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I was seventeen when I learned a pack can smile in your face and still set you up to bleed in public.

Not the movie type of bleed. Nothing dramatic. Just the kind that stays under your skin and turns you sharp.

Cinder Falls looked normal if you drove through on the highway. Trees. A tired mall. A high school with a football field that stayed lit like the town was scared of the dark. People here went to work, went to church, argued about gas prices, and posted cute pictures online. Humans did their human stuff.

The wolves did ours.

We lived right on top of them. We shopped in the same stores. Sat in the same classrooms. Cheered in the same bleachers. We just had rules that weren’t written on any school poster.

Rule one: You don’t talk about the pack around humans. Not ever.

Rule two: You don’t cross territory lines without permission.

Rule three: If the Alpha calls, you show up.

Rule four: A mate bond is pack business. It belongs to the pack as much as it belongs to you.

That last rule is the one that ruined me.

I’m Jada Reyes.

Five-four. Lean, more muscle than curves because I run everywhere. It started as a habit. It turned into a way to stay out of reach.

My skin is the color of brown sugar that’s been in the oven too long. My hair stays in short twists because anything longer gets grabbed. I’ve got a thin scar through my right eyebrow from when I was eleven and an older girl “accidentally” slammed a locker door into my face. I still remember the sound. Like metal laughing.

On my left shoulder blade, close to the edge, there’s a birthmark shaped like a crescent. Mom used to say it made me look chosen.

Now I think she was trying to keep both of us from falling apart.

I’m an omega in the Stonegate Pack.

If you don’t know what that means, it’s simple. Omegas are the bottom. We do the work people forget needs doing. We clean. We serve. We get blamed when things go wrong. We learn how to keep our eyes down and our mouth shut. We learn how to read a room fast.

And we learn how to take a hit and not give them the satisfaction of watching us crumble.

My mom, Tanya Reyes, raised me like she was holding a door closed with her whole body. Always tired. Always careful. Always watching what she said, how she stood, who she made eye contact with. She had a little brother for me to protect too.

Kai is nine. Skinny legs. Big eyes. A laugh that still comes easy.

That laugh is the only reason I didn’t turn into a full-time problem.

We live in the old housing units behind the Stonegate gym. The pack calls it “the Row” like it’s cute. Like it’s a neighborhood. It’s not. It’s a line of cramped apartments with thin walls and a smell that never leaves. Bleach. Old carpet. Fried food. Wet dog when it rains.

Our unit has a broken window that whistles at night. Mom taped it twice. The tape always peels.

We’re not allowed on the hill unless we’re working.

The hill is where the Alpha’s house sits. Big. Clean. Lights glowing warm like an invite that isn’t for us. If you grew up on the Row, you learned early how close you can be to something and still never touch it.

Stonegate Pack runs this town from the shadows. We have a council. We have enforcers. We have patrols that move at night and make sure rogues don’t drift into our woods.

Rogues are wolves without a pack. Some left. Some got kicked out. Some never had one. The pack says they’re dangerous. The pack says they’re animals.

The pack also says the moon makes rules that don’t care about feelings.

I didn’t care about the moon that Friday. I cared about the football game, which sounds dumb until you understand what the game really was.

It wasn’t about touchdowns.

It was about the whole pack showing up in one place, dressed like regular people, pretending we weren’t a kingdom.

It was a check-in.

A flex.

A reminder.

Everybody who mattered came. They sat on the home side. Humans filled in the rest like background noise. Wolves laughed louder. Stood closer. Took up space. Made the air feel crowded.

I had a job that night. I always had a job.

Serve drinks to the adults in the booster tent. Pick up trash. Smile. Don’t talk back.

Lexi Carter helped me stack cups and roll napkins. Lexi wasn’t an omega. She was a low-ranked beta, which meant she got to be rude in ways I couldn’t. She had freckles, a messy bun, and a mouth that never stopped.

“You look like you wanna swing on somebody,” she said, sliding a cooler into place.

“I’m fine.”

“Girl, no you not.”

Lexi was my only real friend. Not because she was soft. She wasn’t. She just didn’t treat me like a thing.

“You heard what Sloane said about you?” she asked.

I kept my hands busy. If I looked at Lexi, I might say something that would cost my mom a week of rations or my brother a new pair of shoes.

“No.”

Lexi leaned in anyway. “She said you be sniffing around the hill like a stray. Like you trying to catch a rich mate.”

I laughed once, sharp and ugly. “A rich mate. Like we’re shopping.”

“That girl is a certified demon,” Lexi said, and her eyes flashed that quick wolf light. “But she only says that because she sees the way you run. Like you got somewhere to go.”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t have somewhere to go. That was the whole point. The Row was a trap that looked like a home.

Lexi bumped my shoulder. “You still planning to leave when you turn eighteen?”

“Maybe.”

“You always say maybe.”

“Because if I say yes out loud, it turns into a target.”

Lexi’s face tightened. She got it. She always got it.

Stonegate had a rule about leaving. You didn’t just walk away. You requested. The council voted. The Alpha decided. People like me didn’t get approved. People like me got laughed at for asking.

If you tried anyway, the enforcers brought you back. Sometimes whole. Sometimes not.

The band started up. Drums hitting like somebody was angry at the world. The crowd roared. The field lights made everything look too bright, like the night was being forced into acting normal.

I carried a tray of bottled water toward the tent entrance.

That’s when I smelled him.

It hit me so hard I froze mid-step.

Not like perfume. Not like sweat. Not like cologne.

It was heat and smoke and clean rain all at once, like the air after lightning.

My wolf stirred inside me, fast and wild, like it had been sleeping and somebody slapped it awake.

I gripped the tray so tight my fingers ached.

Lexi saw my face and her smile vanished. “Jada.”

“I’m good,” I lied.

“Who is that?”

I didn’t have to look to know. My body already knew. My chest felt tight. My throat felt thick. My ears rang like I’d walked too close to speakers.

Mate.

That word landed in me like a brick.

Stonegate said mate bonds started showing around eighteen, sometimes earlier if the bloodline was strong. Mine wasn’t supposed to be strong. Omegas didn’t get fairytale bonds. Omegas got used, then forgotten.

So why was my wolf acting like somebody just handed me a crown?

I forced my feet to move. One step. Then another.

The scent followed.

Then I saw him.

Asher Cole.

Everybody in Stonegate knew Asher. You couldn’t miss him even if you tried. Tall. Broad shoulders. Dark hair cut clean like his life was controlled. Skin sun-kissed from training outside. His eyes were a deep brown that looked almost black under the lights, and when he smiled, people leaned in like he was a song.

He was the Alpha’s son.

Future Alpha.

The hill’s golden boy.

He stood near the fence with two guys from his crew, all of them wearing letterman jackets like they didn’t run patrol at night with claws and teeth. Asher wasn’t watching the game. He was watching the crowd.

And then his gaze snapped straight to me like he’d felt the scent too.

Everything in me locked up.

His stare didn’t soften. It didn’t look surprised. It looked annoyed.

Like I’d interrupted something.

I turned my head like I hadn’t seen him. I wasn’t stupid. I wasn’t going to run at him with sparkles in my eyes.

The Row taught you not to reach for things the hill already owned.

I tried to keep walking.

My body didn’t listen.

My legs slowed on their own. My breath changed. My heart didn’t do that cute romantic flutter people talk about. It punched at my ribs, hard and steady, like it wanted out.

Lexi grabbed my elbow. “Don’t,” she whispered. “Not here.”

“I’m not doing anything,” I said through my teeth.

But Asher started moving.

He walked toward the tent like he had every right to be anywhere, like the ground belonged to him too. People parted without thinking. Girls straightened their hair. Guys nodded. Adults smiled like they were proud.

My stomach twisted.

I took one more step and the tray tilted. A bottle rolled. It hit the ground and popped, water spraying my shoes.

Somebody laughed.

I heard Sloane’s voice from behind me. “Oops. Omega hands.”

I wanted to turn around. I wanted to ask her if she ever got tired of being a mouth with no soul behind it.

I didn’t.

Because Asher was close now. Too close.

His scent wrapped around me. My wolf pressed forward inside my skin, hungry and furious and terrified.

He stopped right in front of me like I was a wall.

Lexi stayed at my side, shoulders tight.

Asher’s eyes flicked to Lexi. “Move.”

Lexi didn’t. “She’s working.”

Asher leaned slightly, like he was deciding how much force to use. “I said move.”

Lexi’s jaw clenched, then she stepped back half a pace. Not because she wanted to. Because she knew the rules. Future Alpha didn’t ask twice.

I stood there with water dripping off my sneakers, my tray tilted, my hands shaking even though I tried to keep them still.

Asher looked me up and down. Slow. Cold.

He didn’t say hi. He didn’t say my name.

He said, “You.”

That was it.

One word.

Like I was a problem.

I forced my voice to work. “Do you need something?”

His nostrils flared. He smelled me. I saw it. His shoulders tensed like his body wanted to react and his mind was strangling it.

Then he made a choice.

The wrong one.

He leaned closer so only I could hear. “This isn’t happening.”

My throat went dry. “What are you talking about?”

His mouth tightened. “Don’t play dumb.”

I didn’t have time to pretend. I could feel the bond trying to form. It wasn’t fully there yet, but it was reaching. Like a hand in the dark.

“I didn’t ask for this,” I said.

Asher’s eyes flashed, a quick gold burn under the brown. “Neither did I.”

That hurt more than it should’ve. Not because he didn’t want me. I never expected him to. It hurt because he said it like I was a punishment.

Behind him, his crew watched. Adults watched too, trying not to look like they were watching. That’s how the pack did it. They stared through you while counting your mistakes.

A cheer exploded from the stands. Somebody scored. The band played louder. The world kept moving like nothing important was happening.

Asher’s voice went lower. “Listen to me. You keep your mouth shut.”

I stared at him. “I don’t even know you.”

A sharp breath left his nose, almost a laugh. “Yeah, you do. Everybody knows me.”

“You don’t get to talk to me like I’m trash,” I said, and my voice surprised me. It came out steady. Blunt.

Lexi’s hand twitched at her side. Like she was ready to grab me and drag me away.

Asher’s jaw worked. He looked past me, toward the tent entrance.

Then I saw her.

Alpha Reina Cole stood near the booster table in a cream coat like she was headed to a fundraiser, not a high school game. Her hair was perfect. Her earrings flashed under the lights. Her smile was polite and sharp.

Next to her was Sloane Mercer, her favorite. Sloane was eighteen, a high-ranked beta with a rich father and a mean streak that never slept. Her long blonde hair was curled like she’d been planning this moment.

Sloane met my eyes and smirked like she’d already won.

I felt the trap click shut.

Asher didn’t look at his mom for long. He didn’t need to. The pressure was heavy in the air, like invisible hands on his shoulders.

He turned back to me and his voice went flat. “You don’t get to call me anything.”

“I didn’t,” I said.

He stepped closer. My wolf surged, confused. My body wanted him. My mind wanted to swing.

Asher raised his hand, palm facing me.

In the pack, that gesture meant attention. It meant witness.

My stomach dropped.

“No,” I said, quiet.

His eyes were hard. “I’m not tying myself to you. Not now. Not ever.”

The words hit my chest like a shove.

“Don’t do this here,” Lexi snapped, stepping forward.

Asher ignored her. He spoke louder, enough for people nearby to hear. “Stonegate hears me.”

The noise around us shifted. People noticed. Wolves leaned in. Humans didn’t understand what was happening, but they felt the tension and got quiet anyway.

Asher’s voice didn’t shake. That was the worst part. He wasn’t torn. He wasn’t sad. He wasn’t scared.

He was choosing.

“I reject you,” he said.

Two words I’ll never forget.

The air felt like it cracked.

Pain didn’t come like a stab. It came like a wave of fire under my skin, racing through my veins. I sucked in air and it didn’t help. My knees went soft.

I grabbed the table edge to stay up.

I refused to fall.

Asher’s face stayed blank, but his eyes flickered. Something small. Something quick. Maybe guilt. Maybe anger at himself. Maybe nothing.

Sloane’s smile widened.

Alpha Reina watched me like I was a stain.

I heard people whispering. Omega. Shame. Wrong. Dirty. Unlucky.

A low sound crawled up my throat. Not a sob. Not a scream.

A growl.

My wolf wasn’t weak. She wasn’t okay with this.

I looked at Asher and my eyes burned. “You’re scared.”

His jaw tightened. “I’m smart.”

“Smart,” I repeated, and it tasted bitter. “You did this like you’re proud.”

He leaned in again, quiet. “Go home, Jada.”

Like he was giving me mercy.

Like he was the one with power to spare.

Lexi grabbed my arm. “We leaving.”

I turned away before my face could break. Before the tears could betray me. Before the pack could watch me crumble and call it entertainment.

I walked fast, then faster.

The pain didn’t stop. It spread. It clawed. It made my vision blur at the edges.

I heard Sloane’s voice behind me, loud on purpose. “That’s what I thought. Stay in your lane.”

I didn’t turn back.

If I did, I was going to do something wild. Something that would cost my family.

I shoved through the gate, out past the bleachers, past the parking lot.

The night air hit my face and felt cold. It didn’t soothe anything.

I ran.

Not because I was scared of Asher. Not because I was scared of Sloane.

Because I was scared of what I would become if I stayed.

The woods behind the school were part of Stonegate territory. Everybody knew the line. There was a creek that marked it. You didn’t cross without permission.

I crossed it anyway.

My sneakers slipped on wet rocks. I caught myself and kept going.

Branches slapped my arms. My lungs burned. My throat felt raw.

Somewhere behind me, I heard a howl.

Not far.

A warning.

The enforcers.

Rule two was clear. You don’t cross territory lines. Not alone. Not hurt. Not in the middle of a pack gathering.

I kept running.

Another howl answered the first.

Closer.

My wolf inside me paced like a caged thing, half broken, half furious. The rejection wound was fresh and loud. It felt like something had been ripped out and left a hole that would never close.

I didn’t let myself think about Kai. About Mom. About the Row.

I just ran until the forest opened into an old service road.

Headlights flashed.

A black SUV rolled toward me, slow at first, then quicker when it saw me.

I stopped in the middle of the road, shaking, hair coming loose, arms scratched up.

The SUV braked hard.

The driver’s door opened and a man stepped out, tall and built like stone. He wore dark clothes, no school spirit, no fake smile. His eyes were a pale gray that caught the moonlight.

I knew him.

Everybody did.

Ronan Pike.

Alpha’s head enforcer. The pack’s right hand. The one who brought people back.

His gaze went over me like he was counting damage. “Jada Reyes.”

I didn’t answer.

Ronan looked behind me, toward the trees, like he could see through them. “You got about thirty seconds before the patrol catches your scent out here.”

“I don’t care,” I said, and my voice came out rough.

Ronan tilted his head. “You should.”

I stepped back. “I’m not going back.”

He stared at me like I was being cute. “You don’t get to decide that.”

“Watch me.”

Ronan’s mouth twitched, almost amused. “This ain’t a fair fight, kid.”

“Then why you came alone?” I snapped.

Ronan took one slow step toward me. Calm. Controlled. Predator patient. “Because the Alpha asked me to bring you in quiet.”

I laughed once, bitter. “So he can punish me in private instead of embarrassing me in public.”

Ronan’s eyes narrowed. “What happened at the game?”

“You already know,” I said.

He didn’t deny it.

The pack always knew. The pack always watched.

Ronan’s voice softened, just a fraction. “You’re bleeding inside. I smell it. It’s messy. You cross a line like this, they will call you rogue.”

“Maybe I am,” I said.

Ronan stopped a few feet away. “You ain’t rogue.”

“You don’t know what I am.”

He held my gaze. “I know you got a little brother. I know you got a mom who works herself sick. I know you got pride you don’t know how to put down.”

My stomach turned. He knew too much.

“Get out my way,” I said.

Ronan sighed like I was exhausting. “If you keep going, you hit Cinder Hollow in less than a mile. That land don’t belong to Stonegate. It belongs to nobody. Rogues run it. You get caught out there alone, you might not make it back.”

“Good,” I said.

Ronan’s face went still. “Don’t say that.”

“I’m not asking you,” I snapped, but my voice shook now. Not with fear. With pain.

Because the bond was still screaming in my body even after rejection. It didn’t shut off clean. It just tore. It left sharp edges.

Ronan’s eyes flicked to my shoulder. The crescent birthmark. I saw it in his stare. Recognition. Confusion. Something old.

He stepped closer, slow. “Look at me.”

“I am looking.”

“No,” he said, voice hard again. “Look at me and listen. You don’t run into the dark when you’re hurt like this. That’s how you die.”

I swallowed. My hands clenched. “I don’t want your advice.”

Ronan’s jaw tightened. “I ain’t offering comfort. I’m offering facts.”

The trees rustled behind me.

A growl rolled through the forest, low and hungry.

Not Ronan.

Not Stonegate patrol either.

Something else.

My skin went cold.

Ronan lifted his head, scenting the air. His shoulders went rigid.

“Get in the car,” he said, fast.

I backed up. “No.”

Ronan’s gaze snapped to mine. “That’s not pack patrol.”

The growl came again, closer now, and it was wrong. Too rough. Too eager. Like it wanted to tear first and think later.

Ronan moved between me and the trees without even thinking.

He didn’t pull a gun. Wolves didn’t need that.

His hands flexed, fingers ready to turn into claws. His eyes flashed gray to silver.

He spoke low. “Whatever happens, you stay behind me.”

I stared at him, shocked. “Why you protecting me?”

Ronan didn’t look back. “Because tonight got bigger than your pride.”

The forest went quiet for one beat.

Then a figure slipped between the trees.

A man. Maybe. His body moved like a wolf wearing human skin. Too smooth. Too fast. Eyes reflecting gold in the dark.

Rogue.

He smiled like he’d found a prize.

My mouth went dry.

Ronan’s voice dropped into something that wasn’t human friendly. “Back off.”

The rogue laughed, a short ugly sound. “Stonegate out here alone? That’s crazy.”

His gaze slid past Ronan, straight to me.

My stomach dropped.

“Look what you got,” he said. “Little omega with fresh rejection on her. Smells like pain and power. That’s a sweet mix.”

Ronan’s stance widened. “Don’t talk to her.”

The rogue’s grin stretched. “Or what? You gonna fight me on neutral ground?”

Ronan didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

The rogue took one step closer and the air felt tight. Like the whole forest held its breath.

Ronan’s voice stayed cold. “Last warning.”

The rogue’s eyes gleamed. “I got a question though. Why your Alpha’s son reject her?”

My chest squeezed.

Ronan’s jaw flexed. “Shut up.”

The rogue leaned left, trying to see around him. “Because he scared of what she is?”

My heart thudded hard.

What she is.

Ronan’s head snapped toward me for half a second. That was all it took.

The rogue lunged.

Ronan moved like lightning. He slammed into him, and both of them hit the ground hard. Dirt kicked up. Leaves flew. The rogue snarled, teeth flashing, and Ronan’s claws came out.

I stumbled back, shaking. My legs wanted to run. My mind wanted to freeze.

Then I heard another sound.

More footsteps in the trees.

Not one rogue.

More.

I spun, eyes wide.

Shapes moved between trunks, circling. Watching.

I was in the middle of something I didn’t understand.

Ronan’s voice cut through the chaos. “Jada, get in the car. Now.”

I hesitated.

The rogue under him laughed even while fighting. “Yeah, get in the car, little moon-mark. See if that saves you.”

Moon-mark.

My skin prickled.

The crescent birthmark burned like it heard him.

I took a step toward the SUV, hands shaking so bad I could barely grab the handle.

Another rogue stepped out of the dark near the passenger side, blocking me.

He was tall, thin, eyes too bright. He smiled like Sloane smiled. Like somebody who enjoyed pain that wasn’t theirs.

“Hello, pretty,” he said. “He rejected you. That means you free, right?”

I backed up, throat tight.

He tilted his head. “Come on. Don’t be shy.”

I looked over my shoulder.

Ronan was still fighting. Stonegate patrol hadn’t arrived yet.

I was alone.

Again.

But this time, the danger wasn’t humiliation.

It was real.

The rogue took a step closer and I smelled him. Rot and smoke and old blood.

My wolf didn’t cower.

She rose inside me like fire.

I didn’t know how to fight like an enforcer. I didn’t know pack combat rules. I wasn’t trained like the hill kids.

I was a girl from the Row.

A girl who cleaned up messes.

A girl who’d just been rejected in front of everybody.

I lifted my chin anyway.

“You touch me,” I said, voice low, “and I swear you’ll remember my face.”

The rogue laughed. “That’s cute.”

He reached for me.

And something in me snapped.

Not a scream. Not tears.

A shift in the air.

A pressure.

My crescent birthmark burned like a brand.

The rogue’s smile faltered.

He froze mid-reach like he hit an invisible wall.

His eyes widened.

“What the hell,” he whispered.

I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t even know I could do anything.

But I felt it.

A pull.

Like the night itself listened to me for a second.

The rogue stumbled back, clutching his chest like the air got too heavy.

Ronan looked over, eyes flashing, distracted even in his fight.

“Jada,” he barked.

I stared at my hands like they belonged to somebody else.

The rogue near me swallowed hard, fear creeping into his face. “You’re not just omega.”

His voice shook now. “You’re the reborn.”

Those words hit me harder than Asher’s rejection.

Because I didn’t know what they meant.

But the way the rogues moved, the way Ronan went still for one beat, told me one thing.

This wasn’t over.

This was the start.

And the pack that laughed at me under stadium lights was about to learn they didn’t know me at all.

CONTINUITY ANCHORS FOR LATER CHAPTERS (DO NOT REPEAT VERBATIM)

Protagonist facts: Jada Reyes, 17, omega in Stonegate Pack, 5’4”, lean runner build, short twists, scar through right eyebrow, crescent-shaped birthmark on left shoulder blade.

Key relationships introduced: Mom is Tanya Reyes. Little brother is Kai (age 9). Best friend is Lexi Carter.

Central wound established: Public mate rejection by Asher Cole (Alpha’s son) at the football game.

World rules established: No pack talk around humans. No crossing territory without permission. Alpha call is mandatory. Mate bonds are pack business.

Unique phrases and images used here to avoid repeating later: “the Row,” “the hill,” “Stonegate hears me,” “I reject you,” “moon-mark,” “not just omega,” “the reborn,” “lights like the town was scared of the dark,” “heat and smoke and clean rain,” “metal laughing.”
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The first time I pushed someone without touching them, I almost got myself killed for it.

The road was still lit by the SUV’s headlights. The rogue in front of me looked confused, then scared, like his body forgot how to act right. His buddies stayed hidden in the trees, but their eyes caught the light in quick flashes.

Ronan Pike didn’t waste time asking what I did.

He just moved.

He slammed his shoulder into the rogue he’d been wrestling and drove him back with pure force. Dirt flew. Leaves kicked up. The rogue snarled and tried to bite, but Ronan caught him by the throat and shoved him into the ground like he was nothing.

“Get in,” Ronan snapped, voice low and dangerous.

The thin rogue near the passenger side recovered enough to lunge again. He came at me with a grin that didn’t match his eyes.

A shout cut through the woods.

Not Ronan’s.

Stonegate patrol.

Footsteps hit the road. Fast. Heavy. More than one.

The thin rogue hesitated. His eyes darted toward the trees, then back to me like he wanted to take a souvenir.

Ronan shifted his weight and looked over his shoulder. “Now, Jada.”

That one word hit different than Asher’s “you.” Ronan said my name like a command and a warning.

My hand found the passenger handle. The door swung open. I climbed in, stiff and shaking, and slammed it shut so hard the window rattled.

The thin rogue spit on the ground and backed away. “This ain’t done,” he called, voice loud enough for the patrol to hear. “She’s trouble.”

The word trouble sat in my chest like a rock.

Ronan didn’t reply. He just turned and took the fight with him, right back into the dark, not to win, just to buy time.

The SUV rocked when someone hit it from the outside.

I flinched, then hated myself for it.

A second later, a wolf crashed into the rogue at my window. Gray fur. Big body. Teeth snapping.

Stonegate patrol was here.

The woods exploded with movement. Growls. A sharp yelp. Something slammed against a tree.

My brain tried to grab onto rules, to make this make sense, but my body still felt wrong. Like something inside me had been ripped open and left raw.

A door jerked open.

Ronan dropped into the driver’s seat, breathing hard. Dirt streaked his jaw. His eyes were still pale, still sharp.

He didn’t look at me when he spoke. “Seatbelt.”

My hands obeyed even though my head didn’t want to.

The SUV took off, tires throwing gravel behind us.

A minute passed. Two. The road blurred under the lights. Trees streaked by like shadows running with us.

Ronan finally spoke again. “You did something back there.”

My throat tightened. “I didn’t mean to.”

“I didn’t ask if you meant it.”

Silence filled the car. Not peaceful. Heavy.

The pack gym appeared ahead, squat and ugly behind the main field. Stonegate liked to keep things close. If somebody got hurt, they didn’t want humans seeing the mess.

Ronan pulled behind the building and killed the lights.

The quiet was worse.

He turned his head and looked at me fully for the first time. His face was calm, but his eyes said he’d already decided how this night ended.

“You’re not going home,” he said.

Heat rose in my chest. “You don’t get to decide where I sleep.”

He stared like I was being cute again. “After what happened, you step outside alone, and you’re bait.”

“I’m not scared of them.”

Ronan’s mouth twitched, but it wasn’t a smile. “That’s the problem.”

The door opened. Cold air rushed in. He stepped out and walked around to my side like this was routine.

I stayed still.

Ronan waited. “You coming?”

“Or what?”

“Or I carry you.”

That wasn’t a threat. That was a fact.

Fine.

Feet hit the ground. My legs didn’t feel like mine, but they held.

Ronan led me through a side entrance into the gym. The building smelled like sweat, bleach, and old rubber mats. The lights were off except for a dim glow near the stairs.

He took me down.

The basement was colder. Concrete walls. A narrow hall. A storage room. A few doors with deadbolts.

This was where omegas got sent when the pack wanted them quiet.

My stomach twisted, but I kept my face blank.

Ronan stopped at a door and unlocked it. The room inside was plain. A cot. A metal chair. A sink with a cracked mirror. No window.

He pointed at the cot. “Sit.”

“You bringing me here to punish me?”

Ronan’s eyes narrowed. “If I wanted you punished, you’d be upstairs.”

“Then what is this?”

He hesitated. That alone told me a lot.

“Protection,” he said finally. “And control. The council will want answers.”

“I don’t have answers.”

“They’ll still ask.”

Ronan started to turn away.

“Wait,” I said, before I could stop myself.

He paused.

The words felt disgusting in my mouth, like begging, but I wasn’t begging. I was trying to survive.

“Why did those rogues act like they knew me?” I asked. “Why did they call me that?”

Ronan didn’t step back inside. He kept his hand on the doorframe, like he didn’t want to get too close.

“Some stories don’t die,” he said. “They just wait.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you get tonight.”

He shut the door.

The lock clicked.

A long minute passed where I stood there staring at the metal like it had feelings.

Then my knees finally gave up.

The cot was thin, but it held me. My sneakers were still wet. My arms were scratched. My hair had come loose at the edges.

None of that bothered me as much as the quiet.

Because in the quiet, my mind went back to the stadium lights.

Asher’s face. The way he said it like he was reading off a list.

The pack watching like they were at a show.

Sloane smiling like she’d planned the whole thing.

A rough sound climbed up my throat. I swallowed it down hard.

No crying tonight.

Not because I wasn’t hurt.

Because I refused to hand them more.

Footsteps came down the hall later. Lighter steps. Not Ronan.

Keys jingled.

The door opened, and an older woman stepped in with a tray. She wore an apron with the pack crest on it like she was proud of being trapped. Her gray hair was pulled back tight.

She looked me over without judgment. That alone made my chest ache.

“Eat,” she said, setting the tray on the chair. “You look like you ran through a blender.”

I stared at her. “Who are you?”

“Maris,” she said. “I handle food for the night shift. And I mind my business.”

She started to leave.

“Why am I down here?” My voice came out rough.

Maris paused at the door, not turning fully around. “Because they don’t know what to do with you yet.”

“Do with me,” I repeated. “Like I’m a box.”

“That’s how it works for girls from the Row,” she said, blunt. “Until it doesn’t.”

I didn’t like her honesty. I needed it.

Maris glanced at my left shoulder like she was trying not to. Her eyes flicked away fast.

That small look made my skin go cold.

“You saw something,” I said.

Maris sighed like I was making her night harder. “Keep your shirt on. Keep your mouth shut. And don’t trust smiles tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“School,” she said. “You think they’ll let you skip after what happened? They’ll want the whole town to see you still walking around.”

My stomach clenched. “Why would they want that?”

“Because it sends a message,” she said.

“What message?”

Maris finally looked at me straight. Her eyes weren’t kind. They weren’t cruel either. They were tired.

“That you can get humiliated and still show up to serve. That you’re trained.”

The door shut again.

The tray sat there with a sandwich and a bottle of water. My body was hungry, but my pride made it hard to swallow.

I ate anyway.

Survival first.

Sleep came in pieces. A drift. A jolt awake. A dream that didn’t even count as a dream, just flashes of gold eyes and stadium noise and hands grabbing.

Morning arrived without sunlight. The basement always felt like the same hour.

The lock clicked again.

Ronan opened the door like he hadn’t slept at all. He looked cleaner, but his eyes were sharper.

“You’re going to school,” he said.

“That’s not your call.”

“It is today.”

I slid off the cot and stood. My legs were stiff. My head still felt heavy.

Ronan tossed a hoodie at me. Black. Plain. No pack crest. “Put that on.”

I caught it. “Why?”

He didn’t answer right away. Then he said, “Because people talk. And because you’re not giving them more to point at.”

I pulled it on. The fabric smelled like laundry soap and something else I couldn’t name. Not Asher. Not the rogues.

Ronan led me upstairs and out through the back again.

A different car waited. Not the SUV. A normal-looking sedan, the kind a human teacher would drive.

Lexi was in the passenger seat.

Her face lit up when she saw me, then tightened when she saw Ronan.

She hopped out and rushed to me, stopping just short of hugging me like she wasn’t sure I’d break.

“You alive?” she asked.

“Barely,” I said.

Her eyes scanned my scratches. “They put hands on you?”

“No.”

Lexi exhaled hard, angry and relieved at the same time. “Good. Because I was ready to crash out.”

Ronan cleared his throat. “Get in.”

Lexi’s gaze snapped to him. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

Ronan didn’t flinch. “We don’t have time.”

Lexi muttered something under her breath that sounded like a curse and got back in.

The ride to school was quiet for the first two minutes, then Lexi cracked.

“So,” she said, voice low. “Everybody knows.”

“Obviously.”

“The humans don’t know the real part,” she rushed to add. “They just think it’s some stupid breakup drama. But the pack kids? Yeah. They know.”

“Let them know,” I said.

Lexi glanced at me. “You acting tough.”

“I’m acting awake.”

Her lips pressed together. “Sloane been running her mouth since last night. She’s telling people you tried to trap Asher. Like you’re desperate.”

A short laugh slipped out of me. It didn’t sound happy. “Desperate for what? Getting treated like garbage with better lighting?”

Lexi’s eyes flashed. “That’s what I’m saying. She’s trash.”

Ronan drove like he wasn’t even hearing us.

The school parking lot came into view. Cars. Students. That normal morning noise.

My stomach tightened anyway.

Lexi touched my sleeve. “Stick with me. Don’t wander.”

“I’m not scared.”

She gave me a look that said I was lying.

Ronan parked, then turned around in his seat to face me. “You keep your head up.”

I stared at him. “You care now?”

His jaw flexed. “I care about order.”

“Sure.”

Ronan leaned a little closer. “If anybody corners you, you walk away. You don’t swing. You don’t bite. You don’t do that thing you did on the road.”

I held his gaze. “I don’t even know how I did it.”

“Then that’s even more reason you don’t try again.”

He got out.

Lexi grabbed her bag. “Come on.”

The second I stepped onto school grounds, eyes landed on me.

Not everyone. But enough.

Whispers traveled faster than feet.

A group of girls near the entrance went quiet, then laughed like they’d been waiting.

Sloane stood in the middle of them like a queen on borrowed power. Her hair was perfect again. Her smile was sharp again.

She looked me up and down slow. “Well, look who still got legs.”

I kept walking.

Sloane stepped into my path.

Lexi moved with me, shoulder to shoulder.

Sloane’s voice stayed sweet. “You good, Jada? You looked real sick last night.”

“Move,” Lexi said.

Sloane ignored her. “You thought you was special, huh? You thought the hill was gonna claim you.”

A few people snickered.

Something in me wanted to snap back. Say the meanest thing I could think of. Make it a fight.

But fights with girls like Sloane didn’t end when the bell rang. They followed you home. They followed your family.

So I did something else.

I leaned in a little, just enough so she could hear me. “You’re loud because you’re scared of being ignored.”

Her smile faltered for half a second.

Then she recovered, eyes narrowing. “You got jokes now.”

“No,” I said. “I got time.”

Lexi made a sound like she wanted to laugh and curse at the same time.

Sloane stepped closer, trying to reclaim space. “You don’t got time. You got a place. And your place is under us.”

The hallway doors opened behind her as more students filed in.

A boy brushed past and bumped my shoulder on purpose. Hard.

My body rocked, but I didn’t fall.

He laughed. “My bad. Didn’t see you down there.”

Hallway punching bag.

That’s what they wanted.

I turned my head toward him slowly. “Try it again and see if I keep it cute.”

His grin slipped. Not because he was scared of me. Because he wasn’t used to an omega talking like she had teeth.

Sloane’s eyes glittered. “Oh, she got brave.”

Lexi stepped forward. “Back up. All of you.”

The bell rang.

Teachers started yelling for people to move.

Sloane stepped aside with a smirk, like she’d allowed me to pass.

Walking away felt like swallowing glass, but I did it.

The first period hallway was crowded, and the noise covered a lot. That should’ve helped.

It didn’t.

Because the second I turned the corner, I caught a scent.

Not the one from last night. Not the rot from the rogues. Not the clean soap from the hoodie.

This one was familiar and hated.

Asher.

He was somewhere close. Maybe down the next hall. Maybe near the office.

My skin went tight, like my body didn’t get the memo that he’d already made his choice.

Lexi felt me pause. “Don’t,” she warned softly.

“I’m not going to him,” I said.

That was true.

But the fact that my body noticed him at all made me furious.

A vibration hit my pocket.

My phone.

Unknown number.

One text.

You want to know why they called you that? Meet me after school. Alone.

My fingers went cold around the phone.

Lexi noticed my face. “What is it?”

I slid the phone back into my pocket. “Nothing.”

The lie tasted bitter.

Because it wasn’t nothing.

It was a door opening.

And I had to decide if I was walking through it.
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That text in my pocket felt heavier than my whole backpack.

All morning, it kept buzzing in my head like a fly I couldn’t kill. Meet me after school. Alone. Like anybody in Stonegate got to be alone when the pack decided you were interesting.

First period dragged. Second period crawled. Teachers talked. Pens scratched paper. Everybody pretended school was normal, like I wasn’t the girl who got publicly tossed aside two nights ago.

Lexi stayed glued to my side between classes. She didn’t say much, but her eyes stayed sharp. Watching corners. Watching faces. Watching hands.

Sloane’s crew didn’t touch me again, but they didn’t need to. They used looks. Whispers. That fake little laugh people do when they want you to know you’re a joke, but they don’t want a teacher calling them out.

By lunch, my patience was thin.

Lexi set her tray down across from me and leaned in. “You still acting like you don’t got something going on?”

“I’m hungry,” I said, peeling open a ketchup packet.

“That’s not what I asked.”

The cafeteria smelled like pizza, cheap fries, and perfume. Wolves and humans mixed together like they always did. Humans didn’t notice the tension because they didn’t know what it meant. Wolves did. Wolves always did.

Lexi pointed her fork at me. “You been staring at your phone like it owes you money.”

“I’m not.”

She gave me a look that said I was bad at lying today.

Before I could come up with a new excuse, the loudspeaker popped.

“Attention students. Pep rally today during seventh period. Attendance is mandatory.”

Lexi groaned. “Man, not this.”

My stomach tightened. Pep rallies were never just pep rallies for us. They were pack theatre. A chance for the hill kids to shine and for the rest of us to clap on cue.

Lexi watched my face. “You good?”

“Yeah,” I said, but my voice didn’t sound like I meant it.

She lowered her tone. “Asher gonna be there.”

“Of course he is.”

“And Sloane,” Lexi added. “She’s been walking around like she got a crown on.”

I stabbed a fry hard enough to break it. “Let her.”

Lexi’s eyes softened for half a second. “You don’t have to go through today like you don’t feel anything.”

“Feeling doesn’t pay rent,” I said.

Lexi’s jaw tightened. “That’s real. But it still ain’t fair.”

Fair wasn’t a word that lived on the Row. Still, hearing her say it did something to me. Not comfort. Just a small reminder that I wasn’t crazy for being angry.

The bell rang. Lunch ended.

By the time seventh period rolled around, the whole school was moving toward the gym like cattle. Teachers lined the halls, acting hype, telling everybody to “show spirit.” Kids pushed and laughed and took videos for their socials.

Stonegate wolves moved different. They didn’t shove. They didn’t rush. They drifted in groups with space around them like the air respected their rank.

Lexi and I got forced toward the lower bleachers. That was the unspoken rule. Hill kids up top. Everybody else down low where the floor dust could land on your shoes.

The band set up near the court. Drums tested. Brass warmed. The cheerleaders took their spots like soldiers, smiling too hard.

A teacher with too much energy clapped into the mic. “Let’s hear it, Wildcats!”

The crowd roared. Humans screamed. Wolves joined in, louder than needed.

Then the gym doors opened on the far side and the room shifted.

Not silence. Not fully.

Just a change in the air.

Asher Cole walked in with his crew, letterman jacket on like he didn’t run anything more serious than a playbook. He moved like he owned the floor, and everybody made space without even thinking about it.

Sloane was right beside him, linked at his arm like she’d glued herself there.

People started clapping louder. The kind of clapping that wasn’t about school pride. It was about showing loyalty.

Lexi leaned close. “She really think she something.”

Sloane glanced down toward the lower bleachers.

Her eyes landed on me fast, like she’d been searching.

That smirk appeared again, slow and satisfied.

Then Asher’s head turned too.

His gaze hit me.

The room was full of noise, but that look made it feel like we were the only two people in there.

My body didn’t react in some sweet way. It reacted like a bruise getting pressed.

A sour heat rose under my skin. Not wanting. Not love. Just that leftover ache that didn’t know where to go.

Asher looked away first.

Like I was nothing.

Sloane tightened her grip on his arm and leaned up to whisper something in his ear. He didn’t smile, but he didn’t pull away either.

Lexi’s voice cut low. “Don’t look at him.”

“Not looking,” I said.

The band started. Drums kicked. The cheerleaders shouted. The principal yelled into the mic about “community” and “pride” and “school family.”

I heard none of it.

Because Asher’s scent kept reaching me in waves every time the air shifted. Not the way it hit me at the football game. That first time was a sucker punch. This was worse in a different way.

It was constant.

Like someone left a radio on low in the next room and expected me to pretend I couldn’t hear it.

The gym felt too warm. Too crowded.












