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Kora




The storm tastes like copper and fury. 

Rain slashes through the trees in wild, crooked streaks, each drop pelting my skin like needles. My breath rasps in my throat. I can barely see more than a few feet ahead—just the blur of branches, wind-snarled roots, and the wicked flash of lightning splitting the sky. But I don't stop. I can't stop.

Because if I stop, I'll remember.

My legs pump harder—paws not fully formed, skin raw from the half-shift I never meant to trigger. I'm not even sure what form I'm in at the moment. Too human to outrun what's chasing me. Too wolf to cry out like a girl broken open. Something inside me howls anyway.

The wind shrieks overhead, whipping my wet hair across my face. I stumble over a root, catch myself, and keep running. The forest is seething like a living being. The air crackles, and thunder bellows like it's hunting me, too.

Let it. I deserve it.

"You don't belong here."

The words hit harder than the rain, echoing louder than the thunder. I heard them an hour ago. I still hear them now—etched into the backs of my eyelids, carved deep into my bones.

"She'll never be one of us."

"She's just a human with fangs."

"She should've died during the turning."

They didn't know I was listening. Or maybe they did—perhaps that was the point.

The way they looked at me—like I was something between a mistake and a warning. And Lyra… Lyra heard it. She heard them. And she looked the other way. Just enough to make me wonder if she believed them, too.

That was what broke me.

Not the sneers. Not the whispered insults. But the silence. The deliberate, damning silence of the only person I thought I could trust.

The shift had come fast and wild after that. I don't even remember tearing off my clothes. I remember my hands becoming claws. My throat became a growl. My fear a storm. And I ran. 

Before I knew it, the earth gives way beneath me. I skid down a slope slick with wet leaves, my heart hammering like it's trying to break free from my chest. My palms sting as they skid against a jagged root. My knees hit hard-packed dirt. I push up and scramble forward again. My lungs scream for air.

I don't know where I am.

Solacefang territory is endless, but no one has come this far. Some say this part of the forest never accepted the Alpha's seal and that it remembers blood too well. That it's cursed—or just waiting. No trails. No scent markers. Just wild woods and old bones.

A flash of lightning blinds me.

Then—crack.

Pain.

A branch—heavy, thick, and soaked through—drops like a hammer onto my thigh. I scream. The sound is half-human, half-wolf. My wolf yelps inside me, snarling in protest. My legs fold. I hit the forest floor hard, shoulder-first, and my breath is punched out of me.

"Shit—" I gasp, trying to move. I can't. My leg's pinned. I twist my torso, claws scrabbling at the slick bark. I try to shift back entirely to human, to shrink myself and wriggle free, but the shift stutters. My magic is as fractured as my thoughts. It used to come easily. Now, it stutters like something else is trying to reach through it before I can.

The storm has soaked me to the bone. The rage inside me curdles, colder now, meaner.

I am stuck. Trapped. Alone. The wind howls in the night.


      ***I press my hand to the branch, fingers trembling. My vision blurs at the edges. Pain blooms sharp and scalding in my hip. I try to breathe through it, but my breathing is shallow. My ribs ache with every inhale.

Don't panic, I tell myself.

But panic is already here, crawling up my spine, whispering that no one knows where I am. No one cares. 

The pack would be better off if I stayed out here and let the forest swallow me whole. 

I close my eyes, rain streaming down my face.

This isn't the first time I've felt like this.

The memory hits me with all the subtlety of a punch to the gut.

My first shift. Screaming. Bones breaking. No one around. Just the dark and the pain and the wrongness of it all. I wasn't ready. No one prepared me. There was no warm welcome into the world of shifters. No mentor. Just survival. I woke up in blood and dirt and silence.

They said most humans don't survive the first shift. That it should've killed me.

I guess It should have. But it didn't.

And now they treat me like I'm some cursed thing that refused to die when I was supposed to.

They may be right.

A low sound rises in the woods nearby—somewhere behind me. Not thunder and not wind.

A growl.

Low. Guttural. Not wolf. Not any animal I've ever heard of. Something old. Something wrong. 

It ripples through the air like it's not bound to this world. Something else is out here.

I go still. My breath halts. My wolf stills, too, ears straining beneath my skin.

The growl fades into silence, but my heart doesn't slow.

I don't think it was real.

 But in my heart, I know it was.

The forest feels strange now. Like something's holding its breath. As if, somehow, I'm the reason.

I curl tighter beneath the branch, rain soaking me in my half shift, my hair clinging to my cheeks.

 I want to scream. I want to shift. I want to vanish.

Instead, I shake. I bleed and Cael comes to my thoughts.

His voice.

Cael.

Not today, he'd said once during a training match. Don't give in. You're not done yet.

He wasn't kind, exactly. He wasn't gentle. But he was steady. Focused. The only one who didn't look at me like I was about to fall apart. The only one who held my gaze and didn't flinch.

He didn't pretend to understand me.

But he never looked away.

He moved like he was born with a purpose in every bone. Quiet when others shouted. Sharp when others hesitated. I remember the sound of his breath when he trained beside me, the way his presence calmed my wolf without ever trying to.

I remember the weight of his hand on my shoulder. The heat in his stare. .Those beautiful green eyes. The way my wolf quieted when he got close.

I didn't let myself think about what it meant. What it could mean.

"Cael," I whisper.

It isn't a call. It's a breath. A prayer. A memory wrapped in desperation.

My body is so heavy now. My limbs are too cold. The storm numbs everything but the ache.

My eyes flutter.

The forest fades.

And then—I hear it.

Footsteps. Fast. Precise. Too fast to be human. Too focused to be wild.

Coming closer.

Please don't be the growl. Please don't be whatever made that sound.

I try to lift my head. My limbs won't obey.

A shadow moves beyond the trees, massive and upright, highlighted by the next strike of lightning. Eyes glint. Gold. Familiar.

My last thought, before everything goes dark, is that if I die out here, at least I won't have to hear them whisper anymore.

 

 

 

 

 








  
  
Cael




The scent of ozone sharpens in the air. Rain's coming. 

I stand in the center of the training grounds, watching two wolves circle each other with lazy precision. Their claws drag through the damp earth, shoulders tense. One misstep, and they'll be at each other's throats.

But my mind's not on them.

Kora didn't show.

She never misses training. Not since the packs began to merge, and Lyra forgave her betrayal during the Ironfang ambush. Even when the others mocked her—hell, even when she left bleeding—she showed up. She burned through drills like she was trying to outrun a ghost. Fierce in that quiet, coiled way of hers. Like she's always one breath away from exploding.

I scan the edge of the field again.

Still no sign.

She's not my responsibility. That's what I tell myself. She's not Pack, yet. Not truly. Lyra might have offered her a second chance, but that doesn't mean she belongs. My job is to train warriors, not question every haunted recruit who won't look me in the eye. Still, I keep glancing at the edge of the trees, like something's missing. Like I'm already too late.

"Break," I call out to the sparring wolves.

They back off instantly. Discipline has that effect.

Behind me, a few warriors murmur. Some laugh. I catch her name—low and venom-laced.

"She probably ran off again. Half-wolf can't hack it."

"She's not even a real shifter. And she can't be trusted."

The words grate, but I don't respond. Let them speak. Let them show their teeth when they think the Alpha isn't watching.

My wolf stirs beneath my skin, restless.

Something's wrong.

I've had this feeling twice before—once on a scouting mission gone sideways, and once the night my brother didn't come home.

Both times, blood followed.

I turn toward the barracks, striding fast and sharply. Rain starts to fall, softly at first, then harder, like it's racing me.

Kora's quarters are empty.

The door's cracked. No scent of recent movement. Her boots are still by the threshold. A jacket was slung over the back of a chair. It's not the room of someone who meant to leave.

A trail of claw marks mars the windowsill.

Fresh.

I step back outside, scanning the courtyard. A few warriors lounge under the eaves, pretending not to watch me. Jace—young and overeager—raises a brow.

"Lieutenant?"

"Did anyone see Kora leave?"

Shrugs. Eye rolls. A smirk I'd like to wipe clean with a training blade.

"She left in a shift," one of them—Rhea, broad-shouldered and always one joke away from a fistfight—says. "Storm came up, and she bolted. Maybe she finally got the hint."

My fists curl.

"She didn't check in," I say flatly.

More shrugs. No one moves.

Solacefang is strong, but it's not united. Not fully. Not yet.

Especially not around her.


      ***Her scent on the perimeter fence hits me like a slap.

It's faint, blurred by rain, but unmistakable. Storm-churned and sharp, threaded with panic. And blood.

A flash of memory hits me: her eyes wide during a sparring drill, lips parted as she tried to steady her breath, that stubborn tilt of her chin.

And under it all, the pulse of something I can't name.

She'd stood across from me in the ring, shoulders tense, chin lifted like she could bluff her way through anything. I'd told her she was too slow, too hesitant. She'd growled back that hesitation keeps you alive. Her form was raw, but her instincts were sharp. Too sharp. It unsettled me how much I wanted her to succeed.

Now I know exactly what it is.

Mate bond.

It hasn't fully formed—not yet. But I can feel it in my chest now, in the way her fear sings in my veins like it's my own. My wolf is pacing. Growling.

Move. Find her. Now.

I force myself to breathe. One breath. Two.

I should report this. Tell Lyra. Organize a search party. That's protocol.

But the wolf doesn't care about protocol.

He wants her.

And so do I.


      ***The pain hits me mid-step. Sharp. Unexpected. Not mine.

My vision whites out for half a heartbeat. My chest clenches, ribs locking down like they've taken a blow. My throat tightens, and panic surges, except it isn't mine. It's hers.

Terror. Loneliness. A jolt of physical pain that doesn't belong to me.

Then it's gone, like a flash of lightning. But it leaves its mark.

My wolf snarls inside me. Mate, he insists. Mine.

I shove the word down.

I don't have time for this.

I don't have time to question how deeply this bond has already rooted itself beneath my skin.

I strip off my shirt, roll my shoulders, and sprint into the trees, letting my senses guide me. Her trail dips through the underbrush and broken branches. The storm is building faster now, fat drops pounding the earth like war drums. Every sound is magnified.

I run until the trees close in, until I reach the edge of where we patrol and into the wild beyond.

Then I let go.

Bones crack. Limbs stretch. Fur rips through the skin. Pain tears through me in a sharp, familiar blaze—and then the wolf is free.

Everything sharpens.

Her scent is more pungent now. Tangled with adrenaline. She's close.

I tear through the forest, paws slicing across the wet earth, every instinct focused like a blade.

Then…

A second scent.

Not human. Not wolf.

Rot. Old magic. Wrong.

I don't know what it is, but my wolf does. He bristles. Ears pinned. Hackles raised.

My ears flick forward. My pace quickens.

The growl I release isn't one I recognize.

I slow only when I see the broken hillside, mud churned, bark scarred.

Lightning cracks above me, illuminating the wreckage.

Her scent is everywhere.

I shift back before I'm fully aware of doing so, dropping to my knees, my hands slick with mud as I dig through the debris.

 The scent is still fresh. She's close.

"Kora!" I shout into the roar of the wind.

No answer.

Soon, I hear it.

A rustle. Not far. Careful. Measured.

But not her.

The trees are too quiet. The wind dies for a breath, and in that moment, I feel it watching.

Not eyes. Presence.

Ancient. Cold. Not right.

My wolf rakes at my ribs.

Not pack. Not natural.

I bare my teeth. "She's mine," I snarl into the dark.

If something came for her, I'll tear it apart.

I take one step forward, and her voice echoes in my mind.

Not a word. Just a breath.

Cael…

It doesn't matter how far she's fallen or what else is out there.

I will find her.

And gods help whatever else is hunting her because now I am hunting it.

 








  
  
Kora




Pain wakes me. 

Not slowly. Not gently. It shoves me to the surface of consciousness like a wave crashing over a drowning girl.

My thigh screams. My ribs burn. The storm rages on above me, every thunderclap a hammer to my skull. For a second, I forget where I am—just wet earth, cold skin, and something heavy pressing down on my leg.

Then, memory slams back in.

The whispers. The running. The fall. The branch.

The growl.

Not just any growl. Ancient. Wrong. It felt like it came from beneath the earth. Like something older than wolves had been stirred awake. Like rot wrapped in shadow, dragging breath through a maw that hadn’t opened in centuries.

I try to move. A stupid idea. Pain lances through my side, and my vision whites out. My breath catches.

The forest spins.

Is this where I die? Alone in the storm, discarded like the trash they think I am?

My hands claw at the mud. I dig my nails into the dirt, trying to find a foothold. My jaw clenches, trembling.

A shadow blurs at the edge of my vision. Too fast. Too close. I flinch hard, my teeth bared, my heart thundering.

And then I hear him.

“Kora!”

The voice cuts through the rain like a blade. I freeze.

I know that voice.

I blink, fighting to focus. Lightning flashes—and he’s there. Mud-splattered. Rain-soaked. wild green eyes.

Cael.

For one fragile second, I think I’m hallucinating. My mind conjures comfort before it shuts down for good. But Cael drops to one knee beside me, and the heat of his palm against my face is too real to be a dream.

“Don’t move,” he says, his voice tight. “You’re hurt.”

No shit.

I try to speak, but it comes out as a rasp. “You… found me.”

His eyes flicker. “You weren’t exactly subtle.”

Despite the pain, I snort. Regret it instantly.

The pressure on my leg grows sharper. I gasp.

Cael’s focus sharpens. He follows my gaze, sees the fallen branch, and growls low under his breath. With one swift motion, he grips the branch and heaves it off me. His muscles flex beneath rain-slicked skin, and I can’t help but watch. Not like that. Not exactly. It’s just—he looks like retribution made real—like the storm carved him from thunder just to make something burn.

“Can you shift?” he asks.

I shake my head. “Tried. Hurts too much.”

“Don’t move.” Again. His tone brooks no argument.

Then, before I can argue or stop him, he slips an arm beneath my back and another under my knees.

“What are you—”

He lifts me.

My breath catches.

I hate how easily he does it. Hate that I’m in his arms, limp and weak. Hate how my wolf settles the moment his scent hits me—earth, leather, storm.

“Put me down,” I growl.

“No.”

“You don’t have to play hero.”

He doesn’t answer. Just walks.


      ***We travel in silence. Cael moves like he was built for this—graceful, powerful, unshakable. I want to be angry, but I can’t summon the energy. The storm pours down on us, washing mud from his arms and soaking both of us to the bone. Still, he doesn’t falter.

My thoughts flicker in the silence. I shouldn’t let him do this. Not because I don’t want to him to—Gods, I want him —but because wanting him like this terrifies me. Every step feels like a battle. Between duty and instinct. Between reason and the maddening urge to never let him go again. I can feel the bond pulsing in my chest, like a second heartbeat—louder than the storm.

Eventually, he ducks beneath a crooked stone overhang—part of some ancient ruin I’ve never seen before. The shelter blocks most of the rain. A tiny miracle.

He lowers me onto a dry patch of moss, then disappears for a moment. When he returns, he’s got a bundle of sticks, some dry despite the storm. He pulls Flint from his belt. Sparks. Smoke. Fire.

I stare at the flames as they flicker to life.

Cael doesn’t speak.

Neither do I.

The quiet stretches, heavy and raw.

Finally, I said, “How did you know I was gone?”

He doesn’t look at me. Just adds another stick to the fire. His movements are steady, deliberate—like if he pauses too long, the truth might spill out. “You didn’t check in. I followed your scent.”

“Protocol says you report to the Alpha first.”

He grunts. “I didn’t feel like waiting.”

There’s more to it. I can feel it. I want there to be more. But I don’t ask again. My pride’s already too bruised.

When the silence returns, it settles like fog between us. I shift, trying to find a position that doesn’t make me want to scream. My leg pulses with every heartbeat. My fingers twitch near the fire, and I catch myself rocking slightly—anything to stay in control.

Cael stands and shrugs off his jacket. Without a word, he drapes it over my shoulders.

The warmth nearly breaks me.

“Thanks,” I mutter, too quiet to sound like gratitude.

He sits beside me, not close, but close enough that I feel his presence like gravity.

“I thought I was going to die out there,” I whisper.

He doesn’t flinch. “You almost did.”

I swallow. “Something was following me.”

“I know.”

My head turns sharply. “You saw it?”

“I didn’t see it. But it wasn’t normal.”

His voice is colder now, harder. It matches the storm. He’s thinking. Calculating. Already preparing.

“There was a scent,” he adds. “Rot and… something else. Like stone and ash. Like magic that never should’ve woken.”

My pulse stutters.

I glance down at my leg. “I should shift. Heal.”

“You’re not ready.”

I hate that he’s right.

Still… I try.

I close my eyes and reach for the shift. My skin burns, bones twitch. For a heartbeat, I almost make it—but the pain crashes back, sharper, hotter. I cry out.

Then his hand is on my shoulder.

Steady. Grounding.

“Stop,” he says, voice low.

I open my eyes.

His are already on me.

The firelight makes them look molten. His thumb brushes just once against my collarbone before he pulls back like he touched fire.

The moment stretches.

Breaks.

I lower my gaze.

“I don’t understand this,” I admit. “You’ve barely looked at me for weeks. Now you’re… carrying me out of the woods like I matter.”

“You do.”

Two words.

Simple. Final.

They land like a punch.

I don’t reply. I can’t. Not with the way my throat tightens. Not with the way my wolf is purring under my skin like she’s been waiting to hear him say that all along.


      ***The storm fades as morning light pushes through the clouds.

We don’t speak again until Cael rises to his feet, brushing ash from his hands.

“We’re heading back,” he says.

My stomach twists. I can’t meet his eyes. “I’m not ready.”

He turns, brow raised. “To walk?”

“To see them.”

He watches me for a beat too long.

“They’ll whisper.”

“Let them.”

His voice is quiet but fierce, like a promise.

I don’t know what to say to that.

He helps me up, careful of my leg. I lean into him more than I mean to.

As we walk, I watch him out of the corner of my eye.

The hard set of his jaw. The storm still lived in his eyes. The bruises on his arms from running through hell to find me.

And something inside me shifts.

I don’t know what’s waiting for me back at the pack.

But I know who’ll be at my side.









