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Three Years Ago – The Night Everything Shattered

Isla

The bonfire crackles in front of me, sending sparks dancing into the dark sky. I pull my sweater tighter around my shoulders, even though the autumn night isn't cold. My wolf won't settle. She keeps pacing inside me, restless and anxious.

"Isla, you okay?" Maya touches my arm, her brown eyes worried.

"I'm fine." I force a smile. "Just... my wolf is acting strange tonight."

She laughs and nudges me toward the celebration. "It's the Harvest Moon. Everyone's wolves are going crazy. Come on, let's get closer to the fire."

I follow her through the crowd of Silver Crest pack members. Music plays somewhere behind us. People are laughing, dancing, celebrating the full moon that hangs heavy and orange above the trees. But I can barely focus on any of it.

Something is pulling me. Tugging at my chest like an invisible rope.

My wolf surges forward, almost making me stumble. Him, she whispers in my mind. Find him.

"What are you—" Maya starts to ask, but I'm already moving.

My feet carry me around the bonfire without my permission. The heat from the flames washes over my face, but I barely feel it. All I can focus on is the pull. The desperate need to get to the other side of the clearing.

And then I see him.

Kade River stands with a group of warriors near the drink table. His dark hair falls across his forehead, and even from here I can see the strong line of his jaw. He's laughing at something one of them said, his head thrown back.

My heart slams against my ribs.

I've had a crush on him since I was fifteen. Everyone has. He's the future Alpha, strong and confident and completely out of my league. I'm just Isla Greene, the quiet girl who works in the pack kitchen. The one nobody really notices.

But right now, my wolf is screaming at me to go to him.

Mate! she howls. Our mate!

No. That's not possible. Kade is with Sophie, the human girl he's been dating for two years. She's beautiful and bold, everything I'm not. There's no way—

He turns his head.

Our eyes meet across the bonfire.

The world explodes.

A golden thread snaps into place between us, bright and burning and absolutely real. The mate bond. I feel it wrap around my heart, pulling tight, connecting me to him in a way I can't explain. Every nerve in my body lights up. I can feel his surprise, his confusion, the way his wolf rises up to meet mine.

For one perfect moment, hope floods through me.

He feels it too. He has to. This is fate. This is destiny. We're meant to be together.

But then his expression changes.

Shock crosses his face first. His silver eyes go wide, and I watch his mouth fall open slightly. The bond between us trembles.

Then comes something worse.

Horror.

He looks at me like I'm something disgusting. Something wrong. His lip curls slightly, and through the bond I feel it—the wave of rejection, of disappointment, of complete and utter refusal.

"No," I whisper, but he can't hear me from this distance.

My wolf whimpers, confused and hurt. Mate doesn't want us?

Sophie appears at his side, sliding her arm through his. She's wearing a tight red dress, her blonde hair perfect as always. She says something to him, and he tears his gaze away from me. He looks down at her and smiles, but it doesn't reach his eyes.

I can't breathe.

"Isla?" Maya is beside me again, gripping my elbow. "What's wrong? You look like you're going to pass out."

"I need—" My voice breaks. "I need to go."

"Wait, what happened?"

But I'm already running.

I push through the crowd, ignoring the annoyed sounds people make as I bump into them. My eyes are burning. The mate bond pulls tight in my chest, stretching as I put distance between us, but I can't stop moving.

I can't let anyone see me cry.

The forest swallows me quickly. Once I'm past the tree line, I let my wolf take over. My bones snap and reform, fur rippling across my skin. The shift happens fast, desperate. On four legs, I run deeper into the woods, away from the celebration, away from the bonfire, away from him.

Away from the mate who looked at me with disgust.

I don't know how long I run. Maybe an hour. Maybe more. Eventually, I collapse in a small clearing where moonlight filters through the leaves. My wolf whines and paces, unable to understand why our mate rejected us.

I shift back to human form and curl up on the cold ground, hugging my knees to my chest. Tears stream down my face. The bond in my chest aches like an open wound.

"Why?" I ask the empty forest. "Why would the Moon Goddess give me a mate who doesn't want me?"

The sound of footsteps makes me lift my head.

Kade walks into the clearing.

He's alone. No Sophie. No friends. Just him, still wearing the black shirt and jeans from the celebration. His hands are shoved in his pockets, and his face is blank. Completely emotionless.

I scramble to my feet, suddenly aware that I'm only wearing the thin dress I had on under my sweater. "What are you doing here?"

"We need to talk." His voice is flat.

"About what?" My own voice shakes. "About how you looked at me like I was trash?"

He flinches but doesn't deny it. "This isn't easy for me either."

"Really? Because you seem fine."

"I'm not." He takes a step closer, and the mate bond flares between us. I see him feel it too by the way his jaw clenches. "But this can't happen, Isla."

The words hit me like a physical blow. "What?"

"You and me. This bond." He gestures vaguely between us. "It's a mistake."

"A mistake?" I repeat, my voice rising. "The Moon Goddess doesn't make mistakes. We're mates, Kade."

"I'm with Sophie."

"She's human! She can't be your Luna. The pack won't accept—"

"The pack will accept who I tell them to accept," he cuts me off, and there's Alpha command in his tone now. It makes my wolf want to submit, but I force myself to stand tall. "I've been with Sophie for two years. I love her. I'm going to make her my Luna when I take over as Alpha."

"But the bond—"

"Means nothing to me."

The words are quiet, but they shatter something inside me.

I stare at him, searching his face for any hint of doubt, any sign that he's lying. But his silver eyes are cold and hard. Through the bond, I feel his determination, his resolve.

He really means this.

"You're going to reject me," I whisper.

"It's better this way." He won't look at me anymore. His gaze is fixed somewhere over my shoulder. "You'll get over it eventually. Find someone else. Live your life."

"I can't just find someone else. You're my mate."

"Not anymore."

He finally looks at me, and what I see in his eyes makes me want to disappear. There's no warmth. No regret. Nothing but cold certainty.

He takes a breath. "I, Kade River, future Alpha of Silver Crest Pack, reject you, Isla Greene, as my mate and future Luna."

The words slam into me like a fist to the chest.

The mate bond doesn't break gently. It tears. It rips apart with claws and teeth, shredding everything inside me. I feel it sever, feel the golden thread snap in two, and the pain drops me to my knees.

I can't breathe. Can't think. Can't do anything but feel the agony of losing something I only had for a few hours.

My wolf howls inside me, a sound of pure anguish that echoes through the forest. She claws at my mind, trying to get to him, trying to fix this somehow.

"You have to accept it," Kade says above me. His voice sounds distant, like he's speaking from the end of a long tunnel. "Say the words, Isla."

I look up at him through my tears. He's standing there, tall and strong and completely unaffected. Like breaking our bond meant nothing to him. Like I mean nothing to him.

Maybe I never did.

"Say it," he repeats.

My wolf is screaming. My heart is breaking. But somehow, I find my voice.

"I accept—" The words choke me. "I accept your rejection."

The bond finishes breaking.

It feels like dying.

The last thread connecting us snaps, and suddenly there's just... nothing. An empty space where he used to be. The pain is so intense that my vision goes dark around the edges.

I hear Kade walk away. His footsteps fade into the forest, and he doesn't look back.

I collapse fully onto the ground, pressing my face into the dirt and dead leaves. Sobs tear out of me, ugly and desperate. My wolf is howling, crying, breaking apart just like I am.

"Please," I whisper to the Moon Goddess, to anyone who might be listening. "Please make it stop."

But the pain doesn't stop.

It gets worse.

A new sensation starts in my stomach—a flutter, then a pulse. My wolf suddenly goes quiet, her attention shifting inward. I feel it too. Something... different. Something that wasn't there before.

My hand moves to my belly.

No.

It's not possible.

But even as I think it, I know the truth. I can feel it now, clear as day. A tiny spark of life, fragile and new.

The night of the Harvest Moon. The mate bond snapping into place. The intensity of that connection, even for just a few hours.

"Oh no," I breathe. "No, no, no."

I'm pregnant.

With Kade's child.

The realization should terrify me. Should make me panic. But instead, my wolf stirs, protective and fierce. Pup, she says simply. Protect pup.

I curl tighter around myself, around the tiny life growing inside me. Kade doesn't want me. He made that clear. He chose Sophie, chose to break our bond, chose to walk away like I meant nothing.

But this baby... this baby is mine.

"I won't let him hurt you," I whisper to my stomach, even though it's far too early for anything to hear me. "I'll keep you safe. I promise."

A howl echoes through the forest—Kade, probably shifted and running back to the celebration. Back to Sophie. Back to his life without me.

The sound makes my chest ache with phantom pain where the bond used to be.

But underneath that pain, underneath the grief and heartbreak and loss, something else starts to grow. Something hard and cold and determined.

I can't stay here. I can't watch him with Sophie, can't see him become Alpha with her as his Luna, can't raise this baby in a pack where its father rejected its mother before it was even born.

I have to leave.

"We'll go," I tell my wolf, tell the baby, tell myself. "Somewhere far away. Somewhere he'll never find us."

My wolf doesn't argue. She's tired of hurting. Tired of crying over a mate who didn't want us.

I push myself up onto shaky legs. My body feels wrong, like all my bones are in the wrong places. The empty space where the mate bond used to be throbs with every heartbeat.

But I force myself to stand.

Force myself to take one step, then another.

By the time I reach the edge of the clearing, I'm not crying anymore. I'm empty. Hollow. A shell of the girl I was a few hours ago.

That girl believed in true love and destined mates and happy endings.

This girl knows better.

I look back one last time at the direction Kade went. Through the trees, I can still hear the faint sounds of the celebration. Music and laughter and joy.

None of it is for me.

"Goodbye," I whisper.

Then I turn and walk into the darkness, one hand pressed protectively over my stomach.

I don't look back again.
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Present Day – Three Years Later

Isla

Sunlight streams through the gap in my curtains, hitting me right in the face. I groan and roll over, reaching for my phone on the nightstand. Six in the morning. Time to get up.

"Mama!"

Or maybe not.

The patter of tiny feet races down the hallway, and my bedroom door flies open. Lily bounces into the room, her wild auburn curls sticking up in every direction. She's wearing her favorite pajamas—the ones with the wolves on them that she insisted I buy last month.

"Mama, wake up! I'm hungry!"

I can't help but smile. "Good morning to you too, baby."

She climbs onto the bed and flops down beside me, her little face serious. "Can we have pancakes?"

"We had pancakes yesterday."

"But I love pancakes."

"How about oatmeal with honey?"

Her nose wrinkles. "That's boring."

I tickle her side, making her squeal and wiggle away. "Boring food makes you strong. Come on, let's get you dressed first."

"Nooo, I want to stay in my wolf pajamas all day!"

"Lily Rose Greene, you cannot wear pajamas all day." I sit up and scoop her into my arms. She's getting bigger every day, heavier. Soon I won't be able to carry her like this anymore. "How about your blue dress? The one with the flowers?"

"Okay," she agrees, then wraps her small arms around my neck. "Mama?"

"Yes, baby?"

"When do I get my wolf?"

My chest tightens. She asks this question at least once a week now. "When you're older. Around thirteen or fourteen."

"That's forever away!" She pulls back to look at me, and my heart clenches. Those eyes. Green like mine, but with silver flecks scattered through them like stars. His eyes. "Will my wolf be pretty like yours?"

"Your wolf will be beautiful." I kiss her forehead. "The most beautiful wolf in the whole world."

She grins, satisfied with this answer. "Can I see your wolf today?"

"Maybe later. Now come on, we need to get ready. I have patients this morning."

Getting Lily dressed is like wrestling a very small, very determined tornado. She wants to wear her rain boots even though it's sunny outside. She insists on three hair clips instead of one. She needs her special bracelet, the one with the wooden beads that I made for her last winter.

By the time we make it to the kitchen, I'm already tired.

Our cottage is small but cozy. One bedroom for Lily, one for me, a bathroom, and a main room that serves as kitchen and living space combined. The furniture is old and worn, but it's ours. No one can take it away. No one can tell us to leave.

I'm safe here. We're safe here.

"Sit at the table, baby." I pull out a chair for her. "I'll make breakfast."

While the oatmeal cooks, I watch Lily color in her notebook. She's drawing wolves again. Always wolves. She's obsessed with them, even though she won't shift for years yet. Sometimes I wonder if she can sense what she is, what's waiting inside her.

"Mama, look!" She holds up her drawing. "It's you and me as wolves!"

The picture shows two wolves, one big and one small. The big wolf has green eyes. The small wolf has... silver eyes.

"It's perfect, baby."

My phone buzzes on the counter. A text from Clara, my assistant at the healing clinic. Mrs. Henderson is here early. Says her hip is acting up again.

I text back quickly. Be there in 20 minutes.

"Lily, finish your breakfast. We need to leave soon."

"Where are we going?"

"You're going to Miss Rachel's house for a few hours while I work."

Her face falls. "But I want to stay with you."

"I know, but Mama has to help sick people. And Miss Rachel said she's making cookies today."

The mention of cookies brightens her mood instantly. "Chocolate chip?"

"I think so."

She shovels oatmeal into her mouth, suddenly motivated to hurry. I grab my bag and check that I have everything—my healing supplies, my phone, my keys. The small knife I always keep strapped to my ankle under my jeans. Old habits from Silver Crest die hard.

We're almost out the door when I see it.

An envelope on the floor by the mail slot.

My stomach drops.

I haven't gotten mail in months. No one knows where I am except Rachel, who watches Lily sometimes, and Clara at the clinic. I like it that way. Invisible. Forgotten.

"What's that, Mama?" Lily points at the envelope.

"Nothing, baby. Go wait by the door."

I pick it up with shaking hands. The return address makes my blood run cold.

Silver Crest Pack Territory.

No. No, no, no.

I shove it in my bag without opening it. "Come on, Lily. We're going to be late."

The walk to Rachel's house takes ten minutes through the quiet streets of Pinewood. It's a small territory, mostly older wolves who wanted peace and quiet. No pack politics. No drama. Just simple, calm lives.

Exactly what I needed.

Rachel opens the door before we even knock. She's in her sixties with kind eyes and flour on her apron. "There's my favorite girl!"

Lily runs to her, already talking about the cookies. I hand Rachel the bag with Lily's lunch and snacks.

"I should be done by two," I tell her. "Three at the latest if things get busy."

"Take your time, dear. We'll be just fine." Rachel lowers her voice. "You look pale. Everything alright?"

"Fine. Just didn't sleep well."

She doesn't look convinced, but she doesn't push. That's one of the things I love about Pinewood. People mind their own business.

The clinic is a fifteen-minute walk from Rachel's house. It's a small building, just three rooms—a waiting area, an exam room, and a storage room for supplies. But it's mine. Well, I rent it, but still. I built this. My healing practice. My reputation. My life.

Clara is at the front desk when I walk in, her dark hair pulled back in a neat bun. "Mrs. Henderson is in the exam room. She's grumpy today."

"When isn't she grumpy?" I mutter, heading back.

The morning passes in a blur of patients. Mrs. Henderson's hip, which just needs rest and the herbal compress I make for her. A young wolf with a sprained ankle from training. A child with a cough that I treat with honey and herbs.

I lose myself in the work. This is where I'm good. Where I have purpose. My wolf is stronger now than she ever was in Silver Crest, and my healing abilities have grown with her. I can sense injuries before patients even tell me where they hurt. Can feel the flow of energy in their bodies and know exactly what they need.

It's a gift. One I'm grateful for every day.

By noon, the waiting room is empty. Clara brings me tea and a sandwich. "You should eat. You barely had breakfast."

"How do you know that?"

"You have oatmeal on your shirt."

I look down. She's right. A small smear near the collar where Lily must have touched me. I scrub at it with a napkin.

"How is Lily?" Clara asks. "Still drawing wolves constantly?"

"Constantly. I think she's going to be an artist."

"Or an Alpha." Clara grins. "That girl has the strongest personality I've ever seen in a three-year-old."

My smile fades. Alpha. Like her father.

I take the envelope out of my bag and stare at it.

"What's that?" Clara leans over to look.

"Letter from my old pack."

"I didn't know you were in a pack before."

"I wasn't. Not really." The lie comes easily now. I've been practicing for three years. "I just lived near their territory. Had friends there."

Clara waits, sensing there's more.

I tear open the envelope before I can change my mind. Inside is a cream-colored card with elegant writing.

You are cordially invited to the wedding of Maya Chen and Thomas Brooks.

My heart squeezes. Maya. My best friend. The only person from Silver Crest I still think about.

There's a note tucked inside in Maya's handwriting.

Isla, I know it's been a long time. I know you left for good reasons. But please, PLEASE come to my wedding. It won't be the same without you. You're my sister in everything but blood. I need you there. Please think about it. Love, Maya.

"Bad news?" Clara asks softly.

"My friend is getting married." I read the date. Two weeks away. "In Silver Crest."

"Are you going to go?"

"No." The word comes out too fast, too harsh. "I can't."

"Why not?"

Because Kade will be there. Because seeing him again will destroy me. Because I have a daughter he doesn't know exists and I can't risk him finding out.

"It's complicated."

Clara doesn't push, which I'm grateful for. She just squeezes my shoulder. "Well, if you change your mind, I can cover the clinic."

"Thanks."

I crumple the invitation and shove it back in my bag.

The afternoon brings more patients. An elder with arthritis. A teenage wolf who shifted wrong during training and pulled a muscle. A pregnant she-wolf who needs herbs for nausea.

By the time I finish, it's almost three. I'm exhausted. My wolf is restless, pacing inside me. She's been agitated since I opened that letter. She remembers Silver Crest. Remembers him.

I pick up Lily from Rachel's house. She's covered in flour and chocolate, grinning from ear to ear.

"We made so many cookies, Mama! Miss Rachel let me eat three!"

"Three? Your teeth are going to fall out."

"No they won't! I brushed them!"

Rachel laughs and hands me a container of cookies. "For later. And Isla? That letter you got this morning... if you need to talk..."

Small towns. Everyone knows everything.

"I'm fine," I say quickly. "Really."

The walk home is slower. Lily chatters about her day, about the cookies, about the game she played with Rachel's cat. I half-listen, my mind elsewhere.

Back at the cottage, I get Lily settled with her coloring books while I start dinner. Something simple—chicken and rice. While it cooks, I pull out the invitation again.

Maya's wedding.

I want to go. I miss her so much it hurts sometimes. She was the only one who checked on me after Kade rejected me. The only one who noticed when I disappeared.

But going back means facing him. Means risking everything I've built here.

"Mama, what's that?"

I turn. Lily is standing beside me, pointing at the invitation.

"It's nothing, baby."

"But it's pretty." She picks it up before I can stop her. Her small fingers trace the gold lettering. "Look, there's a castle!"

The invitation has a small image of the Silver Crest pack house, which does look like a castle with its stone walls and towers.

"Is that where you used to live?"

"No, baby. Just a place I visited sometimes."

"Can we go see it?"

"Lily—"

"Please? I've never seen a castle before!"

"It's not a real castle. It's just a big house."

Her lower lip pushes out. "But I want to see it."

How do I explain this to a three-year-old? How do I tell her we can't go because her father lives there and he doesn't know she exists?

"Maybe someday," I say, taking the invitation back. "But not right now."

She crosses her arms, upset. "You always say someday. Someday I'll get my wolf. Someday we'll go on vacation. Someday, someday, someday!"

"Lily—"

"I want to go now!"

She stomps her foot, and I see a flash of gold in her eyes. Her wolf, already present even though she can't shift yet. Strong and willful.

Just like her father's.

"Go to your room and calm down," I say firmly. "We'll talk about this after dinner."

"But Mama—"

"Room. Now."

She glares at me, then storms off down the hall. Her door slams.

I sink into a chair and put my head in my hands.

This is impossible. I can't go back to Silver Crest. But I can't ignore Maya's wedding either. She's been there for me through everything, even from a distance. She sends letters and calls when she can. She never told anyone where I went.

She's my sister.

My phone rings, making me jump.

Maya's name flashes on the screen.

I stare at it for three rings before I answer.

"Hello?"

"Isla! Oh thank god, you picked up." Maya's voice floods through the phone, warm and familiar. "I've been trying to reach you all day. Did you get the invitation?"

"Yeah, I got it."

"And?"

"Maya, I can't—"

"Please don't say no. Please." Her voice cracks. "I know it's hard. I know what happened with Kade was awful. But Isla, you're my best friend. I can't get married without you there."

My throat tightens. "It's not that simple."

"I know. I know it's asking a lot. But I promise I'll make sure you don't have to be around him if you don't want to. I'll seat you on the opposite side of the room. I'll—"

"It's not about seating arrangements."

"Then what is it about?"

Everything. The baby he doesn't know about. The life I've built that could collapse if he finds out. The mate bond that still aches sometimes late at night when I let my guard down.

"I just... I don't think it's a good idea."

Maya is quiet for a moment. Then, softer, "He asks about you sometimes."

My heart stops. "What?"

"Kade. He asks if I've heard from you. If I know where you are." She pauses. "I never tell him anything. I promised you I wouldn't. But Isla... I think he regrets what he did."

"I don't care if he regrets it." The words taste bitter. "He made his choice."

"I know. I'm not saying you should forgive him. I'm just saying... maybe it's time to face it. Face him. Show him that you survived. That you're stronger than ever."

Am I stronger? Some days I feel strong. Other days I feel like I'm barely holding myself together.

"Is he still with Sophie?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

"Technically, yes. She's his Luna. But..." Maya hesitates. "They're not happy. Anyone can see it. He's Alpha now, you know. His father stepped down last year. Kade leads the pack."

Of course he does. He was always meant to be Alpha.

Just like I was always meant to be invisible.

"I need to think about it," I tell Maya.

"The wedding is in two weeks."

"I know."

"Isla, please. I need you there. You're my maid of honor. There's no one else I want standing beside me."

Maid of honor. That means I'd have to be in the ceremony. Would have to stand at the front where everyone could see me. Where he could see me.

"I'll think about it," I repeat. "That's all I can promise."

"Okay." She sounds disappointed but not surprised. "Call me soon, okay? I miss you."

"I miss you too."

After we hang up, I sit in the quiet kitchen and listen to the sounds of Lily playing in her room. She's singing to herself, some made-up song about wolves and adventures.

My daughter. My fierce, beautiful, impossible daughter.

If I go back to Silver Crest, he'll see her. He'll know.

And then what?

Will he reject her the way he rejected me? Or worse, will he try to take her away?

I can't risk it. I won't.

But Maya's voice echoes in my head. I need you there.

The chicken starts to burn. I jump up and pull it off the stove, cursing under my breath.

Through the window, I watch the sun set over Pinewood Territory. This place has been good to me. Safe. Quiet.

But Maya was good to me too. She didn't abandon me when everyone else did.

I owe her.

Maybe I can go for just one day. Drive in the morning, attend the ceremony, leave that night. Keep Lily hidden, away from the main events. No one has to know she's his.

Or maybe I'm fooling myself.

Maybe there's no way to go back without everything falling apart.

I pull out my phone and look at Maya's contact. My finger hovers over the call button.

"Mama?" Lily appears in the doorway, her earlier anger forgotten. "I'm sorry I yelled."

"Come here, baby."

She climbs into my lap and rests her head against my chest. So small. So trusting.

"Mama, can I ask you something?"

"Anything."

"Do I have a daddy?"

The question punches the air from my lungs.

"Why are you asking that?"

"Miss Rachel's grandson was there today. He talked about his daddy. And I started thinking... I've never met mine."

My hands shake as I smooth her hair. "You have a daddy. All little girls have daddies."

"Where is he?"

"Far away."

"Does he know about me?"

The truth sits heavy on my tongue. No. He doesn't know. Because I ran before I could tell him. Because he didn't want me, and I was too afraid he wouldn't want you either.

"It's complicated, baby."

"You always say that." She looks up at me with those silver-flecked eyes. "Don't you think he'd want to meet me? I'm really good. I eat my vegetables most of the time and I'm learning to tie my shoes and—"

"Oh, Lily." I kiss the top of her head, fighting back tears. "You're perfect. Anyone would be lucky to know you."

"Then why doesn't he?"

Because I'm a coward. Because I'm protecting you. Because I don't know what's right anymore.

"Someday I'll explain everything," I promise her. "When you're older and can understand better."

"There's that word again. Someday."

She wiggles out of my lap and goes to the table where the invitation still sits. She picks it up carefully, studying the picture of the pack house.

"Is my daddy in the castle?"

My heart stops.

"Lily—"

"I think he is." She nods, certain. "I think he lives there and he's waiting for us to come find him."

If only it were that simple.

My phone buzzes. Another text from Maya.

I forgot to mention—Kade specifically asked if you were coming. He said he needs to talk to you. I think he wants to apologize properly.

I stare at the message.

He wants to talk to me.

After three years of silence, now he wants to talk.

Maybe it's time. Maybe Maya is right. Maybe I need to face him, show him I survived, that I'm not the weak, broken girl he left behind.

And maybe, just maybe, he deserves to know about his daughter.

Or maybe I'm making the biggest mistake of my life.
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CHAPTER 2
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Kade

The morning sun beats down on the training grounds, but I barely feel it. I'm standing on the pack house balcony with my arms crossed, watching the new recruits run drills below. They're sloppy. Unfocused.

"Again!" Garrett's voice booms across the field. "If you can't hold formation for five minutes, you're useless in a real fight!"

The young wolves scramble back into position, panting and sweating. One of them—a kid named Marcus who just turned eighteen—stumbles and nearly takes down two others.

My jaw clenches. We're supposed to be the strongest pack in the region. This is pathetic.

"They're getting better," my father says from behind me.

I don't turn around. "They're weak."

"They're learning." He comes to stand beside me, his grey hair catching the light. He stepped down as Alpha a year ago, said it was time for me to lead. But he still watches everything I do like he's waiting for me to fail.

Maybe I already have.

"You're being too hard on them," he continues. "And on yourself."

"Someone has to be."

"Kade—"

"I have work to do." I turn and walk back inside before he can say more.

The pack house is massive—three floors of stone and wood, built generations ago when wolves didn't have to hide what they were. My office is on the second floor, a room that used to be my father's. His scent still lingers in here sometimes. Pine and earth and authority.

Now it's mine. All of it. The pack, the territory, the responsibility.

And it feels wrong.

I sit at the desk and try to focus on the papers in front of me. Border reports. Supply requests. A dispute between two families over hunting grounds. The boring, endless work of being Alpha.

My wolf stirs restlessly inside me. He doesn't care about papers or disputes. He wants to run. To hunt. To find—

No. I shut down that thought before it can finish.

A knock on the door interrupts me. "Come in."

Garrett enters, tablet in hand. He's been my Beta since we were teenagers, my best friend longer than that. Tall and broad with dark skin and sharp eyes that miss nothing.

"Got the patrol schedules for next week," he says, setting the tablet on my desk. "Also, the Henderson family accepted your decision about the hunting grounds. Neither side is happy, but they'll deal with it."

"Good."

He doesn't leave. Just stands there, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

I look up. "What?"

"Maya stopped by earlier. Asked me to give you this." He pulls an envelope from his jacket.

My stomach drops. I know what it is before I even see it.

The wedding invitation.

I take it and turn it over in my hands. Cream colored paper. Fancy lettering. Maya Chen and Thomas Brooks. Two weeks away.

"You going?" Garrett asks.

"Of course I'm going. Tom's my third cousin and Maya's been part of this pack her whole life."

"That's not what I meant."

I know what he meant. He wants to know if I'm ready to see her again.

Isla.

Her name echoes in my head like a ghost. I haven't spoken it out loud in three years. Haven't let myself think about her for longer than a few seconds at a time because when I do, my wolf goes crazy.

"She probably won't come," I say, setting the invitation aside. "Why would she?"

"Maya said she invited her. Said she's hoping Isla will be her maid of honor."

My wolf surges forward so fast I nearly shift right there. The desk groans under my hands as my claws start to come out.

"She's coming back?" The words burst out of me before I can stop them.

Garrett raises an eyebrow. "Maybe. Maya said she wasn't sure. Isla's been gone a long time. Might not want to return."

Because of me. Because I destroyed her.

The memory hits me like it does sometimes—her face that night in the forest. The way she looked at me with so much hope, so much love. And then the way that hope shattered when I spoke the words.

I reject you.

My wolf snarls in my head. He's never forgiven me for that. Never let me forget.

"You okay?" Garrett's voice pulls me back.

I force my claws to retract. "Fine."

"You don't look fine. You look like you're about to murder someone."

"I said I'm fine."

He doesn't push it. That's one thing I appreciate about Garrett—he knows when to back off. "Anyway, I need you to sign off on these schedules. And Sophie wants to know if you're coming to dinner tonight. Her parents are visiting."

Just the mention of her name makes my wolf recoil.

Sophie. My Luna. The woman I chose over my mate.

"Tell her I'll be there," I say, even though the last thing I want is dinner with her family.

"You sure? You've been avoiding them for weeks."

"I'm sure."

Garrett nods and heads for the door. But he pauses with his hand on the handle. "For what it's worth? I think you should talk to Isla. If she comes back."

"There's nothing to talk about."

"Really? Because you've been miserable for three years and everyone can see it."

"Get out, Garrett."

He leaves, closing the door quietly behind him.

I sit in silence and stare at the wedding invitation. Maya and Thomas. They're happy. You can see it every time they're together—the way they look at each other, the way they fit.

That's what mates are supposed to be like.

Not this cold, empty thing I have with Sophie.

My wolf growls. Wrong mate. Not ours.

"Shut up," I mutter out loud.

But he's right. He's always been right.

Sophie was groomed to be Luna since she was sixteen. Her father is Alpha of the neighboring Redwood Pack, powerful and influential. When we started dating, everyone said it was perfect. A strategic alliance. A strong partnership.

And Sophie is strong. Confident. Beautiful. Everything a Luna should be.

But she's human.

And she's not Isla.

I shove the invitation into a drawer and try to focus on work. But my mind keeps wandering. Three years. Where did she go? What has she been doing? Is she happy?

Does she hate me?

She should. I hate myself for what I did.

The afternoon drags on. More paperwork. More decisions. A phone call with another Alpha about trade agreements. By the time evening comes, I'm exhausted.

Sophie is waiting in the dining room when I arrive. She's wearing a blue dress that matches her eyes, her blonde hair perfectly styled. She looks like she belongs in a magazine.

"You're late," she says.

"I got caught up with work."

"You're always caught up with work."

Her parents are already seated—Alpha Harold and his Luna, Margaret. They smile when they see me, but the smiles don't reach their eyes. They know the same thing I do. This isn't working.

"Kade, good to see you." Harold stands to shake my hand. His grip is firm, testing. "How's the pack?"

"Strong. We had a good hunting season."

"Excellent. And the borders?"

We fall into talk about pack business while Margaret and Sophie discuss wedding plans. Maya's wedding. The one Isla might attend.

My wolf perks up, listening.

"Of course, Sophie will need a new dress," Margaret is saying. "As Luna, she represents the pack. She should look exceptional."

Sophie nods, but I catch the tightness around her mouth. She does that when she's frustrated.

"Actually, Mom, I was thinking of wearing the silver one I already have. The designer one from last year."

"Nonsense. This is Maya's wedding. You need something new."

"But—"

"Sophie, listen to your mother," Harold cuts in. "You're Luna now. Image matters."

She goes quiet. I should defend her. Tell them she can wear whatever she wants. But I don't. I just sit there like a coward and let them talk over her.

My wolf snarls at me. Weak. She's not our mate. Why pretend?

Because I made a choice. Because I can't go back and undo it.

Dinner is painful. The food tastes like ash in my mouth. Sophie barely eats anything. Her parents dominate the conversation, talking about pack politics and alliances and things that don't matter.

Finally, it's over.

Harold and Margaret leave. Sophie and I stand in the foyer, the silence thick between us.

"You didn't say much tonight," she says quietly.

"Neither did you."

"They don't listen to me. Why bother?" She looks at me, really looks at me, and I see the sadness in her eyes. "Kade, we need to talk."

"Not tonight."

"We never talk. We barely see each other. We don't—" She stops, her cheeks flushing. "We haven't shared a bed in six months."

Because my wolf refuses. Because every time she tries to touch me, he goes wild with rejection.

Because she's not Isla.

"I'm tired," I say. "Can we do this another time?"

"When? When will it be a good time? You avoid me constantly. You sleep in your office half the week. Kade, this isn't a marriage. This isn't even a partnership."

She's right. But I don't know what to say.

"I'm trying," is all I manage.

"Are you?" Her voice breaks. "Because it doesn't feel like it. It feels like you're... waiting for something. Or someone."

My wolf goes very still.

"I don't know what you mean."

"Don't lie to me." She steps closer, anger mixing with hurt in her expression. "Is this about her? That girl from three years ago?"

"Her name is Isla."

The words come out sharper than I intended. Sophie flinches.

"Right. Isla. The one you rejected." She crosses her arms. "Maya invited her to the wedding."

"I know."

"Is she coming?"

"I don't know."

"Do you want her to?"

Yes. God help me, yes.

"It doesn't matter what I want," I say instead.

"That's not an answer."

"Sophie—"

"Forget it." She turns away, but not before I see the tears in her eyes. "I'm going to bed. Don't bother coming. I know you won't."

She walks away, her footsteps echoing on the stone floor. I stand alone in the foyer and hate myself a little more.

My wolf is pacing now, restless and angry. Run, he demands. Need to run.

I should go to my office. Should finish the work I left. Should be the responsible Alpha everyone expects me to be.

Instead, I head outside.

The night air is cool and crisp. The moon is almost full, hanging fat and silver in the sky. My wolf surges forward, demanding to be let out.

I strip off my clothes and shift.

The transformation is instant—bones breaking and reforming, fur rippling across my skin. Within seconds, I'm on four legs, my wolf fully in control.

He takes off running before I can even think about direction.

Through the forest. Past the training grounds. Beyond the pack houses where families are settling in for the night. He runs and runs, faster than I've let him in months.

And I realize where he's taking us.

The border.

The place where Isla left three years ago.
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