

Then it hit him.

A thread of fragrance—delicate, impossibly sweet, threaded through the violence like sunlight piercing storm clouds. Jasmine warmed by summer skin, honey drizzled over ripe berries, something deeper and more primal underneath. An Omega. In heat, or close to it. His nostrils flared involuntarily, pupils blowing wide as the scent wrapped around his senses and squeezed.

Ariel's head snapped toward the mouth of the alley.

There, pressed flat against the brick wall beneath a flickering neon sign for a long-closed pawn shop, stood a woman. Small. Soaked through. Dark hair plastered to her pale face, eyes huge and luminous with terror. She wore a cheap rain jacket two sizes too big, hood fallen back, hands clenched at her sides as if she could will herself invisible. Her breathing came shallow and fast, lips parted, chest rising beneath the thin fabric of whatever she wore underneath.

She was trying not to be noticed.

She was failing spectacularly.

The scent poured from her in waves now that he'd locked onto it—richer, more urgent, edged with something almost desperate. Suppressants, he realized dimly. Strong ones, illegal-grade, the kind that could mask an Omega's nature for years if dosed religiously. But stress cracked them open like eggshells, and this woman had just watched four men die in front of her. Her body was betraying her, broadcasting what she'd hidden so carefully.

Ariel took one step toward her.

She flinched, a tiny, involuntary sound escaping her throat—half whimper, half gasp. The noise arrowed straight to his groin, heat surging through him so suddenly it bordered on pain. His cock thickened against his thigh, the reaction as instant and unstoppable as a reflex.

Mine.

The word slammed into his mind with the force of a claiming bite. His gums ached, fangs pressing against the inside of his lower lip. Every instinct he'd spent thirty-three years leashing roared to the surface: protect, possess, breed.

He'd never believed in fated mates. Not really. It was old lore, the kind whispered by grandmothers to wide-eyed pups. Alphas like him—born into blood and power, raised on strategy and violence—didn't get gifts from the universe. They took what they wanted.

But this... this was undeniable.

The woman tried to edge sideways, boots scraping softly on wet gravel. Her gaze darted past him to the alley's exit, calculating distance, chances. She was shaking—fine tremors he could see even from ten feet away—but there was steel in her spine. She hadn't screamed once during the fight. Hadn't run until it was over. That told him things. Survivor. Fighter. Alone too long.

Ariel moved again, slow this time, deliberately non-threatening despite the blood still dripping from his cuffs. He lifted both hands, palms out, letting the rain wash them clean.

"Easy," he said, voice low, the rumble he used on skittish informants. "I'm not going to hurt you."

Her eyes—storm-gray, ringed with wet lashes—snapped back to his face. Skepticism flashed there, sharp and bright. Smart girl.

"You just killed four men," she rasped. Voice husky from fear or disuse, he couldn't tell. "Forgive me if I don't take your word for it."

Ariel almost smiled. Almost. Instead he inhaled again, deeper, letting her scent flood his lungs. It curled through him like smoke, settling low in his belly, stoking the fire already burning there. His rut threatened at the edges of his control—not full yet, but close. Dangerously close.

"Those men were going to hurt you," he said. "I handled it."

She swallowed hard. "I wasn't part of whatever this was. Wrong place, wrong time. I'll just... go."

She took a step.

He matched it, cutting off her path without seeming to move quickly. Up close now—five feet, maybe four—he could see the faint flush riding her cheekbones, the way her pupils had dilated. Her body responding to him even as her mind screamed danger. The suppressants were crumbling fast.

"You can't," he told her softly. "Not like this."

Her chin lifted, defiance sparking. "Watch me."

But her knees betrayed her, a subtle tremor that made her sway. The scent intensified—slick, gods, he could smell her slick gathering, the sweet evidence of arousal she couldn't control. It hung between them like a promise.

Ariel's hands curled into fists at his sides. He wanted to touch her. Wanted to press her against that wall and bury his face in her throat, lick the rain from her skin, find the exact spot where her pulse hammered and bite until she screamed his name. The urge was savage, overwhelming.

He forced himself still.

"What's your name?" he asked instead.

She hesitated, lips pressing together. Then: "Natalie."

Simple. Strong. It fit her somehow.

"Natalie." He tasted it, the syllables rolling over his tongue like dark wine. "I'm Ariel."

"I know who you are." The words came out flat, edged with old fear. Everyone in this city knew the Florence name. Knew what it meant when Ariel himself stepped into a fight.

He tilted his head. "Then you know I don't lie. And I'm telling you—you're not safe out here right now. Not with that scent pouring off you."

Color flooded her face, mortification and anger warring. "It's none of your business."

"It became my business the moment I smelled you." He took another half-step, close enough now to see the fine tremor in her lower lip. "You're going into heat, Natalie. Full heat. Suppressants won't hold it back much longer. Every Alpha within ten blocks is going to come running."

Her breath hitched. She glanced down the alley as if expecting shadows to materialize into predators. They would, soon enough.

"I can manage," she whispered, but it lacked conviction.

"No," he said gently. "You can't. Not alone."

Thunder rumbled overhead, distant but growing closer. Rain thickened, drumming on metal dumpsters, hissing against hot asphalt that still held the day's heat. It plastered his hair to his forehead; he didn't bother brushing it away.

Natalie's hands rose to clutch her jacket closed, knuckles white. "What do you want from me?"

Everything.

The thought was immediate, visceral. He wanted her spread beneath him, thighs wrapped around his hips, crying out as he knotted her again and again until she carried his child. Wanted her scent marking his sheets, his home, his life. Wanted to wake every morning to those gray eyes soft with sleep and trust.

But she wasn't ready to hear that.

"I want to keep you safe," he said instead. Truth, if only part of it.

She laughed—short, bitter. "By doing what? Locking me up like the others?"

The accusation stung more than it should have. Rumors clung to his name like burrs: women taken, never seen again. Some true, most not. He didn't correct them; fear was a useful tool. But hearing it from her lips twisted something in his chest.

"I don't keep women," he said quietly. "I don't need to."

Her gaze flicked over him—taking in the blood, the tailored clothes now ruined, the sheer size of him blocking her escape. Then lower, involuntarily, to where his arousal strained visibly against his trousers. Her eyes widened, cheeks burning darker.

He didn't hide it. Couldn't have if he'd tried.

The air between them crackled, thick with rain and pheromones and the electric pull of true mates recognizing each other across a battlefield. Ariel felt the bond tugging at him, ancient and inexorable, demanding he claim what the universe had delivered into his hands.

Natalie swayed again, a soft sound escaping her—part moan, part plea. Her thighs pressed together beneath the jacket, seeking pressure she wouldn't find. Heat cramps, the first wave. He knew the signs.

"Ariel..." His name left her lips without permission, breathless.

He was moving before conscious thought, closing the last distance in one stride. One hand rose to cup her cheek—gentle, careful, despite the violence still thrumming in his veins. Her skin burned under his palm, fever-hot. She didn't pull away.

"Look at me," he commanded softly.

She did.

Up close, her eyes weren't just gray—they held flecks of silver, like moonlight on water. Tears trembled on her lashes but didn't fall. Brave. So fucking brave.

"You're mine," he told her, voice rough with wonder and possession. "My mate. I knew it the second I scented you."

Panic flashed across her face, chased by something deeper—recognition, maybe. Or desire.

"No," she whispered. "I don't—I can't—"

But her body leaned into his touch, traitorous and needy.

He brushed his thumb across her lower lip, feeling it tremble. "You feel it too. Don't lie to me, little one."

A shudder ran through her. Slick soaked through her jeans now; he could smell it, rich and fertile. Her heat was cresting fast, accelerated by proximity to her Alpha. To him.

Lightning forked overhead, illuminating the alley in stark white. For a heartbeat he saw her clearly: rain-jeweled lashes, flushed skin, lips swollen from biting them. Beautiful. Perfect.

Thunder followed, shaking the ground.

Natalie made a small, broken sound. Her knees buckled.

Ariel caught her easily, one arm sweeping behind her back, the other under her thighs. She weighed nothing in his hold. Her head fell against his shoulder instinctively, nose pressing to the crook of his neck where his own scent was strongest—pine and smoke and raw power.

"Please," she mumbled against his skin, not even sure what she was asking for.

"I've got you," he promised, the words scraped raw. "Always."

He carried her toward the mouth of the alley where his SUV waited, engine still running, driver discreetly averted. The rain intensified, soaking them both, but he barely felt it. All his focus narrowed to the woman in his arms—her scent flooding him, her soft weight, the way her fingers had curled unconsciously into his shirt.

As he reached the vehicle, she lifted her head just enough to meet his eyes again. Confusion, fear, and something warmer flickered there.

His heart—cold, ruthless organ that it was—stumbled.

His eyes locked on the trembling woman pressed against the alley wall, and he knew, without doubt, that she was his.
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Chapter 3: Taken
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Natalie fought against the iron grip around her waist, kicking uselessly as Ariel carried her toward the waiting black SUV.

The rain had eased into a fine mist, turning the alley into a slick, reflective nightmare. Bodies lay scattered like broken dolls, the acrid bite of gunpowder lingering in the damp air. Her lungs burned from running, from screaming, from the raw terror that had gripped her only moments ago. And now this—being hauled away by the very monster who had painted the pavement red.

His arm was unyielding, a band of heated steel cinched just below her ribs, lifting her feet clear off the ground. Every step he took jarred through her body, his long strides eating up distance with effortless power. She could feel the coiled strength in him, the way his muscles shifted and bunched beneath the soaked fabric of his shirt. He smelled of rain and blood and something darker, more intoxicating, that seeped into her senses despite her frantic resistance.

"Put me down, you psychotic bastard!" she hissed, twisting violently in his hold. Her nails dug into his forearm, scraping through the sleeve, searching for purchase. She kicked backward, aiming for his knees, his thighs—anything to make him drop her.

A low rumble vibrated from his chest, not quite a laugh, more a warning growl that resonated through her back where she was pressed against him. "Keep struggling, little Omega," he murmured near her ear, breath warm against her chilled skin. "It only makes me want to hold you tighter."

The words sent an unwelcome shiver racing down her spine, one that had nothing to do with the cold seeping through her wet clothes. She hated it—hated him—for the way her body reacted, a faint spark igniting low in her belly despite the chaos.

She drove her elbow into his ribs with all the force she could muster. He exhaled sharply but didn't falter, his pace steady as he emerged from the alley's mouth. Headlights cut through the gloom ahead: a sleek black SUV idling at the curb, engine purring softly. Two figures stood beside it—broad-shouldered men in tailored suits, their faces impassive under the orange glow of a nearby streetlamp.

One opened the rear door without a word. Ariel didn't slow. He shifted her weight higher on his shoulder, her world inverting as blood rushed to her head. She pounded her fists against the broad expanse of his back, feeling the play of muscle beneath leather.

"You're making a mistake," she gasped, voice muffled against his jacket. "I don't know who you think I am, but—"

"I know exactly who you are," he interrupted, voice calm, almost conversational, as if he weren't carrying a thrashing woman through a crime scene. "And you're coming with me."

He ducked slightly to clear the doorframe, then slid her into the backseat with surprising care—not tossing her, but placing her on the supple leather as if she were something fragile. The door slammed shut behind him before she could scramble out the other side.

Natalie lunged for the opposite handle anyway, yanking desperately. Locked. The windows were tinted nearly black, the partition to the front seat raised and opaque. Trapped.

The SUV pulled away smoothly, tires hissing on wet asphalt. She whirled to face him, pressing her back against the door, knees drawn up defensively.

Ariel settled into the seat beside her, his large frame dominating the space. He filled it entirely—long legs stretched out, one arm draped casually along the backrest, fingers inches from her shoulder. Blood flecked his knuckles, a dark smear across the white cuff of his shirt. His hair was disheveled, strands falling over his forehead, but his eyes—those piercing gray eyes—were steady, locked on her with predatory focus.

The city lights streaked past outside in blurred ribbons of neon: reds and blues reflecting off puddles, skyscrapers looming like silent sentinels. They were heading north, deeper into the affluent districts where packs like his held sway.

"Who are you?" she demanded, though a treacherous part of her already suspected. The way he'd dispatched those attackers—efficient, brutal, almost bored—spoke of someone at the top of the food chain.

He tilted his head slightly, studying her as if memorizing every detail: the damp curls clinging to her cheeks, the defiant tilt of her chin, the rapid flutter of her pulse at her throat.

"Ariel Florence," he said at last, the name dropping like a stone into still water.

Ripples of fear spread through her. Of course. The Florence pack controlled half the city's underworld—drugs, protection, enforcement. And Ariel was the heir, the one whispered about in shadowed bars: the Alpha who never left survivors, who ruled with ice in his veins and death at his fingertips.

She swallowed hard, forcing bravado into her voice. "Great. So the rumors are true—you're as insane as you are violent. Congratulations. Now pull over and let me out. I won't tell anyone about tonight."

His lips curved in a faint, humorless smile. "No."

Just that. No elaboration, no threat. Simple refusal.

The SUV hummed along elevated ramps now, climbing toward the glittering high-rises. Natalie glanced at the door panel—buttons for windows, locks, perhaps an emergency release. Her fingers itched to try them, but his presence beside her was a deterrent all its own.

"Why?" she pressed, shifting tactics. "Those wolves back there—they were after me specifically?"

His gaze sharpened. "They were scavengers. Hunting unclaimed Omegas for the black market rings." He leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees, bringing his face closer. The scent of him intensified—cedar and smoke, laced with the metallic edge of battle. "You've been hiding well. But tonight, your luck ran out."

Hiding. The word pierced her. How could he know? The suppressants had always worked before—bitter pills swallowed in secret, masking her scent, dulling her cycles.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she lied, meeting his eyes steadily. "I'm just a Beta trying to get home."

He inhaled slowly, nostrils flaring, and something dark flickered across his expression. Hunger. Raw, undisguised.

"Liar," he said softly. "I scented you the moment the fighting stopped. Beneath the chemicals, beneath the fear—pure Omega. Sweet as summer rain."

Her breath caught. No. It wasn't possible. The stress of the attack must have weakened the suppressants, but not enough for—

His hand moved then, reaching into his jacket. She tensed, ready to fight, but he only withdrew a sleek silver flask. He twisted the cap, took a measured sip, the sharp aroma of whiskey cutting through his scent.

He offered it to her without a word.

She stared at it, then at him. "Trying to get me drunk? That's your plan?"

"You're in shock," he replied evenly. "Your hands are trembling."

She glanced down—damn it, they were. Adrenaline crash, probably. She curled them into fists. "I'm fine. And I don't drink from strangers who kidnap me."

"Suit yourself." He capped it and returned it to his pocket, then settled back, watching her again.

The silence grew thick, oppressive. Natalie's mind whirled with escape plans: wait until they stopped, feign compliance, strike when he least expected. But his proximity made thinking difficult. Every breath drew more of him in, and beneath the fear, something else stirred—a warmth unfurling in her core, insidious and unwelcome.

She shifted uncomfortably, pressing her thighs together. Not now. Not here.

Ariel's eyes dropped to the movement, then returned to her face. "How long have you been suppressing?"

"I told you, I'm not—"

"Stop." His voice hardened, cutting through her denial. "I can smell the residue on you. Cheap black-market garbage. It's killing you slowly, you know. Eroding your system."
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