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​CHAPTER 1: The Summons
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The letter arrives on a Tuesday, which feels wrong somehow. Bad news should come on Mondays when you're already expecting the world to be cruel, or Fridays when you have the weekend to fall apart in private. But Tuesday feels like an ambush, catching me in the middle of an ordinary week with my guard down.

I'm eating cereal in my kitchen when I hear the mail slot clatter. The envelope that lands on my floor is cream-colored, expensive-looking, with my name written in actual ink. Not printed. Handwritten. Nobody does that anymore unless someone has died or you're being sued. My stomach knows which one it is before I even pick it up.

The return address says Thornhill & Associates, Attorneys at Law, with an address in some town I've never heard of tucked away in the Cascade Mountains. I tear it open standing right there in my doorway, still holding my spoon, milk dripping onto the hardwood.

Dear Ms. Blackwood, We regret to inform you of the passing of your father, Dr. Raymond Blackwood, on October 15th. As the executor of his estate, we request your presence at our offices in Stonehaven to discuss matters of inheritance. Please contact us at your earliest convenience to arrange travel.

I read it three times. The words don't change. My father is dead, and apparently, I'm supposed to care about an inheritance from a man I haven't seen since I was five years old. A man who left my mother and me without explanation, without money, without anything except a forwarding address that changed every few years and birthday cards that stopped coming when I turned twelve.

I should feel something. Grief, anger, relief. Instead, there's just this hollow space in my chest where feelings should be, and a strange buzzing in my ears like static.

I call the number on the letterhead. A woman answers on the second ring, her voice smooth and professional, and tells me they can arrange my travel for Friday if that works for me. She doesn't ask if I want to come. She speaks like it's already decided, like I'm already on my way. I hear myself agreeing, giving her my information, thanking her for her time. My voice sounds normal, steady. It doesn't match the trembling in my hands.

After I hang up, I stand in my apartment for a long time, trying to remember my father's face. All I get are fragments. His hands, large and scarred. The smell of tobacco and old books. The way he used to hum under his breath when he was reading. Nothing solid. Nothing real.

I look down and realize I'm still holding the spoon. There's a puddle of milk on the floor by my feet.

The plane is small, the kind that seats maybe twenty people and makes you question every life choice that led you to this moment. We fly low over endless forests, mountains rising like teeth against a gray sky. The woman next to me keeps glancing at me sideways, like she wants to say something but can't figure out how to start. I pretend to sleep.

Stonehaven doesn't have an airport, just a small airstrip outside of town where a car is waiting for me. The driver is a man in his fifties with silver hair and eyes that assess me in one quick, practiced sweep. He takes my bag without asking and opens the back door of a black SUV that looks too expensive for a small mountain town.

"Ms. Blackwood," he says. Not a question. "I'm Davis. I'll be taking you up to the estate."

"The estate?" I echo. The lawyer mentioned an office, not an estate.

"Stonehaven," he clarifies, like that explains anything. "It's about forty minutes up the mountain."

I climb in. The leather seats are soft, the interior spotless. Classical music plays quietly through the speakers. Davis doesn't try to make conversation, which I appreciate. I watch the landscape change through the window as we climb higher. The trees grow thicker, older, their branches reaching across the narrow road like they're trying to knit the forest back together above us. The sky darkens even though it's only three in the afternoon.

My phone loses signal after the first fifteen minutes. I stare at the "No Service" notification and feel something twist in my stomach. I'm cut off now. No way to call for help if I need it. Not that I'd know who to call anyway.

"Is it always this dark up here?" I ask, breaking the silence.

Davis glances at me in the rearview mirror. "Storm coming. Should hit tonight."

But it doesn't feel like a storm. It feels like the mountain is swallowing us, pulling us deeper into itself. The trees press closer to the road. The light continues to fade. I catch myself checking the door locks twice, which is ridiculous. What am I going to do, jump out of a moving car on a mountain road?

We pass through a small town that must be Stonehaven proper—a main street with maybe a dozen buildings, all of them looking like they haven't been updated since the 1970s. A diner, a general store, a post office. No people. Not a single person walking the streets. Every building has its lights on even though it's afternoon, yellow glows against the encroaching darkness.

"Where is everyone?" I ask.

"Working, most likely," Davis says, but his tone suggests I shouldn't ask more questions.

We keep climbing. The road narrows until it's barely wide enough for one car, let alone two. I try not to think about what would happen if we met someone coming the other direction. My fingers dig into the leather seat.

Then we round a curve and I see it.

The fortress—because that's the only word for it—rises out of the mountainside like it grew there, like the stone itself decided to take shape. It's massive, all dark granite and sharp angles, with towers that disappear into the low-hanging clouds. There's a wall, at least twelve feet high, surrounding the entire compound. The iron gates are open, but they look like they could withstand a siege.

"What is this place?" I breathe.

"Stonehaven," Davis says again, like I'm slow. "Your father lived here for the last twenty years."

My father lived here. In this fortress. In this Gothic nightmare of a building that looks like it's been waiting for centuries to swallow someone whole. Nothing about this makes sense. My father was a professor, quiet and bookish. He wrote papers about obscure historical texts. He didn't live in fortresses.

We pass through the gates and I feel it immediately—a pressure change, like my ears need to pop. The air feels thicker here, harder to breathe. The hairs on my arms stand up. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to tell Davis to turn around, to take me back down the mountain, back to the airport, back to my small, safe apartment where the weirdest thing that happens is my neighbor's cat getting into the hallway.

But I don't say anything. I just sit there, frozen, as we pull up to the main entrance.

The doors open before Davis even turns off the engine. A woman emerges, tall and severe in a black suit, her dark hair pulled back so tightly it must hurt. She watches me through the windshield with an expression I can't read. Not welcoming. Not hostile. Just waiting.

Davis opens my door. "Ms. Blackwood. Welcome to Stonehaven."

I step out into air that tastes like stone and pine and something else, something wild I can't name. The woman approaches, her heels clicking against the stone courtyard. Up close, she's younger than I thought, maybe mid-thirties, with sharp cheekbones and eyes that miss nothing.

"Sera Blackwood," she says. Not a question. Everyone here seems to already know exactly who I am. "I'm Victoria Thornhill. We spoke on the phone. I'm sorry for your loss."

She doesn't sound sorry. She sounds like she's reading from a script, hitting the required emotional beats without actually feeling them.

"Thank you," I manage. My voice comes out smaller than I intended.

"Your father's quarters have been prepared for you. I thought you might want to rest before we discuss the details of the estate." She gestures toward the entrance, already moving, assuming I'll follow.

I do, because what else am I going to do? Davis has already disappeared with my bag. The doors close behind us with a heavy thud that sounds too much like a cell door locking.

The entrance hall is cavernous. Stone floors, vaulted ceilings that disappear into shadow, tapestries on the walls depicting scenes I don't have time to examine. Everything echoes—our footsteps, the rustle of Victoria's clothes, my own breathing. There are other sounds too, coming from deeper in the building. Voices, movement, the sense of many people living here even though I can't see anyone.

"How many people live here?" I ask.

"Currently? Two hundred and thirty-seven," Victoria says without breaking stride. "Stonehaven is more than just a residence. It's a community."

Two hundred and thirty-seven people living in a fortress in the middle of nowhere. A community. The word feels wrong, loaded with meaning I don't understand yet.

We climb a stone staircase, turn down a corridor lined with doors. The walls here are bare stone, cold enough that I can feel the chill radiating off them. There are no windows. No natural light. Just sconces every ten feet casting flickering shadows that make the hallway seem to move.

Victoria stops at a door marked with a small bronze plaque. I can't read what it says in the dim light.

"Your father's quarters," she says, producing a key from her pocket. "Everything is as he left it. We thought you might want time to go through his things before the formal reading of the will tomorrow evening."

She unlocks the door and pushes it open. I catch a glimpse of a sitting room, bookshelves lining every wall, papers scattered across a desk. It smells like tobacco and old leather. It smells like the fragments of memory I have of my father.

My throat tightens.

"Take your time," Victoria says, pressing the key into my hand. Her fingers are cold. "Someone will come for you at eight tomorrow morning to give you a tour. The dining hall serves dinner at seven if you're hungry. Do not leave the residential wing without an escort."

That last part sounds like an order, not a suggestion.

"Why not?" I ask.

She meets my eyes for the first time since we entered the building. There's something in her gaze that makes my skin prickle. "Because this is a dangerous place for people who don't know the rules. And you, Ms. Blackwood, don't know any of them yet."

She leaves before I can ask what that means. Her footsteps echo down the corridor, fading slowly until I'm standing alone in the doorway of my dead father's rooms, holding a key that feels too heavy in my hand.

I step inside. The door closes behind me with a soft click that sounds too final.

The sitting room is exactly what I expected and nothing like it at the same time. Books everywhere, yes. Papers covered in my father's cramped handwriting, yes. But there's also a heaviness to the air here, a sense of secrets pressed into every surface. The furniture is dark wood, old and solid. There's a fireplace with ashes still in the grate. A window, finally, but it only looks out onto the inner courtyard where shadows pool in corners.

I walk to the desk and run my fingers over the papers. Research notes, by the look of it. Something about bloodlines and territorial boundaries. Words that don't mean anything to me but clearly meant everything to him.

On the corner of the desk, there's a photograph in a silver frame. I pick it up with shaking hands.

It's me. I'm maybe four years old, sitting on my father's lap, both of us laughing at something outside the frame. My mother must have taken it. I don't remember this moment. I don't remember ever being that happy with him.

There's an inscription on the frame, engraved in tiny letters: For Sera, who carries the future.

I set it down carefully, my hands trembling. The future of what?

A sound from outside makes me freeze. Footsteps in the corridor, but not Victoria's sharp clicking heels. These are heavier, slower, deliberately quiet. They stop outside my door. I hold my breath, waiting. The handle doesn't turn. The footsteps don't move away.

Someone is standing on the other side of the door, listening. Waiting. I can feel their attention like a physical weight, pressing against the wood.

I should say something. Call out. Demand to know who's there. Instead, I back away slowly until my shoulders hit the bookshelf. My heart pounds so hard I'm sure whoever is out there can hear it.

After what feels like hours but is probably only a minute, the footsteps retreat. Slow. Measured. Not hurrying. Like they have all the time in the world.

I stay pressed against the bookshelf until my legs start to shake, until the adrenaline coursing through me fades into exhausted confusion. Then I cross to the door and turn the lock, even though I know, somehow, that a lock won't keep out whatever is in this place.

Outside the window, the storm Victoria mentioned finally breaks. Rain lashes against the glass. Thunder rolls across the mountain. And somewhere in the fortress, something howls—a sound that's not quite animal and not quite human, something caught in between.

I sink onto the couch and pull my knees to my chest, staring at my father's photograph, at the message I don't understand. The lights flicker once, twice, but don't go out.

I'm trapped on a mountain in a fortress full of strangers, surrounded by secrets I don't have the language to understand yet. My father is dead. I have an inheritance I never wanted. And every single instinct I have is telling me that coming here was a mistake.

But it's too late to leave now. The gates are behind me. The storm is here. And something in this place knows I've arrived.
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​CHAPTER 2: The Recognition
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I don't sleep. How could I? Every sound in this place feels wrong—the creaking of old wood, the whisper of wind through cracks in the stone, footsteps that might be real or might be my imagination running wild. I sit on the couch with my father's photograph in my lap, watching the shadows move across the walls as the storm batters the fortress. The howling I heard earlier doesn't come again, but I keep waiting for it, my muscles locked tight, ready to run even though there's nowhere to go.

Around six-thirty, someone knocks. Three sharp raps that make me jump so hard I nearly drop the frame.

"Ms. Blackwood?" A woman's voice, younger than Victoria's. "I'm here to escort you to dinner."

Dinner. Right. Victoria mentioned the dining hall serves at seven. I'd completely forgotten, too busy sitting here convincing myself that every sound was something coming to get me. I set down the photograph carefully and go to unlock the door, my fingers clumsy with exhaustion.

The woman on the other side is maybe my age, with auburn hair braided over one shoulder and a face that would be pretty if it wasn't so carefully blank. She's wearing dark jeans and a gray sweater, normal clothes that somehow look wrong in this place where everything feels like it belongs to a different century.

"I'm Emma," she says. "I'll take you down."

"Do I need an escort to eat dinner?" The words come out sharper than I intended, but I'm too tired to soften them.

Something flickers across Emma's face. Not quite amusement. More like understanding. "Ms. Thornhill's rules, not mine. You're new. You need someone to show you where things are." She pauses, then adds more quietly, "And to make sure you don't go where you're not supposed to."

"Which is where, exactly?"

"Pretty much everywhere except where I take you." She steps back, waiting. "Come on. You'll want to eat. It's going to be a long night."

I don't like the way she says that, like she knows something I don't. But my stomach is empty and cramping, and the idea of staying alone in this room for another hour makes my skin crawl. I follow her into the corridor.

The fortress feels different now than it did this afternoon. More alive. I can hear voices echoing from somewhere below, smell food cooking, feel the vibration of many people moving through the building. Emma leads me down the same stone staircase Victoria used, but instead of going to the entrance hall, she turns down a different corridor. This one has windows, tall and narrow, looking out onto the courtyard where rain still falls in sheets. The light is strange—not quite natural, not quite artificial. It makes everything look slightly off, like a photograph with the color balance wrong.

"How long have you lived here?" I ask, just to break the silence.

"All my life," Emma says without looking back. "Most of us were born here."

"Born in a fortress in the middle of nowhere?"

"It's not nowhere to us. It's home." There's something defensive in her tone now, something that makes me think I've touched a nerve.

We pass other people in the corridors. They all look at me with the same expression—curious, assessing, guarded. Some of them nod to Emma. None of them speak to me. I feel like a specimen under glass, something strange and potentially dangerous that needs to be observed from a safe distance.

The dining hall, when we finally reach it, is nothing like I expected. I'd pictured something medieval, long wooden tables and torches on the walls. Instead, it's almost modern—round tables scattered throughout a space that might have been a ballroom once, with actual electric lights and a buffet line along one wall. There are easily a hundred people here already, talking in clusters, eating, laughing. Normal. Everything looks absolutely normal except for the stone walls and the way everyone goes quiet when I walk in.

The silence spreads like a wave. Conversations die mid-sentence. People turn to stare. I feel my face flush hot, my hands curling into fists at my sides. I want to turn around and walk out, go back to my father's rooms and lock the door and pretend none of this is happening.

"Ignore them," Emma murmurs. "They're just not used to outsiders."

"How often do you get outsiders?"

"Never." She steers me toward the buffet line. "You're the first in twenty years."

Twenty years. The same amount of time my father lived here. I'm starting to understand that my arrival isn't just unusual—it's unprecedented. These people have built an entire world in this fortress, isolated from everything outside, and I'm the first crack in their carefully constructed walls.

I fill a plate without really paying attention to what I'm putting on it. My hands are shaking again. Emma guides me to a table near the back, away from most of the crowd. As soon as we sit, the conversations resume, but I can still feel eyes on me. Watching. Waiting.

"So what is this place, really?" I ask, pushing food around my plate. "Some kind of commune? Religious community?"

Emma opens her mouth, closes it. "It's complicated."

"That's not an answer."

"I know." She looks uncomfortable now, her gaze darting around the room like she's checking to see who might be listening. "Victoria should be the one to explain things. Or—" She stops abruptly, her expression changing. "Oh."

"What?" I follow her gaze to the entrance.

A man has just walked in, and the entire room shifts. People straighten in their seats. Conversations hush. It's not the same silence as when I entered—this is different. This is respect mixed with something else. Fear, maybe. Or worship.

He's tall, broad-shouldered, moving with a kind of controlled power that makes me think of predators. Dark hair, sharp features, wearing black jeans and a henley that somehow looks more formal than the suits half the people here are wearing. He doesn't look at anyone directly, but I can tell he's aware of every person in the room, cataloging their positions without needing to turn his head.

"That's Kai," Emma whispers. "Alpha of Stonehaven."

Alpha. The word triggers something in my brain, some half-remembered story my mother told me once and I dismissed as fairy tales. But I don't have time to chase that thought because Kai is scanning the room now, and I know with absolute certainty that in about three seconds his eyes are going to find me.

I should look away. That would be the smart thing. The safe thing. But I can't move, can't breathe, can't do anything except watch as his gaze sweeps across the hall and lands on me.

The world stops.

It's not poetic exaggeration. Everything actually stops—the sounds, the movement, the air itself seems to freeze in my lungs. His eyes are gray, storm-gray, and they pin me in place with an intensity that feels physical. Heat explodes across my skin, starting at my chest and radiating outward until every nerve ending I have is on fire. My heart stutters, skips, then slams against my ribs so hard I think I might be having a heart attack.

Something inside me lurches sideways, like a part of myself I didn't know existed suddenly tearing free and reaching toward him. It's visceral, undeniable, terrifying. My hands grip the edge of the table so hard my knuckles turn white. I can't look away. Can't blink. Can't think about anything except the absolute certainty flooding through me that I know this man, that I've always known him, that every moment of my life has been leading to this exact second.

Across the room, Kai has gone completely still. His expression shifts through emotions too fast for me to track—shock, recognition, something raw and desperate that makes my chest ache. For one impossible moment, I see everything he's feeling reflected back at me. He feels it too. This connection. This pull. This thing I don't have a name for.

Then his face goes blank. Cold. Like someone pulled a sheet of ice over everything human in him.

He turns and walks out of the dining hall without saying a word.

The spell breaks. Sound rushes back in. I can breathe again, gasping like I've been underwater. My skin is still burning, my heart still racing, but the intensity of that connection has dimmed to a steady ache in the center of my chest. I feel wrong, like something inside me has been rearranged and doesn't fit right anymore.

"Oh god," Emma says beside me. Her voice sounds distant, muffled. "Oh god, no."

I turn to look at her. Her face has gone pale, her eyes wide with something that looks like horror.

"What was that?" I manage. My voice comes out hoarse, broken.

"You need to leave," Emma says urgently. "Right now. You need to pack your things and leave first thing in the morning."

"What are you talking about?"

She leans closer, her voice dropping to barely a whisper. "That was the mate bond. You're Kai's fated mate. And he's going to reject you."

The words don't make sense. Mate bond. Fated mate. Reject. They're terms from stories, from mythology, from things that don't exist in the real world. But my body understands what my brain doesn't. My body knows that what just happened was real, was fundamental, was something I can't explain away with logic or reason.

"I don't understand," I say, but even as I speak, pieces are clicking together. The way everyone stared at me. The howling I heard earlier. Emma saying most people here were born in Stonehaven. My father's research notes about bloodlines and territories. The fortress itself, built like something designed to keep the outside world at bay.

"You will," Emma says grimly. "And I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

People are starting to leave the dining hall now, shooting me glances that range from pitying to hostile. I catch fragments of whispered conversations as they pass our table.

"—can't believe—"

"—human, she's just—"

"—what was he thinking, letting her come here—"

Human. They keep saying human like it's different from what they are. Like I'm different from what they are.

"Emma." My voice is steadier now, the shock wearing off and being replaced by something harder. Anger, maybe. Or determination. "Tell me what's going on. Right now."

She looks at me for a long moment, clearly weighing something in her mind. Then she sighs. "We're werewolves. All of us. Stonehaven is a pack. Kai is our Alpha. And you—" She stops, shakes her head. "You're his fated mate. The one person in the entire world who's supposed to be his perfect match. It's fate. Biology. Something older than any of us. When two fated mates meet, the bond forms instantly. You felt it. I saw you feel it."

I should laugh. Should tell her she's insane. Should get up and walk away from this ridiculous conversation. But my skin is still burning where his gaze touched me. My chest still aches with that phantom pull. And somewhere deep in my bones, in some part of myself that's older than logic, I know she's telling the truth.

"Werewolves," I repeat flatly.

"I know how it sounds."

"And my father?"

"Was one of us. One of the few humans born with enough latent wolf genetics to undergo the change as an adult. He came to Stonehaven twenty years ago for research and never left."

Twenty years ago. When he abandoned my mother and me. When he disappeared from our lives without explanation. Because he'd become something else. Something I didn't even know existed.

"And you think Kai is going to reject me because—why? Because I'm human?"

Emma's expression turns even grimmer. "Because you're human, because bringing a human into pack politics is dangerous, because accepting the mate bond means giving up control, and Kai doesn't give up control. Ever. He's been groomed since birth to be Alpha. To put the pack first, always. And his father—" She cuts herself off. "Look, it doesn't matter why. What matters is that rejection is agony. It's like having your soul torn in half. And it's worse for the one being rejected."

The ache in my chest intensifies at her words, like my body already knows what's coming. I press my hand against my sternum, trying to ease the pressure.

"When?" I ask.

"Soon. He won't wait. The longer the bond exists, the harder it is to break." Emma reaches across the table, squeezing my hand. "I'm sorry. If you want to leave before—"

"No." The word comes out before I've even thought about it. "I came here for answers about my father. I'm not leaving until I get them."

"Sera—"

"I don't care about some bond or fate or whatever this is supposed to be. I didn't ask for it. I don't want it." Even as I say this, something inside me protests, that new part of myself that tore loose when our eyes met. But I push it down, ignore it. "If he wants to reject me, fine. But I'm not running away."

Emma looks at me with something like respect, or maybe pity. It's hard to tell. "You're braver than most."

"Or stupider."

"Maybe both." She stands, pulling me up with her. "Come on. I'll take you back to your room. The formal gathering starts in an hour, and that's where—" She stops, unable to finish the sentence.

That's where it will happen. The rejection. In front of everyone.

We walk back through corridors that feel different now that I know what lives in them. These aren't just people. They're predators. And I'm prey walking through their territory, marked by their leader and about to be cast out. Every person we pass stares at me with eyes that seem to catch the light wrong, reflecting it back like an animal's might.

When we reach my father's door, Emma hesitates. "For what it's worth, I hope you find your answers. Your father was a good man. We all liked him."

"Did he know?" I ask. "About this mate bond thing? Did he know it existed?"

"Everyone knows. It's part of who we are."

So my father knew that someday I might feel what I felt tonight. That I might meet someone and have my entire world tilt on its axis. That I might have my soul torn apart by rejection. He knew, and he never warned me. Never prepared me. Just left me out there in the human world, ignorant and vulnerable.

The anger that flares through me is hot and clean, burning away some of the fear.

"Thank you for dinner," I tell Emma. "And for being honest with me."

She nods and walks away. I go inside and lock the door, then lean against it, pressing my forehead to the cool wood. The ache in my chest has settled into a constant throb now, a second heartbeat that isn't quite my own. I can feel him somewhere in the fortress, like a compass needle pointing north. The bond, even unaccepted, has already started to form threads between us.

In an hour, those threads will be cut. Severed. And according to Emma, it's going to hurt like nothing I've ever experienced.

I should be more afraid. Should be planning how to protect myself, how to minimize the damage. Instead, I find myself getting angry. Furious. Some man I've never met gets to decide my fate based on a biological reaction neither of us asked for? Gets to tear something out of me without my consent? And I'm just supposed to accept it?
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