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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  




~Dimitri~

“Dimitri, have you given any thought to choosing a mate?” my mother asked, her voice cool but firm—laced with that familiar undertone of expectation.

I didn’t bother looking up. The blade in my hand worked methodically through the meat on my plate. Of course, she would bring this up now.

“You’re twenty-two. It’s time you found a strong she-wolf worthy of becoming your Luna.”

A low scoff slipped past my lips. Varek, my wolf, growled in irritation, the sound simmering just beneath my skin. He despised the notion of settling for someone who wasn’t ours. We were meant to wait—for the one destined by the Moon Goddess.

“Leave him alone, Janet ,” Mike—my mother’s husband—cut in gently. “You know he’s holding out for his true mate.”

I lifted my gaze to him, offering a curt nod in acknowledgement.

I didn’t like the man. Nothing overt, nothing I could point to—just a lingering discomfort I couldn’t shake. Maybe it was the way he hovered at the edges of our world, trying to belong. Or maybe it was because, deep down, I never understood why my mother had chosen him.

Two years they’d been married. Two years I’d spent trying to accept the stranger in my home. He wasn’t a Lycan like us. Technically, he had the DNA—traces of it buried in his bloodline—but his Lycan side had never awakened. Not that it mattered. Even if it did, he’d never rise to Alpha in my pack.

He looked off tonight—distracted, pale, like something had hollowed him out from the inside. His hand trembled slightly as he reached for his glass. My mother, ever watchful, caught it and wrapped her fingers around his.

“Mike, honey,” she murmured. “Stop worrying. It’s all going to work out.”

Mike’s jaw tightened as he stared at her, something stormy flashing behind his eyes. “How can you say that?”

What the hell is going on? I paused mid-cut, setting my knife down. “What happened?” I asked, my tone sharper than intended.

They exchanged a glance—brief, loaded. Mike dropped his gaze to the table, exhaling a strained breath as he ran a hand through his greying hair.

My eyes snapped to my mother. “Mom?”

She hesitated. Then: “Mike’s fated mate is dying.”

My hand froze. My spine straightened. What?

I turned slowly to face him, confusion and something uglier coiling in my chest.

“I thought…” I swallowed the growl rising in my throat. “I thought you never found her.”

Mike’s eyes met mine, raw and honest. “I did,” he said quietly. “I just… never marked her.”

A wave of disbelief crashed over me. What kind of fool finds his mate and doesn’t mark her?

When I find mine—if I find her—I won’t waste a heartbeat. The second I lay eyes on her, I’ll claim her. There won’t be a choice in it. There won’t be a pause.

Mike rubbed at his temples and let out a bitter chuckle. “I was young. Stupid. I thought if I waited, my Lycan would finally emerge. I was the only one in my pack with the bloodline. I thought if I activated it, I could do more—be more. I didn’t want to be just a Beta.”

He paused, his voice thick with regret.

“I told my mate I would mark her when it happened. But it never did. Instead… I got angry. Frustrated. I started drinking. Wolfsbane-laced whiskey. I was reckless. I stopped thinking straight. She begged me—begged me—to mark her. But I couldn’t do it.”

His eyes flicked to my mother, then back to the table, as if ashamed to meet mine.

“So you and my mother… there’s no mate bond between you?”

“No.” He didn’t flinch. “If I tried to mark her, I wouldn’t be able to.”

A heavy silence settled over us. I could hear the crackle of the fireplace behind me, the distant rustle of pine trees through the open window.

“You could’ve chosen her anyway,” my mother muttered, a hint of bitterness curling around the edges of her words. “You didn’t have to stay bound to someone who never marked you.”

I frowned. What the hell is she talking about? If he never marked his mate, then there shouldn’t be any lingering bond.

“Yes,” Mike said softly. “I’m still tied to her.”

“How?” I asked, my voice low, dangerous.

He looked at me—looked at me this time. “We have a child together.”

My stomach dropped. A child?

“I got her pregnant back when I still believed I’d mark her eventually,” he said. “I left when our daughter was two years old.”

My fists clenched beneath the table. Any ounce of tolerance I had for him disintegrated in that moment.

“Fifteen years,” Mike whispered. “I haven’t seen her since. And now…”

He choked on the words. His breath hitched.

“You have a daughter?” I asked, jaw clenched.

“Yes.” He nodded. “She’s seventeen now. Her name’s Madeline.”

“And her mother? She’s dying?”

Mike nodded again, his face drawn and grey. “Cancer. She called a few days ago—asked me to take Madeline when she passes.”

“You’re going to do it.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a command. The kind that left no room for argument. You don’t get to walk away again, Mike. Not this time.

My mother bristled beside him. “Dimitri, that’s not your decision to make.”

“The hell it isn’t,” I snapped. “He already abandoned her once. He doesn’t get to do it again.”

She sighed, rubbing her temples. “Mike and I… we’re not young anymore. Raising a teenage girl? That’s not something we’re prepared for.”

I stared at her, then turned my gaze on him. “You’re not leaving her behind. Not again.”

“What pack is she from?” I asked, already calculating what it would take to bring her here.

“Red Moon,” Mike said. “My old one.”

Red Moon. I remembered it well. My father and I visited five years ago—one of the last good memories I had with him before he died.

I stood abruptly, the legs of my chair scraping the floor. “Don’t make the same mistake twice, Mike,” I said, voice hard as steel. “You already lost your mate. Don’t lose your daughter too.”

Without waiting for a response, I turned and walked away.

I needed to get out of there. I needed air. Space.

Rage burned in my chest—not just at Mike’s cowardice, but at the sheer waste of it all. He’d had everything the Goddess could offer—and he threw it away.

If I ever found my mate, she wouldn’t doubt for a second how cherished she was. I’d protect her with my life. I’d love her without hesitation.

I could never be like him.

Never.
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  CHAPTER TWO

  
  




~Madeline~

“Mom, please,” I begged, crouching beside her bed. “You have to take the pills.”

Nearly an hour had passed—sixty unbearable minutes of pleading, persuading, and watching her refuse. She shoved the pills away for the third time, her voice hoarse with frustration as she snapped, “I don’t want them!” A few tablets were scattered across the floor like broken promises, and she smacked my hand when I tried again.

With a heavy sigh, I bent down and began collecting them one by one.

“I’m not taking them,” she muttered, turning her head toward Madeline, who stood nearby, pale and silent.

I looked up, jaw tight, fighting the urge to scream. Why won’t you let yourself feel better, even just for today? She lay curled on the damp sheets, her arms wrapped around her stomach as if trying to hold herself together. Her once-white pyjamas clung to her thin frame, soaked with sweat. Her skin, nearly translucent, was pulled tight over bone, and every shallow breath seemed to cost her.

She looked… fragile—a ghost of the woman who had raised me.

It was the baldness that finally shattered the illusion—that was the moment I truly understood she was dying. Not the diagnosis. Not the quiet conversations with our pack doctor. Not even the vomiting. It was the day she lost every strand of hair. Her lashes. Her eyebrows. Her identity.

Cancer wasn’t supposed to touch werewolves. We were too strong. Too other. But the moment she started wasting away, I realized just how wrong I’d been. Her illness didn’t care about strength or bloodlines. It was eating her from the inside out, and now, only six months later, she was bedridden… waiting.

Waiting to die.

I gathered the remaining pills, careful not to leave any behind in case she managed to stand. I tossed them in the bin beside her bed and lowered myself onto the mattress, my weight dipping the edge.

“Please, Mom,” I said gently. “I need to go to work, and I can’t focus if I’m worried about you.”

Her eyes met mine—red, swollen, almost completely veined. The whites were gone, lost behind a storm of broken blood vessels. She looked at me, then took my hand in hers with trembling fingers. Her grip was faint, barely there.

“Don’t worry about me, Madeline,” she whispered. “Go.”

I exhaled sharply, my voice strained. “Of course I’m going to worry.” I reached toward the nightstand, pulled the cool, damp towel from the basin, and wrung it out before dabbing it gently against her forehead. Her skin burned under the cloth, but she closed her eyes at the touch.

“I love you so much, Maddie,” she murmured, tears slipping from the corners of her eyes. “I’m sorry for yelling.”

I froze, her bloodshot gaze locking with mine. A thick knot rose in my throat, and I had to swallow hard to speak. Don’t cry in front of her, I reminded myself. She needs peace. Not guilt. Not your grief.

“It’s okay, Mom,” I said softly. “I understand. You don’t have to apologize.”

But she only wept harder.

“Yes, I do,” she said, her voice breaking. “You don’t deserve that.”

Her hand trembled, too weak to lift, so I caught it and pressed it to my cheek. Her thumb brushed my skin, and for a second, I just let her touch me.

“I love you, Maddie,” she whispered.

My voice cracked. “I love you too, Mom.”

She smiled faintly before her hand fell away, limp with exhaustion. I reached for the orange bottle on the nightstand again.

“Will you please take your pills now?” I asked, gentler this time, holding them in my lap like an offering.

Her face twisted with pain—not physical, but something deeper. “I don’t want them.”

“Why?” I asked, my voice nearly breaking. “They’ll help the pain.”

She turned away, sobbing quietly. My heart squeezed. I reached out, brushing her damp, hairless scalp.

“They numb me, Maddie,” she said, voice barely audible. “I don’t feel anything. I don’t know where I am, where you are. I can’t feel my wolf. It’s like I’m… already gone.”

Her words hit like a punch to the chest.

I wiped a tear from my cheek and bent to kiss her temple. “Alright, Mom,” I murmured. “You don’t have to take them.”

The faintest smile curved her lips. “Thank you, my Flower,” she whispered, and my heart clenched. Flower. She hadn’t called me that in months.

I cupped her cheek. “I have to go,” I said gently. “But I’ll check in later, okay?”

She gave a weak nod, her gaze glassy. “Okay.”

I pulled the covers up over her shoulders and tucked them in softly. “Call me if you need anything.”

If only we could mind-link. That way, she wouldn’t have to reach for the phone. But I was still without my wolf, and for now, we relied on outdated technology and hope.

I hesitated at the door, taking in one last look—her sunken cheeks, the damp towel clutched in her hand, the ghost of her smile. Then I quietly stepped out, closing the door behind me.

In the kitchen, I opened the fridge and stared inside—almost nothing. I couldn’t take anything—not when she needed it more. I grabbed a water bottle instead and shut it, the cold plastic slick in my hand.

I glanced toward her room again. I wanted to check on her one last time… but I was already late.

With a sigh, I pulled on my jacket and stepped outside, heading toward work. Toward another long shift. Another day pretending everything was okay.
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~Madeline~

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath as I bent to pick up the jagged shard of porcelain from the tiled floor.

It was the second thing I’d broken today. Get it together, Maddie. Mrs. Rose is going to kill you if you keep this up.

“What’s going on with you?” Alison’s voice cut through the quiet hum of the diner, laced with concern. “You’ve been off all day.”

I didn’t answer. Just shook my head and walked stiffly to the supply closet, returning a moment later with the broom and dustpan in hand. I didn’t trust myself to speak yet, not without unravelling.

“Madeline?” she pressed gently.

I glanced up at her, then back at the mess I’d made. “My mom’s having a rough day,” I said quietly, crouching down to sweep the fragments into the dustpan.

“She still refusing her meds?” Alison asked, her brows knitting together in concern.

I nodded, my throat too tight to speak. I dumped the pieces into the trash and stood, brushing invisible dust from my hands.

“She said they make her feel numb,” I murmured. “Disconnected from everything. She can’t feel her wolf. Can’t even tell where she is.”

Alison’s lips parted, worry settling into her features. She chewed on her bottom lip for a beat, then exhaled and crossed her arms. “You need a night out,” she said, like it was a simple fix.

I let out a dry laugh and shook my head. “That’s the last thing I need, Ali.” I grabbed a dishtowel and started wiping down the counter, trying to distract myself with busy hands. “I already hate leaving her alone just to come here. The thought of going out for fun? It feels… wrong.”

I was stretched thin—between the diner, the library, and the crushing weight of debt we owed for my mom’s treatment. If we don’t make the payments soon, we’ll lose the house. There was no room for nights out.

“It’s not a party,” Alison said, tone softening. “Just you and me. Hanging out. You need to breathe, Maddie.”

I sighed, my shoulders slumping beneath the weight of exhaustion. “I don’t have time to breathe,” I muttered.

“And we should make the most of the time we have before we turn eighteen,” she added, nudging me. “Who knows? Once you find your mate, I might never see you again.”

I snorted. “I don’t have time for a mate either.”

Alison gasped dramatically. “You don’t want a mate?”

I looked up at her, grateful the diner was empty this close to closing. “Keep your voice down,” I hissed. “It’s not that I don’t want one. I just… I don’t have the luxury of chasing fate right now. My mom needs me. The bills need me. What if my mate doesn’t get that?”

“He will,” she said with certainty. “Mates love unconditionally, Maddie. He will understand.”

Not everyone did. My father sure didn’t. He walked away from her. From me. I scrubbed the countertop harder than necessary.

“Not everyone stays,” I said under my breath. “It’s safer if I don’t meet him yet.”

There was a long pause before Alison spoke again.

“Have you ever liked anyone before?” she asked carefully. “I mean, in all the years I’ve known you, I’ve never even seen you glance at a guy.”

A flush crept into my cheeks before I could stop it. Only one.

He was the only boy who’d ever made me feel something… safe.

Back in school, I was the odd girl out—the one without a dad, the one everyone whispered about. The bullying was constant. Kids pulled my hair, pushed me down, threw cruel words like knives.

One day, it got bad. A boy tripped me as I left the building, yanking my hair, calling me names. I tried not to cry, but I broke down and cried. I sat on the sidewalk, choking on tears, surrounded by laughter.

And then he came. A blur of movement and warmth. He pushed the bullies aside, knelt next to me, and wiped my cheeks gently.

“You’re okay now,” he told me. “They won’t hurt you again.”

I don’t remember what else he said. I was too mesmerised by his stormy blue eyes and the gentle curve of his lips. His voice felt like safety, and then he was gone. I never saw him again. I never even knew his name.

“Maybe once, when I was younger,” I said with a shrug.

“Who?” Alison gasped.

I wiped the last bit of cleaner from the counter and avoided her gaze. “I don’t remember. Just… a boy.”

That was a lie. He wasn’t just a boy. He was the boy—the first person who made me feel like I mattered.

“You kept that from me?” she exclaimed.

“It wasn’t serious, Ali,” I said, dropping the towel with a sigh. “I was twelve.”

“I don’t care how old you were. I’m your best friend—I should’ve known!”

Before I could respond, my phone rang. I pulled it from my apron pocket and felt my breath hitch when I saw the screen. Mom.

“Mom? Everything okay?” I answered quickly, bracing myself.

“Flower?” she said weakly. Her voice was barely above a whisper—raspy, broken, winded. Oh God. Did she try to stand again?

“I’m here,” I said, fingers tightening around the edge of the counter. “What’s wrong?”

“I love you, baby,” she whispered. “Don’t forget that.”

My heart dropped. The words landed like a knife in my chest. Why does this feel like goodbye?

“I love you too, Mom,” I said quickly. “But what’s going on?”

There was a pause—then the words that turned my blood to ice.

“I’m leaving, Flower. I love you.”

The world stopped moving. I froze, unable to feel my legs or even draw a full breath. My body wanted to run—sprint straight home—but my limbs wouldn’t respond.
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~MIKE~

I held Janet ’s hand like a lifeline, fingers clenched too tightly, but I couldn’t let go. I needed her—needed something solid—because what lay ahead threatened to unravel me.

Fifteen years. Fifteen years without seeing my daughter. And now, I was walking into a funeral to burn the body of the only woman I had ever truly loved. My mate. The one I left behind.

And I had to ask my daughter—my stranger of a daughter—to come home with me.

To say I was nervous would be a laughable understatement. My mind was spiralling, spinning out of control. What if she hates me? What if I deserve it?

“Mike?”

The familiar voice pulled me back. I turned.

Jack.

His name fell from my lips like a ghost, “Jack.”

He approached with a sigh, his steps measured but heavy. He fell into stride beside Janet and me as we moved toward the funeral site.

“It’s Alpha Jack now,” he said, giving me a sharp look from the corner of his eye. “But I’ll let it slide.”

Still bitter, then. He used to laugh when I called him Alpha. That title never mattered between us—until I became the man who ran.

“This is my friend, Janet ,” I said, trying for civility. My voice came out rough, but I managed a slight smile.

“Alpha Jack, it’s a pleasure,” Janet said with her usual grace, extending her hand.

Jack barely nodded at her, his eyes narrowing as they shifted back to me. “What are you doing here?”

I swallowed hard and drew a deep breath. The words felt heavy in my chest.

“Leah called me,” I said softly. “Before she passed… she asked me to take care of Madeline. I’m here to bring her home.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. He looked away, and I saw the muscle in his cheek twitch.

“She won’t be happy,” he muttered. “Maddie’s not going to want to go with you.”

There was something else behind his voice—regret, maybe. Guilt? His fingers fidgeted, and I remembered that habit well. Jack always did that when he was anxious. We had shared too many battles for me not to notice.

“But?” I prompted gently.

He glanced at me, then looked away again.

“But she’ll have to,” he said reluctantly. “She’s not in a great place financially. And… there’s only so much I can do to help.”

I flinched. Cancer treatment isn’t cheap. Leah had always been too proud to ask for help. And now her daughter was paying the price.

“Is she struggling?” Janet asked, her tone direct.

Jack looked at her with mild disdain. He didn’t appreciate the bluntness.

Janet ? I sent her a mental link.

I want to know what we’re dealing with, she replied coolly. You need to know how much this will cost—both emotionally and financially.

Jack answered through gritted teeth, “She’s in a bit of trouble, yeah.”

His frustration was palpable. Janet had struck a nerve. I sighed and scanned the crowd.

The funeral home was full. Tears flowed freely, soft sobs echoing beneath the open sky. People clutched one another, whispering condolences. Leah had been loved. Deeply.

My chest tightened as I caught sight of the wooden pyre. Her body was already prepared—covered in a pristine white sheet, laid out with reverence. Soon, fire would consume it. As was tradition, the ceremony would take place at night, when the flames were said to light the path to the Moon Goddess.

I loved her. God, I loved her.

And I left anyway.

My wolf had recoiled, refusing to attend the funeral of his mate. He had mourned her in silence for years, and now—now he stirred, sensing the one piece of Leah we had left.

Madeline.

I could feel eyes on me, whispers tracing my name like poison. I didn’t need to hear them—I knew what they thought. I had barely been let past the pack border. One of the warriors had nearly attacked me until the other linked Jack for confirmation.

But I wasn’t here for them.

I was here for her.

And then I saw her.

The rest of the world blurred into nothing.

She was breathtaking. My eyes. Leah’s face. My hair—dark and wavy—cascades over her shoulders. She wasn’t crying. But her stillness wasn’t numbness. It was a strength. Contained, silent strength.

“Is that her?” Janet whispered.

I nodded slowly, my gaze never leaving Madeline. Please look at me. Just once. Just smile like you did when you were a baby… please…

Jack reached her first, wrapping her in a tight hug. He said something low, and she nodded. She didn’t even glance my way.

Luna Maria approached, cupping Madeline’s face with trembling hands. She kissed her forehead, and finally—a tear slid down Madeline’s cheek.

Jack turned to the crowd, his voice steady. “Leah was a remarkable woman. A fierce friend. A devoted mother. Loyal to this pack until her last breath. We’ve lost someone irreplaceable, but her legacy… it’s in all of us.”

He looked at Madeline and said something again. She shook her head. He kissed her temple.

Then, he gave a signal.

A man stepped forward and lit the pyre.

I turned my head instinctively toward my daughter. Her head bowed, eyes shut tight. A girl her age approached and embraced her.

“Let the fire lead her way,” Jack said solemnly.

Let the fire lead her way, I echoed under my breath, voice breaking.

Around me, the crowd whispered the ancient phrase like a prayer. Janet said nothing. I shot her a glance.

Say it, I mind-linked.

She met my eyes but remained silent.

My jaw clenched. We’ll talk about that later. She didn’t want Madeline in our lives. At the very least, she could honour the ritual.

I looked back toward the pyre. Leah’s form was nearly gone.

I should’ve seen her one last time and told her… everything.

Then I felt it.

Eyes on me.

I turned—and there she was.

Madeline was staring right at me. Those beautiful, haunted eyes locked on mine. And I knew she recognised me.

Her father.

Her wolf did, too. I felt the shift in the air.

I smiled—small, tentative, pleading.

Her face twisted. Anger surged in her eyes like a storm breaking loose. And then she looked away.

A chill ran down my spine.

Would she ever forgive me? Would she even speak to me?
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~Madeline~

Why is he even here? The question tore from my lips before I could stop it, directed toward Alpha Jackson as I stared through the haze of heat curling from the funeral pyre.

The raw ache in my chest hadn’t dulled—it had simply shifted, hardened into fury. The man who abandoned my mother and me fifteen years ago had no right to be here. No right to stand beside her ashes like he belonged.

“He’s your father?” Alpha Jackson’s voice held quiet disbelief.

I nodded, wiping away a tear that clung stubbornly to my cheek. “Yeah,” I murmured. “I have his eyes.”

That fact haunted me. Every time I looked in the mirror, I saw the man who’d chosen a different life, a different path—one that didn’t include us. My mother never stopped showing me pictures of him, though. She wanted me to remember. She loved him, even after everything had happened, even after he broke her.

Even after he refused to mark her.

He’d been her destined mate, but he left her unclaimed and aching. That kind of pain never healed. And I… I could never forgive him.

My eyes returned to the fire. The flames danced around the wooden platform, crackling softly as they devoured what remained of my mother.

“I’m going to miss you,” I whispered, my voice trembling. “I hope… wherever you are, you’re no longer in pain.”

A breath caught in my throat. “I love you. Please watch over me.”

The words felt small in the face of such enormous loss. My mother had been everything. My shelter. My strength. The one person who never let go. Now, I didn’t know what came next. I didn’t know how to be without her.

Ali’s arms wrapped around me. “I’m so sorry, Maddie,” she whispered gently. “I’m always going to be here for you, okay? Forever. You know that, right?”

I nodded, my gaze locked on the flame until her body disappeared into smoke and ash.

She’s gone.

My heart shattered all over again. I wanted to scream. I wanted to claw the world apart and beg her to come back. I wanted her arms around me, whispering, It’s okay, little Flower.

Instead, I leaned into Ali and wept.

Then I heard it—his voice. “Madeline.”

My head snapped up.

He was standing a few steps away, looking hesitant and… regretful. A woman stood beside him, her expression twisted into something I couldn’t name but instantly disliked.

Rage surged through me, tightening my jaw. Please don’t say my name like you have a right to it.

“I’m Madeline,” I said coldly, turning my face away. “Allison, could you give us a minute?”

Before I could change my mind and beg her to stay, Luna Maria stepped in, gently asking Ali to join her family. Ali gave me a soft kiss on the cheek and walked away. I watched her mother pull her into a comforting hug, and a fresh wave of grief knocked the breath from my lungs. I wanted that hug. I needed it. But I would never have it again.

My father stepped closer. “I’m sorry for your loss, Madeline.”

The words felt like ash in my ears. My hands clenched into fists.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, my voice tight. “You made your choice fifteen years ago. Mom wouldn’t have wanted you here. I don’t want you here.”

He exhaled and reached for the woman beside him, lacing their fingers together. The sight made my stomach twist.

Who the hell was she?

“Your mom called me before she passed,” he said gently. “She wanted me to take care of you.”

The world slowed. My heart skipped, stuttered, and then pounded painfully. What was he saying?

“I don’t need you to take care of me,” I snapped, my voice shaking. “You haven’t been around for fifteen years. Why start now?”

What did he think this was going to be? Some grand gesture? A check? A guilt-soaked rescue mission? I didn’t need him. I was already working two jobs. I had plans—pay off the debts, sell the house, move into something smaller. I didn’t need a damn thing from him.
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