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The light didn’t flicker; it just died.




For three months, that tiny crimson dot on the corner of the lens had been my sun. It was the eye of a god that never blinked, the only thing that kept us from killing each other or ourselves. As long as the light was on, we were worth something. We were content. We were “The Rejects,” and the world was watching us fail, fall in love, and bleed in high definition.




Then, with a dry, mechanical click, the forest went black.




I stayed still, my boots sinking into the rot of the island floor. I didn’t breathe. I waited for the hum of the overhead drones, the familiar buzz that usually meant a producer was about to bark orders through the hidden speakers. But there was nothing. No drones. No chatter. Just the sound of the wind whipping through the jagged pines of BloodStone Island and the heavy, ragged breathing of the woman standing three feet behind me.




“Kaelen?”




Rhea’s voice was a sliver of glass in the dark. It was thin, trembling, and stripped of the curated bravery she’d worn for the cameras during the “Elimination” ceremony just an hour ago.




“I see it,” I said. My voice sounded like gravel grinding together.




I turned around. In the moonlight, her skin looked like polished bone. She was still wearing the silk dress the stylists had forced her into for the finale—a deep, blood-red fabric that was now torn at the hem and stained with the mud of a place that wanted us dead. She looked like a queen ruling over a kingdom of dirt.




“The drones are gone,” she whispered, stepping closer until I could smell the salt on her skin and the faint, metallic scent of the collar around her neck. “They didn’t announce a winner. They didn’t say the season was over. They just… left.”




I looked up at the canopy. Usually, the sky was a grid of blinking lights—security sweeps and camera rigs. Tonight, it was just the stars. They looked cold. Indifferent.




“They didn’t just leave, Rhea. They quit.”




I reached out, my fingers grazing the rough bark of the tree where the primary camera was mounted. I felt the glass lens. It was cold. The internal cooling fan had stopped. For the first time in ninety days, we were alone. No one was voting on our lives. No one was betting on whether I’d claim her or reject her like the others had.




The silence was the loudest thing I’d ever heard. It was heavy, pressing against my eardrums until they throbbed. On the mainland, the rumors had been growing for weeks—whispers of pack wars, of a plague, of cities burning while the elites distracted themselves with our televised misery. We had ignored it. We thought the show was too big to fail. We thought we were too profitable to abandon.




We were wrong.




“We have to get back to the mansion,” I said, grabbing her hand. Her fingers were ice. “If the production crew pulled out, they took the food. They took the medicine.”




“And the guards?” she asked, her eyes searching mine.




“If the cameras are off, there’s no one left to guard,” I replied bluntly. “Which means the fences are down. Which means whatever Thorne has been cooking in those labs isn’t staying behind the wire anymore.”




She flinched at the name. Dr. Aris Thorne. The show’s ‘medical consultant.’ The man who spent his days drawing our blood and his nights staring at us through the glass like we were fruit flies in a jar.




We started moving, our feet heavy as we navigated the trek back toward Reject Mansion. Every snap of a twig sounded like a gunshot. Without the artificial stadium lights that usually illuminated the paths, the island felt alien. The trees seemed to lean in, their shadows stretching out like reaching fingers.




As we broke through a clearing, I saw the mansion sitting on the cliffside. It was a sprawling, opulent eyesore of white stone and glass, built to look like a palace for the viewers’ benefit. Tonight, it looked like a tomb. Only a few flickering emergency lights glowed in the windows, casting long, sickly yellow streaks across the lawn.




“Look,” Rhea whispered, pointing toward the helipad.




The concrete pad was empty. The sleek, black transport choppers that sat there every day were gone. In their place were a few discarded crates and a pile of burning papers that hissed in the damp air.




We didn’t run. Running was for people who thought they had a chance. We walked with the grim, steady pace of the condemned.




As we reached the front steps, the heavy oak doors were hanging wide open. This was the place where we were supposed to find ‘redemption.’ This was where the outcasts were supposed to prove they were worthy of the Great Packs. Now, the expensive rugs were tracked with mud and grease.




In the grand foyer, the others were already gathering.




I saw J.D. leaning against the marble pillar, his face bruised from the fight in yesterday’s challenge. Beside him stood Leif and Kolton, their expressions a mix of confusion and rising panic. There were twelve of us left. Twelve “Rejects” who had survived the challenges, the hunger, and the psychological warfare of the producers.




“They’re gone,” Kolton said, his voice cracking. He was the youngest of us, barely nineteen, rejected by his pack because his wolf was ‘too small.’ “I went to the tech booth. Everything’s smashed. They didn’t just leave—they destroyed the comms on the way out.”




“Did you find the keys to the supply vault?” I asked, stepping into the center of the room.




Kolton shook his head. “Thorne took them. He took everything. Even the first aid kits.”




A low growl vibrated in my chest. It wasn’t a cinematic, heroic sound. It was the sound of a cornered animal realizing the cage was still locked, even if the zookeeper had gone home.




Rhea moved to the window, staring out toward the dark treeline. “Why now? The finale was supposed to be tomorrow. The big reveal. The ‘Mating Choice.’”




“The war must have reached the coast,” J.D. grumbled, crossing his arms. “The producers didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire. They probably got a tip-off and scrambled the last birds an hour ago. We’re just loose ends now.”




“We’re more than loose ends,” I said, my eyes tracking a movement outside on the lawn. “We’re evidence.”




I walked over to the mahogany desk in the corner, the one where the Lead Producer used to sit while he interviewed us. I kicked the drawer open. It was empty, save for a single, laminated card. It was a production schedule.




I picked it up. Tomorrow’s date was circled in red. Underneath it, in neat, typed letters, were the words: FINAL DISPOSAL.




My stomach turned. They never intended to take us back. The “winner” wasn’t going to get a place in Fangmore City. The winner was just going to be the last one alive before they scrubbed the island clean.




“Kaelen?” Rhea called out. Her voice was different now. It wasn’t fear anymore. It was a sharp, focused alert.




I dropped the paper and moved to her side at the window.




Down on the lawn, just past the edge of the light, something was moving. It wasn’t a wolf. It was too big, its gait too jerky and uneven. It moved with a heavy, wet thud, dragging something behind it. Then, it stepped into the glow of the emergency lamp.




It was one of the guards. Or it had been.




His tactical vest was shredded, and his throat had been opened with surgical precision. But he wasn’t lying still. He was twitching, his eyes clouded over with a milky, iridescent film. Behind him, three more shapes emerged from the treeline—pale, hairless things that looked like shifters stripped of their skin.




“Thorne’s pets,” Leif whispered, his face going pale.




The things on the lawn stopped. They didn’t howl. They didn’t bark. They just stared up at the mansion with a hunger that felt like a physical weight.




I looked at the others. They were looking at me. They were waiting for the ‘Alpha’ of the Rejects to tell them what to do. I wasn’t an Alpha. I was a man who had been told my entire life that my blood was wrong, that my instincts were broken.




But as the first of those things slammed its body against the glass of the foyer, a cold, hard clarity settled over me.




The show was over. The rules were dead.




I reached down and grabbed a heavy iron fire poker from the hearth. It wasn’t a sword, but it had weight. I looked at Rhea. She had already found a steak knife from the dining hall, her grip firm, her eyes turning a bright, predatory gold.




“They left us here to die,” I said, my voice echoing in the hollow mansion. “They turned off the cameras so the world wouldn’t have to watch what happens next.”




I stepped toward the door, the wood beginning to groan under the pressure of the creatures outside.




“But we’re going to make them watch,” I growled. “We’re going to get off this rock, and we’re going to burn Fangmore City to the ground until they remember every name they tried to delete.”




The glass shattered. The cold air rushed in, smelling of pine and decay.




The red light was gone, but for the first time in my life, I could see perfectly.
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The red light was dead.




That was the first thing I noticed when I dragged myself onto the porch of the Reject Mansion. For three months, that tiny, glowing eye had been the center of my universe. It watched me eat, it watched me bleed, and it watched me fall in love with a woman the rest of the world thought was garbage. Now, the lens was just a piece of cold, gray glass reflecting the oily bruise of a tropical sunrise.




“Rhea?” I called out. My voice was a dry rasp.




No answer. Only the sound of the surf hitting the jagged rocks of BloodStone Island and the rhythmic thwack of a loose shutter hitting the side of the house.




I pushed through the heavy oak doors. Usually, this time of morning was a hive of controlled chaos. Pasty-faced interns with headsets would be scurrying around, making sure the lighting was perfect for the “Morning After” shots. Producers would be whispering in corners about which of us was the most likely to have a breakdown today.




Today, the foyer was a tomb.




A discarded headset lay crushed on the marble floor. Cables that had once been taped neatly along the baseboards were ripped up, trailing across the floor like dead snakes. I walked toward the production booth—the “God Room”—where the directors pulled the strings of our lives.




The door was kicked wide open. The monitors were gone. Blank mounting brackets stared back at me like empty eye sockets. They hadn’t just left; they had gutted the place. They’d done it fast, and they’d done it in the middle of the night while we were drugged on the exhaustion of the final challenge.




“Hey!” I shouted, my heart starting to hammer against my ribs. “Is anyone here?”




I ran toward the kitchen. The smell hit me first—sour milk and the metallic tang of a cooling industrial fridge. The power was out. I yanked open the walk-in freezer. Empty. Not a single crate of meat, not a bag of flour. They had stripped the pantry bare.




I leaned my forehead against the cold stainless steel of the empty shelf. This wasn’t a wrap. When a show wraps, there are clipboards and travel vouchers. There are black SUVs and a boat to the mainland. This was an abandonment.




“Kaelen?”




I spun around. Rhea was standing in the doorway, her hair a tangled mess of dark curls, her eyes wide and bloodshot. She was still wearing the torn silk dress from the “Elimination Gala” the night before. She looked small, but the way her nostrils flared told me her wolf was already on high alert.




“They’re gone,” I said. I didn’t try to soften it. There was no point.




“What do you mean, gone? The boat is coming at noon.”




“Look around, Rhea.” I stepped toward her, grabbing her shoulders. Her skin was ice cold. “The gear is gone. The food is gone. The drones are grounded. We aren’t being filmed because there’s nobody left to watch.”




She shook her head, a small, jerky movement. “No. The contract. They can’t just leave us on BloodStone. There’s a war on the mainland. They said this was the safest place for us.”




“They lied,” I snapped. The anger was finally starting to override the shock. “We were never ‘contestants,’ Rhea. We were distractions. We were the cheap entertainment the packs watched so they didn’t have to think about the world burning down around them. Now that the fire has reached the city, we’re just extra weight.”




She pulled away from me and ran to the window that faced the harbor. I followed her. We both looked out at the turquoise water. The pier was empty. The sleek white yacht that usually brought the producers their gin and fresh linens was nowhere to be seen.




Instead, the horizon was thick with a heavy, unnatural fog. And beneath the smell of the salt and the rotting jungle vegetation, I caught it. A faint, acrid scent that made the hair on my arms stand up.




Smoke. Not a campfire. Chemical smoke.




“The mainland,” she whispered.




“It’s closer than they told us,” I said.




I looked at the stairs as the other survivors began to trickle down. Jax, a scarred Enforcer who’d been kicked out of the Northern Pack for refusing a kill order. Mira, a girl barely twenty who had been “rejected” simply for being the third-born in a line that only wanted two. They looked at us with pathetic hope in their eyes, waiting for me to tell them when breakfast was.




“Listen up!” I yelled, my voice echoing in the hollowed-out mansion.




They froze.




“The show is over,” I said, pointing to the empty camera mounts. “The crew bailed in the night. We have no food, no power, and no ride home. As of right now, we aren’t ‘The Rejects’ anymore. We’re just targets.”




The silence that followed was heavy. Mira started to cry, a soft, hitching sound. Jax just cursed under his breath and punched a hole in the drywall.




“We need to check the perimeter,” Rhea said, her voice steadier than I expected. She looked at me, and for a second, I saw the woman I’d spent the last three months trying to protect. She wasn’t looking for protection now. She was looking for a weapon. “If they left in a hurry, they might have dropped something. A radio, a flare gun. Anything.”




“They didn’t leave in a hurry because they were scared of us,” I said, walking toward the gun cabinet in the hallway. I kicked the glass in. It was empty, of course. “They left because whatever is coming is worse than an island full of pissed-off shifters.”




I felt a low vibration in the soles of my boots. It wasn’t an earthquake. it was a rhythm. A deep, mechanical humming that seemed to be coming from the center of the island—the Forbidden Zone where the “Reject Project” producers had told us never to go.




“You hear that?” Jax asked, his ears twitching.




“Yeah,” I said, reaching down to pick up a jagged shard of glass from the cabinet. It wasn’t a sword, but it was sharp enough to open a throat. “Rhea, gather everyone in the center of the room. Don’t let anyone go outside alone.”




“Where are you going?” she asked, grabbing my arm.




“The generator room is in the back,” I said. “If I can get the backup power on, maybe I can jumpstart the long-range radio. We need to know if there’s anyone on the mainland who hasn’t forgotten we’re alive.”




I walked through the kitchen and out the back door. The jungle felt different today. For months, it had been a backdrop—a stage where we played out manufactured drama for a global audience. Now, the trees looked suffocating. The air was too still.




I reached the small concrete shed that housed the generators. The padlock had been cut. My heart skipped. I nudged the door open with my foot, clutching the glass shard.




It wasn’t a technician inside.




The room was covered in blood. Not a lot, but enough—dark, thick sprays across the gray machinery. On the floor lay a production vest, the bright blue fabric stained crimson. Near the humming engine, a small, black device was chirping.




I picked it up. It was a satellite phone. The screen was cracked, but a message was looping on the display.




PRIMARY EXTRACTION COMPLETE. SUBJECTS 1-12 REMAINING FOR PHASE TWO. DR. THORNE ARRIVING AT 0600 FOR COLLECTION.




I looked at my watch. It was 05:55.




“Collection,” I whispered.




The humming I’d heard earlier grew louder. It wasn’t coming from the ground. It was coming from the sky. I stepped out of the shed and looked up. A black VTOL transport, unmarked and silent, was banking over the treeline. It wasn’t a rescue ship. It was a cage with wings.




They hadn’t abandoned us because we were worthless. They had abandoned us because they were done with the “dating” portion of the experiment. The “Rejected” were about to become “Recycled.”




I turned and bolted back toward the mansion. I had to get to Rhea. I had to get them all out of that house before the doors were locked from the outside.




I burst through the back door, screaming for Rhea, but the house was already changing. Heavy steel shutters were sliding down over the windows—security measures we never knew existed.




“Rhea! Jax! Get out!” I roared.




I saw Rhea in the foyer. She was lunging for the front door, but a metal grate slammed shut inches from her face. She turned to look at me, her eyes filled with a sudden, sharp terror.




“Kaelen!”




Before I could reach her, a hiss filled the air. Vents in the ceiling began pumping out a thick, sweet-smelling gas.




I held my breath, my lungs burning, as I watched Jax crumble to his knees. Mira slumped against the wall. Rhea fought it longer, her hand reaching out for mine, her fingers clawing at the air between us.




“I’m… sorry…” she choked out, her knees buckling.




I lunged for her, my vision blurring. My wolf was screaming inside me, clawing at the walls of my mind to stay awake, to fight, to tear the throat out of the world. But the gas was heavy. It felt like liquid lead filling my veins.




I fell a few feet away from her. I watched her eyes flutter and close. The last thing I saw before the darkness took me wasn’t the red light of a camera.




It was a pair of heavy black boots stepping through the smoke, and the cold, muffled voice of a man speaking into a radio.




“The Alpha candidate is down. Secure the female first. Dr. Thorne wants her in the lab before she wakes up.”




I tried to growl, but my throat was useless. I watched them lift Rhea—watched them carry my mate away into the gray fog.




The show was definitely over. The nightmare was just beginning.
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Hunger has a way of stripping a man down to his most basic, ugly parts.




I stood in the center of the Reject Mansion’s industrial kitchen, my boots crunching on a piece of broken glass. The silence here was different than the silence in the woods. Out there, the wind moved the trees. Here, the silence felt heavy, like a thick layer of dust settling over everything we thought we knew.




“Kaelen? Tell me you found something.”




I didn’t turn around. I knew the voice. It was Jace, a scrawny wolf from the northern territories who had been my only real ally since the cameras started tracking us. He sounded desperate.




“Nothing,” I said, my voice rasping. I kicked the door of the massive walk-in freezer. It swung open, hitting the wall with a hollow thud. “The compressors are off. The meat is already starting to turn. They didn’t just leave, Jace. They emptied the dry pantry and cut the power. They wanted us to starve before we even realized we were alone.”




I heard a soft intake of breath from the doorway. Rhea was there, leaning against the frame. Her dark hair was matted with sweat and forest debris, but her eyes—those sharp, piercing eyes that had seen through the show’s lies from day one—were focused. She didn’t look scared. She looked angry.




“They didn’t just cut the power,” Rhea said, walking over to the stainless steel prep table. She ran a hand over the cold metal. “I checked the garage. The trucks are gone. The boats are gone. Even the emergency flares have been stripped from the lockers. This isn’t an accidental abandonment. This is a scripted ending we weren’t supposed to survive.”




“We need to gather the others,” I said, moving past her. I tried not to let my arm brush against hers. Every time we touched, the bond—that pull in my chest that the show’s producers had mocked and manipulated—tugged at me. It was a distraction I couldn’t afford right now.




We walked into the main lounge. It was a room designed for high-definition drama: plush velvet sofas, gold-leaf accents, and a fireplace large enough to roast an elk. Now, it looked like a tomb. Twelve of us were left. Twelve “Rejects” who had been hand-picked for our tragic backstories and our broken lineages.




Mila was crying in a corner, her head on her knees. Two of the brothers from the Ridge Pack, guys who usually spent their time posturing for the cameras, were sitting on the floor looking defeated.




“Listen up!” I yelled. My voice echoed off the high ceiling.




They all looked up. The hope in their eyes made my stomach turn. I had to kill that hope before it got them killed.




“The show is over,” I said, my voice flat. “There is no more food. There is no rescue boat coming at the end of the week. The producers have pulled out, and they’ve taken every scrap of processed fuel and calorie with them.”




“What about the finale?” one of the Ridge brothers asked, his voice cracking. “The contract said they had to provide for us until the final elimination.”




“The contract is a piece of paper on a mainland that’s currently at war,” I snapped. “Look around you, Leo. The red lights are off. We aren’t contestants anymore. We’re just strays on an island that wants us dead.”




A heavy, suffocating realization settled over the room. For months, we had been pampered in between the “challenges.” We were fed well to keep our coats shiny for the viewers. Now, the reality of our biology was setting in. We were wolves. We needed massive amounts of protein to keep our shifts from tearing our bodies apart. Without food, we would go feral within days.




“We can hunt,” Mila said, wiping her face. “The island is full of deer.”




“The island is full of things Dr. Thorne let out of his cages,” Rhea countered, her voice steady. She stepped into the center of the room, her presence commanding attention in a way that had nothing to do with the show’s editing. “Have you listened to the woods today? The birds aren’t singing. The deer aren’t moving. Something is pushing the local wildlife toward the north cliffs. If we go out there unprepared, we aren’t the hunters. We’re the bait.”




I watched her. She was thinking three steps ahead of everyone else. That was why I loved her, and why it hurt so much to see the doubt creeping into her expression when she looked at me. She still thought this was part of a game, that my feelings for her were just a plot point meant to drive up the ratings.




“We need to inventory what’s left,” I said, pulling the focus back to the immediate problem. “Jace, take Leo and see if you can siphon any leftover fuel from the lawnmowers or the backup generators. We need a way to start a fire that doesn’t rely on us rubbing sticks together like cavemen. Rhea, come with me to the basement. There has to be a tactical locker or a supply room the crew overlooked.”




The basement was a labyrinth of concrete hallways and heavy steel doors. It was where the “magic” happened—the wiring for the hidden mics, the server racks that uploaded our every heartbeat to the cloud.




As we descended the stairs, the air grew colder. The scent of ozone and stale sweat hung in the air.




“Kaelen,” Rhea said softly.




I stopped. The darkness down here was almost total, but my internal sight let me see the silhouette of her face. “Don’t,” I said.




“Don’t what?”




“Don’t start doubting us again. I can see it in your eyes. You think Simon and the others are watching this on a monitor somewhere, laughing at how well we’re playing our roles.”




She stepped closer, and I could smell the woodsmoke and rain on her skin. “Can you blame me? Everything about this place is fake. The mansion is a movie set. The ‘wars’ they told us about on the mainland felt like propaganda. How do I know you aren’t a plant? How do I know you weren’t hired to be the ‘hero’ who rescues the rejected girl?”




I reached out, grabbing her hand and pressing it against my chest, right over my heart. It was drumming a frantic, violent rhythm. “Does that feel like a script, Rhea? I’m terrified. I’m hungry, and I’m scared that I can’t keep you safe. That’s the only truth I have left.”




She pulled her hand away, but she didn’t move back. “If we’re going to survive, we need more than just truth. We need a way off this rock.”




We reached the end of the hall. A heavy door stood slightly ajar. I pushed it open, expecting more wires and servers. Instead, my nostrils were hit with a medicinal, sterile scent that didn’t belong on a tropical island.




It was a small infirmary. It looked like it had been cleared out in a hurry. Bandage wrappers were strewn on the floor, and a metal tray had been overturned.




“Look at this,” Rhea whispered.




She was standing over a small wastebin. Inside were dozens of empty vials. I picked one up. The label had been scraped off, but a small serial number remained: P-74. Property of Thorne Biotech.




“This wasn’t for us,” I said, the realization chilling my blood. “The producers weren’t just filming a dating show. They were monitoring our reactions to whatever Thorne was testing.”




I looked at the far wall. There was a map of the island pinned to a corkboard. Red pins marked the mansion, the beach, and the “Reject Forest.” But there were black pins, too. They were concentrated in the center of the island, in an area we were told was a high-voltage danger zone.




“The food isn’t gone because they forgot us,” I said, looking at Rhea. “The food is gone because they want us to move. They’re herding us, Rhea. They want us to go to the center of the island.”




“Why?” she asked.




I looked at the empty vials and then back at the map. “Because the show isn’t over. It’s just moved into the next phase. They don’t want to see who falls in love anymore. They want to see who survives the cull.”




A loud, metallic crash echoed from the floor above us. It was followed by a scream—not a wolf’s howl, but a high-pitched, human sound of pure terror.




“Mila,” Rhea breathed.




We didn’t wait. We bolted for the stairs, my heart feeling like a lead weight in my ribs. I had told them the island had teeth, but as we burst back into the lounge, I realized I had underestimated how sharp they were.




The massive glass windows that overlooked the terrace were shattered. Standing in the middle of the room was something that used to be a wolf. It was too large, its limbs elongated and twisted, its fur falling out in clumps to reveal grey, leathery skin. It wasn’t shifting. It was stuck in between forms, a permanent nightmare of biology.




It had Leo by the shoulder, tossing the 200-pound man across the room like a rag doll.




“Kaelen!” Jace shouted, backing away while holding a kitchen knife that looked like a toothpick against the beast.




I didn’t think. I shifted mid-stride, the familiar, agonizing snap of my bones the only thing that felt real. My vision turned to monochrome, and the scent of the creature hit me—it smelled like rot and chemicals. It smelled like Dr. Thorne.




I tackled the thing before it could reach Mila. We tumbled across the velvet rug, claws tearing into fabric and flesh. It was stronger than any Alpha I had ever fought. It didn’t fight with technique; it fought with a mindless, agonizing hunger.




I managed to sink my teeth into its neck, tasting something bitter and foul. It shrieked and threw me off, crashing through the remains of the front door and disappearing into the darkness of the trees.




I shifted back, gasping for air on the floor, my skin slick with the creature’s black blood. Rhea was at my side in a second, her hands searching for wounds.




“It’s gone,” she whispered, though her eyes were locked on the tree line.




“It’ll be back,” I said, wiping my mouth. I looked around at the terrified faces of the survivors. The mansion was no longer a shelter. It was a dinner plate. “We can’t stay here. We leave for the center of the island at dawn.”




“But you said that’s where they’re herding us,” Jace argued, his voice trembling.




“It is,” I said, looking at Rhea. “But we aren’t going there as contestants. We’re going there as a pack. And if Thorne wants a finale, we’re going to give him one he can’t broadcast.”




I looked at the empty kitchen. The hunger was still there, a dull ache in my gut, but it was being replaced by something else. A cold, hard necessity. We were the Rejects, the ones the world didn’t want. And it was time we showed the world exactly why they were right to be afraid of us.
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Hunger has a way of stripping a man down to his most basic parts, and right now, I was mostly just teeth and temper.




The electronic hum that used to define the perimeter of the Reject Mansion was gone. For months, that high-pitched buzz had kept the island’s real residents—the things that didn’t have a script or a makeup trailer—at a distance. But the power had cut out six hours ago, and the silence that followed was heavy. It felt like the island was taking a long, deep breath before it decided to eat us.




I stood on the porch, my knuckles white as I gripped a rusted iron fire poker I’d scavenged from the library. Behind me, the house was a tomb of expensive furniture and rotting leftovers.




“Kaelen?”




Rhea’s voice was soft, but it made me jump. I hated that. I hated that my nerves were fried like a cheap circuit. I turned to see her standing in the doorway, her silhouette framed by the dim light of a few dying candles. She looked exhausted. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her hair, which used to be styled to perfection for the evening broadcasts, was matted and pulled back in a messy knot.




“They’re coming closer,” I said, nodding toward the tree line. “The sonic barriers are dead. The wolves, the big cats—whatever Thorne was breeding out there—they know the fence is just a piece of wire now.”




Rhea walked over and stood beside me. She didn’t try to touch my hand or offer some fake comfort. She just watched the shadows move. “We have twelve people in this house who don’t know how to sharpen a stick, Kaelen. They’re still waiting for a catering truck that isn’t coming.”




“Let them wait,” I muttered. “Hunger will teach them faster than I can.”




A low growl vibrated through the air, coming from the thick brush just twenty yards away. It wasn’t a normal wolf. It was deeper, a chest-thumping sound that felt like gravel grinding together. In the old days, back when we were still ‘contestants,’ the producers would have triggered a flare or a loud frequency to scare the beasts back. Now, the only thing between that growl and our throats was me.




“Get inside,” I told her. “Bar the kitchen door. Use the heavy table.”




“I’m not leaving you out here alone,” she said. Her voice had a sharp edge to it, the kind she only used when she was done playing nice. “I’m a Reject too, remember? That means I’m supposed to be scrappy. Or did you forget that part of the bio they wrote for me?”




I looked at her, really looked at her, and for a second, the fear in my gut settled into something else. Respect. She was terrified—I could smell the sour tang of it on her skin—but she wasn’t moving.




“Fine,” I said. “Grab the legs off the broken chair in the foyer. They’re heavy oak. If they get past me, aim for the eyes.”




The first one emerged from the brush slowly. It was a wolf, but its proportions were all wrong. It was too tall, its front legs elongated, and its fur was patchy, revealing gray, scarred skin. One of Thorne’s experiments. A ‘discard’ from a previous project that had been left to go feral in the woods. Its eyes caught the moonlight, glowing with a sick, yellowish tint.




It didn’t howl. It just started to run.




“Now!” I yelled.




The beast leaped the porch railing with a grace that didn’t match its mangled body. I swung the fire poker with everything I had, catching it in the ribs. I felt the bone snap under the iron, a sickening crunch that vibrated up my arms, but the creature didn’t stop. It slammed into me, knocking the wind out of my lungs as we tumbled back against the mansion’s siding.




Hot breath, smelling of rotten meat and copper, hit my face. Its jaws snapped inches from my throat. I jammed my forearm against its neck, gasping for air, trying to keep those teeth away.




Suddenly, the weight was gone. Rhea had swung the heavy chair leg like a club, cracking the creature across the skull. It yelped, a sound that was far too human, and scrambled back. It didn’t flee, though. It lurked at the edge of the porch, blood dripping from its snout, waiting for its pack to catch up.




From the woods, three more pairs of yellow eyes appeared.




“Back inside! Now!” I grabbed Rhea’s arm and shoved her toward the door.




We scrambled through the threshold and slammed the heavy oak door just as the weight of two bodies hit the other side. The wood groaned. The scratching began—long, frantic claws digging into the expensive finish of the door.




Inside the foyer, the other survivors were screaming. Jax, a guy who had spent most of the show flirting with the cameras, was backed into a corner, his face pale as a sheet.




“What’s happening?” he shrieked. “Why aren’t the drones stopping them?”




“Because the show is over, Jax!” I roared, my heart hammering against my ribs. “Shut up and help us move the cabinet! Move!”




The panic was infectious, but my anger was stronger. We pushed the massive mahogany sideboard against the door, the sound of the creatures outside becoming a frantic chorus of snarls and thuds. They were testing the wood, looking for a weak spot.




I leaned my back against the cabinet, breathing hard. My arm was bleeding where the first wolf had grazed me, the pain starting to throb in time with my pulse.




Rhea was standing a few feet away, clutching her wooden club. She was staring at the door, her chest heaving. “They aren’t just hungry,” she whispered.




“What do you mean?” I asked.




“They looked… angry. Like they recognized us,” she said. She looked at me, and I saw the doubt starting to creep back into her eyes. The doubt that had been planted by the producers, the fans, and the cruel comments left on our social feeds before the world went dark. “Maybe we belong out there with them, Kaelen. Maybe that’s why we were picked for this. We’re just different versions of the same monsters.”




“Don’t say that,” I snapped, though a part of me felt the sting of her words. “We’re people. They’re just animals Thorne broke.”




“Are we?” she asked, her voice dropping so the others wouldn’t hear. “The world thinks we’re trash. The show called us Rejects. And now, the things the world threw away are trying to kill the things the show threw away. It’s a perfect ending for them, isn’t it? We all just eliminate each other while the producers sit in Fangmore drinking champagne.”




I walked over to her and took the club from her hand, setting it down. I grabbed her shoulders, forcing her to look at me. “I don’t care what the script said. I don’t care about the ‘Reject’ label. I’m going to get you off this island. Not because of a contract, but because I want to. Do you hear me?”




She searched my face, looking for a lie. She didn’t find one. After a long moment, she nodded, but her posture remained stiff.




The scratching at the door stopped abruptly.




The silence that followed was worse than the noise. It meant they had realized the front door was too strong. It meant they were circling. This house had sixty windows, a dozen glass sliding doors, and a basement with a coal chute. We were trapped in a sieve.




“The kitchen,” I whispered. “The windows there are low.”




Just as the words left my mouth, the sound of shattering glass echoed from the back of the house. A woman screamed—Mina, one of the younger girls.




“They’re in,” Jax whimpered.




I didn’t think. I just moved. I grabbed the fire poker and ran toward the sound of the screaming. Every step felt like a heavy weight, the reality of our situation finally sinking in. We weren’t just waiting for a rescue anymore. We were in a slaughterhouse, and the walls were closing in.




As I rounded the corner into the dining hall, I saw the first shadow slipping through the broken window. It was larger than the others, its spine ridged with bone-like protrusions. It didn’t look at the food on the table. It looked straight at me.




This wasn’t just a hunt. It was a purge.




I realized then that the cameras hadn’t just stopped filming because the show was over. They stopped filming because the producers didn’t want a record of what was about to happen to us. We weren’t just abandoned; we were being erased.




I tightened my grip on the iron rod, my blood boiling. If I was going to die on this island, I was going to make sure the things Thorne sent for us died first.




“Rhea, get the others to the stairs!” I yelled over my shoulder. “Don’t let them get surrounded!”




I stepped forward to meet the beast, the smell of the damp island night rushing in through the broken glass. The island had shown us its teeth, and now it was time to see if ours were any sharper.




I had to keep Rhea safe. Even if the world hated us, even if she doubted us, I would be the wall between her and the dark. I just hoped the wall was strong enough to last until morning.














