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        Prologue

        I stood in front of the mirror. My dress was old. It was a dark blue color that had faded over the years. It did not fit me well. It was too loose in the chest and too tight at the waist. I looked like a girl trying to play dress-up in her mother’s closet. 

Today was my eighteenth birthday. In my pack, this was the biggest day of your life. It was the day you finally shifted into a wolf. It was the day you found your mate. Everyone else seemed happy for me. But I knew the truth. I felt empty inside. There was no wolf clawing to get out. There was just me. 

"Elara! Get down here!" 

That was my father. His voice was loud and rough. It vibrated through the floorboards of our small house. He was a high-ranking warrior. He wanted a daughter who was strong. He wanted a daughter who would lead. Instead, he got me. 

I took one last look at my reflection. I tried to smile, but my lips just shook. I grabbed my shoes and walked out of my room. 

The pack house was already full of people. The smell of roasted meat and pine trees filled the air. It should have been a good smell. To me, it just smelled like pressure. 

I saw my sister, Maya, standing near the punch bowl. She was twenty. She had shifted two years ago. Her wolf was beautiful and white. She already had a mate. They looked perfect together. Maya saw me and waved. She didn't look mean, but she looked sorry for me. That was worse. 

I walked past the groups of teenagers. They were laughing and talking about their future ranks. None of them looked at me. To them, I was just the girl who was late. The girl who might be a human. In a pack of wolves, being human is a death sentence for your social life.

I found a corner and stayed there. I wanted to be invisible. 

The front doors opened. The room went quiet. Kael walked in. 

Kael was the Alpha’s son. He was tall and had shoulders that seemed too wide for the doorway. His hair was black and his eyes were a sharp, cold grey. He was nineteen. He had found his wolf a long time ago. Everyone knew he would be the strongest Alpha we ever had. 

He didn't look at the girls who were sighing. He didn't look at the boys who wanted to be his friend. He walked straight to the center of the room. 

Then, it happened. 

A scent hit me. It was not like the other smells in the room. It was deep. it smelled like old wood and a storm. It was the best thing I had ever smelled. My heart hit my ribs hard. My skin began to itch. 

I looked at Kael. He stopped walking. His head snapped in my direction. 

Our eyes met. For a second, the world stopped. I felt a pull in my chest. It was like a thick rope was tied to my heart and he was holding the other end. 

He was my mate. 

The Alpha’s son. The strongest boy in the woods. He was matched with me. The girl who had no wolf. The girl who stayed in the corner. 

I took a step toward him. My breath was short. I felt a tiny spark of hope. Maybe this was why I hadn't shifted yet. Maybe I was waiting for him. 

Kael’s face changed. He did not look happy. He did not look like he had found his other half. He looked disgusted. He looked at my cheap dress. He looked at my messy hair. He looked at how small I was. 

He walked toward me. The crowd parted. People started to whisper. They realized what was happening. They saw the bond between us. 

Kael stopped two feet away from me. He was so tall I had to crane my neck to see him. Up close, his scent was even stronger. It made my head spin. 

"Elara," he said. His voice was low. It was not kind. 

"Kael," I whispered. I reached out a hand. I wanted to touch his arm. I wanted to feel the spark that the books always talked about. 

He stepped back. He acted like my hand was a burning coal. 

"Do not touch me," he said. 

The room went totally silent. Even the music seemed to die down. My hand stayed in the air for a second before I dropped it to my side. My face felt hot. 

"Kael, what is it?" his father, the Alpha, asked. He walked over and looked at us. He saw the way we were standing. He saw the bond too. 

Kael didn't look at his father. He kept his eyes on me. They were full of hate. 

"I, Kael of the Black Ridge Pack, reject you, Elara, as my mate," he said. 

The words were like knives. They cut into my chest. I felt the rope tied to my heart snap. The pain was so sharp I almost fell down. My lungs felt like they were full of water. I couldn't breathe. 

"Kael, think about what you are doing," the Alpha whispered. 

"I have thought about it," Kael said. He spoke loudly so everyone could hear. "Look at her. She has no wolf. She is weak. She is nothing. I am going to be Alpha. I need a Queen. I will not have a mate who is a mistake." 

I looked around the room. I saw Maya. She had tears in her eyes. I saw my father. He looked away. He was ashamed of me. The other kids were whispering and pointing. Some were laughing. 

I looked back at Kael. I wanted to cry, but I didn't want him to see it. I wanted to scream, but my throat felt closed. 

"I did not ask for this," I said. My voice was small. 

"I don't care," Kael said. "Go away, Elara. Leave this party. Leave this pack if you have to. I don't want to see your face again." 

He turned his back on me. He walked over to a girl named Sarah. She was a high-rank wolf. She was pretty and strong. He put his arm around her waist. She smiled at me. It was a mean smile. 

I couldn't stay there. I turned and ran. 

I ran past the punch bowl. I ran past my silent father. I ran out the front doors and into the cold night air. 

I didn't stop. I ran toward the woods. The trees were dark and thick. Most people were afraid of the deep woods at night. They said things lived there. Dark things. Things that were older than our pack. 

I didn't care. The pain in my chest was worse than any monster. Every step I took felt like my heart was tearing more. That is what rejection does. It breaks the soul. 

I ran until my legs gave out. I fell onto the dirt. The ground was cold and wet. I curled into a ball and cried. I cried for my birthday. I cried for the mate who didn't want me. I cried because I was eighteen and I still felt like a ghost. 

"Why?" I asked the dark trees. "Why am I not enough?" 

The woods did not answer. The wind just blew through the leaves. It sounded like a sigh. 

I stayed there for a long time. The moon rose high in the sky. It was a full moon. It was large and white. It was supposed to be the moon that gave me my wolf. But I felt nothing. No fur. No claws. Just the cold. 

Then, I heard a sound. 

It was a footstep. It was heavy. It was not a deer or a rabbit. It was something big. 

I sat up. I wiped my eyes. I looked into the shadows. 

"Who is there?" I asked. 

I saw two eyes. They were not yellow like a normal wolf. They were not blue or green. They were a deep, dark red. They looked like glowing coals in the dark. 

The creature stepped out from behind a large oak tree. 

It was a wolf. But it was not like any wolf I had seen. It was huge. It was the size of a small horse. Its fur was as black as coal. It didn't look like a pack wolf. It looked like a nightmare. 

This was a Lycan. 

We were told stories about them. They were the ancestors. They were bigger, faster, and much more dangerous. They were also supposed to be gone. People said they died out hundreds of years ago. 

The Lycan walked toward me. It didn't growl. It didn't show its teeth. It just watched me with those red eyes. 

I should have been scared. I should have run away. But I stayed still. I didn't feel fear. I felt a weird hum in my blood. For the first time all day, the pain in my chest felt a little bit duller. 

The Lycan stopped a few feet away. It lowered its head. It sniffed the air. 

It was smelling me. It was smelling the rejection. It was smelling the broken bond. 

The Lycan let out a low sound. It wasn't a growl. It sounded almost like a purr, but much deeper. It stepped closer until its wet nose touched my hand. 

Its fur was soft but coarse. It was warm. So warm. 

I looked into its red eyes. I saw something there. I didn't see a monster. I saw a soul that was just as lonely as mine. 

"Are you lost too?" I whispered. 

The Lycan huffed. It leaned its heavy head against my shoulder. The weight of it was comforting. It felt like it was protecting me. 

Suddenly, a loud howl ripped through the air. It came from the direction of the pack house. It was Kael. I knew his howl. It was full of pride. He was celebrating. He was happy I was gone. 

The Lycan’s ears flattened. Its body went stiff. It looked back toward the pack house and let out a growl that shook the very ground under my feet. It was a sound of pure rage. 

The Lycan looked at me again. It nudged my arm with its head, telling me to get up. 

I stood on shaky legs. The Lycan stayed right by my side. It didn't leave. 

I looked back at the lights of the pack house in the distance. They looked small and unimportant now. Kael had rejected me. My father had turned away. My pack thought I was nothing. 

But this giant, dark creature was looking at me like I was the only thing that mattered. 

The Lycan started to walk deeper into the woods. It stopped and looked back at me. It wanted me to follow. 

I took a deep breath. I looked at the dark trees. I looked at the red-eyed wolf. 

I didn't have a pack anymore. I didn't have a mate. But as I stepped into the shadows with the Lycan, I realized one thing. 

Kael thought he broke me. He was wrong. He just let me go. And now, I was going to find out what I really was. 

The Lycan let out a small bark and started to run. I ran after it. I didn't feel weak anymore. I felt like a hunt was beginning. 

And Kael had no idea what was coming for him.

    


    
        The Eighteenth Birthday

        I woke up early. The sun was just coming over the trees. Today was my eighteenth birthday. It was the day I had waited for my whole life. In my pack, eighteen is the most important year. It is when we find our mates. It is when our lives really start.

I sat up in my small bed. My room was in the back of the pack house. It was a plain room. It had a bed, a desk, and a small rug. I didn't have many things. I didn't need them. I just wanted today to be perfect.

I looked at my hands. They were shaking. I was nervous. I wanted to feel the bond. I wanted to know who I belonged to. I spent so many nights alone. I spent so many days feeling like I didn't fit in. I just wanted someone to want me. I wanted to be the most important person to someone.

I got out of bed and dressed. I put on a simple blue dress. It was the only nice thing I owned. I brushed my hair until it was smooth. I looked in the mirror. I looked pale. My eyes looked too big for my face. I hoped my mate would think I was pretty.

I walked down to the kitchen. The pack house was already busy. People were moving fast. They were getting ready for the party. My birthday was a big deal because I was the Beta's daughter. But my father didn't act like it was a big deal. 

I saw him in the hallway. He was talking to the Alpha. He didn't look at me. He didn't say happy birthday. He just kept talking about pack business. I felt a sting in my chest. I wish I had spoken up sooner. I wish I had told him how much it hurt when he ignored me. But I didn't. I just kept walking.

The day went by slowly. I helped clean the tables. I helped set out the food. No one really talked to me. They talked around me. I was like a ghost in my own home. I kept waiting for the feeling to hit. The bond is supposed to feel like a pull. It is supposed to lead you to your person.

By sunset, the party had started. The big hall was full of people. There was music and loud laughing. The smell of meat and pine needles was everywhere. I stood by the wall. I felt a weird hum in my skin. My wolf was waking up. She was moving inside me for the first time.

She was looking for him. She was sniffing the air. Then, the door opened.

Kael walked in.

Kael was the Alpha’s son. He was the next leader of the Black Moon Pack. He was tall and had muscles that showed through his shirt. His hair was dark. His eyes were the color of the sea. Every girl in the room stopped talking. They all wanted him.

I felt a shock go through my body. It felt like I stepped into a lake of ice water. My heart stopped. Then it started beating so fast it hurt. My wolf screamed in my head. *MATE. MATE. MATE.*

I couldn't believe it. Kael was my mate. The future Alpha was mine. For a second, I felt so happy. I thought my life was finally going to be good. I thought I would finally have a home. I thought I wouldn't be lonely anymore.

Kael stopped in the middle of the room. He turned his head. He was looking for the smell. He was looking for me. His eyes locked onto mine. He didn't look happy. He didn't look relieved. 

He looked angry.

He walked toward me. The crowd moved out of his way. I felt small as he got closer. I tried to smile. I reached out my hand a little bit. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to feel the spark everyone talked about.

He stopped three feet away. He didn't touch me. He looked at me with cold eyes. 

"No," he said.

The word was quiet, but it felt like a slap. 

"Kael?" I whispered. My voice was thin.

"It can't be you," he said. He looked at my dress. He looked at my messy hair. "You are the weak one. You are the quiet girl who hides in the corners. You are nothing."

The room went silent. Everyone was listening. I could see my father standing behind Kael. My father didn't say anything. He didn't defend me. He just looked at the floor. He looked ashamed of me.

"Kael, please," I said. My eyes filled with tears. "The moon chose us."

"The moon made a mistake," Kael snapped. His voice was loud now. He wanted everyone to hear. "I am going to be Alpha. I need a Queen. I need someone strong. Someone beautiful. Someone who matters."

He stepped closer. He leaned down so his face was right in front of mine. I could smell the forest and the rain on him. It was the best smell in the world. It made my wolf want to purr. But his words were like knives.

"I, Kael of the Black Moon Pack, reject you as my mate," he said.

The pain hit me like a physical blow. It felt like my ribs were breaking. It felt like someone had reached into my chest and grabbed my heart. I couldn't breathe. I fell to my knees. The floor was hard and cold. 

The bond snapped. I felt the connection go dark. It was like a light went out inside my soul. I let out a small sob. I tried to hold it in, but I couldn't. 

"Get up," Kael said. He sounded bored. "Don't make a scene. Just leave."

I looked up at him. I looked for any sign of regret. There was none. He turned his back on me. He walked over to a group of his friends. They started laughing. They acted like I wasn't even there.

I looked at the rest of the pack. Some people looked sorry for me. Most people looked disgusted. In our world, being rejected is the worst thing that can happen. It means you aren't good enough. It means you are broken.

I looked at my father one last time. He finally looked at me. There was no love in his eyes. There was only anger. I had embarrassed him. I had failed him by being rejected. 

"Go to your room, Aria," my father said. His voice was hard.

I didn't go to my room. I couldn't stay in that house. The walls felt like they were closing in on me. I stood up on shaky legs. My chest felt like it was on fire. The rejection was a physical weight. Every step felt like I was walking through deep mud.

I ran. 

I ran out the back door. I ran past the bonfires. I ran until the noise of the party died away. I ran into the dark woods. I didn't have a flashlight. I didn't have a coat. I didn't care.

I ran until my lungs burned. I ran until my feet bled. I finally tripped over a root and fell. I stayed there in the dirt. I cried until I couldn't cry anymore. I felt so empty. I just wanted someone to want me. Was that too much to ask?

I wish I had spoken up sooner. I wish I had been stronger. Maybe if I wasn't so quiet, Kael would have liked me. Maybe if I was better, he wouldn't have thrown me away like trash.

The moon was high in the sky. It was big and white. I hated it. It gave me a mate and then let him break me. I felt my wolf shifting. It was my first time. It hurt. My bones moved and changed. My skin stretched. 

I turned into a wolf. I was small. My fur was black. I looked at my paws. I felt weak. I felt like a mistake. 

I heard a howl in the distance. It was Kael. He was happy. He was celebrating his freedom. He didn't care that I was out here alone. He didn't care that I was hurting.

I laid my head on the ground. I wanted to just sleep and never wake up. The world was too big and too cold. 

Then, I heard it.

A heavy sound. A snap of a branch. 

It wasn't a normal wolf. The footsteps were too heavy. The air changed. It felt thick and old. A shadow moved between the trees. It was huge. It was much bigger than any Alpha I had ever seen.

I looked up. 

Two red eyes were staring at me from the dark. 

I didn't move. I wasn't even scared. I was already broken. What could a monster do to me that Kael hadn't already done?

The creature stepped out of the shadows. It was a Lycan. They were supposed to be gone. They were myths. But this one was real. It was dark as the night. Its fur was thick. It looked like a nightmare.

It walked toward me. It didn't growl. It just watched me. 

I stayed still. I felt a weird hum in my blood. For the first time all day, the pain in my chest felt a little bit duller. 

The Lycan stopped a few feet away. It lowered its head. It sniffed the air. 

It was smelling me. It was smelling the rejection. It was smelling the broken bond. 

The Lycan let out a low sound. It wasn't a growl. It sounded almost like a purr, but much deeper. It stepped closer until its wet nose touched my hand. 

Its fur was soft but coarse. It was warm. So warm. 

I looked into its red eyes. I saw something there. I didn't see a monster. I saw a soul that was just as lonely as mine. 

"Are you lost too?" I whispered. 

The Lycan huffed. It leaned its heavy head against my shoulder. The weight of it was comforting. It felt like it was protecting me. 

Suddenly, a loud howl ripped through the air. It came from the direction of the pack house. It was Kael. I knew his howl. It was full of pride. He was celebrating. He was happy I was gone. 

The Lycan’s ears flattened. Its body went stiff. It looked back toward the pack house and let out a growl that shook the very ground under my feet. It was a sound of pure rage. 

The Lycan looked at me again. It nudged my arm with its head, telling me to get up. 

I stood on shaky legs. The Lycan stayed right by my side. It didn't leave. 

I looked back at the lights of the pack house in the distance. They looked small and unimportant now. Kael had rejected me. My father had turned away. My pack thought I was nothing. 

But this giant, dark creature was looking at me like I was the only thing that mattered. 

The Lycan started to walk deeper into the woods. It stopped and looked back at me. It wanted me to follow. 

I took a deep breath. I looked at the dark trees. I looked at the red-eyed wolf. 

I didn't have a pack anymore. I didn't have a mate. But as I stepped into the shadows with the Lycan, I realized one thing. 

Kael thought he broke me. He was wrong. He just let me go. And now, I was going to find out what I really was. 

The Lycan let out a small bark and started to run. I ran after it. I didn't feel weak anymore. I felt like a hunt was beginning. 

And Kael had no idea what was coming for him.

    


    
        I Find Him

        I ran. The trees were dark blurs on both sides of me. My lungs felt like they were on fire. My feet hit the cold dirt over and over. I did not stop. The Lycan was ahead of me. He moved like a shadow. He was much faster than a normal wolf. He was much bigger too.

I followed the flash of his black fur. Every time I thought I would lose him, he slowed down. He looked back at me. His red eyes glowed in the dark. He was waiting for me. He was making sure I could keep up. No one had ever waited for me like that before. 

At the pack house, I was always last. Kael always walked ahead of me. He never looked back. He never cared if I was tired. He never cared if I was hurting. But this monster did. This myth from the old stories was looking out for me.

We went deep into the woods. This was the part of the forest where the pack did not go. They said it was cursed. They said things lived here that liked to kill. I used to be afraid of these woods. Now, I felt safe. The pack was the real danger. The people I loved were the ones who hurt me.

The Lycan stopped in front of a big rock wall. There was a crack in the stone. It was a cave. It was hidden by thick vines and thorns. The Lycan pushed through the vines. He looked at me one more time. Then he went inside.

I stood at the entrance. It was very dark. I was cold. My thin shirt was torn. My arms were scratched from the branches. I was shaking. I thought about going back. But there was nothing for me back there. I had no home. I had no mate. I had no father. 

I took a step into the cave. 

The air inside was warm. It did not smell like a damp hole in the ground. It smelled like pine trees and rain. It smelled like the Lycan. I walked further in. My eyes adjusted to the dark. 

The cave was large. There were furs on the floor. There was a small circle of stones for a fire. The Lycan was standing in the middle of the room. He wasn't a wolf anymore. 

I gasped. He had shifted. He was a man now. But he was huge. He was much taller than Kael. His shoulders were broad. His skin was tanned and covered in scars. He had long black hair that fell over his face. He didn't have any clothes on, but he didn't seem to care. He grabbed a thick fur rug and wrapped it around his waist.

He turned to look at me. His eyes were still a little bit red. They weren't scary now. They were deep. 

"Sit," he said.

His voice was like thunder. It was so deep I could feel it in my bones. It made my skin prickle. I did what he said. I sat down on a pile of soft furs near the wall. They were warm. 

He walked to the circle of stones. He moved a few pieces of wood. He struck two rocks together. Sparks flew. Soon, a small fire was burning. The light filled the cave. It turned the walls a soft orange color. 

The man looked at me. He saw my face. He saw the tears that had dried on my cheeks. He saw the bruise on my arm where Kael had grabbed me earlier today. His jaw tightened. 

"He did this?" the man asked. 

"My mate," I whispered. "He rejected me." 

"He is a fool," the man said. 

He walked over to a corner of the cave. He picked up a wooden bowl. He brought it to me. It was filled with water. I realized how thirsty I was. My throat was dry. I took the bowl. My hands were shaking so much that water spilled on my legs. 

The man reached out. He took the bowl from me. He held it to my lips. He was being so gentle. His hands were huge, but he didn't hurt me. I drank the water. It was cold and sweet. 

"Thank you," I said. 

He didn't say anything. He sat down across from me. He watched me. It wasn't the way a predator watches prey. It was different. 

I looked at the fire. I felt the pain in my chest coming back. The bond was broken. I could still feel the hole where Kael used to be. It was a cold, empty feeling. It made me want to scream. 

"I wish I had spoken up sooner," I said. 

The man tilted his head. "About what?" 

"Everything," I said. I felt more tears coming. "Kael was mean to me for a long time. He treated me like I was nothing. My father saw it. He didn't do anything. He wanted Kael to be the next Alpha. He cared more about power than his own daughter." 

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. 

"I stayed quiet because I thought that was my job," I said. "I thought if I was good and quiet, they would love me. I thought if I worked hard, they would want me. But it didn't matter. They never wanted me." 

I looked at the man. 

"I just want someone to want me," I said. My voice broke. "Is that too much to ask? I just want to belong somewhere. I want someone to look at me and be glad I am there." 

The man stood up. He walked over to me. He knelt down so he was at my level. He reached out a big hand. He touched my cheek. His skin was very hot. It felt like fire against my cold skin. 

"You are not nothing," he said. "The pack is blind. They look at strength in the arms. They do not look at strength in the soul." 

"I don't feel strong," I said. "I feel broken." 

"Glass is sharp when it breaks," he said. "It can cut. You are not broken. You are just becoming something else." 

He moved his hand to the back of my neck. He pulled me closer. He rested his forehead against mine. I closed my eyes. I breathed in his scent. It was so strong. It made me feel steady. For the first time in my life, I felt like I was exactly where I was supposed to be. 

"What is your name?" I asked. 

"Garreth," he said. 

"They say Lycans are monsters, Garreth." 

He let out a small laugh. It was a rough sound. "Maybe we are. But humans and wolves are the ones who start wars. We just live in the dark. We stay away from their lies." 

He pulled back and looked into my eyes. 

"You can stay here," he said. "No one will hurt you here. I will kill anyone who tries." 

I believed him. I saw the way he looked at the door of the cave. He was a protector. He was a king of the shadows. 

"Why are you helping me?" I asked. 

Garreth touched the mark on my neck. It was the mark Kael had given me months ago. It was gray and fading now because of the rejection. It looked ugly. 

"I know what it is like to be cast out," Garreth said. "I was a prince once. Now I am a ghost. We are the same, Little Wolf." 

He got up and went to the fire. He put more wood on it. The flames grew higher. 

"Sleep now," he said. "You are safe." 

I lay down on the furs. They were so soft. I was exhausted. My body felt heavy. I watched Garreth. He sat by the fire. He didn't go to sleep. He stayed awake to watch the door. He was guarding me. 

I closed my eyes. I thought about the pack house. I thought about the party they were having. I thought about Kael laughing and dancing. It felt like a dream from a long time ago. It didn't feel real anymore. 

This cave was real. The fire was real. The man with the red eyes was real. 

I fell into a deep sleep. It was the first time I didn't have nightmares about being alone. 

I woke up when the sun was starting to rise. I could see a little bit of gray light coming through the vines at the mouth of the cave. The fire was just glowing coals now. 

Garreth was gone. 

I sat up fast. My heart started to beat hard. Was he gone? Did he leave me? Was I alone again? 

"Garreth?" I called out. 

No one answered. I got up. My legs were stiff. I walked to the opening of the cave. I pushed the vines aside and stepped out. 

The woods were quiet. There was a thick mist on the ground. Everything was wet with dew. I looked around. 

"Garreth!" I yelled louder. 

I heard a branch snap behind me. I spun around. 

It wasn't Garreth. 

It was a wolf. A gray wolf with yellow eyes. I knew that wolf. It was Jace. He was one of Kael's friends. He was a scout for the pack. 

He shifted into his human form. He was wearing shorts, but his chest was bare. He had a mean smile on his face. 

"There you are," Jace said. "Kael sent me to find you. He wants to finish the ceremony. He says you ran off with his property." 

"I am not property," I said. I backed up toward the cave. 

"You are a member of the Blood Moon pack," Jace said. He stepped closer. "You don't get to leave until the Alpha says so. And he's not done with you yet. He wants to make sure everyone sees you crawl back." 

Jace looked at the cave. He sniffed the air. His eyes went wide. 

"What is that smell?" he asked. "It smells like... old blood. And death." 

He looked at me. His face went pale. 

"What is in there, Maya? What did you find?" 

I didn't answer. I looked past him. 

A shadow was moving in the trees. It was big. It was very big. 

Jace didn't see it. He was too busy looking at me. He reached out to grab my hair. 

"Come on," Jace said. "We are going back. Kael is waiting." 

"I wouldn't touch her if I were you," a voice said. 

The voice didn't come from the cave. It came from the trees behind Jace. 

Jace froze. He turned around slowly. 

Garreth walked out of the mist. He was in his human form. He looked even bigger in the daylight. He was carrying a dead deer over his shoulders. He dropped the deer on the ground. The thud was loud. 

Jace stared at him. He was shaking. He knew what Garreth was. Every werewolf knew the stories of the Lycans. 

"A monster," Jace whispered. 

Garreth smiled. It was a scary smile. It showed too many teeth. 

"I am the monster," Garreth said. "And you are on my land." 

Garreth took a step forward. Jace fell backward. He scrambled to his feet and shifted into his wolf form. He let out a whimper. He turned and ran as fast as he could back toward the pack lands. 

Garreth didn't chase him. He just watched him go. 

He turned to me. He saw that I was shaking. 

"He will tell them," I said. "He will tell Kael where I am. They will come for me." 

Garreth walked over to me. He put his hands on my shoulders. 

"Let them come," Garreth said. 

I looked at him. I saw the rage in his eyes. It wasn't directed at me. It was for the people who hurt me. 

"They think you are weak," Garreth said. "They think you are alone. They are wrong." 

I looked toward the pack house. I could hear a howl in the distance. It was Kael. He sounded angry. He was coming. 

But I wasn't scared anymore. I looked at the giant man standing in front of me. I looked at the sharp claws starting to grow from his fingers. 

Kael thought he was the strongest wolf in the woods. He was about to find out he was wrong. 

"Let's go inside," Garreth said. "We need to get ready." 

I nodded. I followed him back into the dark. 

The hunt was about to change. I wasn't the prey anymore. I had found something much more powerful than a mate. I had found a reason to fight back. 

And I wasn't going to be quiet ever again.

    


    
        He Says No

        Garreth dragged the dead deer deeper into the cave. I watched him. His back was broad. His skin was tan and scarred. He did not look at me. He just worked. He was strong and quiet.

The cave smelled like dry earth and old stone. There was a small fire in the middle of the room. It gave off a soft orange light. I sat on a flat rock near the wall. I held my knees to my chest. I was still shaking.

"Eat," Garreth said.

He hacked off a piece of meat with a large knife. He handed it to me. It was still warm. I didn't want to eat. My stomach felt like it was tied in knots. But I took the meat anyway. I didn't want to make him mad.

"Thank you," I whispered.

He looked at me for a long time. His eyes were dark. They were not like the eyes of the wolves in my pack. They were deeper. Older. They made me feel small. But they did not make me feel scared. Not the way Kael did.

I took a small bite. The meat was tough. I chewed slowly. I thought about Jace. He was running back to the pack house right now. He was going to tell Kael everything. He was going to tell him about the cave. He was going to tell him about the Lycan.

"They are coming," I said.

Garreth sat down across from me. He didn't have a chair. He sat on the dirt floor. He looked like he belonged there. He looked like he was part of the mountain.

"I know," Garreth said.

"Kael will not stop," I said. "He is the Alpha. He thinks he owns everything. He thinks he owns me."

I looked down at my hands. My nails were dirty. I had scratches on my arms from the bushes. I looked like a mess. I felt like a mess. I had spent my whole life trying to be a good wolf. I followed every rule. I worked hard. I stayed quiet.

I wish I had spoken up sooner.

If I had spoken up, maybe things would be different. Maybe I would have left a long time ago. I waited for Kael to love me. I waited for him to see me. I thought being his mate would change things. I thought it would make me special.

It didn't. It just gave him a new way to hurt me. He didn't want a mate. He wanted a toy. He wanted someone to bow down to him. When I didn't bow low enough, he threw me away. He told the whole pack I was nothing. He told them I was a curse.

I just want someone to want me.

That thought made my chest ache. It was a simple wish. I didn't want power. I didn't want money. I just wanted to belong somewhere. I wanted someone to look at me and be glad I was there.

Garreth reached out. He touched my chin with one finger. He tilted my head up.

"You are not a toy," he said. His voice was deep. It vibrated in the air. "You are a wolf of the moon. He is just a boy with a title."

"He is strong," I said.

"I am stronger," Garreth said.

We sat in silence for a while. The only sound was the crackle of the fire. Outside, the sun was starting to go down. The sky was turning a dark purple. The woods were getting quiet. The birds stopped singing. The wind died down.

Then, I heard it.

It was a howl. It was far away, but it was loud. It was a sound I knew well. It was Kael. He was calling the pack. He was telling them the hunt was on. He was telling them he found the trail.

My heart started to beat fast. It felt like a bird trapped in a cage. I looked at the mouth of the cave. I could see the shadows of the trees. They looked like long fingers reaching for me.

"He is close," I said.

Garreth stood up. He didn't look worried. He looked ready. He picked up his knife. He tucked it into a belt at his waist. He didn't put on a shirt. He didn't need one. The cold didn't seem to touch him.

"Stay here," Garreth said.

"No," I said. I stood up too. My legs felt like jelly, but I forced them to hold me. "I am not hiding in a hole. I am tired of hiding."

Garreth looked at me. A small smile touched his lips. It wasn't a mean smile. It was almost like he was proud.

"Fine," he said. "Stay behind me."

We walked out of the cave. The air was cold now. The mist was thick on the ground. It looked like white smoke. We walked to the edge of the clearing. Garreth stood tall. He crossed his arms over his chest. He looked like a king.

I stood a few feet behind him. I tried to keep my breathing steady. I smelled them before I saw them. I smelled the scent of the Black Moon pack. It was a smell of pine and wet fur. But there was something else. There was the smell of hate.

A group of wolves stepped out of the trees. There were six of them. They were all in their human forms. They wanted to talk first. They wanted to show off.

Kael was in the middle. He was wearing black pants and no shoes. His hair was messy. His eyes were glowing yellow. He looked at the cave. Then he looked at Garreth. Then he looked at me.

When he saw me, his lip curled. He looked disgusted.

"Maya," Kael said. His voice was like a whip. "Get over here. Now."

I didn't move. I stayed right where I was. I felt Garreth’s heat in front of me. It was like a shield.

"She is stayng," Garreth said.

Kael laughed. It was a mean sound. He looked at the other men. They laughed too. They thought this was funny. They thought Garreth was just one man. They didn't see the monster hiding under his skin.

"You don't know who you are talking to, old man," Kael said. "I am the Alpha of the Black Moon. That girl is mine. She is my mate. She is my property."

"She is a person," Garreth said. "And she does not want to go with you."

Kael took a step forward. His hands turned into claws. "I don't care what she wants. She broke the pack laws. She ran away. She needs to be punished. I am going to make sure she never runs again."

Kael looked at me again. His eyes were full of mean light.

"Is that what you want, Maya?" Kael asked. "You want to hide behind this freak? You think he can save you? Look at him. He is a beast. He lives in a cave. Is this the life you want?"

I took a deep breath. My voice was small, but I made sure it was clear.

"I want to be away from you," I said.

Kael’s face went red. He hated when I spoke. He hated when I had a choice. He turned his gaze back to Garreth.

"Move out of the way," Kael said. "Give her to me, and maybe I won't kill you. I just want the girl. I want to take her back to the pack. I want to show everyone what happens to a traitor."

Garreth didn't move. He didn't even blink.

"No," Garreth said.

Kael stopped. He blinked. He didn't expect that. He was used to everyone saying yes. He was used to everyone being afraid.

"What did you say?" Kael asked.

"I said no," Garreth repeated. "You will not touch her. You will not look at her. You will turn around and leave my land. If you do not, you will die here."

The other wolves moved closer. They were growling now. They were ready to shift. They were waiting for Kael to give the order. Kael looked at Garreth. He looked at the scars on Garreth’s chest. He saw the size of him. For a second, I saw a flicker of fear in Kael’s eyes. But then it was gone. His pride was too big.

"You think you can stop six of us?" Kael asked.

"I think I can kill all of you before the moon hits the top of the sky," Garreth said.

Kael shifted. It was a fast, messy shift. He turned into a large gray wolf. He snapped his jaws at the air. The other five wolves shifted too. They surrounded us in a semi-circle. They were cutting off our escape.

I felt the panic rising. There were too many of them. Garreth was big, but he was only one man. I looked at the ground. I felt the earth under my feet. I felt the moon watching us.

Kael let out a low growl. He was telling his men to wait. He wanted to be the one to do it. He lunged forward. He went straight for Garreth’s throat.

Garreth didn't shift. Not yet. He just moved. He was faster than any human I had ever seen. He grabbed Kael by the neck mid-air. He slammed the large gray wolf into the dirt. The sound of the impact was like a bone breaking.

Kael yelped. He scrambled back, his tail between his legs. He looked shocked. He didn't think a human could do that.

Garreth stood his ground. He looked at the other wolves. He began to change.

It wasn't like a normal wolf shift. It was slow. It was loud. I heard his bones cracking and growing. His skin ripped and healed in a second. His fur was black as coal. He grew taller and taller. He didn't turn into a wolf on four legs. He stood on two. He was a Lycan.

He was huge. His head almost reached the branches of the trees. His claws were like long black knives. His eyes were glowing red. He let out a roar that shook the trees. Some of the leaves fell to the ground.

The pack wolves backed away. They were terrified. This wasn't a fight. This was a slaughter.

Kael stood up. He was shaking. He looked at the giant monster in front of him. He looked at me. I was standing right behind the beast.

"This is your last chance," Garreth’s voice said. It didn't sound human anymore. It sounded like the earth itself was speaking. "Leave."

Kael looked at his men. They were already turning to run. They didn't care about their Alpha anymore. They just wanted to live.

Kael looked at me one more time. I saw the hate in his eyes. He wasn't done. He was scared now, but he would be back. He would bring more men. He would bring silver.

"This isn't over, Maya!" Kael howled in the mind-link. The sound hurt my head. "I will never let you be happy. If I can't have you, no one will."

Kael turned and ran into the dark. The other wolves followed him. The sound of their paws faded into the distance.

The clearing was quiet again.

Garreth stayed in his Lycan form for a minute. He watched the woods. He made sure they were really gone. Then, he started to shift back. It looked painful. He fell to his knees as his body shrank. He breathed hard. Sweat dripped down his face.

I walked over to him. I didn't know if I should touch him. He was still scary. But he had saved me. He had said no to the Alpha.

"Are you okay?" I asked.

Garreth looked up at me. He was human again. He looked tired. He looked old.

"They will be back," he said.

"I know," I said.

"They will bring the whole pack," he said. "They will bring hunters. They will try to burn this mountain down to get to you."

He looked at me with those deep, dark eyes.

"Why do you stay?" he asked. "You could run. You could go to the city. You could hide where they can't find you."

I looked at the cave. I looked at the woods. I looked at the man who stood up for me when no one else would.

"I am tired of running," I said. "And I don't want to be alone anymore."

I reached out. I touched his shoulder. His skin was hot. He didn't pull away.

"I just want someone to want me," I whispered.

Garreth took my hand. His grip was firm. He pulled me closer.

"I want a queen for my mountain," he said. "But the war is coming, Maya. Are you ready to fight?"

I looked toward the trees where Kael had disappeared. I felt a spark of something new inside me. It wasn't fear. It was fire.

"Yes," I said.

In the distance, a horn blew. It was the sound of the pack gathering. They weren't just hunting a runaway mate anymore. They were going to war with a Lycan.

And I was right in the middle of it.


