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The first time I smelled him, I thought somebody was burning metal.

Not like smoke. More like hot coins and rain, sharp enough to make my eyes water. I had my hoodie pulled up and my hands shoved in the front pocket like that could keep the cold out my bones. It didn’t. Hollow Ridge didn’t do “cute chilly.” It did that wet kind of cold that crawls under your skin and sits there.

Our new place sat where the sidewalks stopped trying. One side of the street had porch lights and trimmed lawns. The other side had woods. Thick. Dark. Like somebody drew a line and told the trees, You can have the rest.

Mom said that line mattered.

“Don’t go in them trees,” she told me while she wrestled a box onto the counter. Her voice stayed calm, but her hands were shaking a little. She thought I wouldn’t notice. I always notice. “That’s Hollow land.”

“Hollow what?” I asked.

She looked at me like I’d asked what air was.

“The pack,” she said, low. “They run this side. They don’t like strangers. They really don’t like strays.”

Strays.

That word had followed me across state lines like a dirty smell you can’t wash out.

“I ain’t a stray,” I said, because my mouth stays brave even when my chest doesn’t.

Mom’s eyes flicked to my neck, like she was checking for something that wasn’t there. Then she went back to taping a box. “Just... listen to me, Nyla. You’re seventeen. You’re too old for trouble. I’m too tired for it.”

Too old for trouble.

That was funny. Trouble don’t check IDs.

My little brother Mikey ran through the living room like he owned the place, socks sliding on the cheap wood floor. “Dibs on the big room!” he yelled, then stopped and stared at me. “Nyla, your face look mad.”

“It always look mad,” I told him.

He grinned. “You should smile more.”

I threw a balled-up receipt at his head. He ducked and laughed like we were normal.

We weren’t.

We had three suitcases, two trash bags full of clothes, and one old duffel that never left Mom’s hand. She kept it close like it was the last good thing she had left. Like if she let go, something would happen.

Something always happened.

I went upstairs and shut myself in my room before she could ask me to “be patient” or “start fresh.” I didn’t want fresh. Fresh was just new ways to get hurt.

My room had one window that faced the woods. The glass was old and wavy, like it had seen too much. Outside, the trees moved even when the air looked still, branches rubbing together like they were talking.

I sat on the floor with my back against the bed and pulled my knees up. My phone had no service yet, not really. One bar. Barely. Keisha had texted me hours ago.

You good?

I didn’t answer. What was I gonna say?

Nah. I’m in some creepy wolf town and my mom won’t tell me why we ran.

Because we did run. We didn’t “move.” We didn’t “relocate.” We ran.

Mom tried to act like it was about a job. Like it was about “new opportunities.” She didn’t even believe her own lies. When she thought I couldn’t hear, she cried in the bathroom with the faucet on.

I knew what she was scared of.

I just didn’t know if the fear had finally caught up.

Around midnight, the house got quiet. Mikey stopped moving. Mom stopped pretending to fold clothes. The walls started making those settling noises like the place was breathing.

I stared at the window until my eyes burned.

Then I heard it.

A low sound. Not a dog. Not a coyote. Something deeper. Not loud, either. More like a warning pressed into the night.

My stomach went tight.

Mom had said stay out the trees.

She didn’t say stay out the yard.

I slid off the bed and eased my door open. The hallway was dark. Mikey’s door was cracked. I could hear his soft snore, the little whistle he did when he slept on his back.

Mom’s door was shut.

I walked barefoot down the stairs, stepping careful so the old steps wouldn’t squeal. The front door had three locks like Mom thought that meant anything. I undid them slow and opened it just enough to slip out.

The cold slapped me.

I pulled my hoodie tighter and crossed the porch. The yard was small and half dead, with patches of dirt showing through. A busted streetlight down the block buzzed and blinked like it was fighting to stay alive.

That’s when the smell hit me again.

Hot metal. Rain. Something wild under it, like damp fur.

I froze.

My brain said, Go back inside.

My feet didn’t listen.

I walked to the edge of the yard where the grass gave up. A thin line of weeds tried to act like a fence. Beyond it, the woods waited.

I didn’t step in. I just stood there, staring.

A shape moved between the trunks.

Not an animal darting. Not a squirrel. Something tall.

I backed up without turning around, because I wasn’t stupid. Not like that. My heel bumped the porch step and I nearly fell.

A voice came out of the dark.

“Yo.”

One word. That’s all. But it landed heavy.

I swallowed. “Who there?”

Another voice, closer, laughed under their breath. “She really out here like it’s sweet.”

I couldn’t see faces, just shadows. Then somebody stepped into the weak reach of the streetlight.

A boy.

No—more than a boy, but not grown either. Around my age. Maybe older. He wore a black jacket and dark jeans like he was trying to blend into the night, but his skin caught the light anyway. He had that look people got when they never had to ask permission for anything.

His hair was cut clean on the sides, longer up top. His eyes were pale, not blue exactly. Like stormwater.

There was a gold chain at his throat, simple but real. Not some fake shiny thing. It sat against his skin like it belonged there.

Behind him, two more guys leaned against trees like they had all day. One had braids and a nose ring. The other had a shaved head and a grin too wide.

The boy in front took one step closer, and the air changed. Not in some dramatic way. Just... it got thick.

“You lost?” he asked.

His voice wasn’t loud. He didn’t need it to be. He spoke like he expected the world to move for him.

I lifted my chin. “I live right there.”

“Tonight you do,” he said, eyes dragging over me like I was an object somebody dropped on his street.

I hated that look. I’d seen it before. Seen it in halls. Seen it in grown men at gas stations. Seen it in wolves who thought low rank meant low worth.

A chill rolled through me that had nothing to do with weather.

“You Hollow?” I asked, because Mom said that word like it could cut.

The guy with braids snorted. “She know the name. Cute.”

The boy in front didn’t answer right away. He just watched me. Then his gaze dipped—my throat, my collarbone, my hands.

Like he was looking for a mark.

Like he was checking if somebody already owned me.

My face got hot. “What?”

His jaw flexed once. His nostrils flared.

And then it happened.

A pull. Not on my arm. Not on my shirt. Inside me. Like something in my chest leaned forward without asking.

I sucked in air. My knees went weak for half a second, and I hated myself for it.

The boy’s eyes sharpened. He went still, all the way still, like a predator noticing movement.

The smell got stronger. Wet earth and metal and something that made my mouth water even though my stomach felt sick.

He took another step.

I didn’t move.

He stopped close enough that I could see a faint scar cutting through his right eyebrow. Close enough that I could see the tiny tattoos behind his ear—small shapes, like marks, not decoration.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

It sounded like a demand.

I hesitated.

The guy with the shaved head laughed. “She scared, Cam. Look at her.”

Cam.

So that was him.

Cam leaned in slightly, like he was trying to catch my scent better. “Name,” he repeated.

“Nyla,” I said.

The second it left my mouth, his expression flickered. Just a crack in his control. Then it slammed shut again.

His eyes hit mine.

That pull inside me yanked harder, like it was mad I’d waited so long to say it.

I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t want to know.

“You from here?” he asked.

“No.”

“Yeah, we can tell,” the braids guy said, and his voice had that mean edge like he’d been waiting to use it on somebody.

Cam didn’t look away from me. “Who you belong to?”

My stomach dropped.

I laughed once, sharp. “I don’t belong to nobody.”

That crack showed again. Quick.

Then Cam’s face went cold.

“Wrong answer,” he said.

I felt my throat tighten. “Excuse me?”

He tilted his head. “This is Hollow Ridge. You ain’t on some free-roam thing. Packs run streets. You either claimed, protected, or you prey.”

The words hit like a slap because they sounded too real. Like rules carved into the ground.

I forced my voice steady. “I’m not prey.”

The shaved-head guy stepped forward, smiling like he couldn’t wait. “Everybody prey when they outside the line.”

Cam lifted his hand just a little, and the guy stopped like he hit an invisible wall. That tiny motion told me everything.

Leader.

Not just some loud dude.

The Alpha.

I didn’t want that to be true. It was too soon. Too much.

Cam took a slow breath. His eyes dropped again to my neck. He stared like he wanted to see something appear.

Then he muttered, barely loud enough to hear, “No.”

I felt it anyway. That one word landed in my chest like a stone.

I didn’t even know what he was saying no to, but my body reacted like it understood.

“Cam,” the braids guy warned. “You smell that?”

“Shut up,” Cam snapped.

The air shifted behind me. A rustle. Not from the wind.

Cam’s head turned fast, eyes cutting past my shoulder into the woods.

He stiffened.

All three of them did.

The shaved-head guy’s grin vanished. “We got company.”

I started to turn, but Cam grabbed my wrist.

His hand was hot. Too hot. Like he’d been holding fire.

“Don’t look,” he said.

That made me look.

In the trees, something moved low and fast, cutting through brush without sound. I caught a flash—gray fur, big shoulders, eyes reflecting light like coins.

A wolf.

Not a normal one. Too big.

Then another shape behind it.

Cam yanked me back toward the porch. “Get inside.”

I stumbled. “What—”

“Move,” he hissed, and that word had command in it. Something ancient.

I jerked my wrist free. “Don’t touch me like—”

The first wolf burst out of the trees.

It didn’t hesitate. It didn’t circle. It came straight at me like I was the point.

Time got strange. The streetlight buzzed louder. My ears rang.

Cam lunged between us.

He didn’t shift. Not yet. He just moved like a fighter, fast and sure, and slammed his shoulder into the wolf’s chest.

They crashed into the dirt.

The wolf snapped, teeth flashing. Cam rolled, came up, and drove his fist down into its snout like that could stop a beast that big.

The wolf howled—high, angry, wrong.

The braids guy and shaved-head guy shifted right there, right out in the open like they didn’t care about anybody seeing. Clothes tore. Bones popped. Fur spilled over skin like a wave. Two wolves hit the ground in their place.

My mouth went dry.

I’d seen wolves before. Not up close. Not like this.

These weren’t pretty movie wolves.

These were muscle and teeth and intent.

The gray wolf darted, trying to get around Cam. Like it was still aiming for me.

Cam’s eyes flicked to mine.

For one second, there was panic there. Not fear of getting hurt. Fear of something else.

Fear of me getting taken.

That made no sense.

Then he made a sound low in his throat, not quite a growl, and his body changed.

It wasn’t slow. It wasn’t graceful.

It was violent.

His shoulders widened. His spine arched. His hands curled, nails lengthening into claws. His face shifted, jaw pushing forward, teeth sharpening.

A second later, a black wolf stood where Cam had been.

Not fully black—more like ink with a shine to it. Big. Bigger than the others. His eyes stayed that stormwater color, bright and cold.

The gray wolf hesitated.

That pause saved me.

The black wolf—Cam—hit it like a truck.

They collided, rolling hard, snapping and tearing. Dirt sprayed. The sound was nasty. Wet. Too real.

I backed up, feet tangling, and fell against the porch railing. My hands shook so bad I couldn’t grip anything.

The two Hollow wolves fought the second attacker near the tree line. One of them got bit and yelped, then came back twice as mean.

The gray wolf tried to break away again.

Cam’s wolf clamped its jaws around the gray one’s throat.

The gray wolf choked, kicked, thrashed.

Cam held.

Then the gray wolf went still.

Not dead. Not yet. But defeated.

A sharp whistle cut through the air from deeper in the woods.

Cam’s head snapped up. Ears pricked.

He released the gray wolf and stepped back, chest rising and falling hard.

The gray wolf scrambled away, limping, dragging itself back into the trees like it hated leaving without me.

That part hit me worst.

It wanted me.

Not for a bite. Not for a snack.

For something else.

Cam’s wolf turned and looked at me.

That pull inside me yanked so hard it almost dropped me to my knees.

My eyes burned. Tears tried to come, not from fear, but from the way his gaze felt like a hand around my throat.

He took one step closer.

I held my ground because pride is a dumb shield, but it’s all I had.

Cam shifted back, fast, clothes somehow still clinging like his body knew how to keep what mattered. He straightened, breathing heavy, jaw tight.

His friends shifted too, shaking fur off like water. One of them was bleeding from the shoulder.

Cam didn’t look at them. He stared at me like I was the problem that started all this.

“You got a death wish?” he snapped.

“What the hell was that?” I shot back, louder than I meant to. My voice shook, and I hated that. “Why was it coming at me?”

Cam stepped in close again, and I smelled him fully. Rain. Metal. Wild heat.

He leaned down slightly, eyes locked on mine. “Because you don’t got a pack scent on you. You out here naked.”

My face went hot. “I got clothes on.”

His mouth twitched like he almost smiled, then it disappeared. “Not what I meant.”

I swallowed. “So what, I’m supposed to walk around with a sign that says I’m owned?”

His eyes flashed. “Watch your mouth.”

“Or what?” I demanded. “You gonna do what that thing tried to do?”

His shoulders tensed. His gaze flicked again to my neck.

That pull inside me dragged like a chain.

He looked pissed.

Not at me talking. Not at the wolves.

At whatever he was sensing.

“You don’t know what you are,” he said, voice low.

“I’m a girl who just moved here,” I said. “That’s what I am.”

Cam’s eyes went hard. “Nah.”

The braids guy stepped up behind him. “Cam, we need to report—”

Cam cut him off with a look. Then he faced me again.

“You stay inside after dark,” he said. “You don’t walk nowhere alone. You don’t talk to nobody about what you saw.”

“I don’t take orders from you,” I said, but the words came out weaker than I wanted.

He leaned in, so close his breath brushed my cheek. “In Hollow Ridge, you do.”

My hands curled into fists. “Why you care?”

That question slipped out before I could stop it.

Cam froze.

For a second, he looked like he might say something honest.

Then his whole face shut down, like a door slamming.

“I don’t,” he said.

The lie was clean. Too clean.

But it still cut.

He straightened, voice louder now, like he wanted his boys to hear it. Like he needed witnesses.

“You ain’t nothing to me,” he said. “You got that? Whatever you thought you felt just now, kill it.”

My throat tightened. “I didn’t—”

“Kill it,” he repeated, and his eyes dared me to fight him on it.

Something in my chest cracked.

I didn’t even understand what he was rejecting. I just knew he was doing it on purpose.

On purpose and fast.

The shaved-head guy looked between us, eyes wide like he saw the same thing and didn’t like it. “Cam...”

Cam lifted his chin. “She’s not mine.”

Not mine.

Fourteen years of being told I was too much, not enough, wrong place, wrong blood, wrong everything—and still, those two words found the soft part.

He took a step back, like he was creating distance on purpose. Like space could erase whatever that pull was.

Then he pointed at my porch.

“Go,” he said. “And if you come out again, don’t expect anybody to save you.”

I stared at him, rage and shame mixing so ugly I couldn’t tell which was which. “So you saved me just to talk down to me?”

Cam’s jaw clenched. “I saved the street. This my territory. I don’t need bodies bringing cops.”

There it was.

He had a reason. A cold one.

My eyes stung anyway. I refused to let tears fall in front of him. I turned and climbed the porch steps with my spine straight, like that meant I wasn’t shaking.

Behind me, the woods stayed too quiet.

Cam’s boys started talking low, urgent, about “rogues” and “edges” and “pack court.” I caught pieces like knives.

Then Cam spoke again, softer, like he forgot I could hear.

“Her scent...” he said, almost like it hurt him to say it. “That can’t be.”

The braids guy replied, “It is. You know it is.”

Cam went quiet.

I didn’t turn around. I didn’t give them that.

I got to the front door and reached for the lock.

My fingers slipped.

I tried again.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Cam staring at my back. His gaze felt like pressure.

I forced the lock, got inside, and slammed the door. I threw all three locks like they were prayers.

My legs went weak.

I slid down the wall onto the floor and pressed my fist to my mouth so I wouldn’t make a sound.

Because Mom was asleep upstairs.

Because Mikey was dreaming.

Because if I let my fear out loud, it would become real in a way I couldn’t take back.

I sat there a long time, listening.

No footsteps on the porch. No knock. No “you good?” Not even a warning tap.

Just the streetlight buzzing outside, fighting to stay on.

In my head, Cam’s voice replayed, clear as if he was still standing over me.

You ain’t nothing to me.

She’s not mine.

Not mine.

I thought I’d gotten used to that feeling.

Guess not.

I stood up slow and walked to the living room window. I moved the curtain just enough to peek out.

Cam and his boys were gone.

But at the edge of the yard, right where the weeds met the dirt, something sat in the grass like it had been placed there.

A small object.

I stared, then unlocked the door again before my brain could stop me.

Outside, the cold hit hard.

I took three steps, snatched the thing, and ran back inside.

I held it in my palm under the dim living room light.

A black leather cord. A small metal charm hanging from it.

It wasn’t fancy. Just a flat piece shaped like a crescent with a tiny cut-out in the middle, like a hollow moon.

I didn’t know how it got there.

But I knew who it belonged to.

Because it smelled like rain and hot metal.

I closed my fingers around it, and that pull inside me stirred like it had been waiting.

Upstairs, a floorboard creaked.

Mom.

I shoved the cord in my pocket and backed away from the door like I hadn’t just been outside in the middle of the night like an idiot.

Her bedroom door opened. Light spilled into the hall.

“Nyla?” her voice called, tired and sharp at the same time. “What are you doing up?”

I swallowed hard and made my face blank. “Couldn’t sleep.”

She came down a few steps, squinting into the darkness. Her hair was wrapped up, her robe tied tight. She looked small in the dim light, like the weight on her shoulders was pressing her down.

She sniffed the air once.

Her eyes widened.

I watched her face change in a heartbeat.

Fear. Recognition. Then anger, fast and fierce.

“Where were you?” she demanded.

I didn’t answer fast enough.

Mom came down the rest of the stairs, grabbed my shoulders, and turned me toward the light. Her gaze shot to my neck like she expected to see teeth marks.

Her hands shook harder now.

“Nyla,” she said, voice low, like she was trying not to wake Mikey. “Tell me right now.”

I licked my lips. “I just stepped outside.”

Mom’s eyes filled with panic so quick it made mine burn too.

“You went near the tree line,” she said, not asking.

I didn’t say yes.

I didn’t have to.

Mom looked at me like she wanted to scream and hug me at the same time. Then she whispered the words that confirmed everything I didn’t want confirmed.

“They found us,” she said.

And even though nobody was in the room but us, even though the locks were thrown, even though the house was quiet—

I felt watched.

Like the woods were listening.

Like Hollow Ridge already knew my name.

And like Cam had rejected me on purpose because the truth was worse than being unwanted.

Whatever I was, it wasn’t safe.

And tomorrow, I still had to go to school like I wasn’t standing on a line nobody could see.
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New School, New Wolves
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Mom said, “They found us,” and after that, sleep didn’t even try to come back.

Morning showed up anyway, rude as ever. Thin gray light. Cold floors. A kitchen that still smelled like cardboard and tape. Mom moved around like her bones were made of glass. She kept checking the locks like the door might apologize and stop being a door.

Mikey sat at the table with his cereal, legs swinging, acting like last night didn’t happen. Kids got that gift. Or maybe it’s a curse. He looked up at me with milk on his lip.

“You got school today?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

He made a face. “New school always trash.”

“You don’t even go to mine,” I said.

He shrugged like it didn’t matter. “Still.”

Mom shoved a piece of paper toward me. The schedule. A map. A list of rules. It looked like somebody printed a whole life and thought that was enough.

“You’re going straight there and straight back,” she said. “No stopping. No wandering.”

“I’m not five,” I told her.

Her eyes cut to my hoodie pocket for half a second.

She didn’t know what I’d grabbed last night, but she could feel something was off. Moms always can. It made me uneasy how her fear lived in the air like smoke you couldn’t see.

“We don’t have a choice,” she said. “We keep our heads down. We don’t get noticed.”

That was almost funny too.

Because whatever happened in the dark? I already got noticed.

The little cord in my pocket felt heavier than it should’ve. I didn’t pull it out. Didn’t need to. Just having it there made my skin itch, like I was carrying trouble on purpose.

Mom packed my lunch like she was packing armor. Peanut butter sandwich. Chips. A bruised apple. She slid it into my bag and grabbed my face in both hands, like she was trying to hold me still in a world that wouldn’t.

“You hear me, Nyla?” she asked.

My name sounded different when she said it. Softer. Like she was afraid it would be taken away.

“Yeah,” I said. “I hear you.”

That wasn’t the same as promising.

Outside, the air had teeth. My breath came out pale. The bus stop was two blocks down, near a corner store with bars on the windows and a faded sign that said OPEN even though the place looked closed forever.

A couple kids waited already. Hoodies. Backpacks. One girl with long nails tapping on her phone like she wanted to break it. A boy with a durag and earbuds, bobbing his head to music nobody else could hear.

Nobody looked friendly.

Good. Friendly always came with strings.

The bus rolled up late, loud, and smelled like old seats and cheap cologne. I took a spot halfway back and stared out the window while the neighborhood slid by—houses leaning tired, fences half broken, yards with cars parked on grass like rules didn’t live there.

The woods stayed on my right the whole ride, dark and close, like they were following.

When the school came into view, it didn’t look like a place that cared about kids. Big brick building. Chain-link fence. Cameras on the corners. A giant sign that read HOLLOW RIDGE HIGH in bold letters like it was proud of itself.

The parking lot was packed. Trucks. Loud cars. A few motorcycles. Groups of students posted up like they owned patches of pavement.

Territory.

Mom called it Hollow land. Cam called it his. Same thing, just said different.

I stepped off the bus and felt it right away.

Not some magical spark. More like pressure. Like stepping into a room where people already decided they don’t like you. Eyes slid over me, quick, judging. Some looked too long.

A girl near the front of the school wrinkled her nose like she smelled something bad. She whispered to her friend and they both looked at me again.

That’s when I got it.

They weren’t staring because I was new.

They were staring because I was wrong.

I kept walking anyway.

Inside, the hallway was loud. Lockers slamming. People yelling. Sneakers squeaking. A teacher shouting “Keep it moving!” like anybody cared.

My schedule said I had homeroom in 112. I followed the numbers down the hall, dodging bodies, keeping my face blank. I could hear my old school in my head for a second—Keisha laughing, my crew at the back steps, the way I knew exactly where to go and who to avoid.

Here, I didn’t know anything.

That was dangerous.

Room 112 had a bored-looking teacher at the door with a clipboard. She looked me up and down like she was already tired of me.

“Name?” she asked.

“Nyla Carter,” I said.

Her pen paused. “New transfer.”

“Yeah.”

She pointed inside. “Seat’s open in the back. Don’t be late again.”

Again? Lady, this my first day.

I didn’t say it. I walked in, found an empty desk behind a guy with broad shoulders, and sat.

The room smelled like body spray and cheap coffee. Posters about “Respect” and “Attendance” hung crooked on the walls.

A boy two seats over leaned back and stared at me, not even trying to hide it. He had neat braids and a little scar on his chin.

“You from the city?” he asked, voice low.

“Why?” I asked back.

He smirked. “You got that look like you not scared to swing.”

I stared at him. “I’m not trying to swing at school.”

He laughed under his breath. “Everybody say that till lunch.”

The teacher started calling attendance. Names came out with little reactions—jokes, groans, “Here,” “Present,” “Man, you know I’m here.”

Then she said, “Cameron Hale.”

The air shifted. Not loud. Just... tighter.

“Here,” a voice answered from the front row.

My eyes moved before I could stop them.

Cam sat turned halfway in his seat like he didn’t care about class. Same clean cut. Same chain at his throat. Same calm face that looked like it didn’t feel things, even though I knew that was a lie.

The scar through his right eyebrow was clear in the morning light. So were the small marks behind his ear when he tilted his head, listening.

He didn’t look back at me.

Not once.

Like last night never happened.

Like I didn’t exist.

Something in me got hot, then cold.

Fine.

If he wanted to act like that, I could do it too.

The teacher moved on. Class turned into noise. Rules. Syllabus. “No phones.” “No hats.” “No fighting.” Like those words had ever stopped anything.

When the bell rang, the room exploded into motion. Desks scraped. People rushed out like they were running from boredom.

I grabbed my bag and stepped into the hallway.

Cam walked out with two guys at his sides. The one with braids and a nose ring from last night. The other with the shaved head and that same hungry grin.

Their eyes landed on me.

The grinning one’s mouth curled like he was amused. The braided one looked annoyed, like my presence was a personal insult.

Cam kept his gaze straight ahead.

A girl slid up beside them, tall and pretty in a sharp way. Black hair, laid edges, nails done, lip gloss shining. She looped her arm through Cam’s like it belonged there.

“Cam, you coming to practice later?” she asked, loud enough for people to hear.

He nodded once. “Yeah.”

Her eyes flicked to me. Just a flash. But it was nasty.

“You smell like out-of-town,” she said, not even lowering her voice.

Students nearby went quiet like they wanted to catch the moment.

My shoulders stayed steady. “You smell like you talk too much.”

A couple kids made little “Ooooh” sounds.

The girl’s smile didn’t move. “You don’t know where you at.”

“I know I’m in a school hallway,” I said.

Braids guy stepped forward a little. “Yo, chill. Don’t get disrespectful.”

I looked at him. “Disrespectful is commenting on a stranger’s smell like you got manners.”

Cam finally turned his head.

His eyes met mine for half a second.

Nothing soft in them. Nothing warm. Just warning.

He didn’t say my name. Didn’t say anything about last night. He just held my gaze long enough for my skin to remember him, then looked away like I was nothing again.

The girl squeezed his arm tighter, like she noticed.

“Let’s go,” she said, pulling him.

Cam went with her.

His friends followed, still watching me like they were waiting for me to make a mistake.

My throat felt tight, but I swallowed it down and walked the opposite direction.

Behind me, laughter came. Not friendly laughter. The kind that means somebody decided you’re entertainment.

So this was the vibe.

I got through first period and second period like that—people clocking me, whispering, making little comments. Some teachers tried to be nice in that fake way. Some didn’t even try.

By third period, I could tell where the lines were.

Certain kids got space in the hallway without asking for it. People moved around them like water. Teachers didn’t call them out for being late. Security guards nodded at them like they were coworkers.

Pack.

Not the furry kind only. The real kind too.

At lunch, it got worse.

The cafeteria was loud and bright with those long tables that made everybody look small. I grabbed a tray even though I wasn’t hungry and moved along the line.

A guy behind me leaned in. “You the new girl, right?”

I didn’t turn. “What you want?”

He chuckled. “Damn, okay. I was just asking.”

“Ask somebody else,” I said.

He muttered something under his breath and backed up.

I got my food and scanned the room.

Groups were split clean. Athletes in one corner. Goth kids near the windows. Loud girls by the middle. Guys posted up like they were on a block, not in a school.

Then I saw it.

Cam’s table.

It wasn’t even a table. It was a whole section. His boys spread out around him like a fence. That same pretty girl was there too, sitting close, laughing like she owned his attention.

People watched them like they were celebrities. Like they were royalty.

And maybe they were.

I turned away and headed for an empty table near the vending machines.

Halfway there, somebody shoulder-checked me.

Hard.

My tray tilted. Milk spilled. Fries hit the floor. My apple rolled under a table.

I steadied myself, more annoyed than shocked.

A girl stood there with her arms crossed, looking proud of herself. She had curly hair pulled into a high puff and a jacket with Hollow Ridge Wolves stitched on the back. Her eyes were light, almost silver.

“You need to watch where you going,” she said.

I looked at my spilled tray, then back at her. “You ran into me.”

She smiled like that was the point. “Yeah.”

Kids nearby went quiet again. That silence spread fast. People smelled drama like it was food.

The girl leaned closer. “New girl, right? You heard of Hollow rules?”

I lifted my chin. “I heard enough.”

“Then you know this,” she said. “You don’t talk back to Hollow blood. You don’t mouth off to our people. And you definitely don’t stare at our Alpha like you got thoughts.”

My mouth twitched. “I wasn’t staring at nobody.”

“Mm-hm.” She reached out and tapped my hoodie pocket, light but bold, like she was checking what I had.

My body went rigid.

Her eyes sharpened. “What you hiding?”

“Hands off,” I said.

She laughed like I was cute. “Or what? You gonna call your pack?”

A few kids snickered.

That word hit different in her mouth.

I kept my voice calm. “Move.”

She didn’t.

Instead, she lifted her hand and pushed me back a step. Not enough to knock me down. Enough to show she could.

A teacher should’ve stepped in. A lunch lady. Somebody.

Nobody did.

Because they weren’t scared of me.

They were scared of who she belonged to.

The girl tilted her head. “You don’t got a claim. That means you don’t got protection. You here on borrowed time.”

Across the cafeteria, Cam’s table went still.

I didn’t even need to look. I felt it.

The girl followed my attention anyway and smiled wider. “You see? Even he know. Hollow Pack don’t claim strays.”

Then Cam stood up.

Slow.

Like the whole building belonged to him and time had to ask permission.

The pretty girl grabbed his wrist. “Babe, don’t. It’s not worth it.”

Cam didn’t look at her. His eyes stayed locked on this side of the room.

On me.

On the Hollow girl in my face.

He started walking.

Every step he took made the air heavier. Kids moved out the way without thinking. Even teachers shifted like they didn’t want to be in his path.

The Hollow girl’s confidence wobbled for a split second, then she covered it with a smirk.

“Uh-oh,” she said, low. “Look who you got attention from.”

Cam stopped a few feet away.

Up close, he looked the same as last night and different too. In school lighting, he looked more human. More like a boy. But his eyes didn’t carry boy energy. They carried ownership.

He looked at the mess on the floor, then at the Hollow girl.

“What you doing?” he asked her.

Her shoulders squared. “Handling it.”

Cam’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t tell you to.”

“She disrespected Maris,” the girl said, nodding toward the pretty one at his table.

Maris. So that was her name.

Cam didn’t even glance at Maris. “Pick up the food.”

The Hollow girl blinked like she misheard. “Cam—”

“Pick it up,” he said again, quieter, and somehow that was worse.

The girl’s face went stiff. A few kids whispered. Somebody laughed once and stopped fast.

She bent down, grabbed the fallen fries, shoved them back on my tray like she wanted to crush them. Milk still pooled on the floor.

Cam watched, expression blank.

When she stood up, she didn’t look at him. She looked at me.

“This ain’t over,” she mouthed.

Cam stepped closer to me, close enough that I could see the faint lines of tension at the corners of his eyes, like he hadn’t slept either.

“You good?” he asked.

His voice was flat. Like he was asking about the weather.

I didn’t give him what he wanted. “Why you asking?”

His eyes narrowed a fraction. “Answer the question.”

“I’m standing,” I said. “So yeah.”

He held my stare like he was measuring me.

Then, like he remembered himself, his gaze went cold again. He straightened and turned his head slightly, speaking loud enough for the area around us to hear.

“Don’t touch her,” he told the Hollow girl. “Not here.”

Maris snapped, “Cam, are you serious?”

Cam didn’t look back at her. “I said what I said.”

The Hollow girl swallowed her anger like poison. “Fine.”

Cam’s eyes came back to me. For half a breath, something flickered there—frustration, maybe. Something he refused to name.

“You stay out my way,” he said.

I laughed once, sharp. “I been trying.”

His stare hardened. “After school.”

My stomach dipped. “What?”

He leaned in just enough that only I could hear. “You and your moms need to talk to the Hollow elders. Today.”

I tried to keep my face steady. “Why?”

Cam’s mouth tightened like he hated giving me anything. “Because rogues don’t test the edge for nothing. They sniffing for you.”

A beat of silence hit between us.

Then he added, low and mean, like he wanted to hurt us both before anybody else could—

“And don’t get it twisted. This ain’t me claiming you. This is me keeping my territory clean.”

He stepped back, turning away before my face could react.

“After school,” he repeated, louder now, and walked off like he hadn’t just flipped my whole day upside down.

I stood there with a ruined lunch tray and too many eyes on me, feeling like the ground under Hollow Ridge High wasn’t solid at all.

Because if the Hollow elders wanted to “talk,” that meant rules.

And in this town, rules were never just words.

They were teeth.
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By second period, everybody at Hollow Ridge High knew I had no pack.

Not because I told them. Because they could smell it, or sense it, or whatever their little wolf nerves did when somebody walked in wrong. Heads turned when I hit the hallway. Not normal new-girl looks either. These were the kind that weighed you up like you were lunch.

I barely slept after last night. Mom’s words kept looping in my skull—They found us. She didn’t explain who “they” were. She just locked every lock again, checked Mikey twice, then sat at the kitchen table until dawn with her hands wrapped around a mug she never drank from.

Before I left for school, she grabbed my wrist so hard it hurt.

“Don’t start nothing,” she whispered. Her eyes were red, but her voice stayed tough. “And don’t let nobody pull you off campus. You hear me?”

“I’m not dumb,” I told her.

She flinched like that sentence had teeth. “Nyla... please.”

That “please” was rare. That’s what made me nod.

Mikey tried to hug my waist on my way out. I ruffled his hair and told him to eat his cereal. He looked up at me like I was the safest thing he had. That guilt sat on my shoulders the whole walk.

Hollow Ridge High was big and old, brick walls and narrow windows like it was built to watch you, not teach you. The parking lot was packed with lifted trucks, loud music, and kids already acting grown. A few teachers stood near the entrance, pretending they didn’t notice the way groups controlled the space.

I kept my hood down. Didn’t wanna look like I was hiding. Didn’t wanna look like I was challenging nobody either. I was aiming for invisible.

That plan died fast.

Near the front doors, a tall girl in a varsity jacket bumped her shoulder into mine on purpose. Not hard enough to start a fight. Just enough to test if I’d swing.

She smirked. “My bad.”

It wasn’t.

I stared at her until her smile got tight. Then I kept walking. First win of the day: not giving her what she wanted.

Inside, the hallway smelled like floor cleaner, cheap cologne, and cafeteria grease. Lockers slammed. Kids yelled. Somebody laughed too loud like they needed attention to breathe.

A boy I didn’t know brushed past me, then stopped mid-step like he hit a wall.

He sniffed once, subtle. His eyes widened, then he leaned closer like I was a mystery he could solve with his nose.

“What you—” I started.

He backed up quick, face twisting like he tasted something bitter. “Nah. That’s crazy.”

His friends followed his gaze to me. One of them muttered, “Stray.”

The word traveled. Quiet at first. Then it spread like a stain.

I moved faster, keeping my face straight. My chest didn’t feel straight though. It felt like my ribs were too tight.

At my locker, I fumbled the combination because my fingers weren’t cooperating. A girl across from me—small, freckles, heavy eyeliner—watched me without hiding it.

“You new,” she said.

“Yeah.”

She tilted her head. “You got family out here?”

I didn’t answer fast enough.

Her eyes slid down to my neck, like she expected to see proof of something. When she didn’t, her mouth tightened. “You should be careful.”

“Why? You tryna scare me?”

She shrugged, but her voice dropped. “I’m not tryna be in your business. I’m just saying... Hollow don’t play. If you ain’t claimed, they don’t protect you.”

“Claimed by who?” I asked, even though I already hated the way that sounded.

She looked away like she’d said too much. “Just... watch yourself.”

A bell rang. Kids poured into classrooms. I followed the flow, pretending my stomach wasn’t twisting.

English was first. The teacher talked like she’d given up in 2009. I kept my head down, wrote notes I didn’t care about, and tried not to notice the stares. Every few minutes, somebody would whisper and laugh like I was a joke.

Halfway through class, the door opened.

The room shifted. Not loud. Just... attention snapped.

Cam walked in.

Same stormy eyes. Same calm that felt like a threat. He wore a black hoodie today, sleeves pushed up. That eyebrow scar was still there, cutting his face like a warning sign.

He didn’t look at me.

Not once.

The teacher smiled too wide. “Cameron. Nice of you to join us.”

Cam didn’t apologize. He just handed her a slip, then slid into the back row like the class belonged to him.

A girl near him leaned back in her chair, hair shiny, lip gloss bright. She touched his arm like she had a right. “You good?” she whispered.

Cam nodded, eyes forward. No warmth. No softness.

Good. I told myself I didn’t care.

But my chest did that stupid tug again anyway, like my body was out here lying behind my back.

When class ended, I waited. Let people leave first. Let Cam walk out before me. I wasn’t trying to end up in the same space with him. Not after last night. Not after he said what he said like it was nothing.

The hallway was louder between periods. Somebody shoved my shoulder. Somebody else laughed. A paper ball hit the back of my head.

“Oops,” a boy called, fake innocent.

I kept walking.

Near the stairwell, the air changed. It got tense, like a fight was about to pop. I looked up and saw them.

The braided guy from last night—now in a navy hoodie with the school logo—leaned against the wall like he’d been posted there. The shaved-head dude stood beside him, chewing gum with a lazy grin.

They were waiting for me.

The braided one pushed off the wall and stepped into my path. “Nyla, right?”

My body went cold, but my voice stayed steady. “You stalking me now?”

He smiled like that amused him. “Relax. Ain’t nobody stalking you. We just need a talk.”

“I’m on my way to class.”

Shaved-head guy chuckled. “Class? That’s cute. Like any of this about school.”

I tried to step around them. The shaved-head guy shifted just enough to block me. Not touching me. Just cutting off space.

“Move,” I said.

Braids leaned in a little. “You didn’t listen. We told you stay inside. Now you walking around in the daytime like that fixes it.”

“Like what?”

He sniffed the air again, not even trying to hide it. “Like you ain’t got nobody.”

Anger flashed hot and quick. “Back up. You weird.”

Shaved-head guy’s grin widened. “She got mouth.”

Braids sighed like I was exhausting. “Look, I’m Jace. That’s Rico. We ain’t here to clown you. We here to keep you from getting yourself packed up.”

I stared at him. “By who?”

His eyes cut toward the stairwell window. Outside, trees lined the far edge of campus, thick enough to make shadows even in daylight.

“Not our business to explain,” Jace said. “Not in the hallway.”

“So where we going?” I asked, already knowing I wouldn’t like the answer.

Rico tapped the door behind them. “Security office.”

Hollow Ridge High didn’t have a real security office. Not one like that. But when Rico opened the door, it wasn’t a closet. It was a narrow room with a desk, a couch, and a wall covered in cameras. The kind of setup that meant somebody ran this place.

A woman sat behind the desk with silver hair pulled tight, reading a file like she had all the time in the world. She didn’t look up right away.

“Ms. Tinsley,” Jace said.

She finally lifted her eyes to me. They were pale and sharp. “So this is her.”

My spine went stiff. “Who are you?”

“Tinsley,” she said, like that was enough. “Vice principal.”

That was a lie. Or at least not the full truth. The way Jace and Rico stood behind me like guards said she wasn’t just handling detentions.

Tinsley’s gaze moved over me slow. Not in a creepy way. In a clinical way. Like I was paperwork that might become a problem.

“You understand where you are?” she asked.

“A school,” I said.

Jace made a low sound like a laugh he swallowed.

Tinsley didn’t smile. “Hollow Ridge is Hollow territory. That doesn’t stop at the town sign. It doesn’t stop at the campus gates.”

“What do you want from me?” I asked.

Tinsley leaned back. “I want you alive. That’s the simple version.”

My throat tightened. I hated that my body believed her before my pride did.

She opened the file. “Nyla—seventeen. Lives on Fox Hollow Road. Moved in yesterday.”

My jaw clenched. “You digging into my life?”

Rico shrugged. “That’s what happens when you pop up uninvited.”

“I didn’t invite myself,” I snapped. “My mom—”

Tinsley’s eyes sharpened. “Your mother knows better than to bring you here unclaimed.”

That hit hard. I didn’t let my face show it, but it landed.

Tinsley tapped the paper with one nail. “This area runs on rules. Not opinions. Not feelings. Rules.”

“Okay,” I said. “What rule did I break by showing up to school?”

Jace answered, voice flat. “Existing without a pack scent.”

“That’s not a rule. That’s just... weird wolf politics.”
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