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Raven POV

The bonfire crackled against the autumn night, sending sparks dancing toward the harvest moon that hung fat and golden above the Blackthorne Pack’s ceremonial grounds. My heart hammered against my ribs as I smoothed my hands down the midnight blue dress Mother had grudgingly purchased for tonight—my eighteenth birthday, the night I would finally discover my mate.

The night Phoenix Stormwood would finally be mine.

My palms were slick with perspiration as I watched him across the flames, his broad shoulders filling out his ceremonial leather vest, dark hair catching the firelight like burnished copper. At twenty-two, he’d been waiting four years to find his Luna, and every unmated female in the pack had thrown herself at his feet. But I’d seen the way his storm-gray eyes followed me when he thought no one was looking. Felt the electric tension whenever we passed in the halls of the packhouse.

Tonight, the Goddess would confirm what my heart already knew.

“Stop fidgeting.” Sage’s voice carried the familiar note of irritation as she appeared beside me, her golden hair cascading in perfect waves over her bare shoulders. Where my dress was modest and dark, hers was a flowing cream silk that made her look like a goddess herself. “You’re drawing attention.”

I dropped my hands to my sides, fingers curling into fists. “Sorry.”

Even my own sister couldn’t stand my nervous energy tonight. But how could I not be nervous? In minutes, Elder Moira would call all unmated wolves of age to step forward, and the ancient magic would reveal our destined partners. The thought made my stomach flutter with a mixture of excitement and terror.

“Remember what we discussed,” Sage murmured, her blue eyes—so much brighter than my own dull gray ones—fixed on Phoenix’s towering form. “Some bonds aren’t meant to be. The pack needs strength, Raven. Not… complications.”

Her words hit like ice water in my veins. My shoulders hunched inward instinctively, making me appear even smaller beside her statuesque frame. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

But Sage had already glided away, her hips swaying as she moved through the crowd like a queen among peasants. Pack members stepped aside for her, bowing their heads in respect for the Alpha’s favored daughter. No one moved for me—I had to weave between bodies, mumbling apologies when my shoulder brushed against someone’s arm.

“Unmated wolves, step forward!” Elder Moira’s voice rang out across the clearing, ancient and commanding.

My legs felt like liquid as I forced them to carry me toward the sacred circle. Phoenix was already there, standing tall and confident, his Alpha presence making the other males seem like shadows. His scent hit me as I drew closer—pine and leather and something wild that made my wolf stir restlessly beneath my skin.

This was it. This was the moment I’d dreamed of since I was fourteen and first realized what the fluttering in my chest meant whenever Phoenix smiled at me.

Other unmated females formed a line beside me—Sage among them, of course, her chin lifted with regal confidence. My own chin trembled as I fought to keep it steady. The ceremonial drums began their hypnotic rhythm, and Elder Moira raised her gnarled hands to the moon.

“Great Moon Goddess,” she intoned, “reveal to us the bonds you have written in starlight and shadow. Show us the mates destined to strengthen our pack and continue our bloodline.”

The air itself seemed to shimmer as ancient magic stirred to life. I felt it building in my chest—a pressure that made my ribs ache and my breath catch. Around me, other wolves began to shift restlessly as the power of recognition built.

Then Phoenix’s head snapped up, his nostrils flaring. His storm-gray eyes found mine across the circle, and I felt the world tilt on its axis.

The mate bond hit like lightning.

Electric heat raced through my veins, making every nerve ending sing. My wolf surged forward, recognizing her other half, her completion. The pull was magnetic, undeniable—I took an involuntary step toward him, my lips parting in wonder.

Mine, my wolf whispered with fierce joy. Finally, finally mine.

Phoenix’s eyes widened, his face going white as parchment. For one heartbeat, I saw something wild and desperate flash across his features. Recognition. Want. Need.

Then his face twisted with… disgust.

“No.” The word tore from his throat like a growl. He took a step backward, his hands clenched at his sides. “No, this is wrong.”

The electricity in my veins turned to ice. My stomach dropped toward my feet, and suddenly I couldn’t draw breath. Around us, the pack had gone deadly silent, sensing the drama unfolding.

“Phoenix?” Elder Moira’s voice carried confusion and concern.

His gaze swept from me to Sage, who stood frozen with shock, her perfect features slack with surprise. When Phoenix looked at her, something shifted in his expression—desperation replaced by grim determination.

“The bond is false,” he declared, his voice carrying across the silent clearing. “The Goddess has made a mistake. My wolf recognizes no mate.”

The lie hit me like a physical blow. My knees buckled, and I pressed a hand to my chest where the mate bond writhed in agony. The other half of my soul was rejecting me—publicly, brutally, in front of our entire pack.

“That’s impossible,” Elder Moira said sharply. “The mate bond cannot lie, Phoenix Stormwood. What you feel—”

“I feel nothing,” he cut her off, his eyes meeting mine with cold finality. “Nothing at all.”

But I could see the truth written in the tight lines around his eyes, in the white-knuckled grip of his fists. The bond pulled between us like a living thing, impossible to deny. He felt it too—and he was choosing to reject it anyway.

Choosing to reject me.

My chest constricted, making each breath a struggle. Around me, pack members began to whisper—harsh, cutting words that sliced through me like claws.

“Of course it would be Raven…”

“The weak twin. No wonder he refuses…”

“Alpha Thorne must be humiliated…”

I found my father in the crowd, hoping for support, for protection from his daughter’s mate’s cruel rejection. Instead, Alpha Thorne’s face was carved from stone, his dark eyes reflecting disappointment rather than righteous anger. Beside him, Mother Luna’s expression was carefully blank, as if she was already calculating how to minimize the damage to the family’s reputation.

Only Sage moved, stepping forward with fluid grace. Phoenix’s attention snapped to her like iron to a magnet, and I watched in horror as relief flooded his features.

“Perhaps,” Sage said, her melodious voice carrying clearly in the silence, “the Goddess meant to show you your true mate through contrast. Sometimes we must see what we don’t want to recognize what we do.”

It was beautifully said, diplomatically phrased, and absolutely devastating. Even my own sister was helping to orchestrate my humiliation.

Phoenix’s shoulders straightened, his relief palpable. “Yes. Yes, that must be it.” He moved toward Sage with purposeful strides, his hand extending toward her. “Sage Blackthorne. Will you accept my claim?”

The mate bond in my chest twisted like a living blade. My wolf howled in anguish, and I had to lock my knees to keep from collapsing entirely. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening.

But Sage placed her hand in Phoenix’s with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, and the pack erupted in relieved cheers. Crisis averted. The future Alpha had chosen the suitable daughter, the strong daughter, the daughter who wouldn’t embarrass them all.

I stood forgotten in the circle as Phoenix pulled Sage against his side, his arm possessive around her waist. But even as he smiled down at her, his eyes found mine once more. The raw pain I glimpsed there lasted only a second before his expression went cold and distant.

“I, Phoenix Stormwood, future Alpha of the Blackthorne Pack, reject you, Raven Blackthorne, as my mate and Luna.” His formal words rang out like a death sentence. “I choose your sister, Sage, as my true partner and the mother of my future heirs.”

The ceremonial rejection hit like a physical blow, driving me to my knees on the hard-packed earth. Pain exploded through my chest, my wolf’s anguished howl echoing in my skull as half my soul was brutally severed. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but kneel there and bleed internally while my pack celebrated the “correct” choice.

As Phoenix kissed Sage beneath the harvest moon, sealing their false bond with public affection, I finally understood what my sister had meant about complications.

I was the complication.

And tonight, I’d been permanently solved.
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Phoenix POV

The taste of Sage’s lips should have been perfect—sweet honey and vanilla, everything a future Luna should be. Instead, it felt like kissing marble: beautiful, cold, and completely wrong.

My wolf snarled in the depths of my mind, claws raking against my consciousness as I pulled back from Sage’s mouth. The pack cheered around us, celebrating what they saw as the perfect union, but all I could focus on was the broken figure still kneeling in the ceremonial circle.

Raven hadn’t moved since my rejection. Her midnight blue dress pooled around her like spilled ink, her dark hair falling like a curtain to hide her face. Even from here, I could see the way her shoulders shook with each ragged breath.

You’re killing her, my wolf growled, his voice like gravel in my head. Killing us both.

I forced my attention back to Sage, who was smiling up at me with those perfect blue eyes. She was everything an Alpha’s mate should be—strong, beautiful, from excellent bloodlines. The pack would prosper under her guidance. She would give me powerful heirs who would lead with confidence and grace.

Unlike her sister, who’d always been too small, too quiet, too… ordinary.

So why did my chest feel like it was being crushed in a vice?

“Phoenix?” Sage’s voice carried a note of concern as she tilted her head, studying my face. “Are you alright?”

“Perfect,” I lied, my smile feeling like shattered glass. “Just overwhelmed by the magnitude of tonight.”

It wasn’t entirely false. The magnitude of what I’d just done was crushing me from the inside out. But it had been the right choice. The only choice. An Alpha couldn’t be ruled by instincts—he had to think of the pack’s future, not his own desires.

Even if those desires were currently screaming through my bloodstream like liquid fire.

Alpha Thorne approached us, his weathered face carefully composed. “Congratulations, Phoenix. Sage.” His voice carried relief and approval, but I caught the way his eyes flickered toward his other daughter before quickly looking away. “The pack is blessed by this union.”

“Thank you, Alpha.” I clasped his forearm in the traditional gesture of respect, trying to ignore how my skin crawled with wrongness. “I’ll do everything in my power to be worthy of your daughter.”

The lie tasted bitter on my tongue. Sage squeezed my hand, her grip warm and steady, but it felt like holding onto a lifeline when what I really wanted was to drown.

“Perhaps we should continue the celebration inside,” Luna Blackthorne suggested, appearing at her husband’s side. Her gaze swept past Raven without acknowledgment, as if her other daughter had simply ceased to exist. “The night air is growing chill.”

As the pack began to file toward the packhouse, chattering excitedly about future wedding plans and the political advantages of this match, I found my feet rooted to the spot. Raven was finally moving, struggling to stand on unsteady legs. Elder Moira had moved to her side, the old woman’s face carved with disapproval and concern.

“Phoenix?” Sage tugged at my arm, her brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I forced my legs to move, to carry me away from the girl whose anguish was calling to every protective instinct I possessed. “Let’s go celebrate our future.”

But even as we walked toward the packhouse, my wolf’s fury grew stronger. He showed me flashes of what he wanted—gathering Raven in our arms, carrying her somewhere safe, marking her throat until everyone knew she belonged to us. The images were so vivid I stumbled, my hand shooting out to steady myself against a tree.

“Phoenix!” Sage’s alarm was genuine, her hands immediately checking me for injury. “You’re pale as death. Should I call the pack doctor?”

“I’m fine,” I ground out, straightening despite the way my vision swam. “Just… the mate bond settling, I think.”

Another lie. The only thing settling was the growing certainty that I’d made a catastrophic mistake. But backing down now would look weak, indecisive. An Alpha who couldn’t commit to his choices couldn’t lead a pack.

The packhouse was ablaze with light and celebration when we entered. Pack members surrounded us immediately, offering congratulations and toasts. Someone pressed a glass of whiskey into my hand, and I downed it in one burning gulp, hoping the alcohol might quiet my wolf’s increasingly violent protests.

It didn’t work.

“To our future Alpha and Luna!” Beta Marcus raised his glass, his weathered face split in a genuine grin. “May their union bring strength and prosperity to our pack!”

The crowd echoed his toast, glasses clinking, laughter echoing off the stone walls. Sage leaned against my side, playing the perfect future Luna, accepting congratulations with grace and humility. She was exactly what I’d always thought I wanted in a mate.

So why did I feel like I was slowly suffocating?

“When’s the marking ceremony?” someone called out, and the crowd immediately picked up the question.

“Soon,” I managed, my voice sounding strange to my own ears. The thought of marking Sage—of permanently binding myself to her—made my stomach lurch with revulsion. “We want to plan something worthy of the occasion.”

Sage’s smile flickered for just a moment, but she recovered quickly. “Phoenix is such a romantic,” she said with a light laugh. “He wants everything to be perfect.”

Perfect. The word mocked me. Nothing about this felt perfect. Everything felt like a betrayal—of the Goddess, of the mate bond, of the girl I could still sense somewhere in the packhouse, her pain a constant ache in the back of my skull.

“Where’s Raven?” The question came from Demetria, one of the younger pack members, her voice innocent and curious. “Shouldn’t she be celebrating her sister’s good fortune?”

The festive atmosphere grew noticeably tenser. I saw pack members exchange glances, saw Alpha Thorne’s jaw tighten with displeasure.

“Raven is… indisposed,” Luna Blackthorne said smoothly. “The excitement of the evening was overwhelming for her.”

The dismissal was clear—Raven was too weak to handle her sister’s success. Too fragile for pack politics. The exact reasons why I’d been right to reject her.

So why did rage surge through me at the casual cruelty in Luna Blackthorne’s voice?

My wolf snarled again, showing me flashes of violence—ripping throats, defending our mate from anyone who dared hurt her. The intensity of the protective fury shocked me. I’d never felt anything like it, this primal need to destroy anyone who caused her pain.

Even though I was the one causing her the most pain of all.

“I need some air,” I announced abruptly, setting down my empty glass with more force than necessary. The sharp crack of crystal against wood made several pack members flinch.

“I’ll come with you,” Sage offered immediately, but I was already moving toward the door.

“No. Stay. Enjoy the celebration.” I didn’t trust myself to be gentle with her right now, not when my wolf was this agitated. “I’ll be right back.”

The cool night air hit my face like a slap, but it did nothing to calm the storm raging inside me. I could still feel Raven somewhere in the packhouse—her presence like a constant pull on my consciousness. The mate bond might have been rejected, but it hadn’t been severed. It stretched between us like a chain, growing heavier with every moment.

Go to her, my wolf demanded. Fix this. Fix what you’ve broken.

“I can’t.” The words came out as a growl, harsh in the empty night. “She’s not strong enough. The pack needs—”

The pack needs their TRUE Luna. Not some pale substitute.

I slammed my fist into the nearest tree, bark exploding under the impact. Pain shot up my arm, but it was nothing compared to the agony clawing at my chest. My wolf was right, and that was the hell of it. Raven was my true mate, chosen by the Goddess herself.

But she was also small, quiet, unremarkable. She would never command respect the way Sage did. Never inspire confidence in the pack members who needed to believe in their leadership.

A movement in an upper window caught my eye, and my breath caught. Raven stood silhouetted against the light, her slight form unmistakable. Even from this distance, I could see the devastation in her posture—the way she held herself like something broken trying not to fall apart completely.

Our eyes met across the darkness, and the mate bond flared between us like a living thing. For one moment, I felt everything she was feeling—the raw agony of rejection, the crushing loneliness, the desperate love she’d harbored for me for years.

Years. She’d loved me for years, and I’d just destroyed her in front of our entire pack.

The window went dark as she stepped back, disappearing from view. But the damage was done. The truth of what I’d done, what I’d thrown away, hit me with devastating clarity.

I’d chosen duty over destiny.

Politics over passion.

And now we were both going to pay the price.
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Raven POV

My reflection in the bathroom mirror looked like a stranger—hollow-eyed, pale as winter moonlight, with tear tracks carved into my cheeks like scars. I pressed my palms against the cold porcelain sink, my knuckles white with the effort of staying upright.

Three hours. It had been three hours since Phoenix’s rejection, and the pain hadn’t dulled even slightly. If anything, it was getting worse, spreading through my body like poison. My wolf had retreated so far into the depths of my mind that I could barely sense her presence—a faint whimper in the darkness, nursing wounds that might never heal.

The celebration continued below, laughter and music drifting up through the floorboards like mockery. They were toasting my sister’s triumph, Phoenix’s wise choice, the pack’s bright future. No one had come looking for me. No one had even noticed I was gone.

I wasn’t surprised. I’d been invisible long before tonight.

My bedroom door creaked open without a knock, and I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. Sage’s reflection appeared behind mine in the mirror, her golden hair slightly mussed from Phoenix’s fingers, her cream dress wrinkled from his embrace.

“Raven.” Her voice carried a note I couldn’t quite identify—guilt, maybe, or pity. Both options made my stomach churn. “We need to talk.”

“Do we?” I kept my voice carefully level, focusing on my breathing. In, out. In, out. Don’t let her see you break any more than you already have. “I thought the conversation was fairly complete downstairs.”

Sage’s perfect features twisted with something that might have been regret. She stepped closer, her hand hovering over my shoulder before dropping to her side. Even she couldn’t bring herself to touch me—the rejected, the broken, the mistake.

“You have to understand,” she began, her words tumbling out in a rush. “This is bigger than personal feelings. The pack needs stability, strength. Phoenix made the right choice for everyone.”

I turned slowly, my movements deliberate and controlled despite the tremors running through my limbs. “The right choice.” The words tasted like ash. “Tell me, sister—when did you decide I wasn’t worthy of my own mate?”

Her cheeks flushed pink, a tell I remembered from childhood. Sage had never been good at hiding her guilt. “It’s not about worthy—”

“Then what?” The question exploded from me with more force than I’d intended, my careful composure finally cracking. “What is it about, Sage? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you helped orchestrate my humiliation so you could steal what was never meant to be yours.”

“He doesn’t love you!” The words lashed out like a whip, sharp and cruel. Sage’s chest heaved with emotion, her blue eyes bright with unshed tears. “He never has, Raven. He’s never even looked at you, not really. I was trying to save you from a worse humiliation down the road.”

Each word was a dagger between my ribs, precisely aimed and devastatingly effective. My legs finally gave out, and I sank onto the edge of my narrow bed, my hands pressed to my chest where the mate bond continued to writhe in agony.

“You’re wrong,” I whispered, but even I could hear the doubt creeping into my voice. “The bond—”

“The bond is just biology.” Sage knelt in front of me, her hands reaching for mine before stopping short. “It doesn’t guarantee love, Raven. It doesn’t guarantee happiness. Sometimes the Goddess makes mistakes—”

“Don’t.” The word came out as a growl, surprising us both. Something dark and dangerous stirred in my chest, making the air around us shimmer with barely contained energy. “Don’t you dare speak for the Goddess.”

Sage jerked back as if I’d struck her, her eyes wide with shock. For a moment, neither of us moved, both stunned by the power that had just pulsed through the room. I’d never felt anything like it—raw, primal, and utterly foreign.

“What was that?” Sage breathed, her voice barely above a whisper.

I shook my head, my own heart racing with confusion and fear. “I don’t know.” The honest answer seemed to frighten her more than any lie would have. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

She stood quickly, smoothing down her dress with shaking hands. “You’re overwrought. Emotional. The rejection—it does things to the mind, makes you imagine—”

“I’m not imagining anything.” My voice was steadier now, though I still felt that strange energy humming beneath my skin. “And I’m not going to pretend this is for the best, or that Phoenix made the right choice, or that you’re not enjoying every second of my misery.”

Sage’s face crumpled, genuine anguish replacing her defensive anger. “That’s not true. I never wanted to hurt you, Raven. I just—” She stopped, her throat working as she swallowed whatever she’d been about to say. “I just wanted what you had. For once in my life, I wanted something that was yours first.”

The admission hung between us like a confession, raw and honest in a way that made my chest tighten with something other than rejection pain. All our lives, I’d been the one watching from the sidelines while Sage claimed every prize, every bit of attention, every opportunity. I’d never considered that she might feel overshadowed too.

“The mate bond,” I said quietly. “That’s what you wanted.”

“Not the bond itself.” Tears finally spilled down her cheeks, tracking mascara in dark lines. “The certainty. The knowing that someone was meant for you, chosen specifically by the Goddess herself. Do you have any idea what it’s like to wonder if anyone will ever love you for yourself, instead of what you represent?”

I stared at her, this golden girl who’d had everything handed to her since birth, and realized that we’d both been living in cages. Mine made of invisibility and dismissal, hers built from expectation and performance.

“Yes,” I said finally. “I know exactly what that’s like.”

Sage’s sob broke something inside me, some last vestige of sisterly affection that had survived tonight’s betrayals. But before I could reach for her, before I could offer comfort or forgiveness, the sound of heavy footsteps echoed in the hallway outside.

Phoenix’s scent hit me a second before his knock—pine and leather and wild things, mixed now with whiskey and something that smelled like desperation. My body responded before my mind could stop it, my pulse jumping, my skin flushing with traitorous heat.

“Raven?” His voice was rough, strained. “I need to talk to you.”

Sage wiped her eyes quickly, transforming back into the perfect future Luna with practiced ease. “I should go,” she murmured, moving toward the door. But she paused with her hand on the knob, looking back at me with something that might have been love or regret or both. “I am sorry, Raven. For what it’s worth, I’m truly sorry.”

She slipped out, murmuring something to Phoenix in the hallway that I couldn’t quite catch. Then the door opened again, and he filled the frame—all six feet four inches of pure Alpha male, looking like he’d been through hell.

His storm-gray eyes found mine immediately, and the mate bond flared between us with painful intensity. I saw his jaw clench, his hands fist at his sides as he fought the pull just as desperately as I was.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I managed, my voice barely above a whisper.
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