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Chapter 1
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At eight a.m. sharp, Luna Wildtree unlocked the front door of Thorn & Petal. The sidewalk outside was cluttered with red-and-pink hostiles: heart-shaped helium balloons bobbing in the breeze, a crumpled foil "BE MINE" wrapper skittering underfoot, the hopeful stink of chocolate wafting from the bakery two doors down. She scowled at the pink world, yanked up the shop’s metal gate, and braced herself. 

Valentine’s Day. The most profitable, loathsome day on the calendar for florists.

Inside the flower shop, the arrangement cooler wheezed like a dying asthmatic. The phone, an ancient cordless whose number had been memorized by every broken-hearted sap within fifty miles, rang with the persistence of a fire alarm.

Luna didn’t waste time with aprons or lipstick. She scraped her hair up into a bun, tied a black bandana around her forehead, and started prepping her work area. Today was about speed, not artistry.

The front door pinged. First customer of the day, staggering in ten minutes after opening like a caffeine-starved vampire. He wore a high school letterman jacket that didn’t fit his middle-aged paunch, and the whites of his eyes gleamed with last-ditch hope.

“Hi, uh, you’re open?” he croaked.

“I’m not a hologram,” Luna said, using her best Customer Service voice, which sounded suspiciously like sarcasm. “What can I do for you?”

He lurched to the counter and whispered, “Roses. I need, like, twelve. It’s an emergency.”

She surveyed him. “Valentine’s Day, or ‘I got caught cheating’?”

He went red. “Does it matter?”

Luna swept her hand toward the cooler, which was stuffed to the gills with roses in every conceivable color. “Pick your poison.”

“Red,” he said, “classic. She likes classic.”

The phone shrieked again. Luna snatched it up with her free hand while wrestling open the cooler door with her hip. “Thorn & Petal, how can I help you?” she recited, grabbing a bundle of roses with her other hand. 

“I need a bouquet for my daughter, and it needs to be purple but not too purple, you know, not, like, tacky.”

Luna set the phone between her shoulder and ear, expertly stripped the thorns off a stem with a flick of her thumb, and slapped the roses onto brown butcher paper. “Purple, but not Barney the Dinosaur. Got it.”

The customer at the counter looked at her with something like awe. “You’re good at this.”

Luna nodded. “Comes with practice. You want those in a box or a vase?”

“Uh, vase. Is that extra?”

“Yes, but they’re budget-friendly.”

She reached under the counter, fished out a basic glass vase, and he nodded his approval.

“Card?”

He hesitated. “What’s the least embarrassing option?”

She handed him a pen and a tiny heart-shaped card that said "With Love" in cursive. “Don’t overthink it,” she advised, but he wrote something anyway, chewing his lower lip. Luna wrapped the bouquet, bagged it, and had him out the door in four minutes flat. She felt a small surge of satisfaction at the efficiency.

The next two hours blurred together in a pageant of human desperation. There were women in yoga pants buying pink peonies for their besties; men in rumpled office attire panic-ordering roses for wives whose names they fumbled to spell; and, on two separate occasions, teens trembling with the terror of buying flowers for their first crushes. Luna assembled each order with the same impersonal precision, each transaction another tick on the clock toward closing time. She sometimes thought that, for all the sentimental blather about love, nobody really wanted honesty. They wanted pretty lies arranged in neat little bunches, delivered with a whiff of the sublime.

By noon, the trash bin overflowed with plant clippings and bits of butcher paper. Luna’s hands were striped with green, her cuticles raw from thorns. The phone never stopped, not even once. A delivery guy came by with the usual: a crate of various flowers that looked like they’d been groped and a box of assorted filler greenery. Luna signed the manifest with a flourish, then tried (and failed) to get the delivery guy to flirt with her. Maybe she was rusty, but he recoiled from her like a man who’d seen things.

His reaction only solidified her negative feelings about Valentine’s Day and all things couple-related.

By three p.m., she was running on pure spite. The shop’s chime rang, and in shuffled an older woman clutching a tattered grocery list.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Kowalski,” Luna greeted flatly.

“You got any freesia left? Last time it was wilted.”

Luna plucked a cluster of fragrant, white freesia from the cooler, cradling it like a baby possum.

Mrs. Kowalski scrutinized the blooms. “Looks sad.”

“Looks alive,” Luna countered. “Which is more than I can say for half this town.”

The older woman cackled, then lowered her voice. “Can you add a rose, but just one?”

“Anniversary?”

“Funeral.” Mrs. Kowalski gave a wink. “His, not mine. Want to make it look nice.”

Luna obligingly built the bouquet, tied it with a black satin ribbon, and watched as the woman tottered off with her prize. “Morbid,” she muttered, but she admired it.

At four, the door chimed again. This time, it was a man in steel-toe boots and a weathered brown Carhart jacket. He shuffled up with an air of absolute defeat.

“What can I do for you?” Luna asked, noticing that he looked beat down.

“I gotta get my daughter something for Valentine’s. Something yellow. She’s ten.”

“Say no more.” Luna pulled together a cheerful assortment of daisies, baby’s breath, and a single, dramatic yellow carnation. “What’s her name?”

“Maya,” he said, and smiled for the first time. 

Luna grabbed a blue glitter pen from the register and wrote “To Maya, from Dad” in loopy letters. The man paid in exact cash, then hesitated at the door. “Thanks. You made this easy.”

Luna smiled at him, but inside, everything felt harder lately. She had recently ended a relationship that had lasted only 3 months, but it was the right thing to do. Clingy men had never been her thing, and the only way to save her own sanity was to break up with him before Valentine’s Day. This way, she could avoid the awkward rose petal bedroom scene she knew was bound to happen with him.

Her mother stopped in to remind her to eat something real for dinner and asked if she would be having a romantic dinner with her new boyfriend. Luna replied: “No time for romance. Working tonight.”

“You could use a little romance, Luna. You’re alone too often,” her mother said.

“I have to pay the bills to keep the shop open. A night like tonight makes me enough money to keep things running through Easter,” Luna said.

Her mother gave her a wary look and then exited the shop as the wave of after-work shoppers pushed their way in. 

By six, the shop was empty, and the counter was a battlefield. She sat down heavily on the bar stool behind the register, tore open a granola bar, and began scrolling through memes on her phone.

It was then she noticed the slip of paper wedged under the till. She didn’t remember putting it there, but she’d been running on autopilot since dawn. Maybe it was a misplaced delivery order. It had four lines, written in a tight, careful script.

Black Ridge parking lot.

Midnight.

A dozen red roses in a vase.

No substitutions.

She turned the note over. No sender. No address. No phone number, no context. Apparently, the order had been paid for online, yet she had no memory of the order.

Luna stared at the message, nose wrinkling. Maybe it was some elaborate prank, a bored rival shop owner’s way of screwing with her. It wouldn’t be the first time.

She exhaled, hard. “Midnight. Seriously?”

Black Ridge was a small picnic area in the woods outside of town on Cooper’s Mountain. There was nothing out there except a few rental cabins and, according to persistent rumor, a family of mutant raccoons.

She couldn’t ignore it. Leading up to Valentine’s Day, business had been slow, and every order kept the lights on for another day. Plus, she liked a good mystery.

Closing time was still hours away, but her mind was already racing ahead: which arrangement to bring, how much gas she had left, and whether she needed to buy a canister of pepper spray from the pharmacy next door as a precaution.

At 7 pm, the world outside the window was pink and gold as the sun set. She watched the sidewalk couples for a moment—some hopeful, some haunted-looking, all hoping to make a connection with another human on Valentine’s Day.

She flipped the sign to ‘Closed,’ turned off the lights, and headed to the back room of her shop. A quick nap would leave her refreshed and ready for whatever lay ahead on Cooper’s Mountain.


      [image: ]At 11:37 p.m., Luna checked her phone for the eighth time, then dumped the day’s cash into the store safe and locked the shop. She did a double-take at her reflection in the glass door - face washed out in the streetlamp’s glare, eyes ringed in caffeinated fatigue. 

She loaded the arrangement - a dramatic, red glass vase etched with an Art Deco design and filled with red velvet roses - into her battered, navy blue Honda Civic. The car was a decade past its expiration date and smelled faintly of the previous owner’s body odor and greasy takeout. She buckled the vase into the passenger seat, prayed it wouldn’t tip, and drove.

Black Ridge was a road, if one were feeling generous. It started behind the derelict ski lodge at the edge of town, cut through the denser tracts of pine and cedar, and vanished into the hills where people rarely trod. Luna’s GPS protested at once, trying to redirect her to paved roads, but she ignored it.

The town fell away fast - one block of streetlights and sleepy windows, then blackness and trees. As Luna’s headlights caught the spindly shapes of bare branches, she felt the car grow smaller as the giant pines dwarfed it. She cranked up the heat and flicked the radio on, but the only station above the static was playing old country, so she turned it back off.

Another mile. The road grew worse, with patches of ice under the snow. The trees pressed in closer, trunks pale as bones. Luna slowed to a crawl, squinting through the windshield. Something - a log- had rolled into the right lane, forcing her to swerve. The arrangement wobbled; she caught it with her free hand and steadied the stems.

Luna glanced at the note in her pocket, half-convinced she’d hallucinated it. “This is so dumb,” she said to the empty car. “I swear, if this is a prank, I’m tripling the delivery fee.”

The road ended without warning into a small, round parking area. One minute she was coasting over packed snow, the next the Civic’s tires crunched onto frozen gravel and slewed sideways. The car shuddered to a stop.

Luna killed the ignition. She listened to the engine tick itself cool and, beyond that, a silence so thick it pressed against her eardrums: no wind, no branches, just the soft hiss of cooling metal and her own shallow breaths.

She tried her phone: no bars, no Wi-Fi, no hope. For a second, she considered just leaving, but curiosity, or maybe just the inertia of a long, difficult day, made her pop the door and step into the night.

Two other cars were parked in the small lot; neither looked as if the owners had a dime to their name. For some reason, even people on the verge of financial ruin would spring for an expensive flower arrangement on Valentine’s Day.

Now, she just needed to find this random couple so she could get back to town and her warm apartment. 

It was colder than she’d guessed. The air was clean and sharp, and the stars above the treeline looked near enough to pluck. Luna zipped her jacket up to her chin, tucked the vase under her arm, and crunched forward into the darkness.

Her boots left perfect, lonely tracks in the snow. As she rounded the picnic area, the woods opened onto a broad, shallow gully, full of old stumps and tangled undergrowth. Her breath came out in quick, nervous puffs. She could see a faint line of footprints threading off into the trees. 

The romantic couple must be nearby; she hoped they hadn’t frozen to death waiting for her.

The farther she walked, the more certain she felt that she was being watched and not just by deer or critters, but by the woods themselves.

The cold seeped through her jeans and gnawed at her knees. She kept moving, gripping the vase so hard her knuckles went numb. Ahead, a slice of moonlight cut through the trees, drawing her on like a lure.

The path opened into a clearing, not large, but perfect - a circle ringed with mossy boulders and what looked like, in the moon’s wash, standing stones. It reminded her of Stonehenge. Something old was here, older than the ski lodge, older than the town. The hair on the back of her neck and arms prickled.

She stopped at the clearing’s edge, heartbeat clattering in her ears.

“I come in peace,” she said to the emptiness, instantly regretting it.

A branch snapped, somewhere behind her. She whirled, the arrangement nearly slipping from her grip.

There was nothing. Or, rather, the nothing was watching her, so thick and intent she could taste it on her tongue. She took a step forward, then another, and was halfway into the clearing when a shadow flickered at the treeline.

Luna froze, heart in her throat. Every story she’d ever heard about serial killers and cults and rabid wildlife churned through her mind, but she did not drop the vase.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s see what fresh hell this is.”

A deep cold locked Luna’s joints in place as she hovered on the lip of the clearing, her bouquet pressed to her chest like a child’s stuffed animal. She counted heartbeats. They came too fast, and not only from her.

The woods at her back shifted—wood and shadow slithering together—and suddenly the clearing was ringed with wolves.

They were silent, each one a statue poised in the seams between moonlight and darkness. There had to be a dozen, maybe more, and Luna’s brain refused to catalogue the impossible. They stood as if summoned: heads high, fur bristling, eyes catching the moon and throwing it back at her in blue-white shards. The only motion came from the slow, coordinated rise and fall of their flanks as they breathed her in.

She wanted to scream, but nothing came out. Instead, her feet shuffled one step backward, skidding in the snow. The bouquet trembled violently in her grasp.

She’d been wrong about the emptiness. She was the spectacle in the coliseum of monsters.

The wolves held their line. A tall, lean brute with a slash of silver on its muzzle peeled off to the left; another, smaller, auburn and feral, bared its teeth in a pantomime of a grin. But the rest just waited.

Then, from behind the stones, the biggest wolf Luna had ever seen appeared. It was black—not the glossy, magazine-night kind, but an absolute, light-devouring void, as if someone had cut the outline of a wolf from the fabric of reality and stitched it onto the world in front of her. Its eyes were gold, burning and lucid.

It stepped into the center of the circle. The other wolves drew back, deferring to it. To him.

He stared at Luna. She stared back, unable to do otherwise.

The black wolf moved with no hurry at all. He paced around the standing stones, once, twice, a slow orbit. When he was directly across from her, he stopped, raised his head, and met her gaze. 

The wolf bent its head. Its body contorted, shoulders hunching, spine warping in a grotesque dance. The air filled with the sound of snapping joints and the tearing of hide, and Luna’s stomach churned—but she couldn’t look away.

The transformation was fast, but not merciful. Fur retracted in a rolling tide, exposing skin so pale it seemed blue in the cold. The legs elongated, knees cracking backward, and the paws split into fingers. The muzzle drew in, teeth receding, jaws reshaping.

When the change finished, a man stood in the moonlight. He was naked, unashamed, with muscles strung tight as wires and black hair wild on his head. His face bore the memory of the wolf—sharp angles, canines too long, the gleam of gold still burning in his eyes. He could have been thirty, or ageless; his body looked carved, almost too clean for someone who had just transformed from a fur pelt.

He didn’t move toward her. Just stood there, breathing slowly, hands at his sides.

Luna wanted to run, but her legs belonged to the snow. She blinked rapidly, as if that would load a more reasonable version of reality.

Then he spoke.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, voice low and precise. His lips curled, revealing a wolf’s smile.

Her mind flipped through every catalogued reaction—terror, rage, smartass retort. What bubbled up instead was a dizzying, involuntary urge to take one step closer.

She did.

The bouquet clutched between them, Luna could smell him—smoke, pine, musk, something unfamiliar and magnetic. The scent hit the back of her throat and exploded into heat that rolled up her spine, flooding every limb. The world went dangerously sharp, her eyes dilated, every shadow and needle of frost glittering with intent. Even her own blood felt wild, crashing against her ribs.

The man took a half-step forward. His eyes—still not quite human—dilated too, and he sucked in a breath. The air between them vibrated, as if the clearing itself tensed with anticipation.

The mate bond, her brain supplied, unhelpfully. Like in the trashiest of novels, except real, and here, and her.

Luna’s mouth opened and closed. The only sound she managed was the faint clink of stems in the vase.

The man’s jaw clenched. He was fighting something, holding it in check with effort. “Why are you here?” he ground out.

“I—” Luna managed, her voice hoarse. “I brought flowers. Someone placed an order?” She waggled the bouquet, a desperate shield.

He barked a laugh—brief, sharp, almost painful. “That’s improbable. No one would invite a human here.”

The other wolves circled, drawing in tighter, but none crossed the stones. She realized, distantly, that this was some boundary. A ritual, a line drawn in the frost. She was inside it now. The other wolves were not.

The question was, what kind of ritual?

He looked at her hands, then her face, then back again. “Put them down.”

She wanted to refuse, to keep any barrier she could, but her arms moved on their own. She bent at the waist, keeping her eyes on the man, and set the vase at her feet. 

When she straightened, the man was three steps closer, but still outside arm’s reach. He watched her, hunger and sorrow mingling in his face.

“Who are you?” she asked, though she wasn’t sure it mattered.

His mouth quirked. “Rowan Vale. Alpha of the Black Ridge pack.” He said it like a confession and a dare. “You?”

“Luna Wildtree. Local florist.” Her voice shook, but her chin did not. “You’re the one who ordered the flowers?”

His pupils flared, then narrowed to slits. “No, I’m not, but I want to know who did.”

Luna’s skin was alive with the urge to move, to run or leap, she didn’t know which. Her eyes tracked every twitch of his muscles, and she felt the matching tension in her own body, as if she were the moon and he the tide. 

Rowan closed the distance between them. He didn’t touch her—he didn’t have to. The force between them felt like magnets pulling together.

He bent his head, inhaling deeply. “You have no idea what you are, do you?”

“Dinner?” Luna asked, but the words sounded weak, lost.

He smiled again—wolfish, rueful. “No. Not tonight.”

The clearing seemed to contract around them, the woods leaning in, every animal in the forest holding its breath. Luna felt stripped raw, every sense tuned to the man before her, the pulse of the pack at her back. She wanted to scream or laugh hysterically.

Instead, she asked as she shook from fear and the cold: “So now what?”

Rowan’s hand twitched at his side. He was holding himself in check with visible effort. “Now,” he said, voice a velvet growl, “You choose. Run, and I will chase you. Stay, and I will have you. There’s no middle ground. You walked into our blood moon bonding ritual.”

Luna looked up, defiance and desire warring in her chest. “What if I fight?”

His laugh was low and full of promise. “Do you think you will have a chance with my pack and me?”

She stared at him, the impossible, the beautiful, the terrifying. The old stories came back to her. Stories her grandfather told about the wolves in town that could shape shift, and the cautionary tale about going outside on Cooper’s Mountain under a blood red moon. 

And yet here she was doing the exact thing she had been warned about. Suddenly, she felt vulnerable and foolish. 

Rowan’s eyes softened, just for an instant. “You’re not afraid.”

She shook her head, tears pricking. “I probably should be.”

He stepped in, close enough that their breath mingled, and reached out. He did not touch her skin—his hand hovered, trembling, as if waiting for permission.

Luna leaned forward, closing the gap. Fear had given way to an otherworld curiosity. 

Rowan took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. There was something about her drawing her to him. He couldn’t deny it, and under the blood red moon, he couldn’t resist it. 

The kiss was not gentle. It was a claiming, a collision, a promise written in blood and bone. The world went white behind her eyes, every nerve alive.

When they broke apart, the wolves howled in a sound that shook the sky.

The blood moon bonding ritual had commenced.
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