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Prologue

	 

	The purr of my air purifier is the first thing I hear every day. White noise, constant, reliable. It's the sound of safety, of controlled air, of a world where nothing unexpected can sneak in and overwhelm me.

	 

	My name is Bryn Calloway, and I'm sixteen years old. I'm also a werewolf, which is less exciting than it sounds.

	 

	I lie still for a moment, eyes closed, taking inventory. My room smells like me—clean sheets, the lavender soap my mother uses, the faint metallic tang of the air filter's inner workings. No surprises. No intrusions. Safe.

	 

	Then I breathe deeper, and the world rushes in.

	 

	Through the walls, my mother Fiona is already in the kitchen. I smell her worry before I hear her movements—sharp, like ozone before a storm, layered over the softer scent of her lavender soap. She's always worried. About me, mostly. About what the pack thinks of me, about whether I'll survive another day of high school, about the future she can't quite imagine for her strange, sensitive daughter.

	 

	I swing my legs out of bed. The floorboards are cool. My clothes are laid out from last night—same jeans, same plain grey shirt, same hoodie with the sleeves long enough to pull over my thumbs. Routine. Predictable. Necessary.

	 

	The bathroom mirror shows me what the pack sees: average height, wiry build, auburn hair I'm constantly tucking behind my ears, grey-green eyes that avoid looking at themselves for too long. Pale skin that flushes when I'm stressed, which is often. Nothing impressive. Nothing threatening. Just Bryn, the Omega, the disappointment.

	 

	I brush my teeth, and the mint is sharp and clean, a scent I can process. Unlike the cafeteria, where a thousand smells collide into a physical weight behind my eyes. Unlike the hallways, where cheap perfume and teenage hormones and the greasy-metal tang of the vending machines all fight for space in my nose. Unlike pack gatherings, where dominance and hierarchy and suppressed aggression create a fog so thick I can barely breathe.

	 

	The mint helps. I focus on it.

	 

	In the kitchen, my mother tries to smile. Her scent gives her away—the worry is stronger this morning, edged with something new. Fear, maybe. Or resignation.

	 

	"Kellen came by," she says, too casually.

	 

	I freeze, one hand on the cereal box. Kellen Voss. Alpha's son. Future enforcer. My personal tormentor since we were old enough to understand pack hierarchy.

	 

	"He wanted to remind you about border duty tonight," she continues, not meeting my eyes. "Said you've been slacking."

	 

	I haven't been slacking. I'm never late, never absent, never anything but exactly what they ask. Being an Omega means you can't afford mistakes. Being an Omega with my particular... sensitivities means you can't afford to exist wrong.

	 

	"I'll be there," I say.

	 

	Fiona nods. She wants to say more—I smell it building in her, that protective instinct warring with her fear of the pack's judgment. In the end, she just touches my shoulder briefly and turns back to the stove.

	 

	The walk to school takes me through the edge of pack territory. This is my favorite part of the day, the only time I feel something close to peace. The pines smell of earth and age and quiet wisdom. The undergrowth carries rabbit and deer, the normal business of the forest. I breathe deep, letting the clean scents flush out the tension from home.

	 

	Then I reach the parking lot.

	 

	It hits me like a wall: exhaust fumes, stale coffee from teacher mugs, the cloying sweetness of someone's vanilla body spray, the sharp bite of nervous sweat from students already dreading first period. My eyes water. The pressure starts building behind my temples.

	 

	I have a system. Count the steps to the front door. Focus on the feel of concrete under my feet. Locate one tolerable scent—the pine trees behind the gym, faint but present—and hold onto it like a lifeline.

	 

	The hallway is worse. Lockers clang. Voices bounce off linoleum and cinderblock. A group of girls pass me, and their perfume is so thick I actually gag, coughing into my sleeve. One of them laughs. I don't know if it's at me. I don't look up to check.

	 

	I keep walking. Count the tiles. Breathe through my mouth. Don't meet anyone's eyes. Don't give them a reason to notice you.

	 

	In history class, I claim my usual seat: last row, corner, back to the wall. I can see everyone from here. No one can sneak up behind me. Mr. Alder is already at his desk, smelling of chalk dust and the faint sourness of last night's bourbon. He's a good teacher. He doesn't call on me unless I raise my hand.

	 

	The fluorescent lights hum. They flicker, too—imperceptibly to humans, probably, but I see it, feel it in the back of my skull like a tiny drill. I pull my hoodie sleeves over my hands and press my palms flat on the desk, grounding myself.

	 

	Someone slides into the seat two rows ahead. I don't look up, but I smell him immediately: old books, clean cotton, something warm underneath like sun-baked wood. No sour aggression. No oily manipulation. No cloying perfume trying to mask insecurity. Just... calm.

	 

	Leo Thorne. That's his name. He's in this class. He's always in this class, quiet and observant, taking notes in his careful handwriting. I've never spoken to him. He's never spoken to me. But sometimes I catch his scent, and it's the only tolerable thing in this building.

	 

	The lights flicker again. I flinch.

	 

	Leo turns slightly, just enough to glance back. I brace for the usual—pity, curiosity, the awkward look away. But his expression is different. He's frowning at the lights, not at me. Then he raises his hand.

	 

	"Mr. Alder? The lights are bothering my eyes. Would it be possible to dim them?"

	 

	My heart stops.

	 

	Mr. Alder blinks, looks at the lights, shrugs. "Sure, Leo. No problem." He adjusts the switch, and the flickering stops. The hum softens.

	 

	Leo turns back to his notes. He doesn't look at me again.

	 

	I don't understand. Humans don't do things like that without wanting something. There's always a price, always an angle. But his scent didn't change—still that warm calm, no spike of expectation or smugness. He just... helped.

	 

	The bell rings. I gather my things mechanically, mind spinning. As I pass his desk, I see something small and white on the corner. A peppermint. Wrapped. Waiting.

	 

	I don't take it. I can't. But I pause, just for a second, and his scent washes over me again—old books, sunlight, kindness—and something in my chest cracks open, just a little.

	 

	Then I'm in the hallway, and the chaos swallows me, and I tell myself it meant nothing. He's human. I'm wolf. There's no bridge between those worlds.

	 

	But I keep the peppermint in my pocket all day. And when I'm overwhelmed, I touch it. Breathe. Remember.

	 

	At lunch, I escape to my bench behind the gym. Pine trees, quiet, no people. I sit with my back to the trunk and let myself decompress. The pressure behind my eyes eases. My shoulders drop from where they've been hunched around my ears.

	 

	From here, I can see the edge of town. The old mill rises in the distance, abandoned and crumbling. Leo Thorne walks past, camera around his neck, heading that way. Probably taking photographs. He's always taking photographs.

	 

	I watch him until he disappears into the trees. Then I close my eyes and let the pine scent carry me through the rest of the day.

	 

	I don't know that I'll see him again tomorrow.

	 

	I don't know that his seat will be empty.

	 

	I don't know that his scent will lead me into the heart of everything I'm afraid of.

	 

	Right now, I'm just surviving. Counting tiles. Breathing through my mouth. Touching the peppermint in my pocket.

	 

	It's enough.

	 

	It has to be enough.

	 

	The bell rings. I stand. The world rushes back in.

	 

	I walk toward it, because I have no choice.

	 

	Because this is my life: too wolf for the humans, too strange for the pack. Stuck in the middle with nothing but my nose and my stubborn heart.

	 

	Because somewhere ahead, a boy with a camera is walking toward his fate.

	 

	And mine is walking to meet him.

	 


Chapter 1: The Weight of Morning

	 

	Starting Point: My bedroom, dawn. Alone, in controlled safety, the air purifier humming its familiar song. Emotional state: Low-grade anxiety, the usual. Sensory state: Calm, protected, about to be shattered.

	 

	What just happened: The prologue ended with me watching Leo Thorne walk toward the old mill, camera around his neck. I didn't know then that his path and mine would collide. That was yesterday. Now it's a new morning, and everything is about to change.

	 

	---

	 

	The same hum wakes me every morning.

	 

	Same air purifier, same white noise, same illusion of control. I lie motionless and take inventory, a ritual so automatic I barely notice the steps anymore. Room temperature: cool. Light: grey dawn through blackout curtains. Scent: clean, filtered, safe.

	 

	Then I breathe deeper, and the world rushes in like floodwater through a cracked dam.

	 

	My mother Fiona is already in the kitchen. Her worry reaches me before sound does—that sharp ozone tang that means she's been standing at the window too long, watching the tree line, thinking about things she won't say. Underneath, lavender soap. Underneath that, the faint sweetness of pancake batter. She's trying. She's always trying.

	 

	Through the walls, through the floorboards, through the cracks I can't ever quite seal, the rest of the world presses in. Morning dew on pine needles. A squirrel scrabbling on the roof. Distant, the territorial markers along the border—pack members refreshing them, leaving their signatures in urine and intent. Kellen's scent is there, sharp and aggressive, marking his dominance even in routine.

	 

	I push it all away. Not literally—I can't do that. But I can categorize, file, set aside. Focus on what matters. What's immediate. What's safe.

	 

	My clothes are ready from last night. Grey shirt, worn soft. Jeans with the knees almost through. Hoodie with sleeves long enough to cover my thumbs. I dress in the dark, by feel, not risking the bathroom light this early. Light is input. Input costs.

	 

	The bathroom mirror catches me anyway. Pale skin. Auburn hair sticking up in directions hair shouldn't stick. Grey-green eyes that don't like looking at themselves. I look away, brush my teeth by touch, focus on the mint. Clean. Sharp. Manageable.

	 

	In the kitchen, my mother pretends she hasn't been worrying.

	 

	"Morning, Bryn." She sets a plate in front of me—pancakes, syrup, a glass of orange juice so cold it sweats. Her scent says I love you I'm terrified for you please be okay please just be okay.

	 

	"Morning." I sit. Eat. The syrup is too sweet, coats my tongue in a way that makes my teeth ache, but I don't say anything. She tried. That matters.

	 

	Fiona hovers by the stove, coffee mug wrapped in both hands. She's in her forties, my mother, with the same auburn hair and a face that's learned to hide things. Not from me. She can't hide from me.

	 

	"Kellen came by again last night," she says. Too casual. The words land like stones.

	 

	I keep eating. "I know. I smelled him."

	 

	Of course I smelled him. Pine and expensive deodorant and that sour undertone of contempt he wears like cologne. He'd stood at our door for five minutes, not knocking, just being there, a reminder of his authority and my place beneath it.

	 

	"He wanted to confirm your border duty tonight." Fiona's voice tightens. "He said—"

	 

	"I don't care what he said."

	 

	She falls silent. The clock ticks. The air purifier hums from my room, a distant echo.

	 

	I finish my pancakes. Drink the juice too fast, let the cold burn my throat. Stand. Gather my bag. At the door, I pause, because she needs something from me and I don't know what it is.

	 

	"I'll be careful," I say. It's not enough. It's never enough.

	 

	Her scent spikes with something—relief? Gratitude?—and I escape before I have to see her face.

	 

	---

	 

	The walk to school takes me through pack territory's edge. Twenty minutes of pine and earth and the quiet commerce of forest creatures. I breathe deep here, let the clean scents flush the morning's tension from my sinuses. This is my space, these woods. The pack claims them, but they're mine in a way the others don't understand. They move through here fast, purposeful, marking and moving. I move through here like I belong to it.

	 

	The border markers are fresh. Kellen's work, probably—that sharp pine-and-contempt signature is everywhere. But underneath, something else. Faint. Wrong.

	 

	I stop.

	 

	The wind shifts, and it's gone. But for a second—just a second—I caught something that didn't belong. Old. Feral. Like wolf but not pack, like madness and loneliness and something rotting at the edges.

	 

	I tell myself it was a deer. A sick one, maybe. That happens.

	 

	I don't believe myself.

	 

	The school parking lot hits me like a physical blow.

	 

	Exhaust fumes first—buses idling, cars circling, the whole petroleum reek settling into my lungs. Then the other things: stale coffee from the teacher's lounge, the cloying sweetness of someone's vanilla body spray layered over nervous sweat, the greasy-metal tang of the cafeteria exhaust fan already working overtime.

	 

	My eyes water. Pressure builds behind my temples, that familiar warning throb.

	 

	I have a system. Count the steps to the front door. Twenty-three from the parking lot edge. Focus on the feel of pavement under my sneakers. Locate one tolerable scent—the pine trees behind the gym, faint but present—and hold onto it like a lifeline.

	 

	Fifteen steps. Fourteen. Someone jostles me, doesn't apologize, their cheap perfume leaving a trail I can taste.

	 

	Twelve. Eleven. The pine is still there. I breathe through my mouth.

	 

	The hallway is worse.

	 

	Lockers clang like gunshots. Voices bounce off linoleum and cinderblock, multiplying, overlapping, a chaos of sound that vibrates in my skull. Fluorescent lights hum their electric scream. Bodies press past, each one trailing its own scent signature—fear, excitement, insecurity, desire, all of it raw and unguarded because humans don't know how much they broadcast.

	 

	I tuck my chin, pull my hoodie sleeves over my thumbs, and walk.

	 

	Counting tiles. Two colors: grey and white. Pattern repeats every twelve. Grey, grey, white, grey, white, white—focus on the pattern, don't think about the smells, don't think about the sounds, just walk.

	 

	Someone laughs nearby. Could be at me. Probably not. Doesn't matter.

	 

	History classroom. Door open. I slip inside like smoke.

	 

	Mr. Alder is at his desk, chalk dust and last night's bourbon clinging to him like a second skin. He glances up, nods, goes back to his papers. He's learned not to expect conversation from me. I'm grateful for that.

	 

	My seat is in the back corner. Last row, wall on one side, empty desk on the other. I can see everyone from here. No one can sneak up behind me. The fluorescent light directly above flickers—imperceptible to humans, maybe, but I see it, feel it in the back of my skull like a tiny drill.

	 

	I sit. Pull out my notebook. Press my palms flat on the desk and breathe.

	 

	Students filter in. Their scents arrive before they do—cheap body spray, unwashed hair, the sourness of last night's pizza, the sweetness of this morning's toothpaste. I catalog them automatically, a habit I can't break. Jessica arrives smelling of her mother's anger and her own swallowed tears. Marcus smells of video games and the girl he likes two rows over. David smells of nothing in particular, which means he's hiding something, which means I watch him closer.

	 

	Two rows ahead, an empty seat.

	 

	I don't look at it. Not directly. But I'm aware of it the way you're aware of a missing tooth with your tongue. The empty space where a person should be.

	 

	Leo Thorne's seat.

	 

	The bell rings. Mr. Alder stands, begins his lecture on the Treaty of Versailles. I try to focus, but my nose keeps drifting to that empty chair. Old books. Clean cotton. Warmth like sun-baked wood. Fading now, because he wasn't here yesterday either.

	 

	Two days.

	 

	Two days since I watched him walk toward the mill, camera around his neck, disappearing into the trees.

	 

	I tell myself it's nothing. People get sick. People skip school. People have lives that don't involve me.

	 

	But my stomach churns, and it's not the pancakes.

	 

	---

	 

	Lunch is survival.

	 

	The cafeteria is the worst place in any building, and this one is no exception. Two hundred humans eating, talking, breathing, sweating, all of it compressed into a space designed for half that many. The smells layer like poison: stale fries and burning cheese, the chemical sweetness of fruit cups, the greasy-metal tang of the serving line, and underneath it all, the sour musk of teenage anxiety, hormone-soaked and sharp.

	 

	I grab an apple—something wrapped, something safe—and escape.

	 

	My bench is behind the gym, tucked against a pine grove. I discovered it freshman year, during a meltdown I couldn't control. Now it's mine. No one else comes here. The pines block the wind and the noise and most of the smells, leaving only earth and needles and the faint clean distance of sky.

	 

	I sit with my back to the biggest pine and let myself decompress.

	 

	The pressure behind my eyes eases. My shoulders drop from where they've been hunched around my ears. I bite into the apple—tart, crisp, simple—and breathe.

	 

	From here, I can see the edge of town. The old mill rises in the distance, crumbling and abandoned, its windows like empty eye sockets. I remember Leo walking toward it, camera catching the light, and that prickle of unease returns.

	 

	Two days.

	 

	I finish my apple. Consider the core. Throw it into the trees where something will eat it.

	 

	The bell rings. I stand. The world rushes back in.

	 

	---

	 

	After school, I report for border duty.

	 

	Kellen is waiting at the meeting point, arms crossed, that sour contempt rolling off him in waves. Two other enforcers flank him—Rhea, quiet and watchful, and a younger wolf named Derek who follows Kellen like a shadow.

	 

	"You're late," Kellen says.

	 

	I'm not late. We both know it. He just needs me to know he can say I am.

	 

	"I'm here." My voice comes out flat. Neutral. I've practiced this.

	 

	Kellen steps closer, too close, invading space the way he always does. He's eighteen, tall, broad-shouldered, handsome in a way that makes other wolves stupid. His scent is pine and expensive deodorant and that sour contempt, but underneath—ambition. Sharp and hungry.

	 

	"The Alpha wants the northern border refreshed. Deep markers, not just the edges. Take the ridge line all the way to the river." He pauses, letting me absorb the distance. Miles of rough terrain, alone, in fading light. "Think you can handle that, Omega?"

	 

	Rhea shifts, a tiny movement. Her scent flickers—ozone and leather and old blood—but she says nothing.

	 

	"I can handle it."

	 

	Kellen smiles like I've said something funny. "Good. Don't come back until it's done."

	 

	He walks away. Derek follows. Rhea lingers a moment, her eyes meeting mine, something unreadable passing between us. Then she's gone too, and I'm alone at the tree line with miles of territory ahead and darkness coming fast.

	 

	I go.

	 

	---

	 

	The northern border is my favorite part of pack lands. The ridge line rises above the valley, offering views of the river and the town beyond. Pines give way to scrub oak, then to open rock where lichen grows in orange and grey patches. The air is thinner here, cleaner, less cluttered with pack politics and human chaos.

	 

	I move through it like water, marking as I go. The task is simple: refresh the scent posts that tell other packs this territory is claimed. Urinate on specific trees, rocks, outcroppings. Leave my signature for any wolf who passes. It's the lowest form of pack work, the kind given to Omegas and pups, and I don't mind it at all.

	 

	The work quiets my mind. One tree, then another. The rhythm of movement, the focus on placement, the simple physicality of it. My thoughts drift, settle, drift again.

	 

	I think about Leo's empty seat.

	 

	I think about the feral scent on the border this morning.

	 

	I think about the mill, dark against the sunset, and a boy with a camera walking toward it.

	 

	The river comes into view below, grey and quick with spring melt. I pause on an overlook, catching my breath. The town spreads out on the far side—streetlights flickering on, cars moving like slow beetles, the whole human world going about its business unaware of what shares its borders.

	 

	Somewhere down there, Leo Thorne might be eating dinner. Watching TV. Arguing with his father about college plans. Living his human life, which has nothing to do with me.

	 

	I should be relieved. His absence from school means nothing. His empty seat means nothing. The peppermint he left on my desk weeks ago—the one I still carry in my pocket—means nothing.

	 

	I touch it now, through denim. Small bump against my thigh.

	 

	The sun dips below the ridge. Shadows stretch. I have miles still to cover.

	 

	I push off the rock and keep moving.

	 

	---

	 

	Darkness falls completely by the time I reach the river. The last marker is here, a boulder at the water's edge where generations of wolves have left their scent. I add mine, then sit for a moment, listening to the water.

	 

	The river smells of cold and stone and the distant mountains where it begins. It smells of fish and decay and the town upstream, a faint chemical tinge from whatever humans pour into it. But underneath—something else.

	 

	I stiffen.

	 

	That feral scent. Old. Mad. Wrong.

	 

	It's here, on this rock, layered beneath the pack markers. Days old, maybe more, but unmistakable. A wolf passed this way. A wolf who doesn't belong to us.

	 

	I stand, heart pounding, and track it backward from the rock. Faint, so faint, but there—a trail leading away from the river, into the trees, toward—

	 

	The mill.

	 

	I see it now, dark against the stars. The old mill, abandoned for decades, where Leo Thorne walked with his camera two nights ago.

	 

	The trail leads there.

	 

	I follow it.

	 

	---

	 

	The mill looms as I approach, larger than it looks from town. Three stories of crumbling brick, shattered windows, a roofline that sags in the middle. The scent trail leads to the main entrance—a gap where doors used to be—and disappears inside.

	 

	I stop at the threshold.

	 

	The smells here are thick: damp rot, rust, bird droppings, the chemical residue of whatever this place manufactured decades ago. But underneath, distinct, recent—

	 

	Leo.

	 

	His scent is here. Old books and clean cotton and that warm sun-baked wood quality, layered over something else. Fear. Sharp copper, acrid, unmistakable.

	 

	My stomach drops.

	 

	I follow it inside.

	 

	The mill's interior is a maze of rusted machinery and fallen beams. Moonlight filters through broken windows, casting shadows that shift and writhe. Leo's fear scent grows stronger as I move deeper, mixed now with that feral wolf—madness and loneliness and desperation.

	 

	I find the spot where he stood to take his photograph. A clear view through a broken window, framing the river. His scent is thickest here, his fear spiking so sharp I can taste it.

	 

	Something happened here. Something that terrified him.

	 

	And that feral wolf—Marcus Cole, my mind supplies, the banished one, the broken one—was part of it.

	 

	I search the immediate area, finding nothing else. No blood. No struggle. Just fear, thick and recent, and a trail leading out the back of the mill toward—

	 

	The river.

	 

	I follow. The trail leads to the bank—and stops.

	 

	Water destroys scent. I knew this. But knowing doesn't stop the frustration that rises in my throat, hot and useless. I search the bank, desperate, and find a scrap of fabric caught on a branch.

	 

	Leo's shirt. Torn. Fresh.

	 

	I hold it in my hands, breathing hard, and the weight of what I've found crashes down on me.

	 

	Leo Thorne didn't run away. He didn't skip school. He didn't just disappear.

	 

	He was taken.

	 

	And I'm the only one who knows.

	 

	---

	 

	The walk home takes hours. My legs move automatically, following paths I've walked a thousand times, but my mind is elsewhere. Spinning. Cataloging. Planning.

	 

	The feral scent. Marcus Cole. The banished wolf Mira told me about, the sensitive one who couldn't handle pack pressure, who loved a human girl and lost himself when she rejected him.

	 

	Leo looks like that girl? Is that possible? Is that why Marcus took him?

	 

	I don't know. I can't know. But I have a name, a location, a scent trail that starts at the mill and ends at the river. I have Leo's shirt in my pocket, pressed against the peppermint he gave me weeks ago.

	 

	I have a choice.

	 

	Tell the pack, as I'm supposed to. Let them handle it, as the Alpha would demand. Let them decide what to do about a human who's seen too much, a rogue wolf who threatens their secrecy, a situation that could expose all of us.

	 

	Or—

	 

	I stop at the edge of our property, staring at the dark cabin where my mother sleeps, worried and waiting.

	 

	The peppermint presses against my thigh. Leo's shirt crumples in my pocket.

	 

	I think about his empty seat. His calm scent. The way he asked Mr. Alder to dim the lights, not for himself, but because he saw me suffering and found a way to help without making it about me.

	 

	I think about the fear on his scent trail, sharp and terrible, and how long he's been gone now. Two days. Maybe more.

	 

	The pack would call it a human problem. A threat to be neutralized.

	 

	But Leo isn't a threat. He's just a boy with a camera, who took the wrong photograph, who happened to be kind to a girl who doesn't deserve kindness.

	 

	I make my choice.

	 

	I won't tell the pack. Not yet. Not until I know more.

	 

	Tomorrow, I'll go back to the mill. I'll find that trail again. I'll follow it wherever it leads.

	 

	And I'll find him.

	 

	The cabin door opens before I reach it. My mother stands silhouetted in the light, her scent sharp with worry.

	 

	"Bryn? It's after midnight."

	 

	"I know." I step inside, past her, toward my room. "I'm fine. Just tired."

	 

	She doesn't believe me. Her scent says so. But she doesn't push, because she never pushes, because she's afraid of what she might find if she does.

	 

	My room embraces me: familiar scents, controlled air, the purr of the filter. I close the door and lean against it, eyes closed, and let myself shake.

	 

	Leo's shirt is in my hand. I don't remember taking it out of my pocket.

	 

	I press it to my face and breathe.

	 

	Old books. Clean cotton. Sun-baked wood. And underneath, that sharp copper terror that means he's still alive—fear is a living thing, it doesn't linger on empty cloth—which means he's out there somewhere, waiting, hoping someone will come.

	 

	I will come.

	 

	I don't know how. I don't know what I'll find. I don't know what it will cost me, defying my pack, chasing a human, crossing lines I was raised to believe were absolute.

	 

	But I know his scent.

	 

	And I know mine will find him.

	 

	---

	 

	Ending Point: My bedroom, after midnight. Alone, exhausted, terrified, and more determined than I've ever been. Leo's shirt in my hands, his fear still fresh in my nose, a promise forming in my chest.

	 

	Cliffhanger/Hook: I will find him. Whatever it takes.

	 

	Transition: Tomorrow morning, before school, I'll go back to the mill. The trail is waiting. And so is the truth about what happened to Leo Thorne.

	 


Chapter 2: Peppermint

	 

	The lights don't stop flickering.

	 

	Mr. Alder is lecturing about the Treaty of Versailles, his chalk scratching against the board in rhythms that almost match the fluorescent hum. Almost. The mismatch sets my teeth on edge, a vibration that lives somewhere between my skull and my spine. I press my thumbs into my palms, counting. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three.

	 

	Leo Thorne sits two rows ahead, three seats over. I know this without looking up, because his scent reaches me even through the chalk dust and the faint sourness of the boy next to me who forgot deodorant. Old books. Sunlight. That warm undertone like cedar warmed by afternoon. It's the only clean thing in this room.

	 

	The lights flicker again. Longer this time. A stutter that makes my vision pulse.

	 

	I clench my jaw. Focus on the desk. The grain of the wood. The carved initial someone etched years ago, worn smooth by countless sleeves. Breathe in. Breathe out. The pressure behind my eyes is a familiar enemy. I know how to fight it: don't move, don't react, don't draw attention. Wait it out.

	 

	The flickering continues.

	 

	Mr. Alder doesn't notice. No one ever notices. They sit there, twenty-seven humans and me, and the lights strobing imperceptibly above us, and I am the only one drowning.

	 

	Then Leo's hand goes up.

	 

	"Mr. Alder?"

	 

	The chalk stops. "Yes, Leo?"

	 

	"Would it be possible to dim the lights? They're—" he pauses, tilts his head like he's considering the right word, "—bothering my eyes."

	 

	My heart stops. Literally stutters in my chest, then resumes at double speed.

	 

	Mr. Alder blinks, looks at the ceiling, shrugs. "Sure, I suppose. They are a bit bright today." He adjusts the switch, and the flickering stops. The hum softens to something almost tolerable. "Better?"

	 

	"Much. Thank you."

	 

	Leo turns back to his notebook. He doesn't look at me. Doesn't glance back for acknowledgment or gratitude or whatever humans expect when they do something for someone. He just... continues existing, his scent unchanged—still that warm calm, no spike of expectation or smugness or oily manipulation.

	 

	I don't understand.

	 

	The lecture resumes. I stare at the back of Leo's head, his close-cropped black hair, the slope of his shoulders under a plain grey sweater. He's tall, I realize. I never noticed before. He takes up space differently than other boys—not aggressively, not like Kellen with his deliberate expansions into others' personal territory. Leo just exists, and the space around him seems to soften.

	 

	His hand moves across paper, taking notes. Steady. Patient. The kind of handwriting that probably looks like it belongs in a museum.

	 

	I force my gaze back to my own desk. My hands are shaking. I shove them under my thighs and count. One Mississippi. Two. Three.

	 

	The bell rings.

	 

	Everyone moves at once—chairs scraping, backpacks zipping, voices rising in that post-class relief that always smells like cheap coffee and held-in sighs. I stay seated, letting the rush flow past me. Less overwhelming to move against the current than in it.

	 

	When I finally stand, I pass Leo's desk.

	 

	Something white sits on the corner. Small. Wrapped.

	 

	A peppermint.

	 

	I stop. Look at it. Look at him. He's packing his bag, unhurried, and when he glances up, his dark eyes meet mine for exactly one second before sliding away. No expectation. No hidden message. Just a glance, then gone.

	 

	I should leave it. I should walk past and pretend I didn't see. That's what Omegas do—we don't take things, don't accept things, don't create obligations we can't fulfill.

	 

	My hand reaches out anyway.

	 

	The peppermint disappears into my pocket. Leo's scent washes over me one last time as I pass—old books, sunlight, and now something else. Satisfaction? No. Too soft for that. More like... contentment. A quiet pleased-with-the-world.

	 

	Then I'm in the hallway, and the chaos swallows everything.

	 

	---

	 

	Lunch period finds me in the library.

	 

	It's my sanctuary for a reason: quiet rules, whispered voices, the predictable scents of paper and binding glue and the faint dustiness of old books. No perfume. No hormones. No unexpected touches. The librarian, Mrs. Ellison, smells like cinnamon and the particular sharpness of someone who's been reading for forty years and doesn't plan to stop. She nodded at me once when I first started coming here, and hasn't spoken to me since. Perfect.

	 

	I take my usual table in the far corner, back to the wall, view of both exits. The peppermint sits in my palm, still wrapped, still smelling sharp and clean.

	 

	I should throw it away.

	 

	I don't.

	 

	Instead, I hold it and think about Leo's hand going up. His voice, casual but deliberate. "Bothering my eyes." A lie, I realize now. His scent didn't spike the way lies usually do—that oily warmth that coats my tongue—but it was still a lie. His eyes weren't bothered. He was fine.

	 

	He lied for me.

	 

	Why would a human lie for me? We've never spoken. He doesn't know me. I'm just the strange girl in the corner who flinches at nothing and never makes eye contact. The one everyone else has learned to ignore.

	 

	My fingers close around the peppermint. Through the wrapper, the scent seeps in—sharp, cool, simple. A scent I can process without pain.

	 

	The library door opens. I look up automatically, habit, and my breath catches.

	 

	Leo Thorne walks in.

	 

	He's holding a camera, the strap wound around his wrist, and he moves with that same unhurried quiet as he approaches Mrs. Ellison's desk. They exchange words I can't hear. She gestures toward the reference section. He nods, thanks her, and disappears between shelves.

	 

	I tell myself to look away. To go back to pretending to read. To be invisible like I'm supposed to be.

	 

	Instead, I watch the gap between shelves where he disappeared.

	 

	He emerges minutes later with a book—thick, old, something about local history. He pauses at my table.

	 

	"Mind if I sit here?"

	 

	The question is so unexpected that I actually glance behind me to see who he's talking to. No one there. Just me.

	 

	"Other tables are free," I hear myself say. My voice sounds rough. I haven't used it since this morning.

	 

	"I know." He pulls out the chair across from me, slowly, like he's giving me time to object. When I don't, he sits. "But this one has the best light."

	 

	It's true—the afternoon sun falls across this corner in golden angles, warming the wood. I never noticed. I chose this spot for sightlines and exits, not light.

	 

	He opens the book, and I catch the title: Abandoned Places of the Northern Counties. He's reading about the old mill, I realize. The one I saw him walking toward yesterday.

	 

	I should focus on my own book. I should ignore him like I ignore everyone.

	 

	"Why peppermint?" The words escape before I can stop them.

	 

	He looks up, and this time his eyes hold mine for longer than a second. Brown. Warm. No trace of the pity I'm used to seeing.

	 

	"You flinched at the lights," he says. "I figured maybe... strong scents help? My cousin, she's got sensory stuff. Peppermint helps her focus when things get loud."

	 

	I don't know what to say. He has a cousin. He knows about sensory stuff. He noticed me flinch.

	 

	"Lights flicker," I manage. "They don't bother anyone else."

	 

	"They bother you." It's not a question.

	 

	I nod, the movement small, barely there.

	 

	He turns back to his book. "The lights in the gym are worse. I noticed you eat lunch outside, behind the gym. Better there?"

	 

	My heart does that stuttering thing again. He's noticed where I eat lunch. He's noticed a lot.

	 

	"The pine trees," I say. "They help."

	 

	He nods like this makes perfect sense, and then he's reading again, and the silence between us isn't uncomfortable. It's just... quiet. The way silence should be.

	 

	I sneak glances at him while he reads. His profile is soft, thoughtful. He runs his finger along lines of text, mouthing words sometimes. When he finds something interesting, his whole face lights up, and he makes a small sound—almost a hum—before turning the page.

	 

	His scent, up close, is even better than from a distance. Old books, yes, but also something like honey, warm and faintly sweet. Not the cloying artificial honey of air fresheners. Real. Natural. Like sunshine made into a smell.

	 

	I catch myself leaning toward him and force myself back.

	 

	The library clock ticks. Pages turn. Outside, the bell for next period rings, distant and muffled.

	 

	Leo closes his book. "I should get to photography club." He stands, tucks the book under his arm, and looks at me. "Same time tomorrow?"

	 

	It takes me a second to realize he's asking. To sit here. Together.

	 

	"Why?" The word comes out sharper than I mean it to.

	 

	He doesn't flinch. Just considers the question like it's reasonable. "Because you're quiet. Most people aren't." A small smile, barely there. "And you don't ask why I take pictures of abandoned places. Most people do."

	 

	Then he's walking away, his scent trailing behind him like a promise.

	 

	I sit in the corner until the library closes.

	 

	The peppermint stays in my pocket.

	 

	---

	 

	That night, border duty.

	 

	Kellen is waiting for me at the northern edge, his scent sour with anticipation. He likes these solo patrols, when it's just him and me and forty acres of trees. No witnesses.

	 

	"You're late."

	 

	I'm not. I'm exactly on time, which he knows. I say nothing.

	 

	We walk the boundary in silence, him ahead, me trailing. The ritual is familiar: pause at marked trees, breathe deep, refresh the scent warnings that tell other wolves this territory is claimed. It's tedious work, the kind assigned to low-ranking wolves and Omegas. I've done it so often I could do it asleep.

	 

	Kellen stops at the creek crossing, turns. The fading light catches his face—sharp features, the arrogance of someone who's never doubted his place in the world.

	 

	"Heard you spent lunch in the library today. With a human."

	 

	My blood goes cold. How does he know? Does he have someone watching me? Of course he does. Kellen has eyes everywhere.

	 

	"He was reading," I say. "I was reading. It's a library."

	 

	"Human boy. Alone with you. That's interesting." He steps closer, and his scent shifts—amusement now, cruel and anticipatory. "What would the Alpha say, you think? His useless Omega sniffing around humans?"

	 

	"Nothing to sniff." I keep my voice flat. "He sat at my table. I didn't invite him."

	 

	"Doesn't matter what you did. Matters what I say you did."

	 

	The threat hangs between us. I smell his satisfaction, his certainty that I'll crumble, that I'll beg or cry or do something Omega-ish that confirms everything he believes about me.

	 

	I don't.

	 

	I stand there, arms at my sides, and wait. Let him make his move. Let him try.

	 

	Something flickers in his eyes. Confusion, maybe. I've never held his gaze before. I've never held anyone's gaze.

	 

	"You're strange," he says finally, the word flat. "Even for an Omega."

	 

	He turns and walks away, and I'm alone at the creek, shaking so hard I have to sit down.

	 

	The peppermint is still in my pocket. I pull it out, hold it to my nose, breathe.

	 

	Sharp. Clean. Simple.

	 

	When I can stand again, I finish the patrol.

	 

	---

	 

	Home is quiet. My mother's already asleep—her shift at the diner started at four a.m., and she's been running on fumes all day. I heat leftovers, eat standing at the counter, wash the dish and put it away.

	 

	My room welcomes me with its familiar scents: clean sheets, lavender, the metallic hum of the air purifier. I change into sleep clothes, pull back the covers, and stop.

	 

	On my pillow, a single peppermint.

	 

	I didn't put it there.

	 

	My heart hammers. I check the window—locked. The door—still bolted. No one's been in here. No one could have.

	 

	Then I see the note, small and folded, tucked under the candy.

	 

	For tomorrow. In case the lights are bad.

	 

	No signature. No explanation. But I'd know that handwriting anywhere—the careful curves, the museum-perfect letters.

	 

	Leo Thorne was in my room.

	 

	Leo Thorne knows where I live.

	 

	Leo Thorne left me a peppermint on my pillow.

	 

	I should be terrified. I should report him, tell Rhea, let the pack handle the human who crossed into territory without permission.

	 

	Instead, I sit on my bed, holding the peppermint, and breathe.

	 

	His scent is everywhere. Old books. Sunlight. Honey-warm and real. He was here, in my space, my sanctuary, and instead of feeling violated, I feel... seen.

	 

	He noticed where I eat lunch. He noticed the pine trees. He noticed me.

	 

	The peppermint goes in my pocket, next to the first one.

	 

	I sleep better than I have in weeks.

	 

	---

	 

	Morning comes too fast.

	 

	I wake to my mother's worried scent seeping under the door, to the distant sound of birds and the closer hum of the purifier. My hand goes to my pocket automatically—both peppermints still there, safe.

	 

	Breakfast is quiet. Fiona watches me with that expression she gets when she's trying to figure out how to ask something without pushing me away. I don't help her. I never know how.

	 

	"Kellen came by again," she says finally.

	 

	I freeze, cereal halfway to my mouth.

	 

	"He wanted to talk about you. Said you've been... spending time with a human boy." Her voice is carefully neutral, but her scent gives her away—fear, sharp and acrid. "Bryn, is that true?"

	 

	"He sat at my table in the library. That's all."

	 

	"There's more. Kellen wouldn't come here for just that."

	 

	I put the spoon down. "Kellen wants me gone. He's looking for reasons."

	 

	"Is he finding them?"

	 

	The question hangs between us. I think about Leo's hand going up, his lie about the lights. The peppermints. The note on my pillow. The way his scent settled something in my chest that's been restless my whole life.

	 

	"No," I say. "There's nothing to find."

	 

	Fiona nods, but her scent doesn't ease. She knows I'm lying. She just doesn't know about what.

	 

	I finish breakfast in silence, then walk to school.

	 

	The parking lot hits me like always—exhaust, perfume, hormones—but this time I have a weapon. I pull a peppermint from my pocket, unwrap it, slip it onto my tongue. The sharp coolness cuts through everything, gives my nose something clean to focus on.

	 

	It works. Not perfectly, but enough.

	 

	In history class, Leo's already there. He glances back when I enter, and that small smile flickers across his face before he turns away. His seat is two rows ahead, three seats over. Mine is in the corner, back to the wall.

	 

	The lights are steady today. No flicker. No hum.

	 

	I touch the second peppermint in my pocket, still wrapped, and wonder if he somehow knew.

	 

	The lecture starts. I try to focus on Mr. Alder's words, on the Treaty of Versailles, on anything except the boy two rows ahead who smells like home.

	 

	I fail completely.

	 

	When the bell rings, I'm the last to leave. Leo's already gone—photography club, probably, or wherever he goes between classes. I walk to the library alone, take my corner table, and wait.

	 

	He doesn't come.

	 

	I tell myself it doesn't matter. He's a human. I'm a wolf. There's no bridge between those worlds.

	 

	But my hand stays in my pocket, touching the peppermints, and I keep watching the door.

	 

	Tomorrow, maybe.

	 

	Or maybe not.

	 

	The library clock ticks. Pages turn. I sit in the quiet and breathe.

	 

	Through the window, I catch a glimpse of movement near the old mill—a flash of sunlight on a camera lens, maybe, or just my imagination wanting to see him.

	 

	I watch until the movement stops.

	 

	Then I go back to pretending to read.

	 

	Because this is my life: waiting in corners, watching doors, holding onto small kindnesses like they might save me.

	 

	And somewhere out there, a boy with a camera is taking pictures of abandoned places.

	 

	Tomorrow, I'll find out if he meant what his scent said.

	 

	Tomorrow, I'll see if he comes back.

	 


Chapter 3: Border Marks

	 

	Rhea is waiting at the tree line.

	 

	I stop short, heart lurching. The enforcer leans against an old pine, arms crossed, expression unreadable. Her scent reaches me before she speaks—controlled power, leather, the faint metallic tang of the hand claws she keeps sharp. No hostility, though. Just observation.

	 

	"Calloway." She pushes off the tree. "You're on northern border tonight."

	 

	"I know." The words come out too defensive. I soften my voice. "I was heading there."

	 

	"Good. Walk with me."

	 

	It's not a suggestion. Rhea is third in pack hierarchy, below only the Alpha and his second. You don't say no to Rhea.

	 

	We fall into step along the game trail. The evening light filters through pines, golden and soft. I should be relaxing into the familiar scents—earth, needles, distant rabbit—but Rhea's presence knots my stomach. Enforcers don't patrol with Omegas. Enforcers don't walk with anyone unless they're delivering a message or assessing a threat.

	 

	Which am I?

	 

	"You've been doing border duty since you were what, twelve?" Rhea's voice is casual, but her scent sharpens with curiosity. "Never complain. Never miss a shift. Always quiet, always alone."

	 

	I don't know what to say, so I say nothing. Count my steps. Breathe.

	 

	"The Alpha thinks you're reliable," she continues. "Limited, but reliable. Kellen thinks you're a liability."

	 

	Kellen's name makes my stomach clench harder. I remember his smirk from the gathering last week, the way his scent curdled with contempt every time he looked at me.

	 

	"What do you think?" The question escapes before I can stop it.

	 

	Rhea glances at me, and something flickers in her eyes. Respect, maybe. Or recognition.

	 

	"I think you notice things others miss."

	 

	We've reached the northern boundary. The scent markers are here—old urine and gland scrapes, the territorial signature of our pack. My job is to refresh them, to walk the line and leave my own mark, reinforcing the message: This is ours. Stay out.

	 

	Rhea settles onto a fallen log, watching. Waiting.

	 

	I should be used to observation by now. The pack is always watching, always judging. But Rhea's attention feels different—heavier, more deliberate. I turn away and begin my work.

	 

	The first marker is weak, nearly faded. I add my scent, the physical act grounding me. This I understand. This I'm good at. The border doesn't judge me for being strange. It just needs to be marked, and I can mark it.

	 

	Behind me, Rhea doesn't move. Doesn't speak. Just watches.

	 

	I work my way down the line, marker to marker, falling into rhythm. The peace of it seeps into my bones. This is why I don't mind border duty—the solitude, the simplicity, the way the forest accepts me without question.

	 

	Halfway through, I catch something wrong.

	 

	I stop, head lifting, nostrils flaring. The wind carries it from the north, beyond our territory—faint, almost ghostly, but unmistakable. Wolf. But not pack. The scent is wrong, wrong, wrong—old and feral, tinged with something that makes my hackles rise. Loneliness. Madness. The sharp edge of desperation.

	 

	"What is it?" Rhea's voice cuts through my focus.

	 

	I point north. "Something crossed there. Recently. Days, maybe. Wolf, but not ours."

	 

	Rhea rises, crossing to stand beside me. She sniffs the air, her nose less sensitive than mine—most wolves' are—but she catches something. Her brow furrows.

	 

	"Deer," she says finally. "Old trail. Nothing more."

	 

	"No, it's—" I stop myself. Correcting an enforcer is dangerous. But the scent is there, clear as a shout to my nose. "It's wolf. I'm sure."

	 

	Rhea studies me for a long moment. I force myself to hold still under her gaze, not to fidget, not to look away.

	 

	"Your mother says you have a gift," she says quietly. "Sensitive. More than the rest of us."

	 

	My face heats. Of course Fiona talks about me. Of course everyone knows I'm strange, that my nose works too well, that I smell things I shouldn't.

	 

	"It's not a gift," I mutter. "It's just... how I am."

	 

	Rhea doesn't respond to that. She turns back toward the border, scanning the trees. "Finish your markers. I'll walk the line with you."

	 

	We continue in silence. The feral scent haunts me, clinging to the back of my throat. I keep expecting it to fade, but it lingers, a wrong note in the forest's symphony. By the time we reach the last marker, dusk has deepened to true dark, and the moon is rising through the pines.

	 

	Rhea stops at the trail junction where we'll part ways. Her scent has shifted—less assessment, more... something else. Consideration, maybe.

	 

	"You felt something from that scent," she says. "What?"

	 

	I hesitate. Enforcers don't ask Omegas for opinions. But Rhea is still watching, still waiting.

	 

	"Fear," I say finally. "Not fresh fear. Old fear, baked into the scent like it's part of him now. And something else. Something broken."

	 

	Rhea nods slowly. "Marcus Cole."

	 

	The name means nothing to me. I must look confused, because she continues:

	 

	"Banished, years ago. Before you were born. He was... sensitive. Like you. Couldn't handle pack pressure. Made a mistake with a human girl, revealed himself. The Alpha at the time—Darian's predecessor—gave him a choice: death or exile. He chose exile."

	 

	My blood chills. A wolf like me, banished for being sensitive. For making a mistake with a human. The parallel is too close, too terrifying.

	 

	"Is he still out there?" My voice comes out smaller than I'd like.

	 

	"Apparently." Rhea's jaw tightens. "I'd hoped he was dead. Feral wolves don't last long alone. But if he's still alive, still near our territory..." She trails off, thinking. "You'll keep this to yourself. Don't mention the scent to anyone."

	 

	"But the Alpha should know—"

	 

	"The Alpha has enough to worry about. Kellen's pushing for harsher border controls, more restrictions on pack movement. If he hears about Marcus, he'll use it to justify his hardline position. More patrols, more suspicion, more eyes on anyone who seems... different."

	 

	The last word lands like a blow. Different. Me. She's protecting me from Kellen's scrutiny.

	 

	"Why?" The question comes out raw. "Why help me?"

	 

	Rhea meets my eyes, and for the first time, her scent softens. Just slightly. "Because I've seen what happens to wolves like us when the pack decides we're more trouble than we're worth. And because your mother asked me to watch out for you."

	 

	Fiona. Of course. My throat tightens.

	 

	"Finish your patrol," Rhea says, already turning away. "And Bryn? Trust your nose. It sees things the rest of us miss."

	 

	She disappears into the trees. I stand alone at the trail junction, the feral scent still tickling my nostrils, the name Marcus Cole echoing in my head.

	 

	The walk home is slower than usual. I keep stopping, testing the wind, searching for that wrong-note scent. It's gone now, faded into the general musk of the forest, but its ghost lingers in my memory. Loneliness. Madness. Brokenness.

	 

	Like you could become.

	 

	I shake the thought away. I'm not broken. I'm not mad. I'm just sensitive, just strange, just an Omega doing her duty and trying not to draw attention.

	 

	The cabin lights glow through the trees. Home. Safe. My mother's lavender scent wraps around me as I push through the door.

	 

	Fiona looks up from the kitchen table, worry sharp in her eyes. "Rhea walked with you?"

	 

	"Just for part of it." I shrug off my jacket, hang it on its hook. "She said you asked her to watch out for me."

	 

	My mother's scent flickers—embarrassment, love, fear. "She's the only enforcer I trust. The only one who might actually see you instead of just seeing... what Kellen sees."

	 

	I want to be angry. I want to tell her I don't need watching, don't need protecting, don't need her fighting battles I should fight myself. But the words won't come, because underneath the frustration is something warmer: gratitude. She's trying. In her terrified, anxious way, she's trying.

	 

	"She told me about Marcus Cole." I sit across from her. "The wolf who was banished."

	 

	Fiona's face pales. "Why would she—"

	 

	"Because I smelled him. On the border. Old trail, but there." I watch her carefully. "Did you know him?"

	 

	A long pause. Then: "I knew of him. We were young when it happened. But I remember the stories. Sensitive boy, gentle, always on the edges. He fell in love with a human girl—Patricia something. Showed her what he was, thinking she'd understand. She didn't. Screamed. Ran. Told her parents, who told the sheriff. By the time the pack contained the damage, Marcus was already condemned."

	 

	My stomach turns. "They banished him for loving someone?"

	 

	"For being careless. For risking exposure. The rules exist for a reason, Bryn." Her voice is tired, old. "The pack's survival depends on secrecy. One mistake can destroy generations of safety."

	 

	I think about Leo Thorne. About his quiet kindness, his steady scent, the way he helped without expecting anything. About the peppermint still in my pocket.

	 

	"We're not all Marcus," I say quietly.

	 

	"No." Fiona reaches across the table, touches my hand. "You're not. But the pack doesn't always see the difference."

	 

	We sit in silence after that. The air purifier hums in my room. My mother's lavender scent mingles with the woodsmoke from the stove. Safe. Familiar. But underneath it, that feral ghost still lingers in my memory—a warning, a prophecy, a glimpse of what waits for wolves who reach across the divide.

	 

	Later, in my room, I take out the peppermint. It's slightly crushed now, warm from my pocket, but still sharp and clean. I hold it to my nose and breathe.

	 

	Leo's scent clings to it still—old books, sunlight, kindness. No madness. No desperation. Just warmth.

	 

	I think about Marcus Cole, alone in the wilderness for years, holding onto the memory of a girl who screamed and ran. I think about what that kind of loneliness does to a wolf, to anyone.

	 

	Then I think about Leo, walking home with his camera, unaware that a wolf watched him from the trees. Unaware that his scent is tangled in my thoughts, in my pocket, in my chest.

	 

	This is dangerous, I tell myself. This is exactly how Marcus started.

	 

	But I don't throw the peppermint away.

	 

	I put it on my nightstand, where I can see it when I wake up. Where the clean sharpness can cut through the fog of everything else.

	 

	Outside my window, the moon rises over the pines. Somewhere out there, a broken wolf howls at it, alone and forgotten. Somewhere closer, a boy sleeps in his human bed, dreaming of photographs and abandoned places.

	 

	And here, in the space between, I lie awake and wonder which fate is waiting for me.

	 

	The night doesn't answer.

	 

	Morning comes too fast, bringing school and hallways and the endless crush of humanity. I move through it on autopilot—counting steps, breathing through my mouth, touching the empty pocket where the peppermint used to be.

	 

	History class. My corner seat. The flickering lights.

	 

	Leo's seat is empty.

	 

	I tell myself it's nothing. People get sick. Family emergencies. A hundred normal reasons.

	 

	But when lunch comes and his camera bag sits abandoned on a bench near the quad, untouched since yesterday, something cold settles in my chest.

	 

	I shouldn't touch it. It's not mine. None of my business.

	 

	I pick it up anyway.

	 

	The scent hits me like a physical blow: Leo's warmth, his calm, his kindness—and underneath, faint but unmistakable, the feral wrong-note stench of Marcus Cole.

	 

	My hands shake. I open the bag, find the camera, scroll through the photos.

	 

	The mill at dusk. Rusted equipment. Crumbling walls.

	 

	And the last one: a shape in the background, half-hidden in shadow. Wolf. Standing on two legs. Watching.

	 

	I lower the camera, heart pounding.

	 

	The missing boy. The feral wolf. The photograph that connects them.

	 

	I should tell Rhea. I should tell the Alpha. I should do what a good Omega does—report and retreat, let the enforcers handle it.

