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  Prologue

  
  




The first time he looked at me, my wolf bowed.

The second time, he stepped right over me like I was gum on his shoe.

That is the part nobody warns you about. Not the bond. Not the pull. Not the way your skin turns loud with somebody else’s presence. The worst part is how fast it can turn ugly when the wrong person gets to decide your worth.

I learned that on a Tuesday night, behind a chain-link fence, with the moon sitting high like it was there to watch the show.

I was seventeen. Old enough to know better. Too tired to care.

My name is Kira Hayes. I’m five-six on a good day, lean, brown-skinned, and I keep my curls tucked under a hoodie like I can hide from the world if I try hard enough. I have a thin scar cutting my left eyebrow from a bike accident when I was nine. I tell people it’s nothing. They always stare anyway.

I don’t wear pack colors. Not because I’m brave. Because my pack never claimed me.

That’s the polite way to say it.

In my world, there are wolves who get birthdays with candles and gifts. There are wolves who get their names called in the circle, everybody watching, the Alpha nodding like a king. Those are the ones with a place. The ones who walk through the halls like the ground belongs to them.

Then there’s me.

I live on the edge of Cedar Hollow territory, in a narrow rental with bad plumbing and a heater that makes a sad clicking noise all winter. My mom works nights at a nursing home. Her feet swell by the time she gets home, and she still smiles at my little brother like the world is fine.

Micah is twelve. He gets straight A’s. He laughs too loud. He thinks my wolf thing is “cool” in the way little kids do, like claws and teeth are just a fun story. I keep him out of pack business. I keep him out of trouble. I keep him safe.

That is my job. That is always my job.

My wolf doesn’t love being “low rank.” She hates the word. So do I. But titles matter here. Bloodlines matter. Who your father was matters.

Mine was a ghost with a name nobody says in public.

When you grow up hearing the same warning, it gets stuck in your bones.

Don’t cross the creek after dark.

Don’t run near the ridge.

Don’t look the Alpha in the eye.

Don’t act like you belong.

And the biggest one, the one every older wolf spits out like it’s a rule from the Bible.

Never step on West Ridge land.

West Ridge is the pack on the other side of the forest line. Rich kids. Clean sneakers. Nice trucks. Their Alpha has a house with a stone gate and cameras, like humans with money do. Their school sits right in the middle of their territory, built shiny and new. That school is where I was headed next week because Cedar Hollow’s high school got “redistricted.” That’s what the letter said. Like a whole life can be cut and moved with a pen.

West Ridge didn’t want Cedar Hollow wolves there.

Cedar Hollow didn’t have the power to fight it.

So we were getting sent into enemy halls, wearing neutral faces, pretending we were all just normal teens.

It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t my life.

That Tuesday night, I should have been home.

Micah had a science quiz in the morning and he wanted help. Mom was asleep on the couch before her shift, one arm thrown over her eyes, makeup smudged like she didn’t even have the energy to wash it off. The apartment smelled like microwaved noodles and that lavender lotion she buys when she’s trying to pretend everything is soft.

I stared at them, at my small little world, and felt my wolf slam against my ribs like she was tired of being trapped.

Cedar Hollow had rules for wolves like me. Wolves without rank. Wolves who weren’t worth the risk.

Keep your head down. Keep your scent low. Don’t draw eyes.

Most nights, I did.

That night, I couldn’t.

So I left a note on the counter.

Micah, lock the door. Call me if anything feels weird.

I’m just going to run.

Love you.

He hated when I ran alone. He also hated when I stayed tense and snappy. He would pick the safer version of me every time.

Outside, the air was cold enough to taste clean. The neighborhood was quiet. Cars sat in the lot like tired animals, and somebody’s porch light flickered like it couldn’t decide if it wanted to live.

I walked fast until the buildings thinned out.

Trees swallowed the noise.

The forest always felt honest. No fake smiles. No cliques. No lunch tables. No whispers about who was “pure” and who was “trash.” Just dirt and wind and the old smell of pine.

I pulled my hoodie off, shoved it into my backpack, and kept my tank top on. My skin prickled as my wolf pushed closer to the surface, impatient. I didn’t shift fully. Not yet. Full shifts were a risk. Full shifts were for pack wolves who had backup.

But I let my senses open.

Everything sharpened.

Crickets.

Damp leaves.

A rabbit somewhere left, moving slow.

A fox trail crossing ahead.

I ran.

Not the cute kind of run humans do on treadmills. A real run. The kind where your body turns into a weapon built for speed. The kind that makes your mind go quiet because you don’t have room for the mess.

For a while, it worked. My thoughts got smaller. My shoulders loosened. The world stopped pressing so hard.

Then I smelled it.

Ash. Metal. Strange wolf.

I slowed fast, feet sinking into wet ground.

My wolf stiffened, hackles up inside me like she had fur even in my skin.

Rogue.

That word isn’t dramatic in my world. It’s not a scary story.

Rogues are wolves without pack rules. Wolves who don’t answer to anyone. Some are just lost. Some are hungry. Some are mean because they like it.

Cedar Hollow had a simple policy with rogues: avoid them. Report them. Never fight alone.

I did a slow turn, scanning the trees.

No movement.

But the smell got stronger, sliding under the pine scent like a knife.

I backed up.

A branch snapped.

I froze.

A figure stepped out from behind a thick trunk. Male. Older than me. Broad shoulders. Clothes torn at the hem like he didn’t care. His eyes caught the moonlight and flashed bright gold.

He smiled like he already owned my fear.

“Well, look at this,” he said, voice rough. “Little stray out past bedtime.”

My throat tightened. I kept my face blank anyway. Fear was blood in the water.

“I’m not looking for problems,” I said.

“That so?” His head tilted. “Then why you on my path?”

“This isn’t your path.”

He took one slow step closer. “Everything out here is somebody’s.”

My hands clenched. I stayed human-shaped. I needed words first. Options. Space.

“You’re on Cedar Hollow land,” I said.

He laughed. Real loud. Real ugly.

“Cedar Hollow?” He spat to the side. “Y’all barely got land. Y’all got a patch of woods and a broke-down trailer park and a bunch of rules that don’t do nothing.”

My face stayed still. Inside, my wolf slammed forward.

“Back up,” I said.

“Or what?” He spread his arms like he was inviting me to take my best shot. “You gonna call your Alpha? Oh wait.”

He took another step, closer now, and lowered his voice.

“You ain’t got one that cares, do you.”

That hit like a punch because it wasn’t new. It wasn’t clever. It was just true.

I moved first.

Not at him. Past him.

I darted right, aiming for the thicker trees. He lunged.

His hand caught my backpack strap and yanked. The strap snapped, the bag dropping hard. My keys and phone went flying into the dirt.

“Wrong move,” he growled.

I swung my elbow back, hard, catching him in the ribs. He grunted but didn’t let go. Strong. Heavy.

I twisted, grabbed a fistful of his jacket, and slammed my knee up into his stomach. He released the strap with a sharp curse.

I ran again.

I didn’t look back.

I heard him crash through brush behind me, fast, closing distance.

My lungs burned. My legs moved anyway.

I veered left, then right, trying to lose him. He matched me like he’d done this before.

The forest line started to look unfamiliar.

That scared me more than the chase.

Because unfamiliar meant close to the boundary.

I saw the creek ahead. Dark water cutting through the woods like a warning line. Cedar Hollow’s border.

West Ridge started on the other side.

I slowed for half a second, brain screaming.

Don’t cross.

A snarl sounded behind me, too close now.

I didn’t choose.

I leapt.

My boots hit mud on the far side and slid. I caught myself on a tree, nails digging into bark.

Instantly, the air changed.

Sharper. Cleaner. Like the whole place got washed and polished.

And the scent.

It hit me like a wall.

West Ridge wolves.

Not one. Many.

Territory scent was a loud thing, like a sign in your face.

I spun, ready to keep running.

The rogue jumped the creek, landing wrong, and still came forward like pain didn’t matter.

He smiled again. “Thought you’d get saved by a line in the dirt?”

His eyes flicked around, listening.

Then his smile faltered.

Because the woods went quiet in a way that wasn’t natural.

Even the crickets stopped.

A low sound rolled through the trees. Not a growl. Not a roar.

A warning.

The rogue’s shoulders tightened. He stepped back, eyes narrowing.

“West Ridge,” he muttered, like it tasted bad.

A figure dropped from a branch above him.

No stumble. No hesitation. Just a clean landing, light on his feet like gravity didn’t apply to him the same way.

Male. Teen. Tall. Built like he lived in a weight room. Dark hair cut neat, not like mine, not like Cedar Hollow kids who did their own fades in bathroom mirrors. His eyes were a hard gray, the kind that made you feel seen and judged at the same time.

He didn’t look at me yet.

He looked at the rogue like the rogue was dirt on his floor.

“You got real bold,” the boy said. His voice was calm. Not loud. That made it worse. “Crossing into my pack’s woods.”

The rogue lifted his hands. “Ain’t no beef. I’m just passing.”

The boy took one step forward.

The air shifted again. Pressure. Like an invisible hand pushed down on the rogue’s shoulders.

Alpha blood.

Not the Alpha himself. Too young. But the scent was there. Power in the veins. Command in the posture.

My wolf reacted before I could.

She rose up inside me like she recognized something ancient.

Mate.

The word wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t a poem.

It was a fact that dropped into my body like a stone.

My stomach turned. My skin went hot. My senses sharpened until the world felt too bright.

The boy finally looked at me.

His gaze hit my face, then stopped like he’d run into a wall.

For one second, his expression cracked. Just a flash. Surprise. Something like anger. Something like regret.

Then it hardened again.

He looked away first.

Like I was nothing.

The rogue noticed. His eyes darted between us, quick, greedy.

“Oh,” he said, dragging the word out. “So that’s what this is.”

The boy’s jaw tightened.

The rogue grinned. “West Ridge prince got himself a little nobody mate? That’s crazy.”

The boy’s stare snapped back to the rogue, cold enough to cut.

“Leave,” he said.

The rogue’s grin got wider. “Nah. I think I’ll stay a minute. I think I wanna see how this goes.”

He took a step toward me.

The boy moved so fast I barely saw it. He was suddenly between us, shoulder blocking me like a wall.

“Wrong direction,” he said.

The rogue laughed again, but it sounded forced now.

“You gonna protect her?” he taunted. “You gonna claim her? In your woods? With her smell all wrong?”

My hands shook. Not fear. Not exactly. Something else. My wolf’s rage. My own humiliation. The bond sitting in my chest like a loaded gun.

The boy didn’t answer right away.

He kept his eyes on the rogue.

Then he spoke, voice flat.

“She’s not mine.”

The words hit me so hard my vision blurred for a second.

Not mine.

He didn’t say it like he was sad. He didn’t say it like it hurt him too.

He said it like he was tossing trash into a bin.

The rogue blinked. “For real?”

The boy’s mouth tightened. “For real.”

My ears rang. My wolf slammed against my ribs, frantic, confused, furious. My fingers curled, nails biting into my palms.

The rogue turned to look at me, a slow smile crawling back onto his face.

“Well, damn,” he said. “That’s cold.”

I wanted to move. I wanted to run. My legs didn’t listen.

The boy finally glanced at me again, quick, sharp. Like checking a detail he didn’t want to care about.

His eyes lingered on my scar for a fraction of a second.

Then he looked away again.

That was somehow worse.

The rogue took one more step closer, testing.

The boy’s body tensed, but he didn’t move to stop him.

Not this time.

So I did.

I stepped forward, pushing past the boy’s shoulder, putting myself in front of my own pain because pride was the only thing I had left.

“Say what you mean,” I told the boy.

My voice didn’t crack. That surprised me.

His gaze snapped to mine, annoyed, like I was making his life harder on purpose.

“I said it,” he replied.

“No,” I said. “Say it like it’s law. Say it so the bond hears you.”

The rogue made a soft sound, like he was enjoying a show.

The boy’s nostrils flared. I could see his hands flex at his sides. He hated this. He hated me for standing here.

Good.

He leaned closer, and his scent hit me full force. Clean soap. Cold air. Something sharp underneath, like steel.

His voice dropped low.

“I reject you,” he said. “Kira Hayes.”

The forest went still.

Even the wind felt like it paused to listen.

The bond inside me didn’t snap in a clean way. It didn’t disappear. It twisted. It burned. It turned sour.

Pain rolled through my chest, not dramatic, not pretty. Just raw.

My wolf didn’t cry. She didn’t beg.

She went quiet.

The rogue exhaled like he’d just watched someone get dropped in a fight.

“Damn,” he whispered. “He really did it.”

I forced a smile that didn’t reach anywhere real.

“Happy?” I asked the boy.

His eyes flicked over my face. He looked… not guilty. Not soft. But something was there, like he wanted to say more and refused himself.

“I didn’t have a choice,” he said.

That almost made me laugh.

Everybody has choices. They just don’t always like the cost.

The rogue shifted his weight, eyes back on me, calculating. “So she ain’t protected. Bet.”

The boy’s gaze snapped to him, dangerous now.

“I said leave,” he repeated.

The rogue lifted his hands again, backing away slowly.

“Aight, aight.” He smiled at me as he retreated. “See you around, stray.”

He turned and slipped into the trees, moving fast, gone like smoke.

I stood there with my chest hurting and my pride bleeding out.

The boy didn’t move. He didn’t offer help. He didn’t ask if I was okay. He didn’t even tell me his name.

He just watched me like he was waiting for me to break so he could be done with it.

I refused.

I bent down, grabbed my fallen phone from the mud, wiped it on my pants, and shoved it into my pocket. My keys were nearby. My bag had ripped open, stuff scattered. I stuffed what I could into it anyway and swung it over my shoulder like it wasn’t falling apart.

When I straightened up, he was still there.

Up close, he looked my age. Maybe a little older. Eighteen at most. There was a small cut on his knuckle, fresh, like he’d been training. His uniform was simple. Black hoodie. Dark jeans. No pack jacket. No flashy chain. But he carried power like a weapon.

“Who are you?” I asked.

He hesitated, like saying it would make it worse.

“Caden Voss,” he said finally.

Voss.

The name landed heavy.

I’d heard it before. Everybody had.

Alpha Voss ran West Ridge.

That meant this boy wasn’t just any pack kid.

He was the heir.

Of course he was.

Because my life never threw small problems. It threw storms.

I nodded like his name didn’t do anything to me.

“I’m leaving,” I said.

“Good,” he replied.

I stared at him, trying to find anything human in his face.

“Why?” I asked.

He didn’t pretend not to understand. He knew what I meant.

His jaw tightened. He looked past me toward the creek, toward the line I’d crossed.

“Because my pack has rules,” he said. “And you don’t fit.”

I swallowed the hurt. It tried to climb up my throat like bile.

“I didn’t ask to fit,” I said.

That got his attention.

His eyes sharpened. “You ran onto my land.”

“I ran for my life.”

He didn’t answer.

I took a step closer, not because I wanted him. Because I wanted the truth.

“That rogue,” I said. “He followed me across the boundary. You smelled him before you saw him.”

“So?”

“So you know Cedar Hollow won’t do anything,” I said. “You know they don’t protect wolves like me.”

His face stayed hard. But his eyes shifted for half a second.

He knew.

I nodded once, like I’d just won a point.

“That’s why you could say it like that,” I said. “You reject me and nobody checks you.”

His mouth twitched, almost like a flinch.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

I let out a short laugh. No humor in it.

“I know enough,” I replied. “Your pack runs this whole side. My pack runs on fear and prayers. And next week, I’m walking into your school like we’re equals.”

His gaze snapped to mine. “You’re transferring.”

“I don’t have a choice,” I repeated, copying his words.

He didn’t like that. I could tell.

His shoulders lifted slightly, tense, like he was holding himself back.

“Stay out of my way,” he said.

I stared at him.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “You already made sure I don’t belong near you.”

For the first time, anger cracked his control.

“You think I did that because I wanted to?” he snapped.

I didn’t blink.

“You did it because you could,” I said quietly.

That shut him up.

Silence stretched between us, thick and ugly.

Then he turned away, like he was done.

Over his shoulder, he threw one last line, colder than the rest.

“If you step on West Ridge territory again, you won’t get a warning.”

And then he was gone, moving through the trees like he’d never been there at all.

I stood alone in чужой woods, my chest sore, my wolf silent, my hands shaking around my ripped bag strap.

I wanted to scream.

I didn’t.

Screaming wouldn’t change the rule that had just been carved into me.

Rejected.

By the one person my body had recognized as home.

I turned toward the creek, toward Cedar Hollow’s darkness, toward my small apartment and my little brother and my mother asleep on the couch.

I took one step.

Then another.

I didn’t look back.

Not because I didn’t care.

Because if I did, I might do something stupid.

And I couldn’t afford stupid.

Not with school coming.

Not with West Ridge waiting.

Not with Caden Voss walking those halls like a crown was stitched to his spine.

I crossed the creek and kept going until my lungs burned and my legs shook and the world finally felt real again.

When I got home, Micah was still awake, sitting at the kitchen table with his science notes spread out.

He looked up, eyes narrowing.

“You’re late,” he said. “You okay?”

I forced my face into something normal.

“Yeah,” I said. “Just got turned around.”

He stared at me for a long second, like he didn’t believe me.

Then his gaze dropped to my torn backpack strap, to the dirt on my hands.

“What happened?” he asked, voice smaller.

I swallowed hard.

“Nothing,” I said.

That was my first lie of the new life.

It wouldn’t be the last.

Micah pushed his notes aside and stood up, walking over to me.

He hugged me tight, his arms too small to hold all the damage I was carrying.

“You smell weird,” he mumbled into my shirt.

I froze.

My pulse kicked.

West Ridge scent was still on me.

Caden’s scent was still on me.

Rejection was still on me.

I hugged Micah back anyway, careful, steady.

“Go to bed,” I told him. “Quiz in the morning.”

He pulled back, eyes searching my face.

“You promise you’re good?”

I nodded.

He nodded back, even though he didn’t like it, and went to his room.

I stood in the kitchen alone, listening to the apartment’s quiet, feeling the ache under my ribs where the bond had turned.

Then my phone buzzed.

A text from an unknown number.

Welcome to Ridgeview High. Keep your head down.

No name.

No emoji.

Just that.

I stared at it until my screen dimmed.

Then I deleted it.

Because somebody wanted me scared before I even got there.

And now I had something they didn’t expect.

A reason.

A target.

A wound that wasn’t going to heal nice.

I washed my hands. I cleaned the mud off my phone. I taped my torn backpack strap like that could fix anything.

Then I sat on the edge of my bed and stared at the wall until the sun started to lighten the blinds.

I didn’t cry.

Not because I was strong.

Because crying felt like giving him something.

And Caden Voss didn’t get to take anything else from me.

Not ever again.
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The sun came up like it didn’t know what it did to me last night.

My room looked the same as always. The same chipped dresser. The same curtain that never hangs right. The same faint smell of Micah’s cereal and Mom’s lavender lotion drifting down the hall. But my body felt off. Not sick. Not weak. Just… wrong. Like something inside me got turned a half inch out of place and now every move scraped.

I kept seeing his face when I blinked.

Not the way he moved, not the way he spoke. The part that stuck was how easy it was for him to make the bond sound like nothing. Like I was nothing.

I rolled out of bed before my thoughts could get loud. Staying still was a trap.

The floor was cold. I pulled on jeans and a black hoodie, then stared at myself in the mirror. Same scar cutting through my left eyebrow. Same tired eyes. Same curls I couldn’t be bothered to fight, shoved back and tucked under my hood.

Seventeen years old and already feeling like a problem people pass around.

In the kitchen, Micah was hunched over his bowl, spoon moving fast like he had somewhere to be. He looked up when I walked in, and his face changed. He tried to hide it. He’s not slick.

“You didn’t sleep,” he said.

“Did you?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Quiz day.”

He went back to eating, but his eyes kept sliding up to me. He wasn’t going to let it go.

Mom was at the counter pouring coffee into a travel cup, still in her scrubs. Her hair was pulled back tight. She looked tired in a way that didn’t quit. When she saw me, her mouth pressed into a thin line.

“You were out late,” she said.

Micah froze like he was waiting for the fight.

“Went running,” I said.

Mom didn’t believe me. She didn’t call me a liar either. That’s her thing. She collects the truth and carries it around without naming it, like naming it makes it heavier.

“Today is the transfer,” she said. “Don’t start anything.”

That made me laugh once, short and dry.

“Me?” I said. “Starting something?”

Micah snorted into his cereal. Mom shot him a look, then turned her eyes back to me.

“This isn’t Cedar Hollow,” she said. “West Ridge kids don’t play the same.”

I grabbed a piece of toast and didn’t sit. Sitting meant talking. Talking meant someone asking what happened in the woods. I wasn’t ready to say it out loud. Not to them.

“I know,” I said.

Mom’s gaze softened for half a second. Then she reached out and adjusted my hood like she was still allowed to do that.

“Text me when you get there,” she said. “And keep your phone on.”

“I always do.”

Micah stood up and stepped closer, lowering his voice like the walls had ears.

“You sure you’re good?” he asked.

The question landed harder than it should’ve. Because the answer was simple and also not simple at all.

“Yeah,” I said. “Just tired.”

He stared like he wanted to push. Then he didn’t. He hugged me quick, awkward, and stepped back like it embarrassed him.

“Don’t let them treat you crazy,” he muttered.

Mom gave him a look. “Language.”

Micah rolled his eyes. “It’s not a bad word.”

I headed for the door, backpack on one shoulder, strap still held together with duct tape. I paused with my hand on the knob.

Last night, I deleted that anonymous text. I told myself it didn’t matter. That it was just someone trying to get inside my head.

But the message was still there anyway, sitting behind my ribs.

Keep your head down.

People always say that to wolves like me. Like a lowered head keeps teeth away.

Outside, the air was crisp, and the sky was too bright for how I felt. I walked to the bus stop with my hood up and my senses tight. Cedar Hollow mornings were usually loud. Kids yelling. Old cars rattling. Somebody’s uncle arguing on the phone like the whole block needed to hear it.

This morning was quieter.

Not peaceful. Just tense.

A few other students stood near the sign. I recognized Malik from my middle school days. He grew into his shoulders, tall and solid, with a faded haircut he kept fresh even when his mom was behind on rent. He gave me a nod that meant, You too?

Tessa stood a few feet away, arms folded, chewing gum like she hated the world. She didn’t look at me. Her wolf wasn’t low, though. You could smell rank on her. Her family had always been closer to Alpha Holt’s inner circle.

I didn’t blame her for not wanting to be seen with me.

The bus pulled up. Doors hissed open. We got on.

No one talked much.

The ride cut through town, past familiar streets, then out toward the tree line, then farther. Houses got bigger. Lawns got cleaner. Cars got newer. People here didn’t leave broken furniture on their porches like it was normal.

West Ridge looked like money and control.

My wolf stayed quiet. Not calm. Quiet like she was watching.

When the bus turned onto Ridgeview High’s street, the building came into view, wide and modern with bright windows. The parking lot was packed with trucks and SUVs. A banner hung over the front steps.

WELCOME RIDGEVIEW STUDENTS

Nothing about Cedar Hollow. Nothing about transfer kids. Like we were a rumor they didn’t want to say out loud.

The bus stopped. Doors opened.

Everybody outside stared.

Not all at once, not obvious. They did it the way people do when they think they’re subtle. Quick glances. Side-eyes. Little smiles that weren’t friendly.

I stepped off and felt it right away.

Bad energy.

Not supernatural. Not dramatic. Just real. The kind you feel when you walk into a room and the air says you’re not wanted.

A group of West Ridge boys leaned near the steps, laughing. Their jackets had the same crest on the chest, a wolf head stitched in gray and silver. Pack pride. Pack privilege. They looked us up and down like we were some delivery that came late.

One of them muttered, not even trying to hide it, “They really sent them here.”

Another said, “Smells like trouble.”

I kept walking.

The entrance doors were glass. Inside, everything was polished. Clean floors. Bright lights. Posters on the walls about college prep and school spirit. It looked normal if you didn’t know wolves existed. If you didn’t know territory had teeth.

A woman stood near the front office holding a clipboard, scanning faces. She wore a fitted blazer and a tight bun. Human. But her eyes were sharp in a way that made me think she’d seen pack fights break out in hallways and didn’t blink.

“Transfer students,” she called. “Cedar Hollow, this way.”

Malik and Tessa moved first. I followed.

She led us into a side room with folding chairs. A man in a security uniform stood by the door. Not human. His scent was faintly wolf, older, controlled. He watched us like he was counting how many problems walked in.

The woman smiled like it was her job to smile.

“I’m Ms. Hargrove,” she said. “Vice Principal. This is Ridgeview High. The rules are simple.”

Her eyes landed on each of us.

“No fighting,” she said. “No pack displays on school grounds. No shifting. No claiming. No challenges.”

She let that hang for a second, then kept going.

“Territory issues stay outside,” she said. “If you start something here, you will be suspended. If you bring pack conflict onto campus, you will be removed.”

Removed meant more than expelled. Everyone knew that.

Ms. Hargrove tapped her clipboard. “You will be escorted to your first period. Your schedules are in these envelopes. Do not wander.”

Tessa’s jaw tightened.

Malik’s face stayed blank, but his shoulders lifted.

I stayed quiet. I wasn’t here to make noise. I was here to survive.

Ms. Hargrove handed out envelopes. When she reached me, her gaze paused on my name.

“Kira Hayes,” she read.

Her eyes flicked up. A brief pause. Like she knew something. Like my last name carried baggage even here.

She handed me the envelope anyway.

“Follow the guide,” she said. “No detours.”

I slid my schedule out and scanned it.

First period: American Lit.

Second: Chemistry.

Third: Gym.

Lunch.

Then U.S. History.

And last: Pack Relations Seminar.

Pack Relations Seminar.

That didn’t exist in Cedar Hollow. Not as a class. It sounded like a polite way to say, Sit down and learn your place.

A student guide stepped in. West Ridge girl, maybe sixteen. Blonde ponytail. Perfect nails. Crest jacket. She smiled with her mouth but not her eyes.

“I’m Brooke,” she said. “I’m taking you to class.”

She looked at me last, just long enough to show I was the one she liked least.

As we walked, the halls filled up fast. Lockers slammed. Kids yelled across the corridor. Laughter bounced off the walls. It looked like any high school, but my senses caught what human eyes would miss.

Wolves everywhere.

They kept their scent tight, but it was there. Rank and power layered like invisible paint.

Brooke walked like she owned the tiles. As we passed groups, heads turned. Whispers started, then got swallowed when teachers walked by.

I heard pieces anyway.

“Cedar Hollow.”

“Don’t get near them.”

“Which one is the stray?”

“Gross.”

My cheeks got warm. Not shame. Anger. I kept my face still.

Brooke glanced back. “Just ignore it,” she said, voice sweet. “If you act normal, people won’t care.”

That almost made me laugh again.

Act normal. Like being rejected by a powerful pack heir in the woods was something I could tuck into my pocket and forget.

We turned a corner and the hall opened up into a wider stretch near the main staircase. More students. More eyes. More noise.

Then it hit.

A scent cut through the hallway like a clean blade.

Cold air. Steel. Soap.

My steps slowed without permission.

Brooke kept walking, then looked back when she noticed I wasn’t right behind her.

“What?” she said, irritated.

My mouth went dry. My wolf shifted under my skin, not rising, not falling. Just reacting like something deep inside her recognized danger.

Across the hallway, near the trophy cases, a small group of boys stood talking. One leaned against the glass, hands in his pockets, posture relaxed like the building would bend around him.

Dark hair. Controlled face. Gray eyes.

Caden Voss.

He wasn’t looking at me. Not yet.

But the space around him felt different. Like other wolves gave him room without thinking about it.

One of the boys said something that made the others laugh. Caden didn’t laugh. He just listened, eyes scanning the hall like he was taking inventory.

Then his gaze shifted.

It found me.

For half a second, his face didn’t change at all. Like last night never happened. Like he hadn’t said my name with that cold finality.

Then his eyes narrowed, just slightly.

Not surprise.

Warning.

Brooke’s voice snapped again, sharp at my side. “Kira. Move.”

My feet finally listened.

I walked forward, forcing my body to act like nothing was happening. Like my chest didn’t feel bruised in a place nobody could see. Like my wolf wasn’t watching him the way a locked door watches a key.

As I passed the trophy case, Caden pushed off the glass and took one step.

Not toward me.

Toward Brooke.

Brooke’s whole face changed. Her voice went softer, almost excited.

“Caden,” she said.

He didn’t answer her the way people answer someone they respect. He spoke like he was used to being obeyed.

“Which one is she?” he asked.

Brooke pointed without hesitation.

My skin prickled.

Caden’s eyes tracked me again, and this time he held the look.

His voice dropped low, meant for Brooke, but it landed on me anyway.

“Keep her out of my orbit.”

Brooke smiled like she’d been handed a prize.

“Of course,” she said.

I kept walking, pretending my pride wasn’t taking hits.

Then Brooke leaned closer to me as we moved away, and her whisper slid into my ear like a threat dressed up as advice.

“You heard him,” she said. “So don’t get brave today. It won’t end well.”

The bell rang, loud and sharp.

Students surged forward.

I gripped my schedule so hard the paper wrinkled.

Because one thing was clear.

This wasn’t just a transfer.

This was a setup.

And somebody here already decided what role I was supposed to play.
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His scent hit the room and my whole body stalled like someone yanked a chain.

That was where yesterday ended, with Caden Voss looking straight through me in the hallway and telling Brooke to keep me out of his orbit. The bell rang right after, loud enough to rattle the glass trophy case, and the message was clear. West Ridge didn’t want me here. He didn’t want me here.

So why did my wolf act like the air belonged to him?

Brooke walked ahead of me, shoulders back, ponytail bouncing like she was on a runway instead of in a school hallway. She didn’t look at me again after that little whisper. She just kept moving, confident, like she knew the building would protect her.

People stared as we passed. Not curiosity. Not normal new-kid stuff. This was the look people give when they’re deciding how much respect you deserve, and the answer is already low.

American Lit was down a long hall with big windows. The door had a printed sign that said MR. KELSEY, and inside smelled like dry erase markers and old paper. The classroom was bright, with posters about themes and symbolism and some college flag taped crooked to the wall.

Brooke stopped at the door, then turned, smile tight.

“Good luck,” she said, and walked away like she’d dropped me into a cage on purpose.

The teacher looked up from his desk. Mid-thirties, human, slim build, sleeves rolled, tie loose. His eyes scanned me like he was trying to place what kind of trouble I was.

“You’re new,” he said.

“Yeah.”

He nodded toward the seating chart projected on the board. “Find your name. Take the seat. We’re starting.”

Names were listed by rows. My last name stuck out like a bruise.

HAYES, KIRA.

Second row. Far right.

I slid into the chair and kept my bag on my lap for a second, just to feel anchored. Around me, West Ridge kids talked like I didn’t exist. Quick laughter. Side comments. Phones held low under desks.

A girl behind me leaned close to her friend and whispered, “That’s her?”

Her friend replied, “Looks like nothing.”

I didn’t turn. Turning makes it a scene. Scenes get punished.

Mr. Kelsey clapped his hands once. “Okay. Phones away. We’re doing introductions. Name, grade, one book you actually liked. If you say you’ve never liked a book, I will judge you.”

A few kids laughed.

He started on the left side. Names rolled out. Popular kids said popular books. Athletes acted bored on purpose. A girl with perfect eyeliner said she only read true crime. Mr. Kelsey nodded like he’d heard it all.

When it reached my row, the room got quieter. Not fully quiet. Just enough that I could feel the attention slide toward me.

“Kira,” Mr. Kelsey said, checking his list. “Hayes.”

Heads turned.

My tongue felt heavy. Not fear. More like my body was bracing for impact.

“Kira Hayes,” I said. “Senior.”

Mr. Kelsey tilted his head. “And the book?”

“Monster,” I said.

A boy two seats over snorted. “Of course.”

Mr. Kelsey didn’t react. “Walter Dean Myers. Solid. Thank you.”

No extra questions. No welcome speech. Just a nod and move on. I respected him for that.

The class settled into a lesson about symbolism in The Great Gatsby. Mr. Kelsey talked like he actually cared. It would’ve been easier if I could’ve listened. But my focus kept sliding off the page and back to the door, like my instincts were waiting for something.

Halfway through a sentence about green lights and obsession, the hallway noise outside shifted. Footsteps got heavier. Voices dipped. That same invisible pressure from yesterday leaned in, subtle but real.

Then the door opened.

Caden walked in.

No dramatic entrance. No slow swagger. Just a clean, controlled step like he belonged in every room he entered. Black hoodie, dark jeans, backpack over one shoulder. His face was calm, but his eyes were sharp.

A few students sat up straighter. A couple girls brushed their hair back like he was a camera.

Mr. Kelsey frowned. “You’re late.”

“Bus was backed up,” Caden said.

No apology. No excuse beyond that. He handed over a late slip like it was routine.

Mr. Kelsey waved him toward an empty desk near the back. “Sit. Open your book. We’re reading.”

Caden moved down the aisle.

And that’s when it happened.

That clean, cold scent rolled across the room, not loud, not obvious to humans, but loud to me. Too familiar. Too tied to a moment I didn’t want replaying in my head.

My brain said, Stay still.

My body said, Stop.

For a second, I couldn’t even pretend. The pencil paused in my hand. My eyes locked on the page but didn’t see a word.

A chair scraped. Someone laughed softly.

Caden passed my row.

My wolf pushed forward just enough to make my skin feel wrong, like it didn’t fit. Not longing. Not romance. It felt like a bruise getting pressed. It felt like my body didn’t accept the rejection the way my pride did.

I forced my hand to move again. One note. One line. Something.

Caden took his seat in the back.

Mr. Kelsey kept talking, but a low hum ran under the whole classroom now. Everybody knew something was going on. Wolves could smell tension even if they didn’t know the reason.

A note landed on my desk from the girl behind me. It slid forward like she’d done this a thousand times.

I didn’t open it. Not yet.

Mr. Kelsey assigned us a short partner exercise. “Pick someone near you. Discuss what the green light represents. You have five minutes. Then we share.”

The room instantly split into pairs. Chairs turned. Voices rose.

Nobody turned to me.

Not even the kid next to me. He scooted his chair the other way like I carried a disease.

Fine.

I stared at the page and pretended I was working alone. That’s what I’ve always done. Solo is safer.

The note sat there like a dare.

Finally, I unfolded it.

So you’re the transfer stray. Don’t start crying.

I refolded it and slipped it into my pocket. Not because it hurt. Because it was proof. Proof of what I already knew.

West Ridge had decided my place before I even found my classroom.

Mr. Kelsey called time. A few pairs shared. He asked questions. People answered like they were performing. Then the bell rang.

Chairs scraped. Bags zipped. Everyone rushed out like school was a race and they were all trying to win.

I stayed seated for two extra seconds. Breathing. Resetting.

When I stood, my bag strap tugged against the duct tape, and I muttered under my breath.

Of course.

As I stepped into the hallway, the crowd swallowed me. Second period was Chemistry, and Brooke wasn’t waiting anymore. I had to find it alone, which was fine. Better, even. I didn’t need her hovering like a leash.

I turned down the hall and almost walked straight into a wall of bodies.

West Ridge kids were gathered near the stairwell, a loose circle. Not fighting. Not officially. Just blocking space. Just letting everyone know they could.

A tall guy with a clean fade leaned on the railing, talking loud on purpose.

“You heard they bused in Cedar Hollow?” he said. “That’s wild. They letting anybody in now.”

A couple people laughed.

My shoulders stayed square. Eyes forward. Keep moving.

Then someone stepped into my path.

It wasn’t Caden.

It was one of his friends, I think. Same vibe. Same pack confidence. This guy was stockier, with a silver chain and a grin that didn’t belong on a decent person.

“Yo,” he said, glancing down at my schedule in my hand like he had a right to. “You lost?”

“No.”

He leaned closer anyway, like he liked making people uncomfortable. “You smell like the wrong side of the creek.”

My jaw tightened. “Move.”

A few heads turned. The circle got a little tighter. Not a fight yet. A test.

The guy chuckled. “Look at her. She got bite.”

Another voice cut in from the side. Female. Smooth. Enjoying it.

“She’ll learn,” the girl said.

I glanced over.

Brooke stood there with two friends, crest jackets on, arms folded, eyes bright like she’d been waiting for this moment. She wasn’t surprised. She was proud. Like she set it up.

My stomach turned, but not from fear. From irritation. People who hide behind crowds are always the loudest.

The guy in my path lifted his hands in fake innocence. “Relax. I’m just talking. This is Ridgeview. We’re friendly.”

“Friendly,” I repeated, flat.

He smiled wider. “Yeah. Friendly. So do yourself a favor. Stay quiet. Stay small. Don’t get bold.”

The words sounded familiar, like that anonymous text, like Mom’s warning, like everybody’s advice for wolves with no shield.

I stared at him long enough to make it awkward.

“Chemistry is that way?” I asked, nodding at the hall behind him.

He blinked, like he didn’t expect me to ignore his little speech.

“Straight, then left,” he said.

“Cool.”

I stepped around him.

He reached out and tapped my shoulder, light, insulting. Not enough to count as an attack. Just enough to say he could.

My body went still again.

Not because I wanted to fight. Because my wolf did.

The hallway quieted in that way crowds do when they smell a spark.

Ms. Hargrove’s rules flashed in my head. No fighting. No pack displays. No shifting.

West Ridge wanted me to break those rules. That’s what this was. A trap dressed like a conversation.

So I made a choice.

I turned back slowly, looked him straight in the eyes, and said, “Don’t touch me again.”

My voice didn’t shake. That part felt good.

His grin slipped for half a second, then came back twice as smug. “Or what?”

Before I could answer, an older wolf stepped into the circle like a shadow.

Security. The same one from the orientation room. Broad shoulders, gray at his temples, eyes dead serious.

“That enough?” he asked.

The crowd loosened instantly. Students stepped back like the air got heavier.

The guy raised his hands. “We weren’t doing nothing.”

The security wolf’s gaze landed on me. Not kind. Not cruel. Just assessing.

“You,” he said. “Keep moving.”

Then he looked at the guy again. “And you keep your hands to yourself.”

The guy laughed like it was a joke, but he took a step back.

The security wolf waited until the circle broke. Then he walked off, slow and calm like he hadn’t just stopped a problem before it grew teeth.

I turned and headed down the hall.

Chemistry was on the second floor. The stairs were packed, bodies brushing, voices loud. I kept my head up and my pace steady.

Halfway up, a scent slid into the space behind me.

Cold air. Steel. Soap.

My steps hit the next stair and stopped without warning.

It wasn’t panic. It wasn’t romance either.

It was a body-level reaction that didn’t ask my permission.

A student behind me hissed, “Move,” irritated.

I forced my foot to lift, forced my legs to keep climbing.

At the top landing, the crowd split. My schedule crinkled in my hand from how tight I held it.

Then a voice came from close behind, low and controlled.

“Don’t freeze in the middle of the stairs.”

Caden.

He didn’t sound worried. He sounded annoyed, like I was an inconvenience that kept showing up.

I didn’t turn around right away. Turning around would give him too much.

“Wasn’t freezing,” I said.

A short pause.

“Yeah,” he replied. “You were.”

I faced forward and walked toward the hall, pretending my body wasn’t reacting to him at all. Chemistry was to the left. I took two steps.

Then he passed me.

Not by much. Just close enough that his scent filled my space again.

My foot caught on nothing.

My books slipped out of my arms and hit the floor, papers sliding across the tiles.

A couple students laughed. Quick, sharp.

I crouched, gathering everything fast. Not frantic. Controlled. Like I didn’t care.

A pair of shoes stopped in front of me.

Caden’s.

He didn’t bend to help. He didn’t offer a hand. He just stood there, blocking the hall like a guard.

The silence stretched. People slowed to watch.

Brooke’s voice floated from somewhere behind, sweet like poison. “Aw. Look.”












