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Logan

––––––––
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The air at two in the morning was suffocating, thick with the scent of damp tree bark and the metallic tang of an incoming storm. I crouched in the shadow of a lightning-scarred hemlock, my pulse a slow, rhythmic thrum that matched the heartbeat of the forest. To anyone else, the woods were a wall of black and grey. To me, they were a map written in heat and vibration.

I was tracking three of them. They weren't just any wolves; they were Council lapdogs, sent to sniff at our borders and test the resolve of the Rogue pack. It was the third time this week they’d crossed the line of moss-covered stones that marked our territory. They thought they were being subtle. They thought they were hunters.

They were wrong.

I shifted my weight, the muscles in my thighs bunching beneath my tactical pants. I stayed in my human skin for this. Shifting was too loud, too evocative of the beast that lived behind my ribs—the charcoal wolf that was currently pacing the cage of my mind, demanding blood. I didn't need the claws to deal with these three. I just needed the silence.

The wind shifted, carrying the scent of their arrogance toward me: stale tobacco and the sour sweat of men who spent too much time in polished Council halls. I moved.

It wasn't a run; it was a glide. I’ve spent a decade refining the art of the kill, stripping away everything that didn't serve the strike. I closed the fifty-yard gap in seconds, emerging from the undergrowth like a ghost born of the pine needles.

The first one, a brawny man with a crooked nose who was mid-sentence in a whispered boast, never even saw me. I caught the back of his head and slammed it into the rough bark of an oak. The sound of the impact—a dull, wet thud—was the only warning his companions got.

The second wolf lunged, his jaw elongating, his eyes flashing a desperate amber as he tried to force a partial shift. I didn't give him the chance to find his footing. I drove a palm into his solar plexus, folding him in half, and followed up with a sweeping kick that sent him spiraling into the ferns. The third one froze. He looked at his two companions—one unconscious, one wheezing for air—and then he looked at me.

In the pale moonlight, I knew what he saw. He saw a man built of scars and granite, eyes the color of cold steel, and a reputation for being the most ruthless enforcer on this side of the continent.

"The border is ten yards back," I said, my voice a low, dangerous rasp. "If I see you on this side again, I won't just break your bones. I’ll keep them."

The wheezing one scrambled to his feet, clutching his ribs, and hauled his unconscious friend toward the line. The third one bolted, his terror scent filling the clearing as he tripped over roots in his haste to escape. I watched them go, my breathing steady, my hands curled into fists that didn't shake. I didn't feel the rush of adrenaline that younger wolves craved. I felt nothing but the familiar, hollow satisfaction of a job done.

I reached for my discarded shirt and jacket, pulling them on over my battle-scarred skin. My body was a ledger of every mistake I’d ever made, every fight I’d survived. But as I turned to head back toward the heart of our territory, the weight of the forest seemed to press harder against my chest.

The walk back was long, and the silence was an invitation for the ghosts to come out.

I passed the eastern sentinels near the creek. They were young—barely twenty—and they saw me coming from a hundred yards away. They didn't call out a greeting. They didn't offer a nod of camaraderie. They simply stepped back into the shadows, giving me a wide, respectful berth. I could feel their pulse rates spike as I passed. They feared me, and I welcomed it. Fear was a barrier. Fear meant I didn't have to talk, didn't have to explain, didn't have to pretend that I was anything other than a weapon for the Rogue Pack.

I had spent four years building this wall, stone by jagged stone. I had buried the man I used to be—the one who thought he had a future, the one who believed in the fated destiny of the moon—under layers of aggression and ice.

It always came back to that night. The public square. The smell of blooming jasmine and the expectant hush of the crowd. I could still see the way the light had caught the silver of her wolf, the way she had looked at me with eyes that I thought held love. Then, the words. Cold, sharp, and loud enough for every Alpha and Beta in the region to hear.

“I reject the bond. You are nothing to me, Logan.”

She hadn't just broken my heart; she had carved out the part of me that felt worthy of the world. I didn't let myself think of her name. I hadn't spoken it in four years. To me, she was a ghost, a phantom of chestnut hair and green eyes that I had successfully cauterized from my soul.

By the time the pack house came into view—a sprawling, timber-framed fortress that glowed like a beacon in the dark—I had locked the memories back into their cage.

I pushed through the heavy front doors. The main hall was quiet, the scent of woodsmoke and old books lingering in the air.

"Border check?"

I looked up to see Lucian leaning against the doorframe of the library. Our Beta was the calm to my storm, his dark blond hair messy from a night spent over maps and trade agreements. His golden-brown eyes scanned me, looking for injuries I’d never admit to having.

"Three jumpers," I said, walking past him toward the kitchen. "They won't be back tonight."

"You should have called for backup, Logan," Lucian said, his voice gentle but firm. "You don't have to do every perimeter run alone."

"I prefer the company," I replied shortly.

I reached the kitchen, where Bodhi sat at the head of the scarred oak table. Our Alpha looked every bit the king of this rogue mountain—powerful, imposing, with black hair and ice-blue eyes that missed nothing. He didn't ask if I was okay. He knew I was. He pushed a glass of amber liquid toward me.

"Council wolves?" Bodhi asked.

"Lobbyists with teeth," I said, taking a seat and downing the whiskey in one burn. It didn't touch the cold inside me, but it gave my hands something to do. "They’re testing the eastern cache location. Someone’s talking."

Bodhi’s jaw tightened. "We’ll deal with the leak. For now, we keep the pressure on the borders. Lucian will handle the diplomatic fallout if they complain to the Council."

"They won't complain," I said. "They’d have to admit they were trespassing."

I stood up, the chair scraping harshly against the floor. I didn't want the comfort of the fire or the quiet conversation of my brothers. I wanted the dark.

"I'm out," I muttered.

Bodhi watched me go, his expression unreadable, but I felt the weight of his concern. He was the only one who remembered the man I was before the rejection. I hated him for it sometimes.

I climbed the stairs to my room at the end of the long corridor and shut the door, the click of the lock echoing in the small space. I didn't turn on the lamp. I sat on the edge of the bed and stripped off my jacket, tossing it into the corner.

In the dim light filtering through the window, I looked down at my left forearm.

The scar was there, jagged and silver-white. It wasn't a mark from a claw or a blade. It was the Unanswered Bond—the ritualistic scarring that occurred when a mate was found, claimed, and then discarded. It was a physical manifestation of a soul-deep failure.

I traced the line with my thumb, the skin there always slightly colder than the rest of my body. It was the only thing I had left of her. The only thing I allowed myself to keep. I sat there for a long time, the silence of the house settling around me like a shroud.

I wasn't grieving. I told myself that every night. I was just remembering why I would never let anyone close enough to hurt me again.

Finally, I rolled over and closed my eyes, forcing my mind to go as black and empty as the forest I’d just left.
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Elise

––––––––
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My feet were no longer parts of my body; they were merely raw, stinging pulses of pain that connected me to the frozen earth. Every step felt like walking on jagged glass, but I couldn't stop. To stop was to let the cold seep into my marrow. To stop was to let my father’s trackers find the trail of blood I had been leaving across the valley since the sun crested the peaks.

I was shivering so violently that my teeth clattered together, a frantic rhythm in the terrifying silence of the woods. I was naked, my skin mapped with scratches and smeared with the gray mud of a dozen different creek beds. When I had shifted back from my silver wolf form hours ago, desperate to navigate a steep rock face that required human hands, my clothes had long since been lost to the panicked flight of the previous night. Now, I was just a woman—vulnerable, bleeding, and running out of time.

I pressed my hand against my left side, my fingers slipping in the warmth of the gash there. It wasn't a deep wound, but it was persistent. I’d caught a low-hanging jagged branch during a blind sprint through a thicket of thorns, and the steady trickle of red had become a beacon for anything hunting in these woods.

Just a little further, I whispered to myself, though no sound left my cracked lips. Just reach the stones.

My mind drifted, slipping away from the agony of my feet and back to the nightmare that had started three nights ago. I could still see the flickering candlelight of my father’s study, the air smelling of expensive scotch and the heavy, oppressive scent of Alpha Cain’s power. I had been bringing him a tincture for his chronic headaches—a small act of the dutiful daughter I had spent years pretending to be—when I heard the voices.

"The eastern cache is hidden beneath the overhang of the Blackwood Ridge," my father had said, his voice as smooth and cold as a river stone. "It’s where the Rogues keep their primary munitions and medical supplies. If the Council strikes there, Bodhi’s pack will be crippled before the winter solstice."

I had frozen in the hallway, the glass vial trembling in my hand. He wasn't just talking politics; he was trading lives. He was handing over the coordinates of the Rogue Pack—Logan’s pack—to the very Council that wanted them eradicated. All for a seat at a table of tyrants.

I should have stayed quiet. I should have turned around and vanished into the shadows of the estate. But the healer in me, the part of me that valued life above all else, had revolted. I had pushed the door open, the vial shattering against the floor as I confronted him.

The memory of his eyes in that moment still made my blood run cold. There was no fatherly warmth, only the calculating gaze of an Alpha whose "asset" had just become a "liability."

"You’ve grown too soft, Elise," he had whispered, stepping over the broken glass. "And too curious."

He had locked me in my third-story room, but he had underestimated the desperation of a woman who knew exactly what happened to liabilities in the Cain household. I had overheard him through the floorboards, telling my uncle that I was "no longer fit for the succession" and that my presence would only complicate the Council’s arrival. I knew what that meant. In our world, an Alpha’s daughter who knew too much didn't just go away; she disappeared.

I had gone out the window at midnight, dropping into the rosebushes and running until my lungs burned like fire.

A root caught my toe, and I went down hard, my knees hitting the dirt with a sickening thud. I cried out, the sound small and pathetic in the vastness of the forest. I rolled onto my back, gasping for air, staring up at the canopy of ancient pines that blotted out the stars.

Why was I here? Why was I running toward the very man whose life I had dismantled four years ago?

I knew Logan was here. I knew it because I had spent four years haunting my father’s office, reading the intelligence reports he thought I didn't see. I knew the Rogue Pack was led by three brothers: Bodhi, the Alpha who had built a kingdom from nothing; Lucian, the Beta who kept the peace; and Logan, the Enforcer who had become a legend of brutality and isolation.

My father had watched them like a hawk, terrified that the bond I had rejected would one day draw me back to the enemy. He never knew the truth. He never knew that I had stood in that public square and lied to the world, breaking Logan’s heart to save his life. My father had promised me, quite clearly, that if I accepted the mate bond, Logan would be dead before the moon set.

So I had killed the bond instead.

I forced myself up, my muscles screaming in protest. I couldn't think about the look on Logan’s face when he saw me. I couldn't think about the anger that must be simmering in his soul, or the way he probably cursed my name every time he looked at the scar on his arm. If I thought about the rejection, I would stop walking. And if I stopped walking, my father’s men would find me, and the Rogue Pack would never know they were being betrayed.

I stumbled forward, my vision beginning to tunnel. The world was narrowing down to the space between one breath and the next. The trees seemed to be leaning in, their branches like skeletal fingers reaching for me.

Then, I saw them.

A line of stones, half-buried in emerald-green moss and the debris of the forest floor. They were carved with ancient runes, the markings of a pack that claimed its territory with blood and intention. The boundary.

I dragged my battered body across the line, the transition feeling like a shift in the very atmosphere. I was in Rogue territory. I was on his land.

The relief was so sudden, so overwhelming, that my legs finally gave out for good. I didn't fall gracefully. I collapsed into a pile of damp pine needles, the air rushing out of my lungs in a sharp wheeze.

I tried to crawl, my fingers digging into the dirt, pulling myself another ten, twenty, thirty feet. I needed to find a trail. I needed to find a patrol. I needed him.

"Logan," I whispered into the dirt. The name felt like a prayer and a confession all at once.

My side was throbbing, a hot, rhythmic agony that seemed to be in sync with the fading light of my consciousness. I looked at my hands—they were stained with dark earth and darker blood. I couldn't feel my fingers anymore. The cold was winning.

I tried to lift my head, to see if there was a light in the distance, a sign of the pack house I knew was somewhere in the heart of these mountains. But the trees were spinning, the black shadows stretching out to swallow the remaining gray light of the dawn.

I had made it across. I had given him a chance to survive my father’s treachery. Whether I survived his wrath was a question I no longer had the strength to answer.

The darkness didn't come all at once. It drifted down like soot, blurring the edges of the moss and the bark of the trees until the forest was nothing but a void. My eyes fluttered shut, my cheek resting against the cold, indifferent earth.

I didn't hear the snap of a twig nearby. I didn't hear the sound of a heavy, measured footfall or the low, guttural growl that vibrated through the ground beneath me. I only felt the sudden, impossible warmth of a shadow falling over my body, blocking out the winter chill, just before the world went completely black.
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Logan

––––––––
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The frost crunched under my boots, a brittle sound that seemed to carry for miles in the pre-dawn stillness. I had skipped sleep entirely. After the whiskey and the quiet judgment in Bodhi’s eyes, the four walls of my room had felt more like a tomb than a sanctuary. I needed the bite of the air and the rhythmic exertion of a second perimeter sweep to keep the memories of the night before from settling in my marrow.

I was moving along the eastern ridge, where the elevation dropped into a series of jagged ravines. The light was a dull, bruised purple, barely enough to see the moss on the north side of the trunks. My focus was outward, scanning for more Council scouts or the stray rogue looking for an easy meal.

Then the air changed.

I skidded to a halt, my heels digging into the soft earth. The first thing I registered was the copper tang of fresh blood—a lot of it—and the acrid, stinging note of raw terror. But beneath the gore, there was a secondary layer. It was a scent I had spent four years trying to drown in cheap bourbon and violence. It was jasmine and rain-washed cedar, a sweetness that felt like a jagged blade across my throat.
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