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      To every survivor who chose love without forgetting the war.
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      Lux

      The bus hissed to a stop, brakes exhaling into the pre-dawn fog. My heart pounded like a kick drum as I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked the long, grimy aisle. The whole vehicle reeked of old sweat and stale fear, air freshener barely masking the years soaked into the seats. I couldn’t be more relieved to be off.

      Burlington’s bus station wasn’t impressive—just concrete, oil stains, and the stench of piss clinging to everything, even the exhaust cloud from the departing bus. I stepped off alone. Not that there’d been many passengers. Closed borders meant people weren’t going anywhere.

      My boots splashed into an oil-slick puddle, the mist swallowing the sound. The sun was cresting the horizon, and the town slept. The silence clawed at my frayed nerves. I’d begged my handler not to send me here—anywhere but Vermont—but my orders came with a hiss, not a conversation.

      The ground was cracked and scattered with butts and bottle caps. I adjusted my bag, eyes skimming over the bleak depot. Even through the fog, the lake view was stunning. Vermont was beautiful in that cold, aching way that punched right through your chest.

      Diesel thickened the air. Rust. Damp. Rotting leaves. And beneath it all—pine.

      Pine.

      It hit just under my ribs, sharp as blood on the tongue. My fox froze. That scent always undid me—hungry, needing. I breathed shallowly. It wasn’t safe. Familiar, but dangerous.

      Need clawed its way up from my gut. Desire, hunger, things I wasn’t built for. I wasn’t supposed to want. I was a weapon. A tool for order. Tools don’t ache.

      I tugged my hood lower, oversized camo jacket swallowing me whole. It helped—made me small, forgettable. That was the point. Observation. Quiet nudges. Never engagement. I was the voice in LOKI’s ear, not a front-liner. But this mission already felt wrong.

      The flickering fluorescent overhead went dark as I passed beneath it. My pulse jumped. The depot was empty, the bus already gone. I walked under the crooked “WELCOME TO VERMONT” sign, fog curling like ghosts around it. I didn’t belong here. And yet, I couldn’t shake the sense I did.

      Something in the trees, the mountains, was calling to me. Not nostalgia—something older. Deeper. It unsettled me. I wanted to run. But I reached into my coat and pulled the burner instead.

      The screen lit up, searing my eyes. The message was exactly what I expected.

      
        
          
            
              
        Observation only. Do not engage. The bears are dangerous.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at it, waiting for the usual snap of obedience. That hit of clarity. But nothing came. No chill in my spine. No dopamine buzz. Just a sick ache in my gut. Maybe the burrito from Montpelier.

      The air felt too real. My fox stirred, alert in a way she hadn’t been in years. I didn’t let myself follow the thread. Not again. Orders were supposed to anchor me—but in Vermont, they slipped. Something always cracked loose.

      Every time I came here, I unraveled. Needed more meds. More oversight. It was never worth the fallout. And yet… here I was. Again. Watching dawn shimmer on the lake like it might hold answers.

      The world tilted. Vision hazed. Good thing I was sitting—because when my face hit concrete, it still hurt.

      Hands on bark. Small. Mine. A boy’s laughter in the trees. Initials carved into wood. Blood on my fingers. Gone. The memory vanished like smoke.

      I blinked back into the depot. A flier fluttered against the wall.

      OPEN CALL AT THE BEAR DEN — DANCERS WANTED.

      Dated for today. I didn’t hesitate. Tore it down. Folded it into my pocket.

      The Bear Den. Lords of Khaos territory. A perfect in. A direct line to the center. Orders said to observe—but observing felt like standing still in quicksand. No way I’d learn anything from the outside. The club called to me. Felt important.

      The directive faded from my mind. Protocol static couldn’t hold.

      I kept walking.

      Didn’t feel the leash snap.

      And maybe that should’ve mattered. Maybe I should’ve turned around, booked a ticket out of this cursed state. But every step felt more right than the last.

      Orders slipped away like smoke.

      And I let them.
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        * * *

      

      The Bear Den didn’t sit—it brooded. Large and hulking on a hill, surrounded by ancient pines nestled in the Green Mountains, a good half hour from Burlington. My quick research said it never lacked for clientele. The old ski lodge bones cloaked in shadow and red neon looked unremarkable, but the place felt heavy. Beckoning.

      Even from the far end of the gravel lot where I parked my too-new rental SUV, I felt it. Bass thrummed through the ground—slow, steady, thudding in my gut. Around the entrance, a collection of beat-up sedans huddled like scrap metal.

      The closer I got, the heavier the air felt. Wetter. Charged with potential.

      I walked the drive like I belonged, gravel crunching under my boots. My anxiety spiked the second I stepped from the car. The scent in the air curled around me, pulling at a place in me I didn’t have a name for. Not nerves. Not fear. But tuned too tight.

      My fox paced behind my eyes, fur bristling. Her shallow panting echoed in my head as I neared the door. If it weren’t for the neon beer signs in the windows, this place might’ve passed for an old lodge. Something for families. But the scent of arousal clung to the wood like sweat—adrenaline, sugar, and something sickly sweet. I could almost choke on it.

      The bouncer caught my scent before I reached the door. His eyes slid down me and sharpened—not with lust, but recognition. Not of me, but something in me. His mouth curved in a knowing nod that left my skin crawling. There was nothing sexual in it. Just understanding.

      I knew what I looked like. Short, but legs for days. Pretty in a way that didn’t say sweet. I didn’t get the usual look-over, not with my oversized jacket swallowing my shape. But he let me through. Half the battle.

      Inside, the world shifted—heat, color, sound. My senses exploded.

      The music hit first. A thick, slow bass line that pounded in my chest and shook everything loose. Lights pulsed over black lacquer floors, bouncing in too many colors to count. Smoke, glitter, and shadows filled the air. Velvet couches circled the sunken pit where girls stretched and laughed. Poles shimmered in the haze. The room smelled like sweat, perfume, and something older. Lust, or the imitation of it, peddled like vintage cigarettes.

      The whole place felt heavy. Predatory. Not from the girls—they didn’t taste like apex—but the staff? Pure alpha. All teeth and blood scent. Except for her.

      The woman at the center wore jeans and a black tee but could’ve easily been on stage. White-blonde curls piled on her head. Red lips. Eyes like she'd seen everything and dared you to try something new. Prey. Small. Edible. My fox wanted to bite her. But the man standing just over her shoulder? He kept that urge on a leash.

      Girls lounged everywhere—heels dug into carpet, lashes thick, outfits second skin. Some sneered as I passed. One smirked like she knew a secret she wasn’t sharing. I didn’t react. Just let my jacket fall open to reveal black lace and denim so short I’d be arrested anywhere else.

      The woman with the clipboard stepped forward, smiling like she’d been waiting.

      “Here to dance, or just haunt the place?” she asked, teasing. “Not the usual look.”

      She held out a hand. “I’m Holly, general manager. You been here before?”

      “I’m here to audition.” I dropped my bag and coat. I felt the shift in the room, attention like heat crawling over my skin. Pasties covered my nipples, but everything else was on display. “I sign in with you?”

      I leaned on the bar, hip cocked. The scar on my leg caught the red light and glittered. Holly’s eyes flicked down. She didn’t ask about it, but the question hovered. I didn’t have an answer that would make sense.

      “Sure thing, darling,” she said, her voice all velvet steel. Clipboard rested on her belly as she clicked her pen. “Name and song?”

      It took me three beats to register the question. “Lux. Pour Some Sugar on Me.”

      She didn’t flinch. Just checked a box.

      Then I felt it.

      A presence. No sound. No motion. Just heat and pressure blooming in my chest, buzzing like a thousand bees. Lust. Power. Something that filled every part of me.

      From the mezzanine, I felt him. Heavy. Dominant. Predator in every cell. My fox bolted upright, pressing to the surface.

      Something watched me. Someone.

      I looked up.

      And the world stopped breathing.

      Our eyes locked—and nothing else mattered. My pulse stuttered. A need I didn’t understand screamed through me. Want. Hunger. My fox howled.

      He leaned into shadow, unmoving. A blade made of presence. I could taste the bear on him—thick and musky down the back of my throat. I’d seen him before—in grainy file photos. But in person, he wasn’t an assignment. He was gravity.

      And I was already collapsing.

      My body screamed: Mine.

      Not a thought. Not a decision. Something older than language. My fox clawed at my insides. I staggered, the ground shifting underfoot.

      He didn’t move, but a sound rumbled across the room—low and guttural. It wrapped around my spine, curled into my lungs, throbbed between my thighs.

      I squeezed them together, chasing friction. It didn’t help. My pussy pulsed, desperate. He hadn’t touched me, but it was like he had—stripped me bare with his gaze. Devoured me.

      My hands curled. My breath shook. This wasn’t lust. It wasn’t even desire.

      This was bond.

      Grizzlies mated for life. Foxes, apparently, didn’t get a say.

      And this bear? He was the center of my universe now.

      “Girl,” Holly murmured, eyes wide, clipboard forgotten, “you just made a bear stand up.”

      I didn’t know what that meant.

      But gods, I wanted to.
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      Tex

      The office smelled like old smoke, whiskey, and velvet curtains that had absorbed decades of secrets. My desk was a clutter of paperwork, fabric samples, and a flooring catalog—something I was considering for the main stage. The scuffs and dings weren’t doing my girls any favors. They needed smooth surfaces that wouldn’t tear wardrobe. Fishnets were always the first casualty.

      Shadows gathered thick in the corners, stitched into the red velvet drapes and crown moldings. It was the only part of the club I hadn’t renovated since the last owner. Dutch had been a caricature of every strip-club villain—ran drugs, let girls spiral, and treated flesh like currency. His office reflected that: sleazy and barely legal. Never a priority to fix. The front of house and changing rooms had needed me more. Still, looking around now, I wished I’d done something.

      Light from the club filtered through the half-closed blinds, painting the room in molten gold and rust. Decades of sun had bleached the cheap paint and cheaper furniture. Only the desk and computer were new—only things I needed. Managers came in sometimes. That was it.

      Its only saving grace? Privacy. Even with the Den’s music pounding, it stayed relatively quiet. Not silent—nothing here ever was—but quieter than the storm below. The bass line thudded up through the floor like a second heartbeat, out of sync with mine. My desk faced away from the stage. I didn’t need to watch the girls. I trusted my staff. Skin was skin.

      Tonight, I stood at the railing, one hand resting on it, the other wrapped around a whiskey I hadn’t touched. It sat heavy in my grip, forgotten. My body was here. The rest of me hadn’t caught up.

      Below, Holly moved through the club in jeans and flats, more regal than the dancers circling her. With new laws, half my staff was gone. I’d been scrambling to fill roles—dancers, bartenders, security. Humans could still come to clubs, but we couldn’t employ them. As registration increased, the market crumbled. Species shuffled. Jobs vanished. Just a matter of time before witches were banned from human spaces altogether.

      The Den pulsed below, alive with sweat and light. Girls gathered near the stage like living dolls—spun sugar and sharp edges, dressed to sin. Poles caught red strobe, glittering muscle and shimmer. I scanned each face. Shifters of every kind trying to land somewhere safe. Half looked like teachers in borrowed heels. The rest looked tired. Used up. Like the girls had when I first took over.

      Dutch never gave a damn. In his world, girls were replaceable. That mindset nearly buried the club.

      Holly prowled the floor with her clipboard, hips swaying. She looked like a predator—but she wasn’t. Not unless you could scent her. She was rabbit, not panther. Still, she commanded the room. The Den was mine on paper. But she ran it—with class and just enough bite. Best damn hire I ever made. I probably owed Kafka a case of good whiskey for sending her.

      Speaking of the bastard—there he was. A knock on the door, and in walked Kaf, smirking, water bottle in hand. Not officially on my payroll, but Kai let me borrow him often. With Holly working the floor and Finn at the shop, Kaf was tonight’s guardian. Big brother energy. Always watching. His eyes flicked across the girls like mine did—but where I checked form and presence, he scanned for weapons.

      Sad truth of the world now.

      Shifters were out. And the world had cracked wide open.

      “This the part where you pretend to care who’s on stage,” Kafka said, voice low, dry as gravel.

      “Someone’s gotta keep the vultures from circling too close,” I replied.

      He smirked. “You mean other than me.”

      “You’re here for knives and concealed heat. I’m watching for ghosts.”

      Kafka tilted his head, sensing the edge in my voice but letting it pass. He uncapped the water and took a sip, still watching the floor below like it might sprout fire.

      I was already bored. Swirling my whiskey around in my hand, I went to turn back to my desk, plenty of paperwork I could be getting done, and Holly could handle hiring new girls all on her own. I was just about to sit down when a scent hit me like a fucking freight train—burned vanilla, thick and hot and wrong in the best way. Not bakery-sweet. Scorched, like caramel melted down over black iron, smoke curling through pine sap and snapped birch.

      I froze. Whiskey halfway to my lips. The music behind the walls went muffled, like I’d stepped into a tunnel. That scent—I knew it. Not from here. Not from now. It was old. Deep. Buried somewhere I never dared dig.

      I could almost taste the wild summer orchard behind my dad’s house, overgrown and buzzing with bees. A girl barefoot in the grass, mud on her calves, blueberry juice on her mouth. Ashley. Eleven, maybe. Hair in a crooked braid. Eyes like wildfire and bad ideas. She grabbed my wrist, dragged me behind the tool shed where the light went slanted and gold. “Close your eyes.” I did. She shoved a flower under my nose—smashed, half-dead, smelling like sugar and dirt and something sharp. “Vanilla. But the wild kind. You only find it here.” Then she leaned in, pressed a kiss to my cheek like she meant it, like she was already saying goodbye. “Now you’ll remember me when I’m gone.”

      Gone. I never saw her again. Until that exact moment. She didn’t look like the girl I had known, my future wrapped up in the memories of a child. No she was fully woman, and sexy as hell.

      That scent had haunted me for years. It bled through dreams I never wanted to remember, left me waking up hard and furious, reaching for something I’d buried deep. Ashley. Always Ashley.

      My bear surged forward—violent, blind, clawing up my throat like he could rip through drywall to get to her. My pulse hit the floor. Kafka said something behind me, didn’t register. I didn’t care. Nothing was as important to me as the woman below, shucking off her oversized camo coat as she talked to Holly, half-lit in the overheads, framed like a goddamn fever dream I hadn’t let myself have in years.

      She was small. Smaller than I remembered. Five feet, maybe a hair more—but fuck, she stood like she could drop a man twice her size without breaking stride. Shoulders back, posture perfect, every inch of her taut and coiled, like she’d been carved out of purpose and held together with wire. Legs for days. Long and lean, cut with strength under that dancer’s balance. The kind of legs you wanted to have wrapped around you..

      She was standing there in a black lace teddy that didn’t hide shit. Peek-a-boo slits over the curve of her breasts, tiny cut-off shorts riding low on hips with the kind of sway that rewired brains. Holly nodded, steady as ever, her pen already moving. Every other girl in the hallway had already faded into the walls.

      But I didn’t see the teddy. Didn’t see the lace or the curves or the way her thighs flexed when she shifted weight. I saw her eyes. Same exact fucking eyes. Amber fire, rimmed in pale green, tilting up at the corners like she was always halfway to a dare. They stopped me dead. Not because they were pretty. But because they were hers.

      Ashley’s.

      My bear knew instantly. The bond that had laid useless for years was suddenly singling again, her scent sank into my skin, and I felt like I was alive for the first time in over a decade. Then there was her mouth—soft, full, shaped like sin. That sharp little cupid’s bow I’d only tasted once, but hadn’t stopped dreaming about since. My fingers curled into fists. My bear growled low in my throat, recognition flooding every nerve.

      I didn’t think—just moved. My boots slammed against the metal stairs, the same ones I warned the girls off of. Too dangerous in heels. But I wasn’t thinking about danger. I was thinking about her. About the way her amber eyes locked on mine and didn’t let go.

      I was going to finally take the mate that had been promised to me at twelve. My cock was harder than I had ever remembered it being, thick and aching against the tight confines of my jeans. Pinching and chafing as I leaned over the railing just outside my office, eyes locking with that of my mate.

      My grip tightened on the glass in my hand, still there, forgotten until it broke under my grip. Tiny shards imbedded in my hand, blood dripping down to the floor. Something that should have enraged me, but I couldn’t muster the ability to care. The whiskey and crimson all down to my elbow, soaking into my jeans as I ate up the distance between us.

      Because my bear had already risen. Not just risen—claimed. My spine stiffened. My jaw clenched. Heat licked down my limbs like I was stepping into fire.

      Kafka’s footsteps followed me down the stairs, the same ring of metal on leather as mine had made. “Tex?”

      I heard him, but couldn’t listen. My entire being focused down to the tiny woman in front of me. Everything else vanished, gone. The hush of blood through my head was all I heard as I stopped right in front of her.

      She had disappeared, gone without a trace more than a decade ago. Like a wisp of smoke that was never seen again. Forgotten. But I hadn’t forgotten. And neither had my bear.

      Time folded in on itself. The years didn’t matter. The miles. The scars. And I felt the bond snap into place like it had never been broken. She was mine.

      The comm clipped to my vest buzzed under my thumb. I didn’t hesitate. “Clear the floor. Now,” I said, looking down at those amber eyes, deeper than the ocean. Molten gold and the scent of vanilla deep in my soul.

      Kafka didn’t move at first. Just studied me, I could almost feel his eyes narrowing at me, waiting. “You sure?”

      I turned toward him, voice low. Steady. “You asked for orders. That was one.”

      He nodded once and left. Holly was already moving. She didn’t need details, she knew me probably better than any of the brothers who were scattered around the room. Her clipped nod was enough, and she was off, hustling girls back towards the locker rooms, and out of my sight. Didn’t care why the order was given, she trusted me, my instincts, and followed without question. But tomorrow? I’d have hell to pay. No set list. No rotation. Just a mess of dancers and a night we weren’t ready for. And still, they peeled off the floor in elegant waves—every one of them but her.

      Ashley didn’t move. Because she wasn’t here to dance. She was here for me. Or maybe she felt it—same as I did. That pull. That shift. Her eyes weren’t scared, just wide and searching, like she’d stepped into a dream and didn’t know how to wake up.

      “Come here darling,” I growled, stalking towards her, needing to touch. the space between us, electric and closing fast, I watched as her face tipped up to me, a smile crossing those rose colored lips.

      “Please,” she whispered. I reached for her wrist and felt her pulse spike under my thumb, a throb that echoed mine. She let me pull her forward, close enough for her breath to warm my cheek. When I kissed her, it wasn’t gentle. It was claiming. Her gasp lit me up from the inside, and she melted into me like we’d done this a thousand times in some other life.

      Her fingers curled into my shirt, and I broke just long enough to growl, “Mine.” She didn’t flinch. Only kissed me harder, legs sliding around my hips as I lifted her off the floor and into my arms.

      We didn’t make it to the desk. I had her against the wall of my office, her thighs bracketing my waist, the lace of her teddy tearing beneath my hands as she arched into me with a breathless, broken moan. Her nails dug into my shoulders, her mouth dragged down my jaw, licking a path to my chest as she squirmed against me. Pussy wet against my stomach, as she rocked herself over the ridges of my abs, the mewl that came from her lips filling my ears and making my head spin. My fingers found her center, wet and dripping for me, my bear roared in my head.

      Possession. Pure and violent. My mate was in my arms, my cock straining to break free of my jeans, desperate to slick inside her and make us whole. Mine. My mate. I nuzzled her throat, seeking the space where I would bite, where I would tie us together for eternity. My lips found the join of her shoulder, muscles tight under the skin, straining hard as she continued to rub herself against my belly, wetting my stomach as I fought with the button of my jeans.

      “Fuck, babe,” I hissed, finally pulling the zipper down. “You smell like dessert on a Saturday night.” My cock in my hand, I pressed it to her opening, tight and wet just for me. I took her lips in mine as I slowly slid into her. As my mate, she would have to be as inexperienced as I was when it came to the carnal pleasures. Bears mate for life, and so do our mates. Slowly I worked my hips against the tight sheath of her body, feeling as she relented to me, her gasp and the rake of nails along my shoulders told me the moment I changed us forever. “Good girl,” I moaned, finally settling to the hilt in her warmth. “Fuck you feel good.”

      “Move,” my mate groaned, her face buried in my chest, breath coming out in little pants. “More.”

      I pulled out and when I pressed inside her, her body gave like it had been made for mine, rippling around me, sucking me deep with each plunge. I couldn’t fucking get enough. Little groans came from her lips, dropping like rain around us as we pulled each other higher and higher. “Look how good your taking me, darling,” I grunted, my fingers tight against her hips, probably leaving bruises as I fucked up into her, needing every single look on her stunning face to be burned into my mind forever. Golden eyes watching me like I hung the moon as I reached between us to pinch her clit. “Gotta make you cum,” I growled, stroking my finger over the tiny distended bit of flesh between her legs. “Tell me you’re close.”

      “So close,” her voice was strained, neck flung back so that it was tight and waiting for me. My teeth ached. At the first clench of her body around mine, I struck, quick as a snake, burying my teeth into her, as deep as I thrust my cock, letting my own pleasure fill her.

      I whispered, “You came back,” and for a second, her eyes widened—something flickering just behind the amber, a hitch in time—but it vanished. The air felt thick and hot, the scent of her wrapping around me like wildfire, like the end of everything. Like years were unraveling under our hands, like the world had stopped and only this moment could restart it.

      Her breath came ragged as she pulled me down into another kiss—hungry, sweet, and sharp enough to cut. She trembled against me, just a flicker at first, but I felt it. My arms tightened instinctively, drawing her closer, tucking her into my chest like I could shield her from whatever ghosts still clung to her skin. My bear stirred, nosing up beneath my ribs, drawn to the bond mark blooming on her throat. I pressed my mouth there—gentle, reverent—soothing it with my tongue like instinct demanded. She stilled, barely, and I told myself it was peace. That this was comfort. I didn’t see the question behind her eyes. Not yet. Not until everything cracked open.
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        * * *

      

      The only light in the room came from the brass lamp behind her, its amber glow casting shadows across the wall—her thigh wrapped around my waist, my hands braced on either side of her, our sweat-damp skin sticking where it met.

      The scent was everywhere. Us. Sex and salt. Fox and bear tangled together, soaked into the walls, heavy in the air like incense. I couldn’t breathe without tasting her on my tongue. Couldn’t think past the fire still low in my gut.

      She was in me now, I had claimed her. Forever.

      Her fox shifted beneath her skin—I felt it. Like smoke curling toward flame. Like it wanted out, wanted me. My bear surged in response, roaring under my ribs. Desperate to touch. Desperate to pull her wild into his chest and keep her there. And for a breath, she responded. Her fox curled around the edge of mine. Reached. Touched.

      Then the outside world crashed back in.

      Confusion. Dread. Disconnection. Her fear tripped down my spine like a missile sent to destroy everything. I pulled back slowly, heart pounding, mouth open, feeling like I’d been punched. My chest caved inward, pain rushing in where heat had just burned.

      Her eyes fluttered. Fingers still trembling against my ribs. I brushed her hair from her cheek, tried to steady the quake in my chest. My voice cracked. “Ashley?”

      She blinked up at me, lips still parted from our kiss, breath hot on my throat. The name hung there between us, a thread pulled tight. Her body didn’t go tense—but something shifted. A pause. A furrow between her brows. She tilted her head, like trying to tune into a station just beyond range.

      “What did you just call me?” Her voice wasn’t scared. Not yet. Just sharp around the edges, like she didn’t like the question but couldn’t name why.

      I exhaled, slow. Searching her face for something I couldn’t quite name. “Ashley,” I said again, quieter this time. Like maybe the second time would wake it in her. Like maybe her fox would stir and whisper it back. “Ash…”

      Still nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition. No startled breath. No buried ache. Just a calm that wasn’t calm at all. Just confusion. Blank.

      Her lips curled, the sass still raw in her voice. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      I froze. The breath punched from my lungs. The world tilted underfoot. “You… you don’t remember me.”

      Her brows pulled in, mouth tightening. “No. Should I?”

      That one hit like a bullet to the gut. My knees nearly buckled. I eased her off my lap like she might break, settled her onto the couch, ignoring the smear of wet heat between her thighs, the way my come glistened on her skin. My jeans were still tangled around my ankles. My cock half-hard. My mouth full of her blood. Her scent marked me like ash and sex and something ancient. And she looked at me like I was a stranger.

      I staggered back, dizzy. “How?” It came out hoarse. “How the fuck do you not remember me?”

      She flinched—but didn’t back away. Just sat there, fierce and disoriented, holding the frayed ends of a truth she didn’t have.

      I took a step closer. Not to intimidate. Just to see her. Really see her. “Ashley. Look at me. You were mine. You are.”

      But the word didn’t reach her. Not the way it should have.

      Not the way it once did.

      She looked lost. Frightened. A caged thing staring down a past she couldn’t find. My bear screamed beneath my skin. It knew her. It felt her fox trembling in the bond, still there—still wanting. But she didn’t and that turned the ache deep inside me sharp, cutting me to the core.

      “Your fox—she remembers,” I said, more to myself than to her. “I felt her. Just for a second. She knew me.”

      Ashley said nothing. Her silence was louder than a scream. I turned away, my vision blurring. Rage didn’t come. Just that brutal, hollow grief. The kind that left you gutted. I pulled my jeans up slowly. My hands were numb, my jaw locked, I didn’t look at her again. Behind me, she shifted. I felt the moment she tried to stand. The instinct to follow. I lifted one hand. Not gently. “Don’t.”

      It froze her. I couldn’t take another second, the bond buzzed under my skin, electric and unfinished, vibrating with her confusion and my pain. My bear whined. Low. Gut-deep, and her fox answered. I heard it, felt it. The tiniest hum, like claws against stone, like she didn’t know why she was hurting, only that she was. I stepped out. The door clicked shut behind me.

      Kafka was waiting when I stepped out, arms folded, shoulder against the wall like he’d grown into it. His gaze slid over me—my open shirt, blood down my collar, the scent of sex bleeding into the hallway like smoke through a vent.

      He gave a slow blink. “You gonna start putting that kind of energy into every audition, or was tonight special?”

      I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. My mouth was full of questions I didn’t know how to ask.

      He didn’t press. Just pushed off the wall and walked beside me, quiet for a few beats.

      “I’ve seen you turn down enough club girls to start a damn support group,” he muttered. “And now you’re raw and wrecked over a dancer who didn’t even give her name?”

      I looked away.

      Kafka sighed. “You don’t do random. You sure as hell don’t do reckless. So what the fuck was that?”

      Still no answer. My heart was still in the room behind me. My hands were still on her skin. My bear pacing like we hadn’t just claimed something we’d been missing for over a decade.

      Kafka glanced sideways. “This is her, isn’t it.”

      I didn’t nod. Didn’t have to.

      He let out a low whistle. “Fuck me. Well. Guess we’re in it now.”
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      Lux

      The air was too thick. Too loud. The walls pressed in with memory I didn’t want to touch. I pushed to my feet, legs shaky but holding, and made my way toward the door like I might fall through it if I didn’t move fast enough. I didn’t look back. Couldn’t.

      The hallway was quiet. Dim. Just the buzz of a light overhead and the sound of my own heartbeat rushing in my ears. Every step felt like walking underwater. Like the building had shifted without me.

      I didn’t know where I was going until my body took me there—past the bar, past the empty stage, into the kitchen. Cold tile under bare feet. I flicked the faucet on and let water run over my hands, just to give them something to do. To remind myself I was real. That I hadn’t imagined it.

      My throat burned. My chest too tight. I wasn’t supposed to be like this—ruined and wrecked and... claimed. I was an agent. A ghost. A weapon. I didn’t get claimed.

      And yet… he had.

      I leaned against the counter, palms pressed flat, breathing deep like I could flush him from my lungs. But he was everywhere. On me. In me. Around me.

      Outside, the sky was already turning pale at the edges. Dawn crawling in slow. I stayed there in the quiet hum of the Den, wrapped in his hoodie and the smell of something I didn’t have a name for. Something that felt like grief and want and the edge of a future I wasn’t sure I was allowed to touch.

      The bass from the club pulsed through the ground beneath me—slower now, more thud than rhythm. It wasn’t music anymore. Just a reminder that the world kept moving, even when I couldn’t.

      The cold hit harder once I’d stepped fully outside. The air back here was cleaner. Crisp. A little damp, like the earth was still waking up from yesterday’s rain. Gravel bit into the soles of my feet, sharp and grounding. I didn’t flinch. I welcomed it. I needed to feel something that wasn’t him.

      I crossed the lot slow, breath ragged, his scent still in my hair. Still on my skin. Still between my legs. I was bare under the torn lace and threadbare hoodie I didn’t remember grabbing on my way out—but it had to be his. Cedar and smoke clung to the inside like memory.

      There was a bench tucked beneath the trees, half in shadow. I sat, legs curled under me, the wood damp and unforgiving. My body still thrummed with aftershocks, every nerve lit up like I’d been rewired from the inside out. It wasn’t pain. Not exactly. But it wasn’t comfort either.

      I tilted my head back and looked up. The sky was full of stars I couldn’t name. My fox stirred low, restless. The connection between us was still humming, invisible threads stretched taut from his soul to mine. But there was no peace in it. Not yet.

      He knew me.

      And I had no fucking idea who he was.

      I wrapped my arms around myself and held still. Waiting for the panic to pass. Waiting for the dawn.

      Waiting for the next break to come—and praying I’d survive it.

      I didn’t even know his name. But something inside me did. Something deep and hot and old. I could still feel him—his weight, his grip, the way he said mine like the word was forged in his mouth just for me. I didn’t fight it. I didn’t even flinch. That should’ve scared me more than it did. But it didn’t. It felt right. And that scared the shit out of me.

      Because the mark on my neck was more than skin deep. It throbbed slow and molten, like it had burrowed beneath the surface, hooked into something vital. Every beat of my heart echoed back to him. His emotions were threaded through me now. I could feel the heat of his anger, low and tight, like a growl against my ribs. His confusion churned in my gut. His grief clung to the back of my throat like smoke. I didn’t remember him. But my body had already decided. I was his. And worse—he was mine.
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      The shower was too hot, but I didn’t move. Let it scald my skin, burn along the marks he’d left, trail over bruises I hadn’t earned, claw marks I hadn’t fought. Steam clung to the walls, thick and slick, fogged the mirror and filled the cracked corners of the ceiling like smoke from a house already burned to the foundation. I pressed my palm flat against the tile, bracing my weight, watching water carve tracks down my thighs where the sting of his grip still throbbed. My skin should’ve flushed with heat—should’ve released it—but the cold had already settled beneath the surface. Deep in the muscle. Buried under instinct. He hadn’t just touched me. He’d opened something I didn’t know I’d locked.

      I tilted my head back, let the water pound down across my collarbone, the sore line of my throat. I could still feel the shape of his mouth there. His teeth. Possession. It should’ve terrified me, but it didn’t. That scared me more than anything else. Because somewhere in the roar of blood and the slap of water, I realized I hadn’t said no. I hadn’t stopped him. I’d pulled him closer. Wrapped my legs around his waist and begged for more. My body had responded like he’d been made for it. Like he was already mine.

      He called me Ashley.

      The name hit like a trigger—sharp and echoing—wired to something buried so deep I didn’t know it had a name. Ashley. It didn’t belong to me, not now, maybe not ever. But it rang through my chest like a detonator, shaking loose images I couldn’t place. A girl with dirt on her knees and blood on her socks. Wild braids, a split lip, a boy’s jacket swallowing her shoulders. A name carved in bark. I didn’t know her—but something in me grieved her. And when he said it—growled it like it still meant something—it landed behind my ribs with such force I nearly doubled over. Because even if I couldn’t claim the name, my body reached for it like a ghost in the dark.

      And for one impossible heartbeat, I wanted to answer to it.

      Not because I knew him—but because something inside me did. Like a film reel stuttering to life behind my eyes: the silver edge of a creek in summer. A daisy crown, too tight on a scabbed forehead. Bark dust under bitten fingernails. The snap of a slingshot. A hand in mine, warm and too big, swinging. Overexposed flashes, washed in gold and grey, images burned too bright or too faint to hold on to. I couldn’t reach them. Couldn’t trust them. But they stirred something I hadn’t felt in years.

      A wanting.

      To be that girl. Just for a breath. Just long enough to feel like I belonged in his hands.
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