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The Night Everything Breaks

ELIN

The clinic floor is cold. Like, the kind of cold that seeps straight through your jeans and settles into your bones. I've been sitting here for maybe twenty minutes now, back pressed against the wall, knees pulled up to my chest. There's blood. Not a lot, but enough that the nurse gave me those eyes. You know the ones. The "oh honey, I'm so sorry" eyes that make everything feel a thousand times worse.

Another cramp twists through my stomach and I bite down hard on my lip to keep from screaming.

Two AM. Who loses everything they care about at two in the morning?

My phone's screen is cracked. Has been for months. Kade kept saying he'd get me a new one, but that was back when he still pretended to care. I stare at the call log, thumb hovering over his name.

Forty-seven calls.

I called him forty-seven times tonight.

Not one answer.

The first call was at 11:34 PM, right when the cramping started. I remember because I was watching that stupid cooking show he hates, the one with the British guy who yells at everyone. I'd been curled up on our couch—well, his couch technically, since everything in the pack house belongs to the Alpha—and then the pain hit.

Sharp. Like someone was twisting a knife low in my belly.

"Kade?" I'd whispered into the phone on that first call. My voice shook. "Something's wrong. Can you come home?"

Straight to voicemail.

I called again. And again. Left messages that got more desperate each time.

"Kade, please. I'm scared."

"I need you."

"The baby—something's wrong with the baby."

Nothing.

My best friend Iris drove me here. She'd held my hand in her beat-up Honda, running two red lights to get me to the clinic faster. "He's probably just in a meeting," she'd said, but even she didn't sound convinced. "You know how those Alpha things go. They take his phone away or whatever."

I'd wanted to believe her.

"Elin?"

I look up. The nurse—her name tag says Patricia—crouches down in front of me. She's older, maybe fifty, with kind eyes and grey hair pulled back in a bun. She's holding a clipboard against her chest like it's a shield.

My heart drops straight through the floor.

"No," I whisper. "Please don't—"

"I'm so sorry, sweetheart." Patricia reaches out, places her hand on my knee. "There's no heartbeat. The baby... I'm so sorry."

The words don't make sense at first. They just sort of float in the air between us, not landing anywhere. No heartbeat. The baby. Sorry.

"But I felt—" My hand moves to my stomach. "This morning, I felt movement. Just little flutters, but—"

"Sometimes our bodies hold on," Patricia says softly. "Even when... I'm so sorry, honey. I need you to come with me now, okay? We need to do a procedure to—"

"No." I scramble backwards, my spine hitting the wall hard. "No, you're wrong. Check again. Please check again."

"Elin." Iris appears beside Patricia. Her eyes are red and puffy. She's been crying. Why is she crying? "Come on. Let them help you."

"Where's Kade?" My voice sounds strange. High-pitched and sharp. "Did someone call Kade? He needs to be here. He needs—"

"I tried calling the pack house," Iris says quietly. "No one answered."

Of course they didn't. Because Kade's the Alpha, and Alphas are busy. Too busy for their mates, apparently. Too busy for their dying babies.

The procedure takes thirty minutes.

I know because I stare at the clock on the wall the entire time, watching the second hand tick forward. Counting. Focusing on anything except what the doctor's doing. Except the feeling of emptiness growing inside me. Except the fact that I'm losing the only piece of this relationship that still felt real.

"You'll need to rest for a few days," the doctor says as he strips off his gloves. He won't look me in the eye. "No heavy lifting. Watch for signs of infection. If you experience fever or heavy bleeding, come back immediately."

I nod. Or maybe I don't. Everything's fuzzy around the edges.

"Is there someone we can call?" he asks. "Your mate should be here. Do you want us to try contacting Alpha Kade again?"

"No." The word comes out sharp. "I'll tell him myself."

That's a lie. I don't know what I'll tell Kade. I don't even know if he'll care.

Patricia helps me into a wheelchair even though I tell her I can walk. Hospital policy or something. She wheels me toward the exit, Iris walking alongside us. The clinic is mostly empty at this hour. Just a few wolves in the waiting room, probably here for injuries from border patrol. They look up as we pass. I see recognition flash across their faces.

The Alpha's mate.

The wolfless girl who somehow got chosen.

The omega everyone whispers about.

I used to care what they thought. Now I'm too tired.

We're passing the nurses' station when I hear it.

"—can't believe he brought her here instead." A female voice, hushed but not quiet enough. "I mean, a migraine? Really?"

"Patricia said she saw them in exam room three." Another voice, younger. "Alpha Kade had his arms around that Beta—what's her name? Serena?"

My wheelchair stops moving.

Patricia's hands tighten on the handles. "Girls, that's enough."

But it's not enough. It's not nearly enough, because now I need to hear the rest.

"He stayed with her the whole time," the first nurse continues. "Must have been here for at least an hour. Meanwhile his actual mate was—"

"I said that's enough!" Patricia snaps.

Silence crashes down over the station.

I can't breathe. The air in my lungs has turned solid, pressing down on my chest like concrete.

An hour.

He was here for an hour.

With her.

While I called him forty-seven times.

While I bled on a clinic floor.

While our baby died.

"Elin, honey—" Patricia starts.

"I want to walk." My voice doesn't sound like mine. It's flat. Empty. "Let me walk."

She hesitates, then releases the wheelchair handles. I stand up. My legs shake but they hold. Good. That's good. I need them to hold just a little bit longer.

Iris grabs my arm. "Elin, wait. You shouldn't—"

"I'm fine." I pull away gently. "I just need some air."

The clinic doors slide open with a soft whoosh. The night air hits me like a slap. It's raining. Not a light drizzle either—heavy drops that soak through my thin t-shirt in seconds.

I stand under the awning, staring out at the parking lot. Iris's car is parked under a streetlight, the Honda looking sad and small. Beyond it, past the rows of empty spaces, I can see the pack hospital.

It's bigger than the clinic. Newer. Alphas and Betas get treated there. Omegas like me—wolfless mistakes like me—we get the clinic.

But Serena's a Beta. She gets the hospital.

My eyes catch on a truck in the hospital parking lot.

Black. Lifted. Custom rims.

Kade's truck.

The same truck he drove me home in after our mating ceremony three years ago. The same truck that's supposed to mean safety and home and protection. It's sitting there like it has every right to exist, like the whole world hasn't just ended.

I start walking.

"Elin!" Iris calls behind me. "Elin, stop!"

But I can't stop. My feet carry me forward, through the rain, across the parking lot. Water runs down my face and I can't tell if it's rain or tears or both. The cramping has faded to a dull ache now. Or maybe I've just gone numb. Maybe my body's finally caught up with my heart and realized there's no point in feeling anything anymore.

The pack hospital looms ahead of me. It's mostly dark except for a few lit windows on the second floor. My eyes find one window in particular. Corner room. That's where they take the important patients. The ones who matter.

I can see shapes moving behind the glass.

Two people.

And as I get closer, close enough that I'm standing in the hospital parking lot like some kind of pathetic stalker, the shapes become clear.

Kade's tall frame. Even from here, even through rain and darkness and glass, I'd recognize him anywhere. His dark hair. His broad shoulders. The way he stands with his weight shifted to his right leg, a habit from an old training injury.

And Serena.

Beautiful Serena with her perfect blonde hair and her perfect Beta status and her perfect place in Kade's life. The girl he loved before he ever met me. The one everyone says he should have chosen instead.

She's leaning against him.

His arms are around her.

Something inside me—something I didn't even know was still intact—shatters completely.

There's a sound. Low and mournful, like an animal in pain. It takes me a second to realize it's coming from me. From deep in my chest where my wolf should be. Where my wolf used to be, before the accident. Before Serena's claws "accidentally" tore through my connection during training two years ago.

But wait.

That sound. It's not coming from my memory. It's happening now. Right now. A howl building in my chest, pushing up through my throat. My wolf. She's there. She's actually there after all this time, and she's crying.

We're crying.

For the baby we lost.

For the mate who abandoned us.

For everything we thought we'd have and never will.

The howl dies before it can break free. My wolf retreats back into whatever dark corner she's been hiding in. The silence that follows is worse than the sound.

I stand there in the rain, staring up at that window, at my mate holding another woman.

My phone buzzes in my pocket.

For one stupid, hopeful second, I think it's Kade. Finally calling back. Finally caring.

But it's just a text from Iris: Please come back. You're scaring me.

I should go back. Let her drive me home. Crawl into bed and pretend tonight never happened. That's what the old Elin would do. The Elin who spent three years making herself smaller and quieter and less trouble. The Elin who convinced herself that being chosen by an Alpha meant something.

That Elin died tonight.

I look up at the window one more time. Kade's head is bent toward Serena now. He's talking to her. Maybe comforting her. Maybe telling her all the sweet things he used to tell me back when we first mated. Back when I still believed in fairy tales and happy endings and true love.

My hand moves to my stomach.

Flat. Empty.

Everything's empty now.

"I'm done," I whisper to the rain. To the night. To the mate bond that's supposed to tie us together but feels more like a noose around my neck. "I'm so done."

I turn away from the hospital.

Away from Kade.

Away from everything this place represents.

And I start walking.

I don't know where I'm going. Don't care. My feet carry me forward, one step after another, through puddles and mud and rain that won't stop falling. Behind me, I can hear Iris calling my name. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbles.

The Crescent Moon Pack territory stretches for miles. Roads that wind through forests. Houses clustered around the pack center. The Alpha's mansion sitting on the hill like a crown, looking down on all of us.

I've never left.

Not in three years.

Pack law says an Alpha's mate can't leave without permission.

But pack law also says an Alpha's supposed to protect his mate.

Guess we're both breaking rules tonight.

My phone buzzes again. And again. Iris, probably. Maybe even other pack members who've heard by now. News travels fast in a small pack. By morning, everyone will know.

The Alpha's mate lost her baby.

The Alpha wasn't there.

The wolfless omega failed again.

Let them talk. I'm tired of caring what anyone thinks.

The rain starts to let up as I reach the edge of pack territory. There's a border marker here—a carved stone with the Crescent Moon symbol. Beyond it lies neutral ground. Then other pack territories. Dangerous places for a lone wolf.

Especially a wolfless one.

I stop walking.

Behind me is everything I've known for three years. The pack that never accepted me. The mate who never loved me. The life I tried so hard to make work.

Ahead is nothing.

Maybe nothing is better.

My hand hovers over the border marker. If I cross this line, there's no going back. Kade might send trackers. He might not. Part of me wants to find out which one hurts less—being dragged back or being forgotten.

A car pulls up behind me. Iris's Honda, headlights cutting through the darkness.

"Elin!" She jumps out, runs toward me. "What are you doing? You can't be out here. You need rest, you need—"

"I need him to care!" The words explode out of me. "Just once! I needed him to pick up the phone. I needed him to be there. I needed—" My voice breaks. "I needed our baby to live."

Iris wraps her arms around me and I collapse into her. We sink down right there on the wet ground, at the border between everything and nothing. She holds me while I sob. Deep, ugly, broken sounds that I've been holding back for hours. For years, maybe.

"I know," she whispers. "I know, honey. I know."

But she doesn't know. Nobody knows what it's like to be this alone. To be mated to someone who looks through you like you're glass. To lose the one thing that made the loneliness bearable.

We sit there until the rain stops completely. Until the sky starts to lighten with the first hints of dawn. Until my tears run dry and all that's left is emptiness.

"Come on," Iris finally says. "Let me take you home."

Home.

The word tastes like ash in my mouth.

But I let her help me up. Let her guide me to the car. Because I'm too tired to fight anymore. Too broken to make decisions. Too numb to care where I end up.

As we drive back through pack territory, past the clinic, past the hospital, past all the places that used to mean something, I see his truck is gone.

Kade left.

Of course he did.

Why would tonight be any different?
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Three Years of Silence

ELIN

Iris's Honda smells like vanilla air freshener and stale coffee. The heater's blasting but I'm still shaking. Can't seem to stop. She keeps glancing over at me while she drives, her hands tight on the steering wheel.

"You want me to stay?" she asks as we pull up to the pack house. "I can sleep on your couch. Or we can go to my place. You shouldn't be alone right now."

"I'm fine." The words come out automatic. I've said them so many times they don't mean anything anymore.

"Elin—"

"Really. I just want to sleep." Another lie. Sleep feels impossible. But I need her to leave. Need to be alone so I can fall apart without an audience.

She doesn't believe me. I can see it in her face. But she lets me go anyway, watches as I climb out of the car and walk toward the house. The big Alpha house with its stone walls and wide porch. The house that's supposed to be mine but has never felt like home.

The front door's unlocked.

It always is. Pack members come and go at all hours for meetings and training sessions and whatever else Alphas do. I used to try keeping it locked, back when I first moved in. Kade said I was being paranoid. Said pack was family and family doesn't lock doors.

Family doesn't abandon you at clinics either, but here we are.

I step inside. The entryway's dark except for a small lamp Kade leaves on. My shoes squeak against the hardwood floor. Everything's too quiet. Too still.

Three years.

Three years I've lived in this house.



THREE YEARS AGO

The mating ceremony happens on a Saturday.

I remember because I'd spent the whole week leading up to it thinking this has to be a mistake. Alphas don't choose wolfless omegas. They just don't. But Kade did. Walked right up to me during the pack gathering, got down on one knee in front of everyone, and said those words that changed everything.

"Elin James. I choose you as my mate."

The pack went silent. Like actually silent. You could have heard a pin drop.

I'd stared at him, at his handsome face and his green eyes and the confident way he held himself, and thought why me?

Should have trusted that instinct.

The ceremony itself is a blur. I wear a white dress that Iris helped me pick out. Simple. Nothing fancy because omegas don't get fancy. The pack elder performs the ritual, binds our hands together with a silver cord, speaks words about eternal bonds and unbreakable connections.

Kade stands across from me.

He's wearing a black suit. His dark hair is slicked back. He looks perfect. Like he walked out of some magazine about powerful men.

But he doesn't smile.

Not once.

I tell myself he's just nervous. That Alphas have to be serious during ceremonies. That it doesn't mean anything.

His eyes keep moving though.

Past me.

Over my shoulder.

I want to turn around. Want to see what's more interesting than his own mating ceremony. But the elder is talking and everyone's watching and I'm supposed to be present for this moment.

The biggest moment of my life.

When we're finally bound, when the ritual is complete and we're officially mates, Kade kisses me.

It's quick. Barely there. Like he's checking off a box on a list.

Kiss mate. Done.

The pack cheers anyway.

I catch a glimpse of blonde hair in the crowd as we turn to face everyone. Serena. She's standing near the back, arms crossed, face blank.

She's beautiful.

Of course she is.

And the way Kade looked at her just now—

No. I'm being paranoid. He chose me. Not her. Me.

PRESENT

I flip on the lights in the living room.

Wedding photos cover the wall. Kade insisted on displaying them. "Pack tradition," he'd said. "The Alpha's mate should be visible."

I walk closer, study the images I've passed a thousand times without really seeing.

There. In the third photo. The one where we're supposed to be looking at each other. His eyes are angled slightly off-camera. And if you follow his gaze...

Serena's in the background.

Always in the background.

My stomach twists. The cramping hasn't completely stopped yet. Little reminders of what I lost tonight.

I move toward the stairs.

The bedroom's on the second floor. Master suite, they call it. Like that makes it special. Like fancy words can cover up what it really is—a space where two people who don't love each other pretend to be happy.

TWO YEARS AGO

Our first anniversary falls on a Tuesday.

I spend all day cooking. Kade's favorite foods. Steak, medium rare. Roasted potatoes with rosemary. That chocolate cake his mom used to make before she passed.

I set the table with candles. Put on a dress that actually fits my curves. Do my makeup carefully, the way Iris taught me.

Six o'clock. He's supposed to be home.

Six-thirty. Still nothing.

Seven.

Seven-thirty.

I text him. Dinner's ready. You coming home?

No response.

At eight, I blow out the candles. The steak's gone cold. The potatoes are hard.

At eight-thirty, my phone buzzes.

Emergency meeting. Don't wait up.

That's it. No apology. No acknowledgment that today is supposed to matter.

I eat alone. The food tastes like cardboard.

At midnight, I'm lying in bed when I hear his truck pull up. Hear him come inside. Hear his footsteps on the stairs.

He opens the bedroom door quietly, like he's trying not to wake me.

"I'm up," I say into the darkness.

"Oh." He sounds surprised. Maybe disappointed. "Sorry. Meeting ran late."

"It's our anniversary."

Silence. Long enough that I wonder if he heard me.

"I know," he finally says. "I'm sorry. There was pack business."

"What kind of business?"

"Border patrol issues. Rogue sightings." He's already pulling off his shirt. Getting ready for bed like this conversation is over. "We can celebrate this weekend."

We don't celebrate that weekend.

Or any weekend after.

Later, I find out through pack gossip that there was no emergency meeting. Kade spent the evening at the training center.

With Serena.

Helping her prepare for her Beta trials.

PRESENT

The bedroom door swings open and I step inside.

It's neat. I cleaned this morning before everything went wrong. Before I knew how this day would end. The bed's made with the grey comforter Kade picked out. His clothes are hung in the closet, organized by color. Everything has its place.

Everything except me.

I stand in the middle of the room and try to figure out what to do next.

Sleep. I should sleep. My body's exhausted. But my mind won't stop spinning.

Forty-seven calls.

He ignored forty-seven calls.

My hands curl into fists.

I move to his dresser first. Yank open the top drawer. Socks and underwear, all folded perfectly. I grab a handful and throw them on the floor.

It feels good.

The second drawer. Shirts. I pull them out in armfuls, toss them everywhere.

Better.

Third drawer. Pants.

By the time I'm done with the dresser, clothes are scattered across the room like a fabric explosion.

But it's not enough.

I turn to the nightstand. His nightstand. Knock everything off in one sweep. Lamp. Phone charger. That stupid leadership book he never reads. They crash to the floor and something breaks—the lamp, maybe—but I don't care.

The closet's next.

I rip his dress shirts off their hangers. Kick at his shoes. Find the box where he keeps his cufflinks and watches—gifts from his father, precious family heirlooms—and dump it upside down.

My breathing's coming hard now. Fast. Like I can't get enough air.

This is his space. His house. His pack. His rules.

What do I have?

Nothing.

I had a baby for five minutes and now I don't even have that.

I'm moving toward the bed when my foot hits something.

Small. Silky.

I look down.

It's a bra.

Black lace. Expensive-looking.

Not mine.

I don't own anything like this. My bras are basic. Cotton. Practical. The kind that go on sale at discount stores.

This is designer.

I bend down. Pick it up with two fingers like it might bite me.

There's a little tag still attached. Size 34C.

I'm a 36B.

The room tilts sideways.

Or maybe I do.

I stand there holding this piece of fabric—proof, actual proof of what I've suspected for years—and something inside me just... breaks.



EIGHTEEN MONTHS AGO

"You need to train," Kade tells me one morning at breakfast. "Every pack member trains. Even omegas."

"But I don't have a wolf anymore." The words still hurt to say out loud. "What's the point?"

"Self-defense. Basic combat. You're an Alpha's mate. You should be able to protect yourself."

He's not wrong. But the idea of being on the training field, of everyone watching me fail at something that should come naturally, makes me want to hide.

"I'll have Serena work with you," he continues, not looking up from his coffee. "She's good at hand-to-hand."

"Serena?" My voice comes out higher than intended. "Can't someone else—"

"She volunteered."

Of course she did.

Training starts the next Monday.

Serena's patient at first. Shows me basic stances. How to block. How to dodge. She's stronger than me—Beta blood makes a difference—but she goes easy.

For the first two weeks, anyway.

Then something changes.

We're sparring. Just light contact, nothing serious. I actually manage to land a hit—barely, just a tap to her shoulder—and her eyes flash.

Gold.

Her wolf's there, right at the surface.

"Serena?" I step back, hands up. "Maybe we should take a break."

"You're doing fine." Her voice sounds different. Deeper. "Come on. Again."

She lunges.

I try to dodge but she's too fast. Her hand catches my shirt, yanks me forward. I see her other hand coming up, fingers already shifting. Claws extending.

"Wait—"

Too late.

Pain explodes across my chest. Sharp. Burning. Like she's trying to tear straight through to my heart.

But it's not my heart she's reaching for.

It's deeper than that.

The place where my wolf used to live.

I scream.

Can't help it.

The pain is everywhere, inside and outside, like she's ripping me apart from the inside out.

When she finally pulls away, I collapse.

Can't breathe.

Can't think.

There's blood on her claws.

"Oh my god!" Serena's voice is back to normal now. Sweet. Concerned. "Elin! I'm so sorry! I don't know what happened. My wolf just—it was an accident. I swear!"

Other pack members run over.

Someone calls for Kade.

I'm curled on the ground, clutching my chest. The physical wounds aren't deep. They'll heal.

But something else is gone.

That tiny thread of connection to my wolf. The one I'd been holding onto. The hope that maybe, someday, she'd come back fully.

Serena severed it.

And she's standing over me, tears running down her pretty face, playing the role of horrified friend who made a terrible mistake.

Kade arrives.

Helps me up.

"It was an accident," Serena tells him, and her voice breaks perfectly. "I lost control for a second. I feel awful."

"These things happen in training," Kade says.

Not to me, I want to scream. I'm the one who got hurt.

But I see the way he's looking at her. Soft. Understanding.

The way he's never looked at me.

"She needs rest," he tells everyone. Then, to me: "Go home. I'll check on you later."

He doesn't check on me later.

He stays at the training center.

With Serena.

Making sure she's not too upset about what she did.

PRESENT

My hands are shaking.

The bra falls from my fingers.

I'm staring at my hands and they're... glowing?

No. That's not right. The room's just dark. My eyes are playing tricks.

But the silver light gets brighter.

It's coming from my palms. From my fingertips. Spreading up my wrists like someone's pouring moonlight under my skin.

What the hell?

I wave my hands but the glow doesn't stop. If anything, it gets stronger.

The anger is still there. Building. Growing. Like a living thing inside my chest.

Three years of this.

Three years of being second choice.

Three years of pretending I didn't notice how he looked at her.

Three years of making excuses and accepting apologies and believing that maybe, maybe if I was good enough, quiet enough, perfect enough, he'd finally see me.

And all I got was loss.

My baby.

My wolf.

My dignity.

Everything.

The silver light pulses.

I grab the first thing I can reach—a picture frame from the wall. Our wedding photo. I throw it across the room.

It shatters.

Good.

I grab another. And another. Glass breaking everywhere. Photos of us that were always lies.

The bed's next. I tear the grey comforter off. Rip at the sheets. His pillow goes flying.

My hands are burning now. Not painful. Just... hot. Electric.

I don't care.

The nightstand. The other nightstand. Everything goes.

I'm destroying his perfect space and it feels amazing.

He wasn't there.

He wasn't THERE.

Our baby died and he was with HER.

I pick up the black bra again. Stare at it.

Then I tear it in half.

The fabric rips easily. Too easily. Like it's made of paper instead of lace.

My hands are definitely glowing now. Bright enough to light up the whole room in silver.

But I'm not looking at my hands.

I'm looking at the destruction around me. At three years of silence finally making noise.

"Elin, what the hell are you doing?"

I freeze.

Kade's standing in the doorway.

His hair's wet from the rain. His shirt's clinging to his chest. He looks shocked. Maybe angry. I can't tell and I don't care.

The silver light flares brighter.

"Get out," I say.

My voice doesn't sound like mine.

It sounds like power.
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The Rejection

ELIN

"Get out."

The words hang in the air between us. My hands are still glowing—silver light pulsing from my palms like a heartbeat. I can see Kade's face in the strange illumination. His eyes are wide. Confused.

"Elin, what—" He steps into the room, glass crunching under his boots. "What happened here? What's wrong with your hands?"

"Don't." I hold up one glowing palm. "Don't come closer."

He stops. Studies the destroyed bedroom. The clothes everywhere. The broken picture frames. His gaze lands on the torn bra at my feet.

Something flickers across his face. Guilt, maybe. Or just annoyance that I found it.

"Let me explain," he starts.

"Explain?" The laugh that comes out of me sounds wrong. Sharp. "You want to explain why another woman's bra is under our bed?"

"It's not what you think."

"Then what is it?" The silver light flares brighter. Hot. I feel it spreading up my arms now. "Tell me, Kade. What am I supposed to think?"

He runs a hand through his wet hair. Water drips onto the floor. "Serena was here last week. For pack business. She changed clothes before training and must have—"

"Stop." My voice cracks. "Just stop lying to me."

"I'm not—"

"I called you forty-seven times tonight!" The scream tears out of my throat. "FORTY-SEVEN TIMES!"

Kade flinches.

"I was bleeding on a clinic floor and you ignored every single call!" My chest is heaving. The silver glow pulses in rhythm with my racing heart. "Our baby died, Kade. Our baby. And you were too busy with HER to even pick up the phone."

His face goes pale. "What?"

"You heard me."

"The baby—" He takes a step forward. "Elin, I didn't know. I swear I didn't—"

"You were at the hospital!" I'm shaking now. Can't stop. "You were there the whole time! Just one building over. The nurses saw you. They talked about it. About how Alpha Kade rushed in with Beta Serena. How you stayed with her for over an hour. For a MIGRAINE."

"There was pack business—"

"There's always pack business!" My hands ball into fists. The light burns brighter. "There's always something more important than me. Someone else you'd rather be with. Three years, Kade. Three years I've been trying. Trying to be good enough. Quiet enough. Perfect enough. And it's never been enough because you never wanted me in the first place!"

"That's not true."

"Then why did you choose me?" The question I've been afraid to ask for three years finally breaks free. "If you loved Serena, why did you make me your mate?"

Silence.

He just stands there, dripping rainwater onto the destroyed bedroom floor, and says nothing.

And that nothing tells me everything.

"You don't have an answer." My voice drops low. Dangerous. "Because there isn't a good one. You chose me because... what? She said no? You needed an heir and I was convenient? Tell me!"

"Elin—"

"TELL ME!"

The windows rattle.

Kade's eyes widen as he looks past me. The glass is shaking in the frames. Like an earthquake. But the floor's solid under my feet.

It's me.

I'm doing this.

"I don't know what's happening to you right now," Kade says slowly, "but you need to calm down."

Calm down.

Those words. The same words I've heard a thousand times. Every time I got upset. Every time I questioned anything. Every time I tried to have feelings that weren't convenient for him.

Calm down, Elin.

Don't make a scene, Elin.

You're being emotional, Elin.

"No," I say. "I'm done being calm. Done being quiet. Done being whatever you need me to be so you don't have to feel guilty about treating me like I'm nothing."

Something inside my chest pulls tight. The mate bond. I can feel it there, wrapped around my heart like a chain. For three years I thought it meant connection. Love. Forever.

Now I know it's just a leash.

"I'm rejecting you." The words come out clear. Strong. "I, Elin James—"

"Don't." Kade moves fast, crossing the space between us. "Don't do this. Whatever you're feeling right now, we can work through it. The baby—god, Elin, I'm so sorry about the baby. But we can try again. We can—"

"The wolfless omega," I continue, pulling away from his reaching hands. The silver light spreads to my shoulders. My neck. "Reject you, Alpha Kade Thorne—"

"Stop!" His voice carries Alpha command now. The kind that makes pack members freeze mid-motion. Submit automatically.

It doesn't touch me.

The command hits the silver glow and just... dissolves.

Kade stares. "How are you—"

"As my mate." My voice is getting louder. Stronger. Power flowing through every word. "And I denounce you as my Alpha!"

"Elin, please—"

"You are free to be with her!"

The bond snaps.

Or tries to.

Instead of breaking clean, it feels like someone's taking a saw to my chest. Cutting through bone and muscle and everything that holds me together. I scream. Can't help it. The pain is worse than the miscarriage. Worse than anything.

Kade drops to his knees.

He's clutching his chest, face twisted in agony.

Good.

Let him feel it.

Let him hurt the way I've hurt.

The silver light explodes outward.

Every window in the room shatters at once. Glass raining down like sharp snow. The sound is deafening. Somewhere downstairs, something else breaks. Pictures falling off walls, maybe. Or mirrors.

I'm standing in the center of it all, glowing so bright it's hard to look at.

My eyes—I can feel them changing. Burning. When I catch my reflection in what's left of the mirror, they're pure silver. No white. No pupil. Just liquid moonlight.

"What are you?" Kade gasps from the floor.

I don't have an answer.

Footsteps thunder up the stairs. Voices shouting. Pack members, drawn by the noise.

"Alpha!" Someone bursts through the door. Marcus, Kade's Beta. He takes in the scene—the destroyed room, the glowing woman, his Alpha on his knees—and his face hardens. "What's going on?"

"She's rejecting the bond," Kade grits out. "Stop her."

Marcus moves toward me.

I hold up one hand. "Don't."

He freezes. Not from command. From fear.

Smart wolf.

More pack members crowd the doorway now. Iris is there, her face pale. A few warriors. Some of the older wolves who live in the pack house.

They're all staring at me like I'm a stranger.

Maybe I am.

"Elin?" Iris's voice shakes. "What's happening to you?"

Before I can answer, someone else pushes through the crowd.

Serena.

Of course.

She's wearing yoga pants and a tank top. Her blonde hair is pulled up in a messy bun. She looks like she just came from home. From bed, maybe.

From Kade's bed.

"Oh my god!" She rushes forward, drops down beside Kade. Her hands flutter over him without touching. "What did she do to you?"

"Serena, don't—" Kade starts.

But she's already turned to face the crowd. Tears streaming down her perfect face.

"Elin's always been unstable," she tells everyone, voice breaking at all the right moments. "Ever since she lost her wolf. I tried to help her. Tried to be her friend. But she's been spiraling for months. Tonight she just... snapped."

"That's not true," Iris says. "Elin wouldn't—"

"Look around!" Serena gestures at the destruction. "Look at what she's done! She attacked Alpha Kade. She's dangerous!"

The pack members murmur. I can see doubt creeping into their faces. They've never trusted me. Never accepted the wolfless omega who somehow became their Alpha's mate.

This just confirms what they've always thought.

I'm wrong. I don't belong. I'm dangerous.

"She lost a baby tonight," Iris shouts. "Her mate wasn't there. Of course she's upset!"

More murmuring.

Kade's still on the floor. Still clutching his chest. The bond is fighting the rejection. I can feel it trying to knit itself back together. But I'm holding firm. Keeping it severed with sheer will.

And it HURTS.

Like burning and freezing at the same time. Like my chest is being crushed and stretched and torn apart.

But I don't let go.

"Alpha Kade." Marcus kneels beside him. "Do you accept the rejection?"

Silence falls over the room.

This is it.

The moment where Kade could stop this. Could refuse the rejection. Could fight for the bond. For me. For three years of marriage.

He looks up at me.

Our eyes meet.

Silver to green.

I see the panic there. The confusion. The pain from the bond's resistance.

But I also see something else.

Relief.

It's quick. Barely there. But I catch it.

He's relieved this is ending.

"I..." His voice is rough. "I accept your rejection—"

The bond trembles. Not breaking. Not holding. Just... suspended.

"—Elin of no pack."

The words hit me like a physical blow.

Elin of no pack.

Not Elin of Crescent Moon.

Not Elin Thorne.

Just Elin.

Alone.

The bond doesn't snap clean like it should. Instead it hangs between us, frayed and sparking. Like a live wire that's been cut but still carries electricity. Every spark sends pain shooting through my chest. Through my entire body.

I see Kade flinch with each pulse. Feel his pain through the broken connection.

We're stuck like this. Tied together by a bond that's both broken and not broken. Rejected but not released.

"Why isn't it breaking?" Marcus asks, helping Kade to his feet.

"I don't know." Kade's staring at me. "The rejection should be complete. Unless—"

"Unless what?" Serena demands.

But Kade doesn't answer. He's looking at my glowing hands. My silver eyes.

Understanding dawns on his face.

"You're not wolfless," he whispers.

The pack goes silent.

"You never were. Your wolf is just... different."

The silver light pulses again. Brighter. Hotter.

He's right. I can feel her now. My wolf. She's been there all along, buried deep. Waiting. Growing. Building strength.

And now she's awake.

KADE

My wolf is losing his mind.

That's the only way to describe what's happening inside my head. He's not just howling or whining or any of the normal reactions. He's SCREAMING. Clawing at my insides. Trying to force a shift.

MATE! he roars. STOP HER! FIX THIS!

But I can't move.

Can't speak.

The bond is tearing itself apart and taking me with it. Every pulse of pain sends another wave through my body. My wolf feels it worse than I do. To him, this is death. The end of everything.

You did this, I tell him. We did this.

Because he's right to panic. I see it now, too late, what we're losing.

Elin's standing in front of me, glowing like the moon itself. Her eyes are pure silver. Her power is radiating out in waves that make every wolf in the room want to bow. To submit.
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