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I learned what rejection tastes like before I learned how to drive.

It’s pennies and spit and that cheap cherry gloss Serena Lane wears when she’s about to smile and ruin somebody’s night. It’s my own blood too, because I bit my cheek so I wouldn’t scream.

The fence behind Northside High scraped my palms when I hauled myself over. My backpack snagged. I kicked free and dropped onto wet grass, landing wrong on my left knee. I kept moving anyway.

“Run, Omega!” somebody yelled, and the word hit me as permission.

I’m Maya Carter. Seventeen. Five-six. Brown skin, freckles, hair shaved on one side because folks grab what they can. Track team. Fast legs. No real rank. Northside Pack calls me unranked. Everybody else calls me whatever makes them feel big.

Northside owns this city from the river bridge up to the gated hills. Southside owns the blocks past the bridge. The river is the line. Cross it without permission and somebody makes you pay. Pack law also says no shifting on school property and no killing humans. People only respect rules when it’s convenient.

Tonight I crossed the line.

Mom’s inhaler ran out. The only place open was that corner store near the bridge. Jada told me not to go alone. I went anyway with a paper bag of meds and my hood up, thinking I could slip there and back.

A growl rolled out from behind the bleachers. Not animal. A person choosing to sound like a beast.

A hand grabbed my hoodie. I twisted, elbowed, slipped out of it. Hoodie gone. I ran into the trees behind the field—thin woods pressed up against the train tracks. Footsteps came after me. More than one.

Serena’s voice floated through the trunks, sweet and nasty. “Maya, you lost?”

Claws scraped bark. Bones popped. Half-shift. They wanted fear, not a body.

A root caught my shoe and I went down hard. Dirt filled my mouth. My left knee lit up.

White teeth flashed between trees.

“Pack law says you don’t hunt on school land,” I spit out, because fear makes my mouth reckless.

A laugh. “Pack law don’t care about you.”

Then the air changed.

Smoke and pine. Cold and sharp. A scent everybody in Northside knows.

Kingston Blackwell.

They call him King. Eighteen. Alpha’s son. The Wolf King in training. The kind of boy people follow before he even speaks.

A shadow dropped between me and the boys. A calm voice cut through the dark.

“Back up.”

Serena stepped out, clearly waiting for an audience, hair perfect, lips glossy. “King, we’re just playing.”

“Ain’t a game,” he said.

Trey—one of his crew—snorted. “She crossed near the bridge. Southside air on her.”

I wanted to yell about my mom. I wanted to hold up the pharmacy label. Instead I swallowed it down. Explanations sound like begging.

King’s gaze slid to me for one second.

Something in my body sparked—hot and mean—the way a chain snaps tight. My knees went soft.

King went still.

Serena’s smile sharpened. “Oh.”

Trey blinked. “Yo, King... you—”

“No,” King said, quick and flat.

The lie sat there, ugly.

Serena laughed under her breath. “He said no, Maya. Guess you ain’t special.”

King’s eyes stayed on his crew. “Leave.”

They hesitated, then backed off into the trees, because nobody wants smoke with the Alpha’s son.

Serena drifted after them, and her voice turned soft just for me. “He won’t save you twice.”

Silence dropped heavy once they were gone.

I pushed up, clutching the paper bag because it mattered more than my pride. “Thanks,” I said, and it came out sharp.

“Don’t,” King answered.

“You show up, then act like I’m trash,” I snapped. “What’s your deal?”

His eyes flicked to the label on the bag. To my shaking hands. Something tightened in his face, then got buried.

“Go home,” he said.

“Why you here, then?”

He stared toward the river as if he could see the bridge through the dark. “You live by the tracks.”

“Yeah.”

“That area ain’t protected,” he said. “Southside slips through there.”

“I know,” I told him. “I’m the one who gets to hear it at night.”

He faced me again and that pull hit hard, rude and hungry.

“If you ever feel something around me,” he said, voice low, “you didn’t.”

I let out a short laugh, all teeth. “You don’t get to decide what I feel.”

A howl rose beyond the tracks. Southside. Close.

King’s posture changed in a blink.

He grabbed my wrist to drag me toward the fence.

The moment his skin touched mine, the spark turned into a lock. A snap. My bones knew his bones. My blood recognized his blood.

King froze.

His eyes went wide for one beat.

Then his face shut down. He let go fast, like my skin burned him.

“Go,” he ordered.

I stared at him, shaking with rage and shame and something worse. “Why you acting like I’m poison?”

“Because you are trouble,” he said, steady voice, tense hands. “And if anybody finds out what that was, they’ll use you to get to me.”

Use you.

Not choose you. Not protect you.

Another howl cut closer.

King stepped between me and the sound. “Move, Maya.”

Hearing my name from him cracked something in my chest.

I limped to the fence, climbed, dropped onto the school lawn, and didn’t look back until I hit the open grass.

King was still there in the trees, watching, guarding a secret he hated.

Serena’s voice drifted from somewhere deep in the dark, soft as smoke. “Tick-tock, King. Full moon’s coming.”

King didn’t answer.

He looked at me once more. The pull inside me yanked hard enough to make my stomach twist.

His mouth formed two words I couldn’t hear.

Stay away.

I pressed the paper bag to my chest and kept walking.

The metal taste filled my mouth again.

Senior year hadn’t even started.

And I already knew how this ends.

Public.
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First Bell, First Bite
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The first day of senior year started with my mom coughing so hard it shook the thin walls.

She was hunched over the kitchen sink, one hand braced on the counter like it might keep her upright. The other clutched her chest. Her face had that scary gray tint that shows up right before panic does.

“Ma,” I said, keeping my voice level even though my nerves were loud. “Sit. Now.”

She tried to wave me off. Proud for no reason. Stubborn like it paid rent.

The new inhaler was on the table. I slid it to her and pushed the chair back with my knee. The left one. The one I wrecked last night. It made a dull complaint through my leg, but I didn’t let it show.

Mom sat. Took two hits. Then another. Her shoulders dropped a little.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she lied.

I filled a cup with water and set it in front of her. She sipped like she was trying to prove she still ran this house.

No dad in the picture. No older brother. Just me and her in a small place close enough to the tracks that everything rattles when the freight trains roll by. Folks in the nicer parts call it “up-and-coming.” We call it loud.

My phone buzzed. A text from Jada.

Where you at? Don’t be late. First day matters.

I stared at the message too long.

Last night flashed behind my eyes. The woods. The river line. Serena’s smile. King’s hand on my wrist—then yanking back like he’d touched something cursed. The way he looked at me right before he turned into a wall between me and danger.

Sleep didn’t come easy after that. Every time I closed my eyes, my body replayed that snap-feeling in my bones. Not pain. Not pleasure. Just... recognition. Like my blood was calling somebody’s name I didn’t want to know.

Mom watched me over the rim of her cup. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, same way she did.

She didn’t buy it. Moms never do. “You gonna run track this year?”

“Trying,” I told her.

“You always trying. You ever gonna let yourself win?”

That hit too close. I grabbed my backpack and changed the subject with my feet.

In the mirror by the door, my reflection looked like I’d been in a fight with life and lost. Brown skin. Freckles across my nose like spilled pepper. Hair shaved on the right side, longer on the left. I did it myself because nobody else gets to choose what I look like. Not the pack. Not the girls who think pretty is a weapon. Not the boys who grab.

My knee throbbed under my jeans. I adjusted my brace and headed out.

Outside was cold in that early-morning way that makes the air feel mean. The street was already busy with kids walking, laughing too loud, acting like the world didn’t have rules. Northside High sat up the hill like a castle, and everybody knew who owned it even if the sign didn’t say it.

Northside Pack.

Their territory starts at the river bridge and stretches up to the gated hills where the big houses sit behind iron and cameras. Southside gets the blocks past the bridge. The river is the line. Cross it wrong and somebody makes an example out of you.

Pack law is simple: don’t shift on school grounds, don’t kill humans, don’t bring pack beef into the public eye. Most of them break the spirit of those rules daily and hide behind technicalities.

I made it two blocks before Jada came speeding up on a bike that looked stolen but probably wasn’t. She rode with one hand, the other holding a coffee like balance was optional.

“Girl,” she called, pulling up beside me. “Why you walking like you seventy?”

“I’m fine.”

She hopped off and leaned the bike against a fence. “You ain’t fine. You missing your hoodie too.”

My jaw tightened. “Lost it.”

“Where?”

“Out.”

Jada studied my face like she could see last night on me. She was like that. Eighteen soon. Tall. Dark skin, braids down her back, eyes that didn’t miss details. People tried her until they learned.

“You got that look,” she said.

“What look?”

“The one where you about to do something stupid and act like it’s destiny.”

I snorted. “You been watching too much TV.”

“Nah. I been watching you.” She took a sip of her coffee, then lowered it. “Did somebody mess with you?”

“Just the usual.”

“That ain’t an answer.”

It wasn’t, but I didn’t owe her the whole truth when I didn’t even understand it myself. “I handled it,” I said.

Jada’s gaze flicked to my knee brace. “You handle it by falling?”

“Mind your business.”

“My business is you,” she shot back. Then her expression shifted, softer but still tough. “Listen. New year means new eyes on you. Pack kids gonna be extra, ‘cause they bored. Don’t give them a show.”

“Hard not to when they keep buying tickets.”

She laughed once, quick. “That’s my girl.”

We walked the rest of the way with her bike rolling beside us. Northside High got closer, and the vibe changed. More pack kids on the sidewalks. More sharp looks. More body language that said who mattered and who didn’t.

The Royals posted near the entrance like they were security. That’s what folks called King’s crew—Northside Royals—because they dressed clean, moved together, and acted like the hallways were their block. Most of them were full pack. Big. Loud. Confident like they’d never had to check their back.

Trey was there, leaning against a pillar, laughing with two other boys. Serena stood nearby with her girls, nails done, hair perfect, lips shining bright enough to catch sunlight. She looked at me like I was something stuck to the bottom of her shoe.

Jada muttered, “Here we go.”

Serena’s eyes slid to my brace. “Aww. You okay, Maya? You limping ‘cause you clumsy or ‘cause you got chased?”

Her girls giggled, the kind of fake laugh that’s really a bark.

Jada stepped forward. “Back up, Serena.”

Serena tilted her head. “I’m talking to her, not you.”

“Funny,” Jada said. “Sounded like you was talking to the air.”

Trey looked over, grin sharp. “Yo, Maya. You been out late? Southside been sniffing around.”

My stomach tightened, but my face stayed blank. “Ain’t your concern.”

“That’s wild,” he said. “Everything in Northside is our concern.”

Serena’s gaze went distant for half a second, like she was remembering something. Then she smiled wider. “Don’t worry, Trey. Maya knows how to keep quiet. She’s good at taking things.”

Heat crawled up my neck. Not embarrassment. Anger.

Jada touched my elbow. A warning. Don’t.

The front doors opened and the crowd surged inside. The Royals moved with it, parting people without saying excuse me. Serena brushed past me close enough that her shoulder bumped mine on purpose.

“Try not to bleed on the floors,” she whispered.

I kept walking.

Inside, the halls smelled like fresh wax and cheap cologne and the kind of stress you only get in schools. Lockers slammed. Teachers shouted greetings they didn’t mean. Someone blasted music from a phone until a staff member yelled.

My schedule was folded in my pocket, creased from being held too tight.

First period: homeroom. Second: English. Third: algebra. Fourth: gym. Lunch. Then track meeting after school if Coach still cared about kids who didn’t come with pack status attached.

Jada peeled off toward her locker. “Text me if they get slick,” she said.

“They always slick,” I told her.

“Then text me early.”

She rolled away, and I headed for my locker—bottom row, because of course it was. Whoever assigned them had jokes.

The second I crouched, my knee complained again. I gritted my teeth and kept going.

A shadow fell over me.

Not just one person. A few.

Serena’s voice dropped above my head. “Look at you, all low to the ground. Kinda fitting.”

I didn’t stand up fast. That’s what they wanted—panic. I stayed steady, kept my hands busy with my lock.

“You got something to say?” I asked without looking up.

“Oh, I got plenty.” Her heels clicked closer. “But I’m nice. I’ll keep it short. Stay in your lane this year.”

My fingers paused on the dial. “My lane is wherever I walk.”

A laugh from one of her girls. “She think she tough.”

Serena crouched like we were friends sharing secrets. Her perfume hit my nose—too sweet, too loud. “You don’t want attention, Maya. Attention gets you hurt.”

The words were quiet, but the threat wasn’t.

I stood up slow. “Move.”

Serena didn’t. Instead, she reached out and caught a fistful of my longer hair on the left side and yanked—not hard enough to rip it out, but enough to make my scalp sting. Enough to make sure people saw.

A flash of last night cut through me. Hands grabbing fabric. People chasing. Being treated like prey.

Something in me snapped the other way.

My teeth met Serena’s wrist before I even made a plan.

Not a wolf shift. Not some movie moment. Just me—seventeen years of swallowing mess—and the raw choice to stop being handled.

Serena gasped. Her eyes went huge. Her free hand slapped at my face, nails catching my cheek.

I kept pressure for a second longer than I should’ve.

Then I let go.

Blood dotted her skin where my teeth broke through. Not a lot. Enough.

The hallway went quiet around us in that sudden, nasty way. Like everybody was waiting for permission to react.

Serena stumbled back like she couldn’t believe I’d touched her with my mouth. Her face shifted fast—shock to rage to humiliation. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Don’t grab me,” I said. My voice came out calm, which surprised even me.

One of her girls shrieked, “She bit you!”

“No,” Serena hissed, holding her wrist up. “She—” Her eyes darted around, catching the crowd, catching the attention. She needed control back. “She’s disgusting!”

Trey pushed through the circle, eyes locked on Serena’s wrist. “Yo. That’s crazy.”

“Get the nurse,” someone said.

A teacher’s voice cut in. “What is going on here?”

Mr. Danner, security, came hustling over with that tired face like he already regretted his job. Behind him, Vice Principal Carver followed, lips tight.

Serena turned on her tears like she had a switch. “She attacked me!”

Carver’s eyes landed on me. “Maya Carter.”

Just hearing my name in that tone made my stomach twist. Not fear. The familiar feeling of being judged before facts show up.

“I didn’t attack,” I said. “She pulled my hair.”

Serena held up her bleeding wrist. “Look!”

Carver stared at it, then at my face. “Why did you bite her?”

“Because she wouldn’t let go.”

“Hands to yourself,” Danner barked, pointing at Serena too. “All of you.”

People murmured. Phones started coming out. A couple kids backed away like the air changed.

That’s when the hall split again.

The Royals arrived.

Kingston Blackwell walked in like he belonged in the middle of everything. Clean uniform, no wrinkles, that calm face that made teachers soften even when they shouldn’t. His crew followed, but the space opened for him without anyone asking.

His eyes hit Serena’s wrist first. Then my face.

My body reacted before my brain. Not with the same shock as last night, but with a pull that made me feel off-balance, like my insides leaned toward him.

King’s jaw flexed.

For half a second, his gaze dipped to my mouth.

Then his expression went flat.

Serena’s voice wobbled. “King—”

He didn’t look at her. “Why you bleeding?”

“She bit me,” Serena said, like she was proud of it now. Like she’d found the angle she wanted. “She’s acting feral.”

Trey snorted behind King. “Yo, Maya wild.”

King’s eyes stayed on me. “You start it?”

The question hit harder than it should’ve. Not because he asked. Because he sounded like he already knew the answer and didn’t care.

Carver stepped in. “This is school business, Kingston.”

He didn’t even blink. “It’s pack business too.”

Carver’s lips tightened. She hated when they said that out loud, even though everybody knew it was true. Humans ran the building. The pack ran the air.

Danner waved his hands. “Nurse. Now. Both of you. And Carter, you’re coming with me after.”

Serena pointed her bloody wrist at me. “She should get suspended!”

“Handle your wound,” Carver snapped. “Move.”

Serena walked off, tossing her hair, but her eyes never left me. That look said she’d make me pay for embarrassing her.

King stayed.

He stepped closer just enough that his voice dropped low. “You can’t do that in here.”

“Then they shouldn’t touch me in here,” I shot back.

His stare sharpened. “You want them to call you what they already call you?”

I held his gaze. “They already do.”

That landed. Something flickered behind his eyes—annoyance, maybe. Or respect. Or regret. Hard to tell with him.

Trey leaned in, loud again. “Man, she crazy-crazy. Somebody keep her away from the cafeteria.”

King didn’t laugh.

His attention stayed on me like he was trying to solve a problem he didn’t want.

Carver turned on him. “Go to class, Kingston.”

He didn’t move right away. His eyes dipped again, fast, to Serena’s blood on her skin, then back to my mouth like he was thinking about what biting means in pack culture. What people would say. What rumors would do.

King finally stepped back. “Don’t make this worse,” he muttered, and it wasn’t a threat. It sounded like an order he was giving himself too.

Then he walked off with his crew, and the hallway noise came back like someone hit play.

Danner guided me toward the nurse’s office like I was a bomb with a timer. “You trying to get yourself expelled first day?”

“Tell people to stop putting hands on me,” I said.

He sighed. “This ain’t about fair. This about surviving.”

The nurse cleaned the scratch on my cheek and asked if I’d had my shots. I answered like a normal kid, even though nothing about my life was normal.

Carver waited outside. When the nurse was done, she motioned me into the hallway.

“You have a meeting after last period,” Carver said.

“With who?” I asked, already knowing the answer I didn’t want.

Her eyes slid toward the admin office where the pack liaison sometimes sat when “issues” got serious. “Someone from the pack council.”

My mouth went dry.

Carver lowered her voice. “Whatever’s going on between you and those kids—end it.”

I almost laughed. Like I had that kind of power.

A bell rang down the hall. The first bell of the year. The sound cut clean through the building.

Carver pointed. “Go.”

Classes blurred after that. People stared too long. Whispers followed me like a second shadow. Serena passed by once with a bandage on her wrist and a grin that promised payback.

Jada caught me at the end of third period. “You bit her?” she asked, half shocked, half proud.

“Don’t start,” I muttered.

Jada’s eyes danced. “Nah, I’m serious. That’s... bold.”

“Her hands were on me.”

Jada nodded once. “Okay. So now they gonna act like you the problem.”

“They already do.”

She leaned closer. “You got called to the office?”

“After last period,” I said.

Jada’s smile faded. “Pack council?”

“Yeah.”

She grabbed my arm, not rough, just grounding. “Listen to me. Don’t go in there alone if they let you bring somebody. And don’t let them scare you into saying stuff you don’t mean.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Stop saying that like it makes it true,” she snapped, then softened. “Text me when it’s time. I’ll be outside.”

I nodded because arguing would waste energy I didn’t have.

The rest of the day crawled. Teachers talked about syllabi. Kids acted like they weren’t already making enemies. I sat through it all with my knee aching and my head full.

Last period finally hit. The bell rang again, loud and final.

My phone buzzed as I stood from my desk.

Unknown Number: Council’s waiting. Don’t be late.

No name. No explanation.

Just that.

I stared at the screen until it dimmed, then lit again when another message came through.

Unknown Number: And keep your mouth off Serena. Next time, the Royals won’t watch.

My throat tightened.

Because I knew one thing for sure.

The Royals already were watching.
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Chapter 2: Northside Royals Don’t Mix

School didn’t care that I almost got hunted behind it last night.

The sun came up like nothing happened. Birds ran their mouths. Cars honked. People smiled like the world wasn’t built to chew girls like me up and spit us out.

My left knee was swollen when I rolled out of bed. Not broken. Just mad. I wrapped it tight anyway because limping in Northside High is like bleeding in shark water. Somebody always notices.

Mom was in the kitchen, robe tied, inhaler in hand, eyes puffy from a bad night. She tried to hide it. I didn’t let her.

“You good?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she said, and her voice did that thin thing it does when she’s lying.

“Don’t start.” I set her refill next to the cereal box and watched her fingers curl around it like it was a lifeline. “Use it like you’re supposed to.”

Mom gave me that look—half proud, half tired. “You went out again.”

“Store was open,” I said. Not a lie. Just not the full truth.

She studied my knee wrap. “And you fell?”

“Track stuff,” I said, already grabbing my backpack. “Gotta go.”

“Be careful, Maya.”

The words followed me down the hall. They always did. Like she could speak safety into my skin.

Outside, the air had bite to it. Early fall, still warm later, but mornings cold enough to make you think. My street sat too close to the tracks, close enough that the trains rattled pictures on our wall. Close enough that Northside Pack didn’t really claim us unless they needed someone small to blame.

The walk to school took ten minutes if my knee behaved. Today it didn’t. Every step reminded me of dirt in my mouth, sharp laughter in the dark, and the way King Blackwell looked at me like I was a problem he couldn’t solve.

That last part stuck the worst.

Northside High popped up ahead, huge and loud even before the first bell. Students spilled from cars and buses. Some wore real backpacks. Some wore designer ones that cost more than my rent. The pack kids moved different too—heads high, shoulders loose, like the whole building was theirs.

A black SUV rolled into the drop-off lane, slow like it expected traffic to part for it.

It did.

Jada was by the front steps, already posted up like security. Braids tight, hoop earrings, arms folded. She spotted me and her face softened for half a second.

“You look like you got jumped,” she said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“Nah, for real.” Jada stepped closer, eyes scanning me quick. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, then corrected it because Jada hates fake answers. “I’m up.”

“That’s not the same.”

“It’s what I got.”

Her gaze dropped to my knee. “What happened?”

“Tripped,” I said. “Behind the field. After hours.”

Jada’s mouth tightened. “After hours? Why you even there?”

“Had to handle something.”

She knew better than to ask in the open. Kids were everywhere, and Northside kids had ears like cameras.

The SUV door opened. A wave of quiet rolled through the steps like somebody hit mute.

Kingston Blackwell stepped out.

He wore the school colors like they were custom made for him—black hoodie, gray jacket, fresh sneakers, no lint, no stress. His hair was cut clean. Not the kind of clean you do yourself in a bathroom mirror. The kind you pay for.

Trey hopped out behind him with two other guys, laughing too loud on purpose. Serena Lane slid out last, slow and shining, like the sidewalk was a runway. She wore a tight skirt that broke dress code and a smile that said she dared anybody to check her.

Jada leaned in, voice low. “There he go.”

“Don’t,” I muttered.

“You gonna pretend you don’t see him?”

“Yep.”

Jada snorted. “That’s cap.”

King’s eyes moved over the crowd like he was counting threats. When his gaze passed over me, my body reacted before my pride could. Not butterflies. More like a tug under the ribs, like somebody hooked a finger into me and pulled.

I hated it.

He didn’t stop. Didn’t nod. Didn’t flinch. He looked straight through me like I was part of the brick wall behind.

Good.

Let him keep that same energy.

Serena did stop. Her eyes landed on my knee wrap and her smile widened like she’d just found a fresh bruise to press.

“Aww,” she said, loud enough for people nearby to hear. “You injured, Maya? That’s tragic. Tryouts coming up.”

I kept walking. Jada matched my pace, shoulder to shoulder, like a shield.

Serena followed two steps, heels clicking. “You know what they say about girls who can’t keep up.”

Jada turned around fast. “They say girls who talk too much get their mouth checked.”

Serena’s eyes flashed. “You threatening me?”

“I’m promising you,” Jada said, voice calm, deadly.

King’s crew laughed behind Serena, but it wasn’t friendly. Trey’s gaze slid over me like I was something stuck to his shoe.

“Yo, Carter,” Trey called. “You good?”

“Don’t worry about me,” I said without slowing.

Trey’s grin sharpened. “We don’t. Just asking.”

King didn’t look back. He didn’t tell them to chill. He just kept moving toward the entrance like he had no idea what was happening behind him.

That’s what being royalty looks like at Northside High. You don’t get messy. You let your people do it.

Inside, the hallway hit like a wave—cleaning spray, cheap perfume, sweat, deodorant, hot chips. Lockers slammed. People yelled across each other like volume meant power.

Jada walked me to my locker, eyes still tight. “So. Behind the field. After hours. You wanna explain before I start guessing?”

“Ran into some pack kids,” I said, twisting the lock. “They wanted trouble.”

Jada leaned against the locker next to mine. “And?”

“And King showed up.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “King as in King?”

“That’s what I said.”

“You talk to him?”

“A little.”

Jada studied my face like she was reading a receipt. “Why you look mad about it then?”

Because he acted like I didn’t exist ten minutes ago.

Because my skin still remembered his hand.

Because I didn’t like being pulled by somebody who could throw me away and sleep fine.

“Drop it,” I said, grabbing my notebook. “Not doing this right now.”

Jada’s eyes narrowed, but she let it go—for now. That’s how she is. She’ll wait, but she won’t forget.

The first bell rang. People flooded the hallway, and I got shoved sideways into a locker. Pain sparked in my knee, sharp enough to make me see white.

A tall guy I didn’t know laughed. “Watch where you going, shorty.”

“Watch your mouth,” I snapped back.

He turned, saw Jada’s face, and kept it moving.

Second bell. First period. Teachers trying to act like this was a normal school with normal kids. Like half the building didn’t belong to a pack that could ruin your life with a whisper.

History class was a joke. Mr. Daniels talked about revolutions while Northside kids lived like they invented power. Serena sat two rows over, turning around to whisper to her friend, eyes flicking to me every time she laughed.

King wasn’t in my classes. Of course he wasn’t. Royals got the schedule that fit them.

By lunchtime, my patience was running on fumes.

Jada and I walked toward the cafeteria. The noise got louder the closer we got—tables scraping, sneakers squeaking, everybody talking at once. The smell hit too: greasy fries, pizza, sugar, bodies packed too close.

Near the cafeteria doors, the pack kids had their usual zones. Northside wolves on the left side tables. Humans and “unranked” in the middle and back. Nobody wrote it down. Nobody had to.

Jada bumped my shoulder. “You sitting with me. Don’t wander.”

“Wasn’t planning to,” I said.

A group of Northside girls walked past, and one of them—some junior with a fresh weave—looked me up and down.

“That’s her,” she whispered, not even trying to be quiet.

I didn’t react. That’s what they wanted. A show.

But my neck got hot anyway.

Jada caught it. “Ignore them.”

“They’re talking about last night,” I said under my breath.

Her head tilted. “What happened last night, Maya?”

I opened my mouth, then shut it.

Because telling Jada the full thing meant saying his name with weight. It meant saying the weird pull had a reason. It meant making it real.

And I wasn’t ready.

The line for food moved slow. Serena appeared near the soda machine like she’d been waiting for this moment. Her friend group trailed behind her, all gloss and giggles.

She leaned her hip against the machine and stared right at me. “So you’re in here with us now,” she said.

“I’ve always been in here,” I replied.

Serena laughed like I’d told a joke. “Nah. I mean... in here.” She tapped her chest with one finger. “In pack business.”

“That ain’t my choice.”

Serena’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Everything’s a choice. Some girls just don’t get options.”

Jada stepped forward. “Say what you mean.”

Serena’s gaze slid to Jada, then back to me, slow. “I mean—Northside royals don’t mix with girls from track-side rentals. It makes people talk.”

I felt the stares more than I saw them. A dozen eyes. Maybe more. The kind of attention that sticks to you.

“People already talk,” I said. “They bored.”

Serena pushed off the machine and walked closer, stopping just outside my space like she was testing how far she could go. “You should stay away from King.”
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