
    Rejecting the Alpha

    He paused for a second, and in that second, he lost me forever.

    Shawn Sparger


    
        Introduction

        The rain in Incheon always smells like rust and salt. It sticks to the skin. It makes the old printing presses in the workshop hum with a heavier, wetter sound.

I wiped the grease from my hands. My fingers were stained with black ink that wouldn't come off, no matter how hard I scrubbed. I didn’t mind. The stains were mine.

Do-jun sat at the metal desk in the corner. He was looking at a set of blueprints. He was the heir to the Black Tide, the pack that owned every shipping container and every rusted crane in the harbor. He was an Alpha who should have been in a glass tower in Seoul. 

Instead, he was here. With me.

He didn't look up, but I felt his pulse. That was the problem with the bond. It wasn't a choice. It was a low-frequency hum in the base of my skull. When he was stressed, my own blood felt heavy. When he was calm, I could finally breathe.

"The alignment is off on the third page," he said. His voice was deep. It lacked the bite he used with his subordinates. 

"I'll fix it," I said.

I walked over to him. The space between us was small. In this cramped shop, filled with the smell of paper and oil, the bond was thick. It felt like heat rising off a summer road. I reached for the blueprints. My hand brushed his.

A spark didn't fly. That’s for stories. Instead, it was a dull, grounding thud in my chest. It felt like coming home after a funeral. It was a relief so sharp it hurt.

Do-jun froze. He didn't pull away. He let his hand stay under mine for five seconds. In the world of our kind, five seconds is an eternity. It is an admission.

"Your hands are cold, Sol," he whispered.

"The heater is broken again," I said.

He turned his hand over and gripped my fingers. His palm was calloused and warm. He looked at me then. His eyes weren't the gold of a wolf in the movies. They were dark, like the deep water under the Incheon piers.

"You should have left this place months ago," he said. 

"I have nowhere to go."

"I could have found you a place. In the city. Away from the docks."

I pulled my hand back. I didn't like the way he said *found me a place*. Like I was a stray he wanted to put in a clean cage. "I like the noise here. It keeps me awake."

We spent three months like this. Quiet nights. Cheap coffee from the vending machine. The sound of rain on the corrugated tin roof. He was the son of a king, and I was the daughter of a man who had betrayed his father. We were supposed to be enemies. The bond didn't care about history.

He stayed until the moon was high behind the clouds. He helped me load the last of the paper reams. We worked in a rhythm that didn't need words. He knew where I would move before I did. I knew when he was tired by the way his shoulders dropped an inch.

It was a quiet, domestic sort of love. The kind that builds up like dust in an empty room. You don't notice it until you try to sweep it away.

"Eat with me," he said as I went to lock the door.

We went to a small tent stall near the water. The plastic orange walls flapped in the wind. We sat on low stools and ate spicy rice cakes. The steam rose between us, a white curtain.

"My father called today," he said. He didn't look at me. He looked at the red sauce on his plate.

My heart slowed down. I knew that tone. It was the tone of a man holding a heavy weight.

"The merger with the Gyeonggi pack is finalized," he continued. "They need a seal on the deal. A blood tie."

I took a bite of the rice cake. It tasted like nothing. "I see."

"It’s a strategic move, Sol. The docks are losing money. The unions are pushing back. If we don't align with Gyeonggi, we lose the shipping lanes."

"You don't have to explain business to me, Do-jun."

"I want you to understand."

"I understand," I said. I looked him in the eye. I didn't let my hand shake. "You are an Alpha. You have a pack to feed. I am a girl in a print shop. We were never a real thing."

"The bond says we are," he snapped. He looked angry now. Angry at the world, or maybe just at himself. 

"The bond is a biological fluke," I said. My voice was flat. It was my only weapon. "It’s a ghost. You can ignore a ghost."

He reached across the table. He grabbed my wrist. His grip was tight, almost painful. The bond screamed. It wanted me to lean into him. It wanted me to beg him to choose me. 

"I can't ignore you," he said.

"Then what are you saying?" 

He let go of my wrist. He looked out at the dark harbor. The lights of the ships were small and lonely. 

"I'm saying that I'm going to the ceremony tomorrow. I'm saying that after tomorrow, I can't come to the shop anymore. My mate... she is the daughter of the Gyeonggi Alpha. She is a wolf of high standing. She will expect a certain level of respect."

"And I am a lack of respect," I said.

"No. You are a distraction."

The word cut deeper than a knife. A distraction. Something to be looked at, then brushed aside so the real work could begin.

"I won't be a mistress, Do-jun. I won't be the secret in the basement."

"I’m not asking you to be." He stood up. He left a stack of bills on the table. More than the food cost. He always did that. He thought money could fix the edges of a wound.

"Then what are you asking?"

He looked at me one last time. The rain was coming down harder now. It soaked his expensive coat. He looked exhausted.

"I'm asking you to forget these three months. I'm rejecting the bond, Sol. I, Do-jun of the Black Tide, refuse you."

The air left the tent. My lungs felt like they were filled with lead. The bond didn't just break; it shattered. It felt like a physical tearing inside my ribs. I felt the heat leave my body. The world turned gray.

I didn't scream. I didn't cry. I sat on that low plastic stool and watched him walk away into the rain.

He didn't look back. Alphas like him are taught that looking back is a weakness. He walked with his head high, stepping over the puddles of oil and water.

I stayed in the tent for a long time. The lady who ran the stall started cleaning up. She looked at me with pity. She didn't know about wolves or bonds. She just saw a girl who had been dumped in the rain.

I walked back to the shop. My legs felt heavy. Every step was a chore. 

Inside, the smell of ink was still there. His scent was still there, too. It was cedar and cold air. It would stay for weeks. 

I sat at the printing press. I picked up a piece of scrap paper. My hands were still stained black. 

I realized then that he had taken the warmth with him. The heater was still broken. The room was freezing. But the cold outside was nothing compared to the silence in my head where his pulse used to be.

I pulled a lever. The machine groaned. I started the next job. A thousand flyers for a local grocery store. 

Life doesn't stop because a heart does.

The next morning, the news was all over the radio. The wedding of the century. The union of the north and the south. 

I worked through the day. I didn't eat. I didn't drink. I just printed. 

In the evening, a black car pulled up to the shop. It wasn't Do-jun’s car. It was a sleek, aggressive thing.

A man in a suit got out. He held an envelope. He walked into the shop, his polished shoes clicking on the dirty floor.

"Lee Sol?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Mr. Do-jun sent this. It’s the deed to the shop. And the building. He says you shouldn't have to worry about the rent anymore."

He placed the envelope on the ink-stained table. 

I looked at it. It was heavy. It was a payoff. A final payment for three months of silence and cup noodles. 

"Tell him I don't want it," I said.

"He said you would say that," the man replied. "He also said that if you don't take it, he will have the building demolished. He doesn't want anyone else sitting in this room."

That was Do-jun. Even when he was throwing me away, he was trying to control the space I lived in. He wanted to burn the bridge so I couldn't follow him. Or maybe so he couldn't come back.

"Leave it," I said.

The man bowed and left.

I opened the envelope. Inside was the deed. And a small, hand-written note on a scrap of our printing paper.

*Don't wait for me.*

I took a match from the drawer. I lit the corner of the note. I watched the fire eat the words. I watched the smoke rise and vanish into the rafters.

I didn't feel empowered. I didn't feel strong. I just felt empty. 

I went back to the press. I had five hundred more flyers to print. The rain started again, hitting the tin roof like gravel. 

He was at a banquet hall now. He was drinking champagne. He was being toasted by hundreds of wolves. He was being mated to a woman who didn't know the smell of ink.

I looked at my hands. The black stain was fading, just a little. 

I would keep the shop. I would work until my bones ached. And I would never, ever let another Alpha through that door.

The bond was gone. The hum was dead. 

I was finally alone in the silence. It was the loudest thing I had ever heard.

    


    
        The One Second Pause

        The ink under my fingernails wouldn't come out. I scrubbed until the skin was raw and red, but the black stains stayed in the creases of my knuckles. 

It was 4:00 AM in Mapo. Outside, the rain turned the street soot into a thin, oily soup.

I went back to the press. The machine was older than I was. It leaked oil and smelled like hot metal. It was the only thing that spoke to me now. 

*Clack-thump. Clack-thump.*

The rhythm was steady. It didn't lie. It didn't promise a future it couldn't keep.

I remembered the weight of his hand on my neck. That was two days ago. It felt like ten years. Do-jun had stood in this very shop, his expensive wool coat smelling of cedar and power. He didn't belong here. He never had. He was the Alpha of the Seoul Central Pack. I was a girl who fixed paper jams.

He had looked at the stacks of flyers. He looked at the leaking ceiling. Then he looked at me.

"Sol," he said.

I didn't answer. I kept my eyes on the paper tray.

"The Council won't accept a human mate," he said. "They won't even accept a low-rank wolf. You know this."

I knew. I had known since I was twenty. I was twenty-six now. I had spent six years waiting in the shadows of his high-rise life. 

"I have to do this," he said. "For the pack. For the peace."

The "One Second Pause."

That was the moment it ended. He had finished his sentence, and there was one second where he could have reached out. One second where he could have said, *But I’ll find a way.* One second where he could have chosen the bond over the crown.

The second passed. He adjusted his watch. He turned around.

He walked out the door and took the air with him.

***

In the Grand Ballroom of the Shilla Hotel, the air was too thick.

Do-jun sat at the head table. The scent of lilies and expensive perfume was a physical weight on his chest. Beside him sat Min-ah. She was beautiful. She was a High-Alpha from the North. Their union meant a thousand years of territory disputes were over. 

The elders were smiling. They drank wine that cost more than Sol’s printing shop.

Do-jun picked up his glass. His hand shook, just a fraction.

He looked at the woman beside him. She was talking about overseas investments. She was perfect. But when he reached out with his mind, searching for that familiar, warm hum of a mate’s soul, he found nothing.

The bond was a severed wire. It sparked and stung. 

He closed his eyes. For a moment, he wasn't in the ballroom. He was back in the cramped shop in Mapo. He smelled the ink. He saw the way Sol tucked a stray hair behind her ear with a stained hand. She never cried. Not once. She just looked at him with those calm, dark eyes and waited for him to leave.

"Are you alright?" Min-ah asked. Her voice was sharp.

"Fine," Do-jun said. 

He took a drink. The wine tasted like copper. Like blood.

He felt a sudden, violent urge to sweep the crystal glasses off the table. He wanted to roar until the windows shattered. He was an Alpha. He was the strongest wolf in the city. And yet, he felt like a dog on a short, golden leash.

He had traded a soul for a throne. He thought he could handle the silence. He was wrong. The silence was a desert, and he was already dying of thirst.

***

The morning light was grey. It didn't wake the city; it just made the shadows thinner.

I finished the flyers for the grocery store. I stacked them neatly. My back ached. My head felt light. I hadn't slept since the night he left. 

I walked to the small sink in the back and splashed cold water on my face. 

The bond hadn't gone away quietly. It had screamed for hours. A high, thin pulling sensation in my chest, like a hook trying to drag me toward the center of the city. Toward him.

I had gripped the edge of the printing press and waited. I let the pain wash over me. I didn't fight it, and I didn't follow it. I just stayed still.

Eventually, the hook snapped. The pulling stopped. Now, there was just a cold, dead space where my heart used to be.

The shop door creaked open. The bell didn't ring—it had been broken for months.

I didn't turn around. "We're closed until nine."

"Sol."

The voice made my skin crawl. It wasn't Do-jun. It was Secretary Kim. The man who handled Do-jun’s "problems."

I turned. He was standing there in a charcoal suit, looking at my ink-stained apron with mild disgust. He held a leather briefcase.

"Mr. Do-jun wanted to ensure you were... comfortable," Kim said. 

He walked to the counter and opened the case. He laid out a stack of documents and a black bank card.

"The deed to this building is now in your name," Kim said. "The apartment upstairs as well. The card has a monthly stipend. It is more than enough for a very luxury life."

I looked at the card. It was matte black. It looked like a tombstone.

"I don't want it," I said. My voice was flat.

Kim sighed. "Don't be difficult. This is how these things are done. You served a purpose for many years. This is your severance."

*Severance.*

Like I was a secretary he was firing. Like our six years were just a long shift he forgot to clock out of.

"Take it back," I said.

"If you don't take it, the Alpha will come here himself," Kim said. His voice dropped. "He is not in a good state, Sol. He is... unstable. If he sees you, he might do something reckless. He might break the treaty. Do you want that responsibility? The blood of the pack on your hands?"

The manipulation was clean. Professional. 

They knew me. They knew I wouldn't want to cause a war. They knew I would sacrifice myself to keep the peace, because that’s what I had been doing for six years.

"Leave the papers," I said. "Leave the card."

Kim nodded, looking relieved. He placed a gold pen on top of the pile. "Smart girl."

He left. 

I stood in the silence of the shop. I looked at the black card. 

I picked up the gold pen. It was heavy. Real gold. 

I didn't sign the papers. I didn't touch the card. I walked to the back of the shop, picked up a heavy wrench, and went to the front window. 

I smashed the gold pen with the wrench. I did it again and again until the gold was just a twisted, useless yellow scrap on the floor. 

Then I sat down on the floor. 

I didn't cry. I just watched the rain.

***

A week later.

The wedding was official. The photos were in every newspaper. The Alpha and his new Luna. They looked like gods.

I was at the shop. I was printing business cards for a local plumber. 

The door opened. 

I didn't look up. "Nine o'clock," I said.

The air in the room changed. The temperature dropped. The scent of cedar and rain filled the small space, cutting through the smell of oil and ink.

My heart didn't flutter. It didn't race. It stayed slow and heavy.

"Sol."

Do-jun was standing by the door. He looked terrible. His eyes were bloodshot. His expensive suit was wrinkled. The power he usually carried was jagged now, leaking out of him like radiation.

"I told you not to come," I said. I didn't stop the press. *Clack-thump. Clack-thump.*

"I couldn't sleep," he whispered. He took a step toward me. "The silence. I can't hear you anymore. Why can't I hear you?"

"You rejected the bond, Do-jun. This is what happens."

"I thought... I thought I could still feel you. Somewhere in the distance." He reached out, his hand hovering near my shoulder. He looked like a man starving in front of a feast. "But it’s gone. Everything is just... empty."

I stopped the machine. The silence that followed was deafening.

"You got what you wanted," I said. "You have the North. You have the throne. You have the peace."

"I have nothing," he snarled. He slammed his hand against the printing press. The metal groaned. "I wake up and I don't know who I am. I look at her and I feel nothing but rage."

I looked him in the eye. I didn't look away. I didn't flinch.

"That is your burden," I said. "Not mine."

"Sol, please." 

The Alpha of Seoul. The man who led thousands. He was begging. He looked small.

"Go home to your wife," I said. 

"I'll buy this whole block," he said, his voice becoming desperate. "I'll tear it down. I'll build you a palace. I'll stay here. I'll sleep on the floor. Just... look at me like you used to."

"I can't," I said. 

"Why?"

"Because the girl who looked at you like that died the second you paused."

He froze. 

The "One Second Pause." He remembered it. I could see it in the way his eyes clouded over. He knew exactly what he had done. He had calculated my worth against a kingdom, and for one second, he had decided I wasn't enough.

"I made a mistake," he whispered.

"No," I said, turning back to the machine. "You made a choice. Now you have to live with it."

I turned the press back on. The noise filled the room. 

I didn't look at him again. I focused on the paper. One sheet at a time. 

He stood there for a long time. I could feel his gaze on the back of my neck, heavy and pleading. He wanted me to break. He wanted me to scream or cry or throw something. He wanted any kind of connection, even if it was hate.

But I gave him nothing. I gave him the one thing he couldn't handle.

I gave him silence.

Eventually, the door creaked. The scent of cedar faded. The cold air rushed in and then settled. 

He was gone.

I looked at my hands. They were shaking now. Just a little. 

I went to the sink and turned on the tap. I scrubbed my hands again. The black ink was stubborn. It stayed in the cracks of my skin, a permanent mark of the work I had to do.

I looked at my reflection in the small, cracked mirror above the sink. 

My eyes were tired. My skin was pale. But I was still there. 

I walked back to the machine. I had four hundred more cards to print. The rain started again, a soft tapping on the roof. 

The bond was dead. The Alpha was gone. 

I was alone.

It was the hardest thing I had ever done. It was the only thing that could save me.

I pulled the lever. The machine groaned and started to work. 

*Clack-thump. Clack-thump.*

I stayed in the rhythm. I didn't look at the door. I didn't wait for the bell that never rang. 

In the silence of Mapo, I kept printing. One sheet. Two sheets. Three. 

The ink stayed under my nails. Some things never come clean. I learned to live with the stains.

    


    
        The Sound of the Door Closing

        The bell above the door didn’t ring when he left. It gave a small, rusted click. That was the sound of my life changing. Or perhaps it was just the sound of a door doing its job.

The air in the shop felt heavy. It smelled of ozone and cedar. His scent. It didn't belong here among the smell of cheap oil and old paper. I kept my hands on the lever of the printing press. My muscles were tight. If I let go, I thought I might float away or shatter.

I waited sixty seconds. I counted them by the beat of my heart. 

One. Two. Three.

I didn't go to the window. I didn't watch his black sedan pull away from the curb of the narrow Mapo alley. I knew he was out there, sitting in the back seat, staring at the darkened shop front. Tae-jun always looked back. He thought looking back was a sign of love. 

He was wrong. It was just a sign of regret. And regret is a cheap emotion.

I pulled the lever. 

*Clack-thump.*

The sound echoed in the small space. It was the only thing I had left.

***

Three years ago, the air had smelled like champagne and expensive lilies. 

I stood in the shadows of the Grand Ballroom in Gangnam. I wore a dress that cost more than my father made in a year. It was a loan from the pack treasury. Everything was a loan back then. Even Tae-jun’s hand in mine.

The Elder Alpha stood on the stage. He was a man made of stone and old laws. He looked at Tae-jun. Then he looked at the daughter of the Northern Pack. She was beautiful in a way that felt dangerous. She was high-born. She had a lineage that went back to the kings of the peninsula.

"Tae-jun," the Elder said. His voice was a low growl that made the glass on the tables vibrate. "The alliance is the future of Seoul. Your mate-bond is a private matter. The pack is a public duty. Choose."

The room went silent. A hundred wolves held their breath. 

I looked at Tae-jun. I was sure. I was so sure he would pull me forward. We had shared a small apartment in Hongdae. We had eaten convenience store ramen on the floor. We had promised.

Tae-jun looked at me. His eyes were wide. Panic was there, but so was something else. Calculation.

He paused.

It wasn't a long pause. To anyone else, it was just a breath. A moment of dramatic tension. But to a fated mate, it was an eternity. In that one second, he didn't say my name. He didn't step toward me. He looked at the girl from the North. He looked at the map of the territories. He looked at the crown.

Then he looked back at me.

The bond snapped. It didn't make a sound, but I felt the cold air rush into my chest where the warmth used to be. 

He chose the crown. He said he would fix it later. He whispered to me in the hallway that he would make me his "secret." He said the bond was eternal, so I would always be there. He thought he could have the kingdom and the girl too.

He didn't realize that once you pause, the girl is gone.

***

Outside the shop, the rain turned into a downpour. Mapo is a place of shadows and ink. It is where things are made and then forgotten. 

I heard a car door slam. Not his. A neighbor. 

I moved to the back of the shop to stack the finished cards. My back ached. The wolf inside me was quiet. She had been quiet for a long time. She didn't howl for him anymore. She just curled up in the dark and waited for the day to end.

I picked up a stray card. It was an invitation for a gallery opening in Itaewon. The paper was thick and cream-colored. 

My phone buzzed on the counter. I didn't want to look. I knew.

*I am still outside, Sol.*

I deleted the message.

I went to the sink and began to wash the ink from my forearms. The water was ice cold. The pipes groaned in the walls of the old building. 

I remembered the way he used to hold my wrists. He used to say my skin was like porcelain. Now, my skin was calloused. My nails were stained black. I liked it better this way. There was no room for porcelain in this life.

A shadow passed the frosted glass of the front door. He was standing there. He wasn't in his car. He was standing in the rain, leaning his forehead against the glass. 

I could see the outline of his broad shoulders. The Alpha of Seoul. The man who could command an army of wolves. He was shivering. 

I stayed in the back, in the dark. I didn't turn on the main light. 

I watched him through the gap in the curtain. He stayed for an hour. The rain soaked through his expensive wool coat. He looked like a ghost. He looked like the boy I used to love, but he was wearing the face of the man who had abandoned me.

He reached out and touched the glass. His fingers traced the letters of my shop’s name. *Sol’s Press.*

I felt a ghost of a sensation on my own skin. The bond was broken, but the memory was a parasite. It lived on. 

He whispered something. I couldn't hear him through the thick glass and the sound of the rain, but I knew the shape of the words.

*I’m sorry.*

I leaned my head against the cold metal of the printing press. 

Sorry doesn't fix a second. You can spend a lifetime trying to outrun one second, and it will still be there, waiting for you. It is a permanent marker.

Eventually, the shadow moved away. 

I heard his footsteps on the wet pavement. They were heavy. They were the footsteps of a man who realized he was walking back to a palace that was actually a cage. 

I walked to the door and locked it. I turned the "Closed" sign around, even though it was three in the morning.

I went to my small cot in the corner of the shop. I didn't change my clothes. I just lay there, listening to the city.

In Gangnam, Tae-jun would return to a wife who didn't love him. He would sleep in a bed with silk sheets and dream of ink and Mapo. He would wake up and be powerful. He would have everything he ever wanted.

And he would be completely, utterly empty.

I closed my eyes. 

My hands still smelled of iron and rain. 

I thought about the one thing I hadn't told him. The one thing that would have brought him to his knees.

He had asked why I couldn't look at him the way I used to.

The truth was simpler than he thought. I didn't hate him. Hate is a fire. It requires fuel. I didn't have any fuel left. 

When I looked at him, I didn't see a monster. I didn't see a king. 

I just saw a stranger who looked a lot like someone I used to know.

I fell asleep to the sound of the rain. It was the only thing that felt honest. 

The next morning, I woke up early. The sun was trying to break through the gray clouds over the Han River. 

I walked to the front of the shop. On the ground, pushed under the door, was a single piece of paper. 

It wasn't a letter. It wasn't a check for the block.

It was a small, hand-drawn map. It was a map of the park where we first met. There was an 'X' over the bench where he had first told me he loved me. 

The paper was damp from the rain. The ink had run, blurring the lines of the map until it was just a blue smudge.

I looked at it for a long time. 

I thought about the girl who would have picked that up and cried. I thought about the girl who would have run to that park and waited for him.

I walked to the trash can and dropped it in.

I went back to the machine. I had work to do. 

The door stayed closed. The bell stayed silent. 

In the heart of Mapo, the press began to hum. 

*Clack-thump.*

The sound of survival. 

One sheet at a time. 

I looked at the stain on my thumb. It was deep. It wouldn't come off for weeks. 

Some choices leave a mark. Some marks never fade. 

I was alone, but I was mine. 

That was the one thing he could never buy back.

    

