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elara pov

The air smells like smoke and pine and something wild I can’t name.

I stand at the edge of the gathering, my fingers twisting in the worn fabric of my dress. Around me, wolves from every corner of the Western Territories fill the sacred grounds. Their voices blend into a low hum that vibrates through my chest. The Moonfire Convergence only happens once a year, when the blood moon hangs fat and red in the sky like a promise.

Or a threat.

I shouldn’t be here. Everyone knows it. I can feel their stares like needles pricking my skin, hear the whispers that follow me like smoke.

Cursed bloodline.

Half-breed.

Abomination.

My mother was a witch. My father was a wolf. I’m the thing that happens when two worlds collide in the worst possible way. Most packs would have killed me at birth. Mine just pretended I didn’t exist.

“You should leave before the ceremony starts.” Mireya’s voice comes from beside me, low and urgent. She’s the only friend I have in this whole place, maybe the only friend I’ve ever had. “If the Alphas see you—”

“I know.” I cut her off, but I don’t move. Can’t move. Something keeps my feet planted on this cold ground, something deeper than stubbornness. “I just… I need to see it. Just once.”

The mate bond ceremony. When wolves feel the pull of their destined partners under the blood moon’s light. I’ve heard stories my whole life. How the bond snaps into place like lightning striking. How you suddenly know, with every fiber of your being, that you’ve found the other half of your soul.

Not that it matters for someone like me. Cursed wolves don’t get mates. Everyone knows that too.

“Elara.” Mireya grabs my arm, her nails biting through the thin sleeve. “Please. Last year, they almost—”

“I remember.” The memory tastes like blood in my mouth. Three wolves had cornered me after the ceremony, drunk on moonwine and rage. They’d wanted to teach me a lesson about knowing my place. I still have the scars on my ribs where one of them kicked me. “I’ll stay in the shadows. They won’t even know I’m here.”

She opens her mouth to argue, but then the drums start.

The sound rolls across the clearing like thunder, deep and primal. It makes my bones ache. Makes something inside me want to howl even though I’ve never been able to shift properly. My wolf is as broken as the rest of me—half-formed, unstable, more pain than power.

The crowd surges forward, pressing toward the Moonfire Altar at the center of the grounds. I let them carry me along, keeping my head down, making myself small. It’s a skill I’ve perfected over twenty-three years.

The altar stands on a raised stone platform, ancient runes carved into every surface. Blue flames dance in copper bowls arranged in a circle. They say the fire was lit by the first Moonweaver, the witch who created our kind. They say it’s never gone out, not in a thousand years.

The Alphas enter from the north.

My breath catches.

There are maybe twenty of them, the leaders of the most powerful packs in the territories. They move with liquid grace, every step controlled and dangerous. Power radiates off them like heat. Even from here, I can feel it pressing against my skin, making my broken wolf whimper inside me.

“That’s Thane Wilder,” Mireya whispers, pointing to a massive man with silver streaking his dark hair. “Alpha of the Wilder clan. They say he’s killed more rogues than any other Alpha in history.”

I nod, but I’m not looking at Thane.

My eyes have found someone else.

He stands at the front of the group, taller than the others, his body all lean muscle and contained violence. Dark hair falls across his forehead, and even from this distance, I can see the sharp line of his jaw, the way he holds himself like a king surveying his kingdom.

Kael Nightridge. Future High Alpha of the Western Territories. The most powerful unmated wolf in five generations.

“He’s beautiful,” I breathe before I can stop myself.

Mireya snorts. “He’s dangerous. My cousin worked in the Nightridge pack house for a year. She said he once killed three challengers in a single night. Didn’t even break a sweat.”

“That’s just pack politics.” But my voice sounds weak even to my own ears.

The drums stop.

Silence falls over the clearing like a held breath. The blood moon hangs directly overhead now, so close it feels like I could reach up and touch it. Red light spills across everything, turning the world the color of wine and war.

The eldest Alpha steps forward. I don’t know his name, but he must be ancient. His face is mapped with scars, his eyes milky with age.

“Children of the moon.” His voice carries despite its roughness. “We gather under the blood moon as our ancestors did, as our children will. Tonight, the bonds that shape our destiny make themselves known.”

My heart hammers against my ribs.

“Those who feel the pull, step forward. Let the moon witness your claim.”

For a long moment, nothing happens. Then a young wolf pushes through the crowd, his eyes locked on a woman near the front. She turns, and even from here I can see the shock on her face, the joy. They meet in the center, and when they touch, light flares between them—actual visible light, gold and shimmering.

The crowd roars approval.

More pairs find each other. A warrior claiming a healer. Two wolves from rival packs who will now have to navigate the politics of their union. Each time the light flares, each time the bond snaps into place, I feel something twist inside my chest.

Longing. That’s what this is. Bone-deep longing for something I’ll never have.

I should go. I’ve seen enough. I’m turning away when it happens.

The pain hits me like a fist to the sternum.

I gasp, doubling over, my hand flying to my chest. It feels like something is tearing open inside me, like invisible threads are wrapping around my heart and pulling tight. The world tilts. Spins. The red light of the blood moon seems to pour directly into my veins, hot and electric and absolutely terrifying.

“Elara?” Mireya’s hands grab my shoulders. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?”

I can’t answer. Can’t breathe. The threads pull tighter, and suddenly I’m being yanked forward, my feet stumbling over roots and stones. My body knows where it needs to go before my mind catches up.

No. No, this isn’t possible. This doesn’t happen to wolves like me.

But I can’t stop moving. The crowd parts without me asking, wolves stepping aside with confused expressions. I hear murmurs rising, feel the weight of hundreds of eyes, but all of that fades into background noise.

Because there’s only one thing I can focus on now.

Kael Nightridge stands at the altar, his body rigid, his hand pressed to his own chest. His face has gone pale. Those golden eyes—they’re scanning the crowd with something close to panic.

The threads pull me up the steps. My legs shake. My whole body shakes. I stop three feet away from him, and the pain in my chest transforms into something else. Something that makes my skin flush hot, that makes my wolf surge forward for the first time in my life with actual strength.

The bond. The mate bond. It’s real, and it’s here, and it’s connecting me to him.

Kael’s eyes lock onto mine.

For one perfect, infinite moment, the whole world narrows to just the two of us. I see his pupils dilate. See his jaw clench. His scent hits me—cedar and smoke and cold mountain air—and it makes my mouth water, makes heat pool low in my belly.

“You.” The word comes out of him like gravel. Like pain.

I try to speak, but my throat has closed up. I can only nod.

His hand lifts, reaches toward me, and I lean forward without thinking. Every cell in my body screams at me to close the distance, to touch him, to complete this circuit that’s burning between us.

Then his expression changes.

It’s subtle. A flicker of something in his eyes. A tightening around his mouth. His hand freezes mid-air, then slowly drops back to his side.

“No.” His voice is flat now. Cold. “This isn’t possible.”

The words hit me like a slap. “What?”

“You’re the cursed one.” He’s not asking. He’s stating a fact, and the way he says it makes my stomach turn to ice. “The half-breed from the Ashwyn pack.”

Murmurs explode around us. I hear my name passed from mouth to mouth, hear the disgust and shock in every syllable. But I keep my eyes on Kael, willing him to see me. Really see me.

“The bond—” I start.

“Is a mistake.” He cuts me off, and his voice could shatter glass. “The moon makes errors. This is one of them.”

“You feel it too.” I hate how desperate I sound, but I can’t stop the words. “I know you do. I can see it.”

His jaw works. For just a second, I see something crack in his expression—pain, maybe, or regret. But then his face goes smooth again, blank as stone.

“What I feel doesn’t matter.” He turns to face the crowd, his back now to me. “I am the future High Alpha. I have responsibilities to my pack, to all our packs. I cannot afford—” He stops, his shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath. “I will not accept a mate who would weaken everything I’ve built.”

The threads around my heart pull so tight I think they might snap me in half.

“Kael, please.” I reach for him, my fingers brushing the back of his arm.

He jerks away like I’ve burned him.

“Don’t touch me.” The command in his voice makes my wolf cringe. Makes me step back instinctively. “I won’t say this again. I cannot be mated to you. I won’t.”

Thane Wilder steps forward, his expression unreadable. “Nightridge, the bond has formed. You can’t just—”

“Watch me.” Kael turns back to face me, and his eyes are chips of amber ice. “I, Kael Nightridge, future High Alpha of the Nightridge Pack, hereby reject you—” He pauses, and I realize with horror that he doesn’t even know my name. “—as my mate.”

“Elara.” The word tears out of me. “My name is Elara Ashwyn.”

Something flashes across his face, too quick to read. Then it’s gone.

“I, Kael Nightridge, reject you, Elara Ashwyn, as my mate and future Luna. I sever this bond. I deny this claim. By my blood and my right as Alpha, I cast you out.”

The pain that follows isn’t like the pain of the bond forming. That was sharp and bright and almost beautiful.

This is agony.

It feels like someone is taking a knife to my chest and carving out my heart one piece at a time. The threads don’t just release—they rip free, tearing through flesh and bone and something deeper than either. I hear myself scream, but it sounds distant, like it’s coming from underwater.

My knees hit stone. Blood drips from my nose, hot and copper-tasting. The world tilts sideways.

Through the haze of pain, I see Kael’s face. He’s sweating now, his hand pressed white-knuckled against his chest. The rejection is hurting him too—it has to be, that’s how this works. But he doesn’t make a sound. Doesn’t move to help me.

He just stands there and watches me break.

“Get her out of here.” His voice sounds rough, almost raw, but his face stays blank. “Someone take her away.”

Hands grab me. I don’t know who. Don’t care. They’re dragging me backward, down the steps, through the crowd that parts with a mixture of pity and disgust.

I try to look back, try to catch one more glimpse of him, but my vision is going dark at the edges. The last thing I see before everything goes black is Kael turning away, walking back to stand with the other Alphas like nothing happened.

Like he didn’t just destroy me in front of everyone.




I wake up in the forest.

My whole body hurts. Not just my chest anymore—everywhere. My bones feel like they’re grinding against each other. My skin is too tight. When I try to sit up, my stomach rebels and I barely manage to turn my head before I’m retching into the moss.

“Easy.” Mireya’s voice. Her hand on my back, cool and steady. “Don’t move too fast. You’ve been out for almost an hour.”

An hour. The ceremony must be over by now. Everyone must have seen. Everyone knows.

“I need to leave.” I push myself up despite the way my muscles scream. “I need to get away from here.”

“Elara, you’re bleeding. You need a healer, you need—”

“I need to go!” The words come out sharp enough to make her flinch. I force myself to soften my voice. “Please. I can’t be here anymore. I can’t—” My throat closes up, and suddenly I’m crying, great ugly sobs that shake my whole body.

Mireya wraps her arms around me and doesn’t say anything. Just holds me while I fall apart.

When I can finally breathe again, I pull back and wipe my face with shaking hands. “How bad is it?”

She hesitates.

“Mireya. How bad?”

“They’re saying…” She swallows hard. “They’re saying the moon rejected you. That even destiny knows you’re cursed. Alpha Rowan—your Alpha—he’s calling for you to be exiled from the Ashwyn pack. Says you’ve brought shame on all of them.”

Of course he is. I should have expected it. But hearing the words still feels like another knife sliding between my ribs.

“Where will you go?” Mireya’s voice cracks. “You can’t survive as a rogue. Not with your wolf so unstable.”

She’s right. Rogues without pack protection don’t last long. They either starve, get killed by hunters, or lose their minds to the wolf and become feral. For someone like me, with a wolf that barely functions, I’d be lucky to survive a week.

But staying is impossible. I can still feel the phantom pain of the severed bond, can still see Kael’s blank face as he rejected me.

“I’ll figure something out.” I push to my feet, ignoring the way the world sways. “I always do.”

“At least let me give you supplies. Food, a weapon, something—”

“There’s no time.” Already I can hear voices in the distance. They’re looking for me. “If they find me here with you, they’ll punish you too. I won’t let that happen.”

Mireya’s eyes fill with tears. “This isn’t fair. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I was born wrong.” I try to smile but it feels broken on my face. “Go back to the gathering. Pretend you never saw me leave.”

“Elara—”

“Go.”

She stares at me for a long moment, then pulls me into a fierce hug. “If you survive this,” she whispers against my hair, “find me. Promise.”

“I promise.”

She lets go and backs away, her hand pressed to her mouth. Then she turns and runs, disappearing into the trees.

I stand there until I can’t hear her footsteps anymore. Then I turn and start walking in the opposite direction, deeper into the forest, toward the one place I know no one will follow.

The Whispering Hollows. The forbidden territory where the old magic still lives, where wolves who enter sometimes don’t come out.

It’s a death sentence, probably.

But so is staying.

My feet find a path I didn’t know existed. The trees grow closer together here, their branches tangled overhead until barely any moonlight gets through. The air tastes different—sweeter, heavier, like breathing in honey and nightmares.

Something is watching me. I feel it with every step, feel eyes tracking my movement through the dark. My broken wolf whimpers inside me, torn between terror and a strange, desperate curiosity.

The pain in my chest hasn’t faded. If anything, it’s getting worse. Blood still drips from my nose, and I think something might be bleeding internally too. My vision keeps going hazy at the edges.

I need to stop. Need to rest. But I keep walking because if I stop, I’m afraid I’ll never get up again.

The trees open up into a small clearing, and I freeze.

There’s a cabin here. Old, maybe ancient, built from dark wood that seems to absorb the moonlight. Runes are carved into the doorframe, glowing faint blue. The same blue as the flames at the Moonfire Altar.

This shouldn’t exist. The Hollows are supposed to be empty except for ghosts and old magic.

But smoke rises from the chimney, thin and gray.

Someone is inside.

Every survival instinct I have screams at me to run, but my body chooses this moment to give up. My legs buckle. I hit the ground hard, pain exploding through my knees and hands.

The cabin door opens.

A man steps out, backlit by firelight so I can’t see his face clearly. Tall. Lean. He moves like water, like violence held in check.

“Please.” The word scrapes out of my throat. “I’m not—I don’t mean any harm. I just—”

He’s next to me before I can blink. I didn’t even see him move. His scent hits me—night-blooming flowers and something metallic like old silver. It makes my head spin.

“You’re bleeding.” His voice is deep, smooth as dark honey. He crouches in front of me, and I finally see his face.

Silver eyes. Not gray, not blue, but true silver, reflecting the moonlight like mercury. High cheekbones. A mouth that looks like it was made for either poetry or violence.

Beautiful. Terrifying.

Wrong.

My wolf, that broken useless thing, suddenly surges forward with more strength than she’s ever had. But instead of fear or aggression, I feel something else.

Recognition.

“I know you,” I whisper. But that’s impossible. I’ve never seen this man before in my life.

His silver eyes widen slightly. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I had nowhere else to go.”

He stares at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he reaches out slowly, giving me time to pull away. When I don’t move, his hand cups my face, gentle as a prayer.

The pain in my chest… lessens. Just a fraction, but enough that I can breathe without wanting to scream.

“What are you?” I breathe.

His thumb brushes my cheekbone, wiping away blood I didn’t realize had dripped there. “Someone who knows what it’s like to be rejected by fate.”

Then my vision goes dark again, and I’m falling. But this time, strong arms catch me before I hit the ground.

The last thing I hear before consciousness slips away is his voice, soft and sad: “The bond can be severed, but destiny cannot. I’m sorry, little witch. I’m so sorry for what comes next.”








  
  Two

  
  
  Chapter 2: The Rejection

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




kael pov

My wolf is screaming.

He’s been screaming since the moment I saw her across the Moonfire Altar. Since her scent hit me like a physical blow—wildflowers and rain and something else, something ancient and forbidden that makes every instinct in my body roar mine.

But she can’t be mine.

I force myself to keep walking toward her. Every step feels wrong. My wolf is clawing at my insides, begging me to run to her instead. To claim her. To drop to my knees and bare my throat in submission because she’s ours and nothing else matters.

Except everything else does matter.

“Alpha.” Seraphina’s voice cuts through my thoughts. She’s walked up beside me, her face carefully blank. “Don’t do this.”

“I have to.”

“You’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

“I already regret it.” I don’t look at her. Can’t look at her. If I break focus for even a second, I’ll lose my nerve. “But the pack comes first. It always comes first.”

“Does it?” Her hand closes around my arm. Hard. “Because from where I’m standing, you’re about to destroy the pack’s future Luna and your own soul in one move.”

I stop walking. We’re still twenty feet from Elara. She’s standing near the edge of the crowd, her dark hair catching the moonlight. She looks terrified and hopeful and so damn beautiful it hurts.

“Thane Wilder will withdraw his alliance if I accept a cursed mate,” I say quietly. “Without his warriors, the Nightridge Pack can’t defend our territory from the rogues. We’ll lose everything. Hundreds will die.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.” I finally meet Seraphina’s eyes. My Beta. My oldest friend. “He told me himself three days ago. Accept her, and the alliance is over.”

Seraphina’s jaw tightens. “Then we find another way.”

“There is no other way.” I pull my arm free and start walking again. “Make sure the pack stands witness. I want everyone to see this.”

“Kael—”

“That’s an order, Beta.”

She doesn’t follow me. Smart. If she did, I might actually listen to her.

The crowd parts as I approach Elara. I hear whispers. Feel their eyes. Some are curious. Others are disgusted. Most are just waiting to see what I’ll do.

The cursed girl with witch blood in her veins. The outcast who should never have been allowed at the Convergence in the first place.

My mate.

She takes a step toward me. Small. Hesitant. Hope shines in her eyes—bright green eyes that seem to glow in the moonlight.

“Kael?” Her voice is soft. Uncertain. “Is it… is it real? The bond?”

My wolf howls. Yes. Yes. Claim her. Now.

“Yes.” The word comes out rougher than I intended. “I feel it.”

Her face transforms. Pure joy. She smiles, and it’s like the sun breaking through storm clouds. “I never thought… I mean, I hoped, but I didn’t dare…”

“Elara Ashwyn.” I make my voice cold. Hard. Alpha command seeping into every syllable. “I need to speak with you. Publicly.”

The smile falters. “Oh. Okay. Of course.”

She doesn’t understand yet. Doesn’t know what’s coming.

I want to grab her and run. Take her far away from here, from pack politics and alliances and the weight of responsibility that’s crushing my chest.

Instead, I turn to face the crowd.

“Wolves of the Convergence,” I call out. My voice carries across the clearing. “Bear witness.”

The conversations stop. Everyone turns toward us. Hundreds of eyes lock onto me. Onto Elara.

She shifts beside me. Nervous now. I can smell her anxiety mixing with her scent, and it makes me sick.

“What’s happening?” she whispers.

I don’t answer her. Can’t.

Thane Wilder stands at the front of the crowd. Tall. Scarred. Powerful. His arms are crossed, and his expression says do it or lose everything.

I think about my pack. About the families who depend on me. The children who need protection. The elderly who need safety.

One girl’s happiness doesn’t outweigh all of their lives.

Even if that girl is my mate.

Even if rejecting her will kill something inside me.

“The bond has manifested between myself and Elara Ashwyn,” I announce. My voice doesn’t shake. I won’t let it. “As is my right as Alpha, I must now make my decision known.”

“Kael?” Elara’s hand touches my arm. Soft. Tentative. The contact sends electricity through me, and my wolf surges forward, trying to take control. “What decision? We’re mates. We—”

“I, Kael Nightridge, Alpha heir of the Nightridge Pack…” I pause. Force myself to look at her. To see what I’m about to destroy. “…reject you, Elara Ashwyn, as my mate and future Luna.”

The words hang in the air.

For a moment, nothing happens.

Then Elara gasps. Her hand flies to her chest. “What?”

“I reject the bond between us.” Each word is a knife in my gut. “I reject you as my mate. I sever our connection here and now, under the blood moon, before all witnesses.”

“No.” She stumbles backward. “No, you can’t… why would you…”

The bond starts to break. I feel it tearing, like someone is reaching into my chest and ripping out my heart. My wolf is howling, thrashing, fighting me with everything he has.

But I’m stronger. I have to be.

“You carry witch blood,” I say. The excuse sounds hollow even to my own ears. “Your bloodline is cursed. Unstable. I cannot bind the future of my pack to someone like you.”

elara pov

His words don’t make sense at first.

I stare at him—at Kael, my mate, the man I’ve been waiting for my entire life—and I try to understand what he’s saying.

Reject. Cursed. Cannot.

Then the pain hits.

It starts in my chest. A sharp, stabbing sensation like someone has driven a silver blade between my ribs. I gasp, and the pain spreads. Through my veins. Into my bones. Burning and freezing at the same time.

“Kael.” I reach for him again, but he steps back. Away from me. “Please. I don’t understand. Why are you—”

“The rejection is final,” he says. His face is blank. Empty. Like I mean nothing to him. “You are not my mate. You are not welcome in my pack. Leave this place.”

Laughter ripples through the crowd.

Someone whispers, “Did she really think an Alpha would want her?”

Another voice: “Cursed blood always shows itself eventually.”

The pain intensifies. I fall to my knees, clutching my chest. It feels like something inside me is dying. Breaking apart piece by piece.

“Stop.” I’m begging now. I don’t care. “Please stop. It hurts.”

Kael’s jaw clenches. For just a second, I see something in his eyes. Anguish. Regret.

Then it’s gone.

“Guards,” he calls. “Escort her from the Convergence grounds.”

Two massive wolves step forward. They don’t touch me—they don’t have to. They just stand there, waiting for me to move.

I look up at Kael one more time. “I would have loved you.”

His throat works. He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something.

Then he turns and walks away.

The bond shatters completely. I feel it break like glass inside my chest, every piece cutting me as it falls. Blood fills my mouth. Hot and metallic. I spit it onto the ground and watch it steam in the cold night air.

The crowd is still laughing. Still whispering.

I force myself to stand. My legs shake, but I stay upright. I won’t fall again. Won’t give them the satisfaction.

“Move,” one of the guards growls.

I move.

Each step away from the Moonfire Altar is agony. My body wants to turn around. Wants to go back to Kael, to beg him to reconsider. But my pride won’t let me.

He made his choice.

He chose his precious alliance over me.

I reach the edge of the clearing and break into a run. Behind me, I hear Seraphina’s voice.

“You’re a coward, Kael. And you just made the biggest mistake of your life.”

“I know,” Kael replies. His voice cracks. “I know.”

Then I’m in the trees, and I can’t hear anything except my own ragged breathing and the sound of my heart breaking with every beat.

The forest blurs around me. I run faster, pushing my body past its limits. Branches scratch my face and arms. Thorns tear at my dress. I don’t care.

I just need to get away.

Away from the laughter. Away from the humiliation. Away from the phantom sensation of a bond that no longer exists.

My foot catches on a root. I crash to the ground hard, tasting dirt and blood. For a moment, I just lie there. Everything hurts. My chest. My head. My soul.

Maybe I’ll just stay here. Let the forest take me. It would be easier than facing the reality of what just happened.

Then I hear it.

Footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate. Someone is following me.

Fear cuts through the pain. I push myself up and start running again. My vision is blurry—from tears or blood or both, I don’t know.

“Wait!” a male voice calls. Not Kael. Someone else. “You’re hurt. Let me help.”

“Stay away from me!” I scream over my shoulder.

But my body is failing. The rejection is destroying me from the inside out. I can feel it—my witch blood and wolf blood fighting each other, tearing me apart because the bond that was supposed to stabilize them is gone.

My legs give out. I collapse again, harder this time. Can’t get up. Can’t breathe.

Blood drips from my nose onto the forest floor. Then from my ears. My eyes.

I’m dying.

This is what rejection does to wolves with mixed blood. It doesn’t just hurt. It kills.

“No, no, no.” The voice is closer now. Hands—gentle hands—turn me over. “Stay with me. Don’t close your eyes.”

I look up and see a stranger. Dark hair. Silver eyes that seem to glow in the darkness. Handsome in a dangerous, wild way.

“Who…” I try to speak, but blood fills my mouth again.

“Shh. Don’t talk.” He lifts me into his arms like I weigh nothing. “I’m getting you out of here.”

“Why?” The word is barely a whisper. “Why help me?”

He looks down at me, and something flashes across his face. Recognition? Confusion? I can’t tell.

“I don’t know,” he admits. “But I can’t leave you here to die.”

The world tilts. Spins. I’m fading fast.

“What’s your name?” I ask. Need to know. Need something to hold onto.

“Lucien.” His arms tighten around me. “Lucien Crowe.”

Then everything goes black.




kael pov

I last exactly ten minutes after she’s gone.

Ten minutes of standing at the Moonfire Altar, accepting congratulations from Thane Wilder, pretending my insides aren’t on fire.

“You made the right choice,” Thane says. His hand claps down on my shoulder. Heavy. Possessive. “A strong Alpha knows when to sacrifice personal desires for the good of his pack.”

I nod. Can’t speak. If I open my mouth, I’ll either scream or vomit.

“The alliance is secure,” he continues. “My warriors will arrive at your territory within the week. Together, our packs will be unstoppable.”

More nodding. I’m good at that now. Being a puppet.

Thane walks away, satisfied. Around me, pack leaders offer their approval. They all think I did the right thing.

They’re all wrong.

My wolf has gone silent. Not quiet—silent. The absence of him is worse than his howling. It’s like part of my soul has been ripped out.

“Alpha.” Seraphina appears at my side. Her face is cold. “You need to go after her.”

“I can’t.”

“She’s dying, Kael.”

My head snaps toward her. “What?”

“Wolves with mixed blood can’t survive a rejection. You know that. Their dual nature needs the bond to stay balanced. Without it…” She doesn’t finish. Doesn’t have to.

The ground shifts beneath my feet. “No. No, I severed the bond cleanly. She’ll be fine. It will hurt, but she’ll survive.”

“You’re an idiot.” Seraphina’s voice is harsh. Cutting. “She’s not a normal wolf. The witch blood changes everything. Right now, those two halves of her are at war, and without the mate bond to anchor her, they’ll tear her apart.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because my grandmother was a mixed blood. She survived her rejection by pure luck and a very powerful witch’s intervention. Most aren’t that lucky.” Seraphina leans in close. “Elara has minutes. Maybe an hour if she’s strong. Go. Now.”

I’m moving before I make the conscious decision to move. Running through the crowd, ignoring the startled looks and questions. My wolf surges back to life, lending me his strength.

Find mate. Save mate.

I hit the tree line and shift mid-stride. Bones crack and reform. Fur erupts across my skin. Within seconds, I’m running on four legs instead of two, my massive black wolf form eating up the distance.

Her scent trail is easy to follow. Wildflowers and rain and underneath it, blood. Too much blood.

I push harder. Faster.

Please. Please let me be in time.

The trail leads deeper into the forest. Into the Whispering Hollows—forbidden territory where ancient magic still lives. Dangerous. Unpredictable.

I don’t care.

Then I catch another scent. Male. Unknown.

My wolf snarls. Someone else found her first.

I burst into a small clearing and freeze.

Elara’s blood is everywhere. On the ground. On the trees. On the moss.

But she’s gone.

And so is whoever took her.

I shift back to human form and drop to my knees beside the largest pool of blood. It’s still warm. Still fresh.

“ELARA!” I roar her name into the night. “ELARA!”

Only silence answers.

She’s gone. I rejected her, and now she’s gone.

And I have no idea if she’s alive or dead.
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elara

My lungs burned. Every breath felt like swallowing broken glass.

I didn’t know how long I’d been running. Hours maybe. The forest blurred around me—dark trees, darker shadows, and that gods-damned blood moon hanging above like a cruel joke. My wolf whimpered inside me, curled up and bleeding from wounds I couldn’t see.

The rejection was killing me. Actually killing me.

I stumbled over a root and went down hard. My palms hit the ground, and I felt the sting of torn skin. Blood. My blood. It pooled in my hands, black in the moonlight, and I watched it drip through my fingers like I was watching someone else’s body fall apart.

“Get up,” I whispered to myself. “Get up, Elara.”

But my body wouldn’t listen. The pain in my chest was spreading, radiating out like poison through my veins. I could feel the mate bond trying to complete itself, searching for the other half that had rejected it. The half that had looked at me with such cold disgust and said those words in front of everyone.

I, Kael Nightridge, reject you, Elara Ashwyn, as my mate and future Luna.

A sob tore from my throat. I pressed my forehead to the dirt and let it come. All of it. The humiliation. The pain. The stupid, foolish hope I’d felt for exactly three seconds before he destroyed me.

“I hate you,” I said to the ground. To the moon. To whatever cruel fate had decided I deserved this. “I hate all of you.”

Something shifted in the air.

I lifted my head slowly. The trees around me were wrong. I’d been running blind, not paying attention to where I was going, and now I realized I’d crossed into territory I’d only heard about in whispered warnings.

The Whispering Hollows.

The trees here were ancient. Their bark shimmered silver in the moonlight, and their branches twisted overhead like skeletal fingers. Mist curled around their roots, thick and unnatural, moving against the wind.

“Perfect,” I muttered. “Run from one death straight into another.”

My grandmother used to tell me stories about this place. How the old magic lived here, wild and untamed. How wolves who entered the Hollows sometimes never came back. How the trees themselves were alive, watching, waiting.

I should turn around. Go back. Find Mireya and beg her to help me through this.

But I couldn’t move. The pain in my chest had spread to my limbs now, making everything feel heavy and distant. My vision swam. I tasted copper on my tongue.

The rejection was shutting down my body one piece at a time.

“I don’t want to die here,” I whispered.

The trees whispered back.

I froze. The sound was real. Actual words, but in a language I didn’t understand. Soft and sibilant, like wind through leaves, but there was no wind. The mist thickened around me, and the whispers grew louder.

Then I saw the runes.

They were carved into the tree trunks, glowing faintly blue. Ancient symbols I’d seen once in my mother’s grimoire before my father burned it. Witch magic. The old kind. The dangerous kind.

“Okay,” I said out loud, because hearing my own voice made me feel less alone. “Okay, this is fine. Just… just find shelter. Figure out what to do next.”

I pushed myself to my feet. My legs shook, but they held. Barely.

The mist seemed to part ahead of me, forming a path deeper into the Hollows. I knew I shouldn’t follow it. Every instinct I had screamed danger. But what choice did I have? Behind me was a pack that had watched me be rejected and done nothing. Ahead was… whatever this was.

I followed the path.

The whispers grew softer as I walked, like they were leading me somewhere. The pain in my chest eased slightly, just enough that I could breathe without wanting to scream. After what felt like forever, the trees opened into a small clearing.

There was a cabin.

It was small, built from dark wood that blended into the shadows. Smoke curled from the chimney. Light glowed in the windows. Someone lived here. In the Whispering Hollows. Where no one was supposed to be.

I should run.

I should—

The cabin door opened.

A man stepped out, and my wolf suddenly lifted her head inside me. Alert. Focused.

He was tall. Broader than Kael, with dark hair that fell to his shoulders and eyes that caught the moonlight like mirrors. Silver. His eyes were silver. I’d never seen that before. Even in my wolf form, my eyes were the standard amber. This was… different.

He looked at me for a long moment, and I saw his nostrils flare. Scenting me. His expression didn’t change, but something flickered in those strange eyes. Recognition? Surprise?

“You’re bleeding,” he said. His voice was low and rough, like he didn’t use it often.

I looked down at my hands. Right. The blood. “I fell.”

“You’re rejected.”

The words hit me like a slap. I flinched, and he saw it. Of course he saw it. Probably smelled it on me too. Rejected wolves carried the scent of broken bonds—sour and wrong.

“How did you—” I started.

“I can smell it.” He tilted his head slightly, studying me. “You’re dying.”

“I know that,” I snapped. Anger was easier than fear. Easier than admitting that yes, I was dying, and I didn’t know how to stop it. “Thanks for the observation.”

Something that might have been amusement crossed his face. “You’re in the Hollows.”

“I noticed.”

“Most wolves who come here don’t leave.”

“Then I’ll fit right in with the dying thing.”

This time he definitely almost smiled. Almost. “Come inside.”

I stared at him. “Why?”

“Because you’ll be dead in an hour if you don’t.”

“And you care because…?”

He shrugged. “I don’t. But I don’t want a body rotting in my clearing. Bad for the garden.”

Despite everything—the pain, the fear, the bone-deep exhaustion—I laughed. It sounded broken and half-hysterical, but it was a laugh. “You have a garden?”

“I have vegetables. They don’t judge.” He stepped back from the doorway. “Your choice. Come in or don’t.”

He turned and walked back inside, leaving the door open. An invitation. Or a trap.

I looked back at the path I’d come from. Back toward the pack. Toward Kael and his cold rejection and everyone who’d watched it happen.

Then I looked at the warm light spilling from the cabin.

I walked inside.

The interior was simple. One room, mostly. A bed in the corner, a fireplace with a pot bubbling over the flames, shelves lined with jars and bundles of dried herbs. It smelled like wood smoke and something else. Something that made my wolf’s ears prick up.

Safety.

That was wrong. Nothing about this should feel safe.

The man was at the fire, stirring whatever was in the pot. He didn’t look at me as he spoke. “Sit. You’re swaying.”

I was. The world tilted sideways, and I grabbed the edge of the table to steady myself. “What’s your name?”

“Lucien.”

“I’m—”

“Elara. I know.”

I went cold. “How?”

Now he did look at me, and those silver eyes were unreadable. “The trees told me.”

“The trees.”

“They talk. Most people just don’t listen.” He ladled something from the pot into a wooden bowl and set it on the table. “Drink this.”

I looked at the bowl. The liquid inside was dark and steaming, smelling of herbs I couldn’t identify. “What is it?”

“It will help with the pain.”

“Or poison me.”

“If I wanted you dead, you’d already be dead.” His tone was matter-of-fact. Not threatening. Just… honest. “Drink it or don’t. Your choice.”

There was that word again. Choice. Like I had any left.

I sat down heavily and picked up the bowl. The warmth of it against my palms felt good. Real. I took a careful sip, expecting something bitter or foul.

It tasted like honey and moonlight.

I blinked. “What—”

“Moon tea. Willow bark. Some other things.” Lucien pulled out the other chair and sat across from me. “It won’t heal the rejection, but it will stop you from bleeding out internally while your wolf tries to hold you together.”

The pain in my chest was already easing. Not gone, but… manageable. I took another sip, then another. “Why are you helping me?”

He was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was softer. “Everyone deserves kindness when they’re breaking.”

Something in my chest cracked open at those words. Not the bond. Something deeper. I set down the bowl with shaking hands. “I don’t… I can’t…”

“You don’t have to talk about it.”

“He looked at me like I was nothing.” The words came out before I could stop them. “Like I was dirt under his shoe. And everyone just… they just watched. No one stopped him. No one said anything.”

Lucien’s jaw tightened. “Alpha Nightridge.”

“You know him?”

“I know of him. Powerful. Cold. Plays politics like it’s a game.” He paused. “I didn’t know he was cruel.”

“He said I’m cursed. My bloodline. My mother was a witch. My father was a wolf. That makes me… tainted.” I laughed, but it sounded like breaking. “The Moon paired me with an Alpha, and he looked at me and saw trash.”

“The Moon doesn’t make mistakes.”

“Then why did she give me a mate who hates what I am?”

“Maybe she gave you a choice.” Lucien leaned forward, elbows on the table. “To be with someone who accepts you as you are. Or to be free.”

“Being rejected doesn’t feel like freedom. It feels like dying.”

“I know.”

Something in his tone made me look up sharply. “You’ve been rejected?”

“No.” He stood and moved to the fire. “But I’ve lost a bond before. Different circumstances. Same pain.”

I wanted to ask more, but the exhaustion was catching up to me now that the immediate agony had faded. My eyes felt heavy. My whole body felt heavy.

“You need rest,” Lucien said. He was suddenly closer, and I hadn’t heard him move. “Take the bed.”

“Where will you sleep?”

“I don’t sleep much.” He reached down, and I thought he was going to help me up, but instead he just touched my shoulder. Barely. Just his fingertips against the fabric of my torn dress.

The pain vanished completely.

I gasped. My wolf surged forward, pressing against my skin, wanting more of whatever that was. The absence of pain was almost as shocking as the pain itself had been. I could breathe. Actually breathe.

“How did you—”

He pulled his hand back quickly, like I’d burned him. “Old magic. Don’t ask me to explain it.”

I stared at him. At the silver eyes that were suddenly not quite meeting mine. At the tension in his shoulders. At the way his hands had curled into fists at his sides.

“You felt it too,” I said softly.

“Felt what?”

“Don’t lie to me. Please. I’ve had enough lies today.”

His throat worked. “I felt something.”

“What was it?”

“I don’t know.” He turned away. “Get some rest, Elara. We’ll figure out what to do with you in the morning.”

I wanted to push. Wanted to demand answers. But my body was shutting down, the adrenaline finally wearing off. I stood on shaking legs and made it to the bed. It smelled like him—pine and something wild, like the forest itself.

I should be afraid. Should be questioning everything about this strange man in his strange cabin in the forbidden forest.

But when I lay down and pulled the rough blanket over me, all I felt was safe.

“Lucien?”

“Hm?”

“Thank you.”

He didn’t answer. But I heard the soft sound of wood settling in the fire, and somehow I knew he’d be there, watching over me while I slept.

My eyes closed.

But just before I drifted off, I heard him whisper something. So quiet I almost missed it.

“I’m sorry, little witch. This isn’t what was supposed to happen.”

I wanted to ask what he meant. Wanted to open my eyes and demand an explanation.

But sleep dragged me under like dark water, and I let it take me.




I woke to screaming.

Not my screaming. The trees.

I bolted upright, my heart hammering. The cabin was dark except for the dying embers in the fireplace. Lucien was at the window, his whole body rigid.

“What is it?” I whispered.

“Someone’s coming.” His voice was tight. “Multiple someones.”

I was on my feet before I could think, every instinct screaming danger. “Who?”

“I don’t know. But they’re tracking something.” He turned to look at me, and in the dim light, his eyes almost glowed. “They’re tracking you.”

My blood went cold. “Kael?”

“Worse. These wolves don’t smell like pack. They smell like…”

“Like what?”

He crossed to me in three long strides, and suddenly his hands were on my shoulders. Firm. Grounding. “Listen to me very carefully. There’s a cellar beneath the cabin. A trapdoor under the rug. You’re going to go down there, and you’re not going to come out until I come for you. Understand?”

“What about you?”

“I’ll handle it.”

“Lucien—”

“Elara.” His grip tightened. “These wolves aren’t here to talk. They’re here to kill. And I’m guessing they’re here because someone doesn’t want you alive after that rejection.”

The implications hit me like cold water. Someone had sent assassins. Already. “This is because of Kael. Because I’m—”

“We don’t have time for this.” He was pulling me toward the rug now, kicking it aside to reveal the trapdoor. “Get down there. Now.”

The howls outside were closer. Too close.

Lucien yanked open the trapdoor, and darkness yawned below. “Go.”

I wanted to argue. Wanted to refuse. But the sound of paws hitting earth, of snarls and snapping jaws, made the choice for me.

I lowered myself into the cellar. It was cramped and smelled of earth and old magic. Lucien’s face appeared above me, backlit by the dying fire.

“Whatever you hear,” he said, and his voice was different now. Darker. Dangerous. “Don’t come up. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

He nodded once, then dropped the trapdoor closed. I heard the rug being pulled back over it, heard his footsteps moving away.

Then I heard the cabin door crash open.

“Where is she?” A voice snarled. Male. Aggressive. “We can smell her. The cursed one.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lucien’s voice was calm. Almost bored.

“Don’t play games, rogue. We tracked her here. The rejected Ashwyn bitch.”

Something heavy hit the floor. Furniture being overturned.

“Last chance,” the voice said. “Tell us where she is, or we’ll make this painful.”

Lucien laughed. Actually laughed. “You think you can make me talk?”

“I think you’re one wolf against five. I think you’re smart enough to know how this ends.”

“You’re right,” Lucien said softly. “I do know how this ends.”

The cabin exploded with sound.

Snarling. Crashing. The wet sound of flesh tearing. I pressed my hands over my mouth to keep from crying out, to keep from breaking my promise and running up there to help him.

A wolf yelped. Then another. Then something hit the trapdoor above me so hard the wood cracked.

“What are you?” someone gasped.

Lucien didn’t answer. There was just more snarling, more screaming, and then—

Silence.

I waited in the darkness, my heart pounding so hard I thought it might break through my ribs. The silence stretched. And stretched.

Finally, the trapdoor opened.

Lucien looked down at me. There was blood on his face, his hands, soaked into his shirt. But his eyes were the same. That strange, steady silver.

“They’re gone,” he said quietly. “You’re safe.”

I took his outstretched hand and let him pull me up. The cabin was destroyed. Furniture in splinters. Claw marks in the walls. And bodies.

Five wolves, all in their human forms now. All very, very dead.

“Oh gods,” I whispered.

“Don’t look at them.” Lucien turned me away, but I’d already seen enough. “We need to leave. Now. Where there’s five, there will be more.”

“I don’t understand. Why would anyone—”

“You’re rejected, but you’re still a threat. The wrong bloodline getting pregnant, having a heir, forming new alliances…” He was moving around the cabin, grabbing supplies, stuffing them into a pack. “Someone wants you dead before you can cause problems.”

“I’m not trying to cause problems! I just want to be left alone!”

“Doesn’t matter what you want. Matters what they think you might do.” He thrust the pack at me. “We’re going deeper into the Hollows. Somewhere they won’t follow.”

“And then what?”

He looked at me, and for the first time, I saw something like regret in his eyes. “Then we figure out why the Moon thought you needed two chances at a mate bond.”

I went still. “What?”

He reached out and touched my wrist. Right where I’d found the silver mark this morning.

“This,” he said quietly, “is my mark. I don’t know how you got it. I don’t know what it means. But you have it. And that means you’re mine to protect now.”













