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seraphina pov

My hands won’t stop shaking.

I press them flat against the cold marble vanity, staring at my reflection in the gilded mirror. The girl looking back at me doesn’t seem real. Her dark hair cascades in carefully arranged waves down her bare shoulders. Her violet eyes—a dead giveaway of my witch blood—shimmer with flecks of gold that mark my vampire heritage. And beneath it all, buried deep in my bones, my wolf prowls restless and afraid.

Three bloodlines in one body. An impossibility that breathes and bleeds.

A monster, they call me. Even when they smile.

“Stop fidgeting.” Queen Rowena’s voice cuts through my thoughts like a blade through silk. She stands behind me, her reflection pale and perfect in the mirror. Her silver hair gleams in the candlelight, styled in an elaborate crown of braids. “Tonight is the Lunar Convergence. You will stand before every pack in the kingdom. You will be calm. Composed. Useful.”

That last word lands heavy. Because that’s all I am to her. A tool. A weapon wrapped in silk and lies.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The words taste like ash.

She moves closer, adjusting the midnight blue gown that clings to my frame. The fabric whispers against my skin, expensive and suffocating. Her fingers are cold when they brush my shoulder, positioning me like a doll.

“The Moonblood Ceremony reveals fated mates,” she says, her tone clinical. “If the moon chooses someone for you, you will accept gracefully. Do you understand?”

I nod because what else can I do?

“And if you lose control of your… abilities… tonight?” Her eyes meet mine in the mirror, ice blue and merciless. “If you embarrass me in front of the Pure Blood Council, I will ensure you regret it.”

My throat tightens but I force the words out. “I understand.”

She studies me for another moment, then turns away with a swish of her emerald gown. “Good. The ceremony begins in one hour. Don’t be late.”

The door closes behind her with a soft click that sounds like a cage locking.

I’m alone again.

I lean forward, pressing my forehead against the cool mirror. My wolf stirs inside me, agitated and anxious. She’s been on edge for weeks, pacing like she knows something I don’t. My vampire senses pick up every heartbeat in the castle, every whisper of movement. And my magic—the witch part of me that I barely understand—hums beneath my skin like a living thing.

Three parts that should never exist together. Three parts that make me powerful and dangerous and utterly alone.

“Get it together,” I whisper to my reflection. “Just survive tonight. That’s all you have to do.”

But my hands are still shaking when I pull away.




The Grand Hall of Silverpeak Kingdom is breathtaking in the worst way.

Massive columns of white stone rise toward a domed ceiling painted with constellations. Crystal chandeliers hang like frozen stars, casting fractured light across the marble floors. And everywhere—everywhere—there are wolves.

Hundreds of them, maybe thousands, all gathered for the Lunar Convergence. Pack alphas with their entourages. Beta wolves in formal dress. Omegas clustered in nervous groups. The air thrums with power and barely contained violence. This many dominants in one place is asking for bloodshed.

I slip through the crowd like a shadow, keeping my eyes down. Most people part around me without even looking. They can smell what I am. Feel it in that primal way wolves have. Wrong. Other. Dangerous.

“Seraphina.” A familiar voice makes me turn.

Lysandra Nightwind emerges from the crowd, her auburn hair gleaming like copper wire. She’s one of the few people in this place who doesn’t look at me like I’m a bomb waiting to explode. We’re not exactly friends—Rowena doesn’t allow me those—but she’s never been cruel.

“You look terrified,” she says, falling into step beside me.

“I am terrified.”

She laughs, soft and knowing. “At least you’re honest. Most people here are pretending they’re not about to lose their minds.” Her green eyes scan the crowd. “The Moonblood Ceremony is intense. When the moon reaches its peak, if you have a fated mate in this room, you’ll feel it. Like a hook in your chest, pulling you toward them.”

My stomach twists. “What if I don’t want to be pulled?”

“Doesn’t matter. The bond doesn’t ask permission.” She pauses, then adds quietly, “But hey, maybe you’ll get lucky. Maybe your mate will be someone kind.”

I don’t tell her that I stopped believing in luck a long time ago.

The crowd shifts suddenly, a ripple of movement toward the center of the hall. Voices drop to hushed whispers. Even the air seems to change, growing heavier with expectation.

“He’s here,” Lysandra breathes.

I don’t have to ask who she means.

Alpha King Kael Draven enters like a storm given form.

He’s tall—taller than any wolf I’ve ever seen—with broad shoulders that strain against his formal black jacket. His hair is dark as midnight, falling just past his collar in waves that look effortlessly careless. But it’s his eyes that steal the breath from my lungs. Molten silver-gold, like moonlight trapped in amber. Ancient and powerful and absolutely terrifying.

He moves through the crowd and people bow without thinking. Instinct. Submission to the apex predator.

My wolf, the traitorous creature, perks up with interest. She wants to get closer to that power. Wants to roll in it like it’s catnip.

“Stop it,” I mutter under my breath.

“Stop what?” Lysandra asks.

“Nothing.”

But my wolf doesn’t stop. She’s fixated now, tracking his every movement across the hall. I force myself to look away before someone notices.

The Alpha King takes his place on the raised dais at the front of the hall. Others join him—members of the Pure Blood Council, I think. An older man with a sharp face and calculating eyes. A beautiful woman with blonde hair and a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. They flank Kael like advisors or guards or both.

“That’s Mordecai Graves,” Lysandra whispers, nodding toward the older man. “Head of the Pure Blood Council. Total bastard. And that’s Selene Duskryn. She’s been trying to catch Kael’s attention for years.”

I study the woman—Selene—and something cold slithers down my spine. The way she looks at Kael isn’t just desire. It’s ownership. Possession. Like she’s already decided he belongs to her.

“The ceremony will begin shortly,” a voice booms across the hall. It’s Mordecai, his tone dripping with authority. “All unmated wolves please move to the ceremonial circle.”

My heart kicks into overdrive.

Lysandra squeezes my arm. “You’ll be fine. Just breathe.”

Easy for her to say. She’s already mated, already safe. She doesn’t have to stand in that circle and wait to see if the universe has decided to chain her to someone.

But I have no choice. Rowena’s watching from her throne on the opposite side of the dais, her expression carefully neutral. But I know what happens if I refuse.

So I move.

The ceremonial circle is marked in silver on the marble floor, wide enough to hold maybe fifty wolves. We arrange ourselves with careful distance, no one wanting to stand too close. I end up near the edge, trying to make myself invisible.

The massive doors at the far end of the hall groan open. Cool night air rushes in, carrying the scent of pine and snow. And moonlight—pale and pure—spills across the floor like liquid silver.

“The Lunar Convergence is upon us,” Mordecai intones. “When the moon reaches her full power, the bonds of fate will be revealed. Those chosen by the goddess will know their mates. The bonds will be honored. This is our way. This is our law.”

My skin prickles with magic—not mine, but something older. Something woven into the ceremony itself. I can feel it building, pressure mounting like a storm about to break.

The moonlight intensifies, growing brighter and brighter until it’s almost blinding. My wolf surges forward in my mind, howling with sudden desperate need.

And then it happens.

Pain explodes in my chest. Not physical—worse than physical. It’s like someone’s reached inside my ribcage and wrapped a fist around my heart. Every nerve ending in my body lights up at once. My vampire senses go haywire. My magic thrashes beneath my skin.

The pull is undeniable. Irresistible.

I turn without meaning to, my body moving on instinct. And across the hall, through the crowd, past every single wolf standing between us—

Kael Draven is staring directly at me.

His silver-gold eyes are wide with shock. With recognition. With something that looks dangerously close to horror.

The bond snaps into place with the force of a lightning strike. I feel it lock between us, solid and unbreakable. Feel his shock ripple through the connection. Feel the moment his wolf recognizes mine.

Mate.

The word echoes in my head in a voice that isn’t quite mine. My wolf is going absolutely feral, singing with joy at finding her other half.

But Kael isn’t celebrating.

His face has gone carefully blank. Emotionless. And something in my chest—something beyond the bond—starts to crack.

The hall has gone silent. Everyone is staring. At him. At me. At the impossible connection stretched between us like a glowing thread only we can see.

Mordecai leans close to Kael, whispering something harsh and fast. Selene has gone pale as death, her hands clenched into fists at her sides.

Kael’s jaw tightens. His eyes never leave mine as he takes a single step forward.

Hope flutters stupidly in my chest. Maybe—

“No.” His voice carries across the silent hall, clear and cold as winter. “This is a mistake.”

The words hit me like physical blows.

He descends from the dais, each step measured and deliberate. The crowd parts around him. I can’t move, can’t breathe, can’t do anything but watch as my mate—my fated mate—walks toward me with the expression of a man approaching an execution.

He stops at the edge of the ceremonial circle. Up close, he’s even more devastating. Power radiates off him in waves that make my knees weak. But his eyes are hard. Distant.

“What’s your name?” he asks, though something tells me he already knows.

“Seraphina.” My voice comes out barely above a whisper. “Seraphina Vale.”

Something flickers across his face. Recognition? Disgust? It’s gone too fast to read.

“You’re the tribrid.” Not a question. An accusation.

I lift my chin, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “Yes.”

“Your bloodline is impure. Corrupted.” He says it like he’s reading from a script. Like these are facts and not daggers aimed at my heart. “You are wolf, vampire, and witch. An abomination against nature.”

Gasps ripple through the crowd. My vision blurs at the edges but I don’t look away.

“The bond is mistaken,” Kael continues, his voice carrying to every corner of the hall. “Fate has erred. I will not accept this. I will not—” He pauses, and for just a second, something cracks in his composure. Pain flashes across his face, raw and agonizing.

Then it’s gone.

“I reject this bond,” he says flatly. “I reject you as my mate.”

The words should be enough. In normal circumstances, a verbal rejection would weaken the bond, start the process of severing it naturally.

But I feel it the moment he speaks—the bond doesn’t weaken. It screams. Pain explodes through every cell in my body. The connection between us twists, writhing like something alive and wounded.

Kael staggers, his hand flying to his chest. His eyes go wide with shock.

“What—” he starts.

But I can’t hear him over the roaring in my ears. Power floods through me, wild and uncontrolled. My vampire fangs descend. My magic erupts in sparks of violet light. And beneath it all, my wolf is howling in agony.

“Sire, you must complete the ritual,” Mordecai’s voice cuts through the chaos. “A verbal rejection isn’t enough. You must perform the Severing Sigil.”

No. No no no—

Kael’s face hardens again. He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a ceremonial dagger, its blade gleaming silver in the moonlight.

“This will hurt,” he says, and I don’t know if he’s talking to me or himself.

He presses the blade to his palm and draws it across, blood welling dark and red. Then he steps into the circle with me.

“Don’t.” The word tears out of me. “Please don’t do this.”

For just a moment, his eyes meet mine. Really meet them. And I see conflict there. Doubt. Pain.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers.

Then he presses his bleeding palm to my collarbone, right over my heart.

The world explodes.

Magic—ancient and terrible—surges between us. The bond doesn’t just break. It shatters. And in the shattering, something goes catastrophically wrong.

Instead of severing cleanly, the bond twists in on itself. Corrupts. The pain is beyond anything I’ve ever felt, beyond anything I thought possible. It’s like my soul is being ripped apart and stitched back together wrong.

Power erupts from me in a wave of darkness. Not my wolf. Not my vampire strength. Not even my witch magic.

Something else. Something that shouldn’t exist.

The darkness spreads from where we’re touching, swallowing light like a living thing. Kael jerks back with a cry of pain but it’s too late. The corruption is already carved into both of us.

I look down at my collarbone where he touched me. A mark is burning itself into my skin—a twisted, broken version of a mating mark. Black veins spread from it like cracks in ice.

Kael has the same mark on his chest. I can see it through the scorched fabric of his shirt. His face is white with shock and something that might be fear.

The darkness keeps expanding. People are screaming now, scrambling away from the circle. The marble floor beneath me cracks and splinters. Reality itself seems to bend around the wrongness of what we’ve done.

“Stop her!” someone shouts. Mordecai, I think. “Stop her before she tears the realm apart!”

But I can’t stop. I don’t even know what I’m doing. The power is flowing through me like water through a broken dam, wild and destructive and utterly beyond my control.

Through the chaos, through the screaming, I see Rowena on her throne. She’s not running. She’s watching with cold calculation, like she’s taking notes.

Kael is shouting something but I can’t hear him. Can’t hear anything over the roaring darkness. My wolf is howling. My vampire instincts scream at me to hunt, to kill. And beneath it all—

My magic. The witch part of me that I never fully understood. It’s singing. Rejoicing in the destruction.

This is what I am. What I’ve always been.

A monster.

Hands grab me from behind. Strong hands crackling with magic. Someone’s trying to contain me, trying to force the power back down.

“Sleep,” a voice commands, layered with alpha authority and spell-craft combined.

Darkness rushes up to meet me. But before it takes me completely, I hear Kael’s voice one last time.

“Lock her in the dungeons. She’s too dangerous to live.”

Then nothing.




kael pov

I can’t breathe.

My chest feels like someone’s driven a stake through it. The mark where I touched her—the Severing Sigil that should have cleanly broken our bond—burns like acid. Black veins spread from it, crawling across my skin like living things.

Around me, the Grand Hall is in chaos. Wolves are evacuating, pushing toward the exits. The ceremonial circle where we stood is completely destroyed, the marble cracked and scorched in a perfect radius.

And in the center of that destruction, Seraphina lies unconscious. Three of my best containment mages are holding her down with suppression spells. Even unconscious, power radiates off her in waves that make my teeth ache.

“What have you done?” Thorne Blackridge, my head enforcer, stares at me with barely concealed horror. “Kael, what the hell was that?”

“I rejected her.” My voice sounds hollow even to my own ears. “I performed the Severing Sigil correctly. I followed the ritual exactly.”

“That wasn’t a normal rejection.” Cedric Stormveil, my war mage, kneels at the edge of the destroyed circle. His hands hover over the scorched marble, magic dancing between his fingers as he examines the residue. “This is Voidwalker magic. Ancient. Forbidden. She opened a rift.”

Voidwalker magic. The words send ice through my veins.

“That’s impossible,” Mordecai says, but he sounds uncertain for the first time since I’ve known him. “Voidwalkers are extinct. They were wiped out a thousand years ago for nearly destroying reality itself.”

“Apparently not extinct enough.” Cedric looks up at me, his expression grave. “My King, this girl—this tribrid—she’s not just a mix of bloodlines. She’s something that should never have existed. She could unmake the world.”

I force myself to look at her. Unconscious and contained, she looks smaller than she did standing in the circle. Fragile, almost. Her dark hair fans around her face like a halo. The twisted mating mark on her collarbone stands out starkly against her pale skin.

My wolf is going insane inside me. Fenrir claws at my mind, howling and raging. Because despite everything—despite the danger, despite the corruption, despite my rejection—he recognizes her as ours.

Mate. Protect. Claim.

“Shut up,” I mutter.

“Sorry?” Thorne asks.

“Not you. My wolf.” I run a hand through my hair, trying to think past the pain in my chest. “What do we do with her?”

“Kill her.” The voice comes from behind me. I turn to find Selene approaching, her expression carefully controlled but I can see the fury underneath. “Before she wakes up and finishes what she started.”

“We can’t just execute her,” Thorne protests. “There are laws—”

“She’s a threat to every living creature in this realm,” Mordecai cuts in. “The laws are clear about Voidwalkers. They must be eliminated on sight.”

I should agree. Everything I’ve been taught, everything I believe about protecting my kingdom says that Mordecai is right.

But I can feel her through the corrupted bond. Even severed and wrong, the connection is still there. And what I feel isn’t malice or evil.

I feel her terror. Her confusion. Her pain.

“Lock her in the dungeons,” I hear myself say. “Maximum security. Suppression collars and wards. I want guards on her cell at all times.”

“Kael—” Selene starts.

“That’s an order.” I don’t look at her. Can’t look at anyone right now. “I need to understand what happened. What she is. We can’t make decisions based on fear and ancient prejudice.”

The lie tastes bitter even as I speak it. Because I know exactly what I’m afraid of.

I’m afraid that rejecting her was the worst mistake of my life.

“As you command, my King.” Mordecai’s voice is tight with disapproval but he bows anyway. “Though I must formally recommend reconsidering—”

“Noted.” I turn away from him, from all of them. “Dismissed. All of you.”

They leave reluctantly, though Thorne lingers.

“You feel it, don’t you?” he asks quietly. “The bond. Even corrupted, it’s still pulling at you.”

I touch the mark on my chest. The black veins pulse under my fingers. “It should be severed. The ritual should have worked.”

“Maybe the ritual doesn’t work on Eternal Bonds.”

I freeze. “What did you say?”

“Eternal Bonds.” Thorne’s expression is unreadable. “The ones from the Primordial Accords. They’re supposed to be unbreakable. Maybe—”

“There’s no such thing.” But even as I say it, doubt creeps in. “The Primordial Accords are mythology. Fairy tales.”

“Are they?” He nods toward Seraphina’s unconscious form. “Because that girl just tore reality open with magic that hasn’t existed for a millennium. Maybe it’s time to consider that the fairy tales are real.”

He leaves before I can respond.

I’m alone in the destroyed hall with the girl—the tribrid—the Voidwalker—who fate declared as my mate.

The girl I just rejected in front of my entire kingdom.

The girl who is now my prisoner.

I cross to where she lies bound by suppression spells. Up close, I can see details I missed before. The way her eyelashes cast shadows on her cheeks. The slight parting of her lips as she breathes. The vulnerability in her unconscious face.

She’s beautiful. Dangerously so.

And she terrifies me more than anything I’ve ever faced.

Because when I looked into her violet eyes and felt our bond snap into place, I didn’t just feel recognition.

I felt complete. For the first time in my life, the hollowness inside me filled. The loneliness that has haunted me since childhood vanished in an instant.

And I destroyed it. Rejected it. Called her an abomination and carved corruption into both our souls.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper again, knowing she can’t hear me. “I’m so sorry.”

But sorry doesn’t fix what I’ve broken.

Nothing can.
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kael pov

The bond screams in my chest.

Every instinct I possess claws at my skin from the inside, begging me to go to her. To claim her. To fall at her feet and beg forgiveness for what I’m about to do.

But I won’t.

I can’t.

“Your Majesty, the council awaits your decision.”

Mordecai Graves stands three feet to my left, his voice smooth as poisoned honey. He’s been whispering in my ear since the moment Seraphina Vale’s scent hit my nose across that ceremonial circle. Since the mate bond snapped into place so hard I thought my ribcage would crack open.

I force myself to look at her.

She’s on her knees in the center of the Moonblood Circle, surrounded by hundreds of witnesses. Her dark hair falls around her shoulders like a curtain of midnight. Those eyes. Gods, those eyes are the color of storm clouds shot through with lightning, and right now they’re fixed on me with something that looks like hope.

Hope I’m about to murder.

“Kael.” Selene Duskryn appears at my right shoulder, her hand settling on my forearm. Her touch feels wrong. Everything feels wrong. “You know what must be done. The pack’s purity depends on this.”

My wolf, Fenrir, snarls inside my mind. Mate. Ours. OURS.

“Shut up,” I mutter.

Selene’s fingers tighten. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Not you.” I shake her off and step forward. Each step toward Seraphina feels like walking through broken glass. The bond pulses stronger with every inch of distance I close. By the time I reach the edge of the circle, sweat beads on my forehead.

She looks up at me and something in my chest actually breaks.

“Kael.” Her voice is soft. Hopeful. Terrified. “I felt it too. The bond. I know you felt it.”

“I felt it.” The words scrape out of my throat like gravel.

Her lips curve into the smallest smile. “Then you know. We’re mates. The moon chose us.”

“The moon made a mistake.”

The smile dies. “What?”

I crouch down so we’re eye level. This close, her scent wraps around me. Jasmine and night air and something wild I can’t name. Fenrir throws himself against my mental walls, howling.

Don’t do this. Don’t do this. She is OURS.

“You are tribrid.” I keep my voice flat. Empty. “Vampire. Witch. Wolf. Three bloodlines that should never have mixed.”

“I didn’t choose what I was born as.” Her chin lifts. There’s pride there. Fire. It makes me want her more and I hate myself for it. “But I’m still your mate. The bond doesn’t lie.”

“The bond is wrong.”

“Kael, please.” She reaches for my hand and I jerk back like she burned me. Hurt flashes across her face. “Just listen to me. We can figure this out together. Whatever you’re afraid of, we can—”

“I’m not afraid.” The lie tastes like ash. “I’m disgusted.”

The color drains from her face.

Mordecai steps forward with a silver dagger on a velvet pillow. The Severing Blade. Ancient magic pulses from the metal, making my skin crawl.

“Your Majesty,” he says loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Will you reject this… creature… as your mate?”

Seraphina’s eyes go wide. “Creature? Kael, you can’t actually be considering—”

“Stand up,” I order.

She stays on her knees. “No. Not until you look at me. Really look at me and tell me you feel nothing.”

I force myself to meet her gaze. Force myself to see the hope dying there in real time. “I feel nothing but revulsion. You’re an abomination. A mistake of nature. Three bloodlines corrupted into one twisted form.”

“You don’t mean that.” Her voice cracks. “The bond. Can’t you feel it pulling you toward me? Can’t you feel how right this is?”

“The only thing I feel is the need to purge my bloodline of this insult.” I take the dagger from Mordecai. The handle is ice cold. “Stand. Up.”

This time she obeys. Her legs shake as she rises. She’s small compared to me, the top of her head barely reaching my shoulder. Delicate. Breakable.

Powerful enough to unmake reality itself if the old texts about tribrids are true.

“Kael Draven, Alpha King of the Northern Territories.” Mordecai’s voice rings out across the silent crowd. “Do you accept Seraphina Vale as your fated mate?”

“I do not.”

Seraphina flinches like I struck her.

“Do you wish to sever the bond placed upon you by the moon?”

My hand tightens on the dagger. Fenrir is screaming now, throwing his whole weight against my control. Pain lances through my skull.

You’ll kill us both. You’ll kill her. Don’t do this don’t do this DON’T DO THIS.

“I do.” The words feel like they’re ripping out pieces of my soul.

“Then speak the words of rejection and mark her with the Severing Sigil. Let all witness that this bond is broken by your will and your will alone.”

I raise the dagger. Seraphina’s eyes follow the movement. She’s not crying. Part of me wishes she would. It might make this easier if she gave me anger or tears or anything other than this quiet devastation.

“Kael.” She whispers my name like a prayer. “Please don’t do this. I’m begging you.”

“I, Kael Draven, Alpha King of the Northern Territories, reject you, Seraphina Vale, as my fated mate.” The formal words taste like poison. “I reject your blood, your bond, and your claim upon my soul. I will not taint my bloodline with mongrel filth. You are no mate of mine. You are nothing to me.”

Her breath hitches. “Mongrel filth?”

“That’s what you are.” I press the flat of the blade against my palm and drag it across. Blood wells up immediately, black in the moonlight. “An insult to everything our people hold sacred. Three bloods that should have stayed separate, mixed together into something unnatural. Something wrong.”

“I’m not wrong.” Her voice is small now. Broken. “I’m just different.”

“You’re a monster.”

The word hangs in the air between us. I watch it land. Watch it sink into her like the blade I’m about to use on her skin.

“Say it,” Mordecai hisses. “Complete the ritual.”

I reach out and grab Seraphina’s left shoulder, yanking her forward. She stumbles against me and for one heartbeat we’re pressed together, her face against my chest. The bond surges so hard I can barely breathe.

Stop this now. Save her. Claim her. She’s OURS.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. So quietly only she can hear.

She looks up at me. “Then don’t.”

“I have to.”

I shove her back and press my bleeding palm against her collarbone, right above her heart. She gasps. The Severing Blade comes next, and I carve the ancient symbol into her skin with steady hands even as Fenrir tries to force a shift.

The sigil takes shape. Three circles intersecting with a line cutting through all of them. The symbol of rejection. Of a bond unmade.

Seraphina doesn’t scream. Doesn’t make a sound. She just stares at me with those storm-cloud eyes as I mark her skin with silver fire.

“It is done,” Mordecai announces. “The bond is severed. Let no magic or moon challenge this Alpha’s will.”

The moment the last line of the sigil is complete, power explodes outward from the mark.

But something’s wrong.

The magic that’s supposed to cleanly sever a mate bond twists. Corrupts. Instead of breaking, the bond between us turns black and razor-sharp, slicing through my chest like broken glass.

I stumble backward. Seraphina screams.

It’s not the scream of someone in pain. It’s the scream of something being ripped apart at the seams. Black veins spread from the sigil on her collarbone, racing across her skin like cracks in ice. Her eyes start to glow.

Not the gold of a wolf. Not the red of a vampire. Not the violet of a witch.

They glow white. Pure, terrible white like staring into the heart of a dying star.

“What’s happening?” Selene’s voice cuts through the chaos. “Kael, what did you do?”

“I don’t know.” I can barely speak. The bond feels like it’s trying to strangle me from the inside. “This isn’t supposed to happen. The ritual should have broken it clean.”

“Eternal Bonds can’t be broken, you fool.” Isolde Ravenshade’s voice comes from somewhere in the crowd. The death oracle steps forward, her blind eyes somehow fixed right on me. “They can only be corrupted. And you just corrupted one of the oldest bonds in existence.”

“Eternal Bonds are myth,” Mordecai snaps.

“Are they?” Isolde gestures at Seraphina, who’s fallen to her hands and knees. The white glow is getting brighter. “Look at what you’ve created.”

Seraphina throws her head back and screams again. This time the sound tears reality.

A rift opens in the air above her. Not a portal. A wound. Through it I can see… nothing. Pure void. Empty space where nothing should exist.

“Voidwalker magic,” someone in the crowd shouts. “She’s a Voidwalker!”

“Impossible,” Thorne Blackridge says from behind me. “That bloodline died out a thousand years ago.”

“Apparently not.” I lunge forward as Seraphina collapses completely. The void rift is spreading, tearing through the temple’s protective wards like tissue paper. “Seraphina. Seraphina, look at me.”

Her eyes find mine. For a moment they clear, showing me the terrified woman underneath the power that’s tearing her apart.

“Make it stop,” she whispers. “Please. It hurts so much.”

“I don’t know how.” The admission costs me. “I don’t know what I did.”

“You rejected your Eternal Mate.” Isolde kneels beside us, unbothered by the void rift swallowing chunks of the temple floor. “The bond is trying to complete itself and destroy itself at the same time. She’s caught in the middle.”

“Fix it,” I demand.

“I can’t. You’re the one who broke it. Only you can—”

The void rift expands again and Seraphina convulses. Black blood leaks from her nose. The same black veins that marked her skin are now crawling up her neck toward her face.

“Seraphina.” I grab her shoulders, ignoring the way touching her sends agony through the corrupted bond. “Stay with me. Don’t let the magic take you.”

“Can’t.” She’s sobbing now, tears cutting clean tracks through the blood on her face. “Can’t control it. Too much. Too strong.”

“Yes you can.” I don’t know why I’m encouraging her. Don’t know why it matters to me if this tribrid monster lives or dies. Except I do know. The bond knows. Fenrir knows. “You’re stronger than this magic. You have to be.”

“Why?” She laughs and it’s the most broken sound I’ve ever heard. “So you can reject me again? So you can remind me I’m mongrel filth? An abomination?”

The words I threw at her come back like knives. “I didn’t mean—”

“You meant every word.” Her eyes glow white again. “I heard it in your voice. Felt it through the bond before you poisoned it. You looked at me and saw something disgusting.”

“I saw something that terrified me,” I correct without thinking.

She stares at me. “What?”

“Guards!” Mordecai’s shout interrupts whatever I was about to say. “Subdue the tribrid before she destroys us all!”

Six of my best warriors rush forward. The moment they cross into the Moonblood Circle, the void rift lashes out like a living thing. It catches the first guard and he simply… stops existing. No scream. No blood. One moment he’s there and the next there’s just empty space where he used to be.

The other five scramble backward.

“Nobody touches her,” I snarl. The alpha command in my voice stops them cold. “Fall back. All of you.”

“Kael, she’s dangerous,” Selene argues. “Look what she’s doing. She’ll kill everyone here.”

“She’s not doing it on purpose.” I turn back to Seraphina. She’s barely conscious now, the white glow starting to flicker. “The magic is out of control. It’s eating her alive from the inside.”

“Then let it.” Mordecai’s cold voice makes me want to rip his throat out. “One less tribrid in the world is a blessing.”

“Shut your mouth before I shut it for you.”

“Your Majesty, with all due respect—”

“I said shut up.” I gather Seraphina into my arms, ignoring the way the corrupted bond sends lightning through my nervous system. “Get Cedric Stormveil. Now. And clear the temple. I want everyone out except for essential personnel.”

“Kael, what are you doing?” Thorne asks quietly.

“Saving her life.”

“Why?” It’s the question I’ve been asking myself. “You rejected her. You called her filth. Why save her now?”

I don’t have a good answer. All I know is that the thought of watching her die makes Fenrir want to claw his way out of my skin. Makes something in my chest crack open and bleed.

“Because she’s still my mate,” I finally say. “Even corrupted. Even broken. The bond exists. And I’m not a murderer.”

“You might not have a choice.” Isolde touches my shoulder. “If the Voidwalker magic consumes her completely, she’ll take half the continent with her when she goes. That’s what tribrids do. That’s why they were hunted to extinction.”

“She’s not going to die.” I say it like I can make it true through sheer force of will. “She’s going to survive this.”

Seraphina’s eyes flutter open one more time. The white glow is fading now, replaced by the natural storm-cloud gray. “Why?” she echoes Thorne’s question. “Why save the monster?”

“You’re not a monster.”

“You said I was.”

“I lied.” The confession rips out of me. “I lied because I was scared. Because the council was watching. Because everything I was taught said you were wrong and dangerous and—”

“And you believed them more than you believed the bond.” She touches my face with trembling fingers. “I understand. You’re the Alpha King. You have responsibilities. A kingdom to protect.”

“Seraphina—”

“It’s okay.” She smiles and it’s the saddest thing I’ve ever seen. “I forgive you.”

“Don’t forgive me.” I press my forehead against hers, breathing in her scent even as it makes Fenrir howl. “Hate me. Rage at me. Don’t forgive me.”

“Too late.” Her eyes start to close. “I already do.”

The void rift above us pulses one more time and then collapses inward. The magic drains out of Seraphina all at once, leaving her limp in my arms. The Severing Sigil on her collarbone still glows faintly, black veins spider-webbing out from it like corruption made visible.

“Is she alive?” Selene asks.

I press my fingers to her throat. Her pulse is there but weak. Thready. “Barely.”

“Take her to the dungeons,” Mordecai orders. “We can’t let something that dangerous roam free.”

“The dungeons.” I repeat the words slowly. “You want me to throw my mate into a cell.”

“Your rejected mate,” he corrects. “Who just demonstrated the ability to tear holes in reality. Yes, your Majesty. I want her contained where she can’t hurt anyone.”

Every instinct I have rebels against the idea. But he’s not wrong. Seraphina is dangerous. The Voidwalker magic proved that. If she loses control again in a populated area…

“Fine.” The word tastes like betrayal. “Take her to the east dungeon. The reinforced cell with the null-magic wards.”

“I’ll escort her personally,” Thorne offers.

“No. I’ll do it.” I stand with Seraphina still in my arms. She weighs almost nothing. How can something so small contain enough power to unmake reality? “Clear a path. Everyone else, back to your quarters. The ceremony is over.”

The crowd parts as I carry her through. I can feel their eyes on us. Hear the whispers starting already. The Alpha King who rejected his fated mate. The tribrid who nearly destroyed the temple. Tomorrow the rumors will spread like wildfire.

Tonight, I just need to get her somewhere safe.

The walk to the dungeons takes fifteen minutes. Every step makes the corrupted bond throb worse. By the time I reach the reinforced cell, my vision is starting to blur at the edges.

“Your Majesty, you’re bleeding.” Thorne has followed despite my orders. He points at my chest.

I look down. Black blood seeps through my shirt in three lines, right over my heart. The same pattern as the veins spreading from Seraphina’s sigil.

“The bond,” I mutter. “It’s killing us both.”

“Then maybe you should uncorrupt it. Complete the mating—”

“I can’t.” I lay Seraphina on the cot in the cell. She looks so small here. So vulnerable. “The council would never accept a tribrid queen. Magnus would use it as an excuse to challenge my rule. The other packs would rebel.”

“So you’ll just let it kill you instead?”

“I’ll find another way.” I brush a strand of hair from her face. She doesn’t stir. “Cedric can research it. There has to be a solution that doesn’t require me to mate with her.”

“You already are mated to her, Kael. You just broke the bond instead of accepting it.”

“Then I’ll find a way to break it completely.” I stand and walk toward the cell door. “Post guards. No one in or out except for Cedric when he gets here.”

“And you?” Thorne asks quietly. “When will you come back?”

I look at Seraphina one more time. Even unconscious and covered in her own blood, she’s beautiful. It makes me furious. Makes me want things I have no right to want.

“I won’t.” I step through the door and close it behind me. The lock clicks with terrible finality. “Tell Cedric to keep me updated on her condition. But I don’t want to see her again.”

“Kael—”

“That’s an order, Thorne.”

He bows his head. “Yes, your Majesty.”

I make it three hallways before the corrupted bond brings me to my knees. Pain explodes through my chest, so intense I can’t breathe. Black veins spread down my arms, visible through my skin.

“Your Majesty!” Someone grabs me. Corvin, I think. My beta. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?”

“The bond,” I gasp. “It’s fighting back.”

“I’ll get a healer—”

“No.” I force myself upright. Every movement feels like dragging myself over broken glass. “Just get me to my chambers. And bring Cedric. We need to fix this before…”

Before what? Before it kills us both? Before I give in and go back to that cell and beg Seraphina’s forgiveness?

Before I admit that rejecting her was the biggest mistake of my life?

Corvin half-carries me to my rooms. By the time we arrive, I’m coughing up blood. The same black blood that leaked from Seraphina’s nose.

He lays me on the bed and I close my eyes, trying to block out the pain. Trying to ignore Fenrir’s constant howling.

You did this. You broke our mate. You destroyed the one thing that could make us whole.

“I had no choice.”

You always have a choice. You chose wrong.

Maybe I did. But it’s too late to take it back now. The ritual is complete. The bond is corrupted. And Seraphina Vale is locked in a cell, probably wishing I was dead.

I wouldn’t blame her.

I kind of wish I was dead too.

The door to my chambers opens. Cedric Stormveil rushes in with his arms full of books and scrolls. “Corvin told me what happened. By the gods, Kael, what were you thinking?”

“I was thinking I was protecting my kingdom.”

“By rejecting an Eternal Bond?” He drops the books on my desk with a heavy thud. “Those can’t be severed. They’re written into the fabric of fate itself. All you did was corrupt it.”

“Can you fix it?”

He’s quiet for a long moment. “I don’t know.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“It’s the truth.” Cedric opens one of the books and starts flipping through pages. “Eternal Bonds are rare. Maybe one every few generations. The last recorded case was over three hundred years ago. There’s almost no research on what happens when you try to break one.”

“Then research it.” I cough and more blood splatters across my pillow. “Because if you don’t figure this out soon, both Seraphina and I are going to die.”

“Would that really be so bad?” Selene’s voice comes from the doorway. “One tribrid eliminated and a new Alpha King to take your place. Perhaps one more suited to upholding our traditions.”

I bare my teeth at her. “Get out of my rooms.”

“I’m trying to help you see reason—”

“Out. Now.”

She leaves with a swish of skirts, but her words linger. A new Alpha King to take my place. Magnus would love that. Would probably throw a celebration if I died.

“Cedric.” I grab his wrist. “How long do I have?”

“If the corruption continues at this rate?” He won’t meet my eyes. “Days. Maybe a week.”

“And Seraphina?”

“The same. Maybe less. She took the brunt of the Severing Sigil. The corruption started in her.”

Days. I have days to figure out how to break a bond that can’t be broken. To undo a ritual that’s already killed one of the guards and nearly destroyed the temple.

To decide if I can live with myself for what I did tonight.

“Leave the books,” I tell Cedric. “I’ll read them myself.”

“Kael, you need rest—”

“I need answers.” I force myself to sit up, ignoring the way my vision swims. “And I need them before this bond kills us both.”

He hesitates, then nods and leaves. The moment the door closes behind him, I let myself collapse back onto the bed.

The corrupted bond pulses in my chest like a second heartbeat. Twisted. Wrong. But still undeniably there.

Still connecting me to the woman I destroyed.

Somewhere in the dungeons below, Seraphina is probably waking up. Probably touching the Severing Sigil on her collarbone and remembering every word I said to her.

Mongrel filth. Abomination. Monster.

I close my eyes and see her face. The hope dying. The understanding settling in. The moment she realized I truly meant every horrible thing I said.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper to the empty room. “I’m so sorry.”

But sorry doesn’t fix broken bonds. Sorry doesn’t undo corruption. Sorry doesn’t bring back the guard who was erased from existence.

Sorry is just another word for failure.

And I’ve never failed at anything in my life.

I won’t start now.
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seraphina

The stone floor is cold against my cheek. That’s the first thing I notice when consciousness drags me back from whatever dark place I’d fallen into.

Cold stone. Damp air. The smell of mildew and something else—something metallic that makes my stomach turn.

Blood.

I try to move and pain explodes across my collarbone. White-hot. Searing. Like someone’s pressing a brand into my skin over and over again. A scream tears from my throat before I can stop it.

“Finally awake, are we?”

The voice comes from somewhere above me. I force my eyes open, blinking against the dim torchlight. Everything’s blurry. Unfocused. My head feels like it’s been stuffed with cotton and set on fire at the same time.

“Where…” My voice comes out as a croak. I try again. “Where am I?”

“The dungeons beneath Silverpeak.” The voice moves closer. Footsteps echo on stone. “You’ve been unconscious for six hours. Most impressive, really. The Severing Sigil usually renders tribrids comatose for days. But then again, you’re full of surprises, aren’t you?”

My vision clears enough to make out a figure. Tall. Thin. Dressed in dark robes that seem to swallow the light. When he steps into the torchlight, I recognize him immediately.

Mordecai Graves.

The head of the Pure Blood Council. The man who’d whispered poison into Kael’s ear during the ceremony.

I try to sit up and realize my wrists are chained to the wall. Heavy iron manacles that burn against my skin. Not regular iron—this is spelled. I can feel the magic pressing against my own, suffocating it.

“Don’t bother struggling.” Mordecai crouches down in front of me. His face is all sharp angles and cold eyes. “Those chains were forged specifically for creatures like you. The more you fight, the more they drain your power.”

“Creatures like me.” I spit the words at him. “You mean people you’re afraid of.”

His smile is thin. “Fear and caution are often mistaken for each other. Tell me, Seraphina Vale, when did you first manifest Voidwalker abilities?”

The question catches me off guard. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“No?” He pulls something from his robes. A small mirror, its surface black as night. “Then perhaps this will refresh your memory.”

He holds the mirror up and I see myself reflected in it. But it’s not just my face staring back. Behind me, around me, reality itself seems to crack and splinter. Dark energy leaks through the cracks like smoke. And my eyes—they’re glowing with an otherworldly purple light.

“That’s not me.”

“That’s exactly you.” Mordecai lowers the mirror. “That’s what happened when the Alpha King rejected you. Your power erupted. Uncontrolled. Wild. You nearly tore a hole in the fabric of reality itself.”

I stare at him. My mind races, trying to remember. But there’s nothing after Kael carved that symbol into my chest with his words. Just pain and darkness and—

And something breaking.

Something inside me that I didn’t even know existed.

“I didn’t mean to,” I whisper.

“Intention is irrelevant.” Mordecai stands. “Voidwalker magic has been forbidden for over a thousand years. The last tribrid who wielded it destroyed three kingdoms before she was stopped. Do you know how she was stopped, Seraphina?”

I don’t answer.

“They cut out her heart while she still lived. It was the only way to sever her connection to the void before she unmade reality itself.”

The threat in his words is clear. My hand moves instinctively to my chest, feeling my heart thunder beneath my ribs.

“You’re going to kill me.”

“That depends entirely on you.” He begins to pace. “Tell me everything you know about Voidwalker magic. Who taught you? How long have you had this power? What are its limits?”

“I already told you. I don’t know anything about it.” Frustration bleeds into my voice. “I didn’t even know I had it until—”

Until Kael broke something in me that couldn’t be broken.

Mordecai stops pacing. “You expect me to believe that?”

“I don’t care what you believe.” The words come out sharper than I intend. “It’s the truth.”

He studies me for a long moment. Then he sighs, and somehow that’s worse than if he’d started yelling.

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

He moves to a table I hadn’t noticed before. Various instruments are laid out on it. Blades. Needles. Things I don’t have names for. My throat goes dry.

“Wait—”

“The Alpha King has ordered your execution at dawn.” Mordecai picks up one of the blades. It glimmers with the same purple light I’d seen in the mirror. “That gives me approximately six hours to extract whatever information you’re hiding. I do hope you’ll cooperate. For both our sakes.”

Fear claws up my throat. “You can’t do this. I’m a citizen of Silverpeak. I have rights—”

“You’re a tribrid who wielded forbidden magic in front of hundreds of witnesses.” His voice cuts through my protests. “You have no rights. Not anymore.”

He approaches with the blade.

I pull against the chains. They burn. My skin blisters where the spelled iron touches me but I don’t care. I need to get away. Need to run. Need to—

The dungeon door slams open.

Mordecai spins. “I gave explicit orders not to be disturbed—”

“Those orders don’t apply to me.” The newcomer’s voice is rough. Familiar.

Thorne Blackridge steps into the torchlight. Kael’s enforcer. The one who’d stood at his side during the ceremony, silent and imposing.

He’s massive. Easily six and a half feet tall with shoulders that look like they could break down walls. Dark hair falls into darker eyes. A scar cuts through his left eyebrow.

“The Alpha King wants a report,” Thorne says.

“Tell him I’m conducting the interrogation. I’ll report when—”

“Now.” Thorne’s tone leaves no room for argument. “He wants to know if she’s talked.”

Mordecai’s jaw tightens. For a moment I think he’ll refuse. Then he sets the blade down.

“Fine. But this is highly irregular.”

“So is a tribrid manifesting Voidwalker magic in the middle of a mating ceremony.” Thorne’s gaze flicks to me. Something unreadable passes across his face. “I’ll watch her while you’re gone.”

Mordecai hesitates. “She’s dangerous.”

“She’s chained and half-dead.” Thorne crosses his arms. “I think I can handle it.”

Another pause. Then Mordecai sweeps toward the door, his robes billowing behind him.

“Ten minutes. No more.”

The door closes. The sound echoes through the dungeon like a death knell.

I’m alone with Thorne Blackridge.

He doesn’t speak. Just stands there, watching me with those unreadable dark eyes.

“Are you going to torture me too?” My voice shakes. I hate how weak I sound.

“No.”

“Then why are you here?”

He moves closer. Reaches into his jacket. I flinch, expecting a weapon.

Instead, he pulls out a water flask and a small cloth bundle.

“To give you these.”

He kneels down beside me. This close, I can see the details of his face. The scar through his eyebrow. The small lines around his eyes. He’s older than Kael. Maybe early thirties.

He uncorks the flask and holds it to my lips.

“Drink.”

I want to refuse. Want to spit in his face for being part of this. But my throat is so dry it hurts to swallow. I drink.

The water is cool and clean. I gulp it down desperately, not caring when it spills down my chin.

“Slowly.” Thorne pulls the flask back. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

He unwraps the cloth bundle. Inside is bread and cheese. Nothing fancy. But my stomach clenches with hunger at the sight of it.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask.

“Because you haven’t eaten in six hours and Mordecai’s interrogation methods are… thorough.” He breaks off a piece of bread. “You’ll need your strength.”

“For what? To scream louder when he cuts into me?”

Something flashes across Thorne’s face. “You don’t understand.”

“No. I understand perfectly.” Anger surges through me. “Your Alpha King rejected me in front of everyone. Branded me as filth. And now I’m going to be executed for being exactly what he said I was—a monster.”

“You’re not a monster.”

The words are quiet. But they hit me like a physical blow.

I stare at him. “What?”

“You’re not a monster,” he repeats. He sets the bread down within my reach. “What happened at the ceremony… the Voidwalker magic. That wasn’t your fault.”

“Mordecai seems to think otherwise.”

“Mordecai thinks anything that threatens pure blood supremacy is evil.” Thorne’s voice hardens. “He’s been pushing the King toward this for years. The rejection. The execution. All of it.”

“And what do you think?”

He meets my eyes. “I think the bond breaking released something in you that you didn’t know existed. I think you’re scared and alone and being punished for forces beyond your control.”

Tears burn behind my eyes. I blink them back furiously.

“That’s a very pretty speech. But it doesn’t change anything. I’m still going to die at dawn.”

“Maybe not.”

Hope flares in my chest before I can crush it. “What do you mean?”

Thorne glances at the door. When he speaks again, his voice is barely above a whisper.

“There’s a way out of the dungeons. A hidden passage that leads to the Wraithwood. It’s how we smuggle supplies during sieges.”

My heart stutters. “You’re… you’re helping me escape?”

“I’m telling you information. What you do with it is your choice.” He pulls something else from his jacket. A small vial filled with dark liquid. “But if you do choose to run, drink this first. It’ll mask your scent for forty-eight hours. Long enough to get deep into the forest where tracking spells don’t work.”

He sets the vial next to the bread.

I stare at it. At him. “I don’t understand. Why would you help me? You’re Kael’s enforcer. His most loyal—”

“I’m loyal to what’s right.” His jaw clenches. “What happened tonight wasn’t right. And what Mordecai plans to do to you definitely isn’t right.”

“But Kael ordered—”

“The King ordered your execution. Not torture.” Thorne stands. “There’s a difference.”

He moves toward the door. Panic seizes me.

“Wait!”

He pauses. Looks back.

“The passage. Where is it?”

“Northeast corner. Behind the loose stone with the wolf carving.” His eyes bore into mine. “But Seraphina? Once you run, you can never come back. They’ll hunt you. Forever. Are you prepared for that?”

I think about Kael’s face when he rejected me. The disgust in his eyes. The way he called me filth like I was less than nothing.

“I have nothing to come back to.”

Something sad crosses Thorne’s expression. “I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I voted against the rejection.”

“You… what?”

“The inner circle votes on major decisions. I was the only dissenting voice.” He turns toward the door. “Mordecai will be back in five minutes. If you’re going to run, do it now. And Seraphina?”

“Yeah?”

“Stay alive. The world needs people like you more than it knows.”

He leaves.

The door closes behind him.

I’m alone.

My mind spins. This could be a trap. A test. Why would Kael’s enforcer help me escape?

But then I remember the look on Thorne’s face. The sadness. The anger.

Maybe not everyone in Silverpeak agrees with their King.

I grab the vial. The bread. Stuff them into my clothes.

Then I focus on the chains.

Spelled iron. Designed to drain magical power. But I’m not just one thing. I’m three things merged into one.

Vampire. Witch. Wolf.

Three different magical signatures all tangled together.

I close my eyes. Focus. Instead of fighting the chains’ drain, I let them pull. Let them take my wolf magic, my witch magic. But I hold back the vampire side. That cold, predatory part of me that doesn’t rely on external power.

Vampires are physical creatures. Strength. Speed. Healing.

I pull on that strength now.

The chains groan.

Come on. Come on.

My arms shake with effort. The iron burns. But slowly—so slowly—I feel something give.

A crack.

Then another.

The left manacle shatters.

My arm is free.

I work on the right side. It takes longer. Precious seconds tick by. How long has it been? Three minutes? Four?

The second manacle breaks.

I collapse forward, gasping. My wrists are raw and bleeding. But I’m free.

The northeast corner. Loose stone with a wolf carving.

I stumble across the cell. My legs barely hold me. Everything hurts. The Severing Sigil on my collarbone pulses with each heartbeat like a second wound.

I find the stone. The carving is crude but unmistakable. I press on it.

Nothing happens.

No. No no no.

I press harder. Try different angles. My fingers scrabble at the edges—

The stone swings inward.

A narrow passage yawns behind it. Dark. Cold. But freedom.

I drink the vial. It tastes like ash and copper. Then I squeeze through the opening.

The passage is barely wide enough for my shoulders. I have to turn sideways to fit. The walls press in on both sides. My breathing comes fast and shallow.

Can’t panic. Keep moving.

Behind me, I hear the dungeon door open.

Mordecai’s voice echoes down the corridor. “What have you done? GUARDS!”

I run.

The passage slopes downward. My feet slip on loose stone. I catch myself on the walls. Keep going.

Shouts behind me. Getting closer.

The passage branches. I go right. Then left. No idea where I’m going. Just away.

My lungs burn. The Severing Sigil feels like it’s tearing open with every breath.

And then—

Fresh air.

I burst out of the passage into moonlight. The Wraithwood looms ahead, its twisted trees reaching toward a blood-red moon like skeletal fingers.

I run for the tree line.

Almost there. Almost—

Something slams into me from the side.

I hit the ground hard. Roll. Come up in a crouch.

A figure stands between me and the forest.

But it’s not a guard. Not Mordecai.

It’s a man I’ve never seen before. Tall. Lean. With eyes that glow faintly in the moonlight.

“Running away, little tribrid?” His voice is smooth. Amused. “How predictable.”

I bare my teeth. Feel my fangs extend. “Get out of my way.”

“I don’t think so.” He tilts his head. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Who are you?”

“A friend.” He smiles. It doesn’t reach his eyes. “Or I could be. Depends on your answer to one question.”

Behind me, shouts grow louder. Guards pouring out of the passage.

“I don’t have time for games—”

“How do you feel about revenge?”

The question stops me cold.

He steps closer. “The Alpha King rejected you. Humiliated you. Ordered your death. Don’t you want to make him pay?”

Something dark unfurls in my chest. Something that whispers yes.

But I shake my head. “I just want to survive.”

“Survival is easy.” His eyes gleam. “Making them regret ever hurting you? That takes power. And I can give you power, Seraphina Vale. More than you’ve ever imagined.”

“In exchange for what?”

“Your cooperation. Your… unique abilities.” He glances at the guards closing in. “Decide quickly. Come with me and live. Stay here and die. Simple choice.”

It’s not simple at all.

But the guards are fifty feet away. Forty.

The man extends his hand.

“I promise you this—if you come with me, you’ll never be powerless again.”

Thirty feet.

I can see their faces now. Weapons drawn. Magic crackling around their hands.

Twenty feet.

I think of Kael’s voice. Mongrel filth.

I think of Mordecai’s blade. The torture waiting for me.

Ten feet.

“Time’s up, little tribrid.”

I grab his hand.

The world dissolves into shadow.

We’re moving—no, teleporting. The forest blurs around us. The guards’ shouts fade.

And then we’re gone.

We materialize in a clearing deep in the Wraithwood. The trees here are different. Older. Their trunks are black as midnight and their leaves shimmer with an otherworldly light.

I pull my hand away from the stranger. Stumble back.

“Who are you?”

“Ryker Ashborne.” He bows with mock formality. “Rogue alpha. Exile. And apparently, your rescuer.”

“I didn’t ask to be rescued.”

“No. But you needed it anyway.” He gestures to a cabin I hadn’t noticed before. It sits in the center of the clearing, built from the same black wood as the trees. “Come. We should get you inside before the Wraithwood decides you’re prey.”

“The forest doesn’t—”

A howl cuts through the night. Low. Haunting. Like nothing I’ve ever heard.

Ryker’s expression darkens. “The ghost wolves hunt tonight. Inside. Now.”

He doesn’t wait for my agreement. Just heads for the cabin.

I look back the way we came. Somewhere out there, Silverpeak burns with torches. Guards search for me. Kael probably knows I’ve escaped by now.

Another howl. Closer this time.

I follow Ryker inside.

The cabin is bigger than it looks from outside. One large room with a fireplace, a bed, shelves lined with books and herbs. It smells like woodsmoke and something else. Something wild.

Ryker bolts the door behind us. Then he traces a symbol in the air. It glows blue for a moment before fading.

“Warding spell,” he explains. “Keeps the forest things out.”

I lean against the wall. My legs finally give out. I slide down to the floor.

Everything hurts. My wrists. My collarbone. My chest where the bond used to be.

Wait.

I press my hand to my heart. Feel for the thread that connected me to Kael.

It’s still there.

Broken. Corrupted. Wrong. But there.

The Severing didn’t work.

“You’re bleeding.”

I look down. Blood seeps through my shirt from the Severing Sigil wound.

Ryker kneels beside me. “Let me see.”

I flinch away. “Don’t touch me.”

“I’m not going to hurt you.” His voice is surprisingly gentle. “But that wound is infected with rejection magic. If we don’t treat it, you’ll be dead by morning.”

I search his face. Looking for lies. For tricks.

All I see is tired honesty.

“Why are you helping me?”

“Because I know what it’s like to be cast out for loving wrong.” Pain flashes across his features. “My mate was human. The pack… they didn’t approve.”

“Was?”

His jaw clenches. “They killed her. Said she was corrupting the bloodline.” He stands abruptly. Moves to the shelves. “So when I sensed the Severing Sigil being carved tonight, when I felt a mate bond breaking…” He pulls down various bottles. “I couldn’t save her. But maybe I can save you.”

Tears burn my eyes again. This time I let them fall.

“I don’t want to be saved. I want to stop hurting.”

“I know.” Ryker mixes the herbs into a paste. “But first you need to survive. Then you can decide what comes next.”

He returns. Kneels. Carefully lifts my shirt to expose the Severing Sigil.

I hear his sharp intake of breath.

“What? What is it?”

“The sigil…” He leans closer. “It’s not sealing properly. Look.”

I glance down. The symbol carved into my collarbone writhes. Moves. Like it’s alive.

“What does that mean?”

Ryker’s expression is grave. “It means the bond didn’t break. It can’t break. You and the Alpha King…” He meets my eyes. “You’re an Eternal Bond. The kind that exists once every thousand years. The kind that literally cannot be severed.”

The world tilts.

“That’s impossible.”

“Look at the sigil. Look at how it’s fighting itself.” His voice is urgent now. “The rejection magic is trying to destroy something that cannot be destroyed. It’s corrupting the bond instead. Turning it into poison.”

“So what does that mean? For me? For…” I can’t say his name.

“It means you’re both going to die.” Ryker applies the paste to my wound. It burns. “Unless you complete the bond.”

“No.” The word comes out harsh. Final. “I will never complete a bond with him. Never.”

“Then you’ll both be dead within a year. Maybe less.”

“Good.” I bare my teeth. “Let him suffer like I’m suffering.”

Ryker bandages the wound in silence. When he’s done, he sits back.

“You’re angrier than you are sad. That’s good. Anger will keep you alive.”

“I’m not angry. I’m—” But the words die in my throat.

Because he’s right.

I am angry.

Furious.

Kael rejected me. Cast me aside like I was nothing. Ordered my death.

And now I’m supposed to die slowly because he made a choice?

No.

Something shifts inside me. That dark thing that unfurled when the stranger offered me power.

I’m not going to die.

I’m going to survive.

And somehow, someway, I’m going to make sure Kael Draven regrets ever knowing my name.

“Ryker?”

“Yeah?”

“You said you could feel the Severing Sigil being carved. That means you’re a…” I trail off, realization hitting. “You’re empathic to mate bonds.”

His smile is bitter. “A useless gift when your own mate is murdered.”

“Teach me.” I grip his arm. “Teach me everything about bonds. About magic. About surviving in this forest. I’ll trade you anything.”

“Anything?”

“I’m a tribrid. Vampire, witch, wolf. I know spells, combat techniques, blood magic.” Desperation leaks into my voice. “Whatever you need. Just help me stay alive long enough to—”

I stop.

Long enough to what?

Take revenge? Prove Kael wrong? Simply exist out of spite?

I don’t know.

But I know I’m not ready to give up.

Ryker studies me for a long moment. Then he nods.

“Alright. I’ll teach you. But Seraphina?” His expression turns deadly serious. “The Wraithwood doesn’t care about your anger or your pain. It will test you. Break you. And if you’re not strong enough, it will kill you. Are you prepared for that?”

I think of Kael’s voice. Mongrel filth.

I think of Mordecai’s blade.

I think of the bond writhing inside me like a poisoned thing.

“Yes.” My voice doesn’t shake. “I’m prepared.”

“Good.” Ryker stands. Offers me his hand. “Then your training starts now. First lesson—the Wraithwood is alive. And it’s been waiting for someone like you.”













