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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

If this story made your pulse quicken, shattered your heart only to rebuild it stronger, or left you breathless with a happily-ever-after that felt worth every tear, I would be endlessly grateful for a positive review.

Your reviews are the lifeblood that helps other readers discover these passionate worlds and gives me the strength to keep crafting stories where love doesn’t just conquer, but transforms, heals, and sets souls ablaze.

Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







POV: Elara




The steep hillside is unforgiving beneath my feet. Loose stones skitter into the darkness as I climb, one hand pressed against the pouch at my waist where the sequesters wait—heavy, purposeful, the only tools I have to save my best friend’s life.

Above me, storm clouds devour the stars one by one. I squint upward and see nothing but blackness pressing down like a suffocating blanket. Below, the Nightfang compound spreads across the valley floor, its lights glittering like the eyes of a predator waiting in the dark. My heart hammers against my ribs so hard I’m afraid the sound will carry down the hillside and alert the patrols.

Four years. Four years I’ve been their slave, and in all that time, I’ve never stolen a single thing. Not a scrap of extra food when my stomach cramped with hunger. Not a warmer blanket when winter frost crept through the cracks in our cabin walls. Not even a handful of herbs from the gardens I used to tend before the war turned everything to ash.

But tonight is different.

Tonight, Mary is dying.

I crouch low in the coarse grasses, using my hands like a blind person. The hillside is treacherous in the pitch-black, every step a gamble. My fingers brush cool earth, then the feather-soft bristles of wild grasses that stroke my skin like whispers. I edge forward carefully, feeling my way through plants I can’t see, relying on touch and the faint scents that drift up from the ground.

A sharp sting lances through my palm. “Fff—” I smother the cry, yanking my hand back. Stinging nettle. I can feel the burning spread across my skin, tiny pinpricks of fire. I breathe through my nose and wait for the pain to dull before moving around the offending plant.

The weight of the pouch bumps against my hip with each movement, reminding me why I’m here. Reminding me that I have to keep going, no matter how much my hands sting or how badly my legs shake. I would have shifted into my wolf form if I didn’t need these human hands to use the sequesters. My wolf’s eyes would cut through this darkness like it was nothing. I know the night would come alive with scents and sounds just out of reach in this weak human body.

My wolf stirs inside me, rising in response to the fear thumping through my chest. The risk I’m taking could get me killed. Could get Mary killed. Could get Lucy and Phoebe punished just for sharing a cabin with me.

But I can’t lose anyone else.

My throat tightens as the memory floods in unbidden—a fiery red wolf lying too still on blood-soaked ground. Mom. Numbness washes over me, my heart heavy under the weight of loss that never seems to get lighter. My past is perfect tinder for the flames of my current despair, ready to ignite and consume me if I let it.

I force the memory away and shift my focus back to the task. Finding pomenta could mean life or death for Mary. Her ragged breathing fills my thoughts. The fever that’s been climbing for three days. The infection spreading from that gash in her leg, the one she got when the rickety work surface collapsed in the kitchen.

We’d cleaned it with boiled water. Tied a clean cloth around the wound. That was all we could do.

The Nightfangs don’t treat Dawn Runt injuries. We’re expected to heal on our own or die trying.

My wolf’s instincts rage within me, wanting to break free and protect me. The hurried beat of my pulse makes it seem like I’ve strayed into unknown territory. In a way, these hills are unfamiliar now. They’d been my childhood playground once, but I haven’t been allowed to walk here in years.

Three years ago, this stretch of Alaskan wilderness—filled with mossy valleys and glacial rivers—had been ripped away from my pack, the Dawn Runts. We’d been defeated by the Nightfang Pack. Ever since, our home became a place of servitude. Our lives, dictated by others.

For Mary. For Mary. For Mary.

The mantra keeps me moving. I scramble up the slope, trying to orient myself in the darkness. The Nightfang Pack never allows us this far from our quarters or workstations. I rack my brain, trying to remember the lay of the land from when I was a child, when these hills were mine to explore.

Then I catch it—minty, sharp, unmistakable.

Pomenta.

My heart leaps. Relief floods through me so powerfully that my knees go weak. I drop down, my hands burrowing into the cool leaves, and the scent grows stronger. Yes. This is it.

My mother’s voice echoes in my memory, as clear as if she were kneeling beside me in the dark: “Always respect the plant, Elara. Take only what you need.”

I reach into my pouch and pull out the sequesters—small, sharp cutting tools my mother taught me to use when I was barely tall enough to see over the garden beds. My hands shake as I feel along the stem, finding where it meets the earth. The base. That’s where the anti-bacterial and anti-inflammatory properties are most potent. That’s where I need to cut.

The blade slices through cleanly. I gather the precious herb with trembling fingers and tuck it carefully into my pouch, making sure every leaf is secure. My heart soars.

Mary will live.

The thought fills me with such fierce joy that I want to laugh, to cry, to howl at the storm-dark sky. But I swallow it all down and take a deep breath. I’m not safe yet. Won’t be safe until I’m back in the cabin with the door locked and the pomenta steeping in hot water.

I begin my descent, moving as silently as my wolf would. Each step is careful, deliberate. I test the ground before putting my full weight down, listening for the telltale sounds of loose gravel or shifting earth.

A stone skitters beneath my foot.

I freeze, every muscle locked, my breath caught in my throat. The sound seems impossibly loud in the stillness. I wait, counting my heartbeats. One. Two. Three. Ten. Twenty.

Nothing.

No shouts. No footsteps. No alarm raised.

I let out my breath slowly and continue downward. The lights of the compound grow closer with each step, no longer distant pinpricks but actual windows, actual buildings. I can make out the shapes now—the main hall where the Nightfangs feast while we serve them scraps, the barracks where their soldiers sleep in warm beds, the kitchens where Mary and I spend fourteen hours a day scrubbing pots until our hands bleed.

Almost there. Almost safe.

But my wolf stirs restlessly inside me, hackles rising. Something feels wrong. The instinct is so strong it makes my skin prickle.

I pause, listening again. The wind stirs the grasses. Somewhere in the distance, a night bird calls. But underneath those normal sounds, I hear something else.

Breathing.

Gravel crunches behind me.

“Hey, you!”

Rough hands grab my arms before I can run, before I can even turn around. Two of them—Nightfang soldiers, their grips bruising my flesh. Panic surges through me like ice water in my veins.

“No—wait—I can explain—”

One of them yanks the pouch from my waist with enough force that the cord burns my skin. He opens it, his hand diving inside. When he pulls out the pomenta, triumph flashes across his face.

“Well, well,” he says, holding the herb up like a trophy. “Looks like we caught our little thief.”

My stomach drops. The bottom falls out of my world.

They think I’ve been stealing for months. I can see it in their eyes—the satisfaction, the vindication. They think they’ve finally caught the Dawn Runt who’s been taking herbs from the pack stores. They think I’m the one selling resources on the black market, the one Elder Thorne has been ranting about in council meetings.

“It’s not what you think,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady even though my whole body is shaking. “My friend—she’s injured. She has an infection. I just needed—”

“Save it for the council,” the first soldier growls.

They drag me down the hill. My feet stumble over roots and rocks. I try to find purchase, try to walk, but they’re moving too fast and my legs won’t cooperate. Branches whip at my face. Stones cut into my ankles through the thin fabric of my work pants.

I try again to explain. “Mary’s dying. The work surface collapsed—it cut her leg—she’s burning with fever—”

“Shut up.”

The words are punctuated by a sharp shake that makes my teeth rattle.

They don’t listen. Won’t listen. In their minds, I’m already guilty. Just another Dawn Runt trying to cheat the pack that conquered us, that graciously allows us to live as their servants instead of killing us outright.

The council chamber looms ahead, its bronze runes gleaming even in the darkness. My mind races. The council. Elder Thorne. A trial, maybe, if I’m lucky.

Or execution.

I could be executed for this.

My wolf snarls inside me, desperate to break free and fight. She claws at my insides, wanting to shift, wanting to tear into these soldiers who dare put their hands on us. But that would only make things worse. Shifting would be seen as an attack. Resisting would seal my fate.

So I let them drag me, let them manhandle me through the heavy doors, let them push me into the council chamber like I’m nothing more than a sack of grain.

The air inside feels thick, oppressive. It presses against my skin like a physical weight. The chamber is dimly lit, shadows pooling in the corners. Behind a long table sits Elder Thorne, his silver hair gleaming in the lamplight. Satisfaction radiates from him—it’s there in the set of his shoulders, the curve of his mouth, the gleam in his muddy brown eyes.

His daughter Emily stands beside him, arms crossed over her chest. Her dark eyes glitter with malicious pleasure as she looks me over from head to toe, taking in my disheveled appearance, the dirt on my clothes, the scratches on my hands.

The soldier’s grip on my arm tightens to the point of pain. I bite back a whimper.

Elder Thorne leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. His smile doesn’t reach his eyes.

“What do we have here?” His voice drips with false concern, like honey laced with poison.

I force myself to stand straight despite my trembling legs. Despite the fear clawing at my throat. Despite the wolf inside me howling for freedom.

I’m Dawn Runt. I’m the daughter of the pack’s healer. I’m Beta blood, even if no one here acknowledges it anymore.

I will not cower.

“I wasn’t stealing for myself,” I say. My voice comes out stronger than I feel, and I’m grateful for that small mercy. “My friend Mary is severely injured. She has an infection. She’s burning with fever. I needed the pomenta to save her life.”

The truth pours out of me like water from a broken dam. I tell them about the work surface that collapsed, the sharp metal edge that sliced through the back of Mary’s calf right down to the muscle. How we cleaned it with boiled warm water and tied a clean cloth around the wound. How that was all we could do because Dawn Runts aren’t given access to the infirmary or the herbs we desperately need.

I tell them about watching Mary’s strength dwindle day by day, the infection creeping in with its telltale redness. How she hobbled through her shifts because she wasn’t excused from work even with a wound that wouldn’t heal. How Emily herself had mocked Mary in the kitchens, saying an eighty-year-old works faster, asking if we’d get dinner before the next full moon.

I tell them about tonight, about Mary slipping into fever, her skin hot to the touch, her breathing shallow and rapid.

Elder Thorne’s expression hardens with each word. “A convenient excuse,” he says when I finish. “We’ve had herbs stolen for months. You’re just the first we’ve caught.”

Emily nods eagerly, like a dog begging for scraps from her master’s table. “She’s obviously been selling our resources outside the pack.” She looks me up and down with undisguised contempt. “Look at her—typical Dawn Runt trash.”

Rage flares in my chest, hot and fierce. It takes everything in me to smother it, to keep my face neutral. Showing emotion would be admitting guilt. Showing anger would prove them right about Dawn Runts being violent, unstable, untrustworthy.

But my wolf growls deep inside, wanting to defend our honor. Wanting to shift and show Emily exactly what this “trash” can do when cornered.

I dig my nails into my palms and say nothing.

The heavy doors slam open with a crash that makes everyone jump.

Every head turns.

A man strides in, and the air in the room changes. He’s tall—taller than the guards, taller than Elder Thorne. Broad-shouldered and moving with a confidence that speaks of power, of birthright, of someone who’s never had to question his place in the world.

Jet-black hair falls just below his brow. His skin is sun-kissed despite the late season. He’s dressed simply—dark pants, a fitted shirt—but he wears them like armor.

Then I see his eyes.

Wild sage. Green and fierce and impossible to forget.

Power radiates from him like heat from a fire. I can feel it from across the room, pressing against my skin, making my wolf sit up and take notice.

This must be him. Alpha Reginald’s son. The heir everyone’s been whispering about for weeks. He’s been away at university for three years, studying among humans, learning things that have no place in pack life.

Damon Blackwood.

Our eyes meet across the chamber.

The world tilts.

Lightning strikes through my marrow, splitting me open from the inside out. My wolf surges up with a force that nearly buckles my knees, her voice ringing through my consciousness with a single, devastating word:

Mate.

No.

No, no, no.

Not him. Not the enemy. Not the son of the Alpha who ordered my mother killed, who turned my people into slaves, who’s kept us in chains for four years.

But my body doesn’t care about logic or history or the hatred that should exist between us. My heart races, slamming against my ribs like it’s trying to break free. Heat floods my skin, a flush creeping up my neck. Every nerve ending comes alive, singing with awareness of him.

His sage-green eyes widen. His chest rises sharply, like someone just punched all the air from his lungs.

He feels it too.

The mate bond ignites between us like wildfire, fierce and consuming and utterly undeniable. It’s a golden cord pulling taut, connecting my soul to his, binding me to the one person in the world I should hate most.

Energy collects between us, swelling and building. The council chamber buzzes around us but it becomes white noise. Nothing matters except the magnetic pull threatening to drag me across the room to him.

His heartbeat—I can hear it now, or maybe I’m just feeling it through the bond. It’s racing, galloping, matching the frantic rhythm of my own.

The truth surges up from my wolf’s consciousness, primal and certain:

He’s ours.

And I know, with horrible, perfect certainty, that nothing will ever be the same.
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POV: Damon




The council chamber doors slam open under my hands, the sound echoing off stone walls like a gunshot. I stride inside, irritation already prickling beneath my skin. It’s past midnight. Whatever emergency dragged me from my study better be worth interrupting the mountain of paperwork waiting on my desk.

Then I see her.

The world stops.

My wolf explodes inside me with a howl so loud I’m shocked no one else hears it. Ours! The word doesn’t just echo through my mind—it reverberates through my bones, my blood, every cell in my body suddenly awake and screaming the same truth. Ours. Mate. OURS.

She stands between two guards, their hands gripping her arms hard enough that I can see the white pressure marks on her skin even from across the room. Dirt streaks her gray overalls. Her red hair—goddess, that hair—catches the lamplight and turns to living flame. It cascades over her shoulders in wild waves, like fire given form. But it’s her eyes that steal the breath from my lungs.

Storm-blue. Deep and vast as the ocean during a tempest, holding depths I have no right to want to explore. She stares straight ahead, chin tilted up despite the guards’ rough handling, despite the fear I can smell rolling off her in waves. That defiance, that strength—it calls to something primal in me.

My heart hammers against my ribs so violently I’m certain everyone in the room can hear it. The thundering pulse drowns out everything else. My hands clench into fists at my sides. This can’t be happening. She’s Dawn Runt. The enemy. Her people murdered my mother.

But my wolf doesn’t care about any of that. My wolf knows only one truth: Mate.

I force myself to look away, breaking the connection like snapping a rope pulled too tight. The moment my gaze leaves hers, the pressure in my chest eases. Not gone—it’ll never be gone now—but manageable. Like opening a valve to release some of the steam before the whole engine explodes.

My pulse steadies. My breathing evens out. I can think again.

Elder Thorne sits behind the long council table, his silver hair gleaming in the lamplight. His daughter Emily stands at his shoulder, dark eyes glittering with something that looks like satisfaction. The sight of their smug expressions sends fresh irritation crawling up my spine.

“Kyle,” Thorne says, using the name that makes my jaw clench. I’ve been back from university for three weeks, and he still insists on treating me like I’m twelve instead of the Alpha heir. “I didn’t realize you’d be sitting in on the council tonight.”

Of course he didn’t. Because he didn’t bother to inform me there was a council session happening. I glance at the woman again—just a flicker, barely a second—and my wolf surges up, demanding more. I shove it down with effort that makes my teeth ache.

“What case are we presiding over tonight?” I ask, and I’m proud of how controlled my voice sounds. Like I’m not fighting every instinct that’s screaming at me to cross this room and pull her away from those guards. To put myself between her and everyone else in this chamber.

Thorne leans forward, fingers steepling against the polished wood. “We’ve had a number of thefts of herbs over the last few months. And tonight, the patrol caught this Dawn Runt with pomenta on her person.” He gestures at the woman like she’s evidence instead of a living, breathing person. “Clear proof she’s behind all of it.”

My gaze slides back to her before I can stop myself. The magnetic pull is almost physical, like invisible hands trying to drag me across the room. I grip the edge of the table, using the solid wood to anchor myself.

One of the guards still has his hand wrapped around her upper arm. The sight makes my wolf snarl with fury. The urge to tell him to unhand her, to get his filthy paws off what’s mine, nearly chokes me. I swallow it down, force my expression to remain neutral.

She’s trembling. Just slightly, barely visible, but I see it. Smell it on her—fear mixing with determination and something sharper. Anger, maybe. Or grief. The scent is complex, layered, and my wolf wants to catalog every note of it.

“What’s her name?” The question comes out before I can stop it.

“Leah,” Thorne says dismissively.

No. The name feels wrong the moment he says it. Like calling a wolf a dog—technically accurate but missing something essential. My assistant Mark would know her real name. He’s been helping me navigate pack politics since I returned, filling in all the gaps from my three years away at university. But Mark isn’t here, and the name doesn’t matter anyway.

What matters is the way my skin feels too tight. The way every breath pulls her scent into my lungs—herbs and earth and something uniquely her. The way my wolf is clawing at my insides, desperate to get to her.

I need to focus. Need to think about this logically, not let my instincts rule me.

The woman—because I refuse to call her by a name that feels like a lie—speaks again. Her voice cuts through the council chamber, fierce despite the tremor underneath.

“I wasn’t stealing for myself!” Each word rings with conviction, painting the air with tension so thick I could cut it. “I did it to save my friend. She’s severely injured.”

Fury flashes across her face, heating her fair skin, turning her cheeks pink. My wolf rumbles with approval at her fire, at the way she refuses to back down even facing a council of her enemies.

“Dawn Runt wolves aren’t given treatment for their wounds,” she continues, and her voice shakes now—not with fear, but with rage barely contained. “We’re forced to recover on our own, working through our pain. But Mary’s not healing. Her wound is infected. She slipped into a fever tonight.”

I frown, confusion cutting through the fog of instinct clouding my mind. That can’t be right. Surely injured wolves receive medical treatment. We’re not barbarians. We don’t let pack members suffer without care, even conquered ones.

But even as I think it, doubt creeps in. I’ve only been back three weeks. Before that, three years at the University of Washington, studying human history and political theory. Learning about equality and justice and all the ways societies can fail their people.

What if we’re failing ours?

I turn to Thorne, searching his face for answers. His expression hardens immediately, eyes narrowing.

“It’s an excuse, Kyle.” The dismissive way he says my name sets my teeth on edge. “She got caught red-handed tonight, and now she’s trying to manipulate you with a sob story.” He gestures at her again, that same contemptuous flick of his hand. “Don’t be swayed, my boy. These Dawn Runts are clever. They’ll say anything to avoid consequences.”

Something about his eagerness to condemn her makes my instincts prickle. It’s too fast, too certain. Like he’d already decided her guilt before hearing her side. My mother’s voice echoes in my memory, clear as if she’s standing beside me: Always seek the truth, my son. Even when it’s uncomfortable. Especially when it’s uncomfortable.

I miss her so much in that moment it’s a physical ache in my chest.

“Elder Thorne,” I say carefully, “if what she says is true—if there’s a Dawn Runt woman dying from an infected wound—that’s a serious oversight in our pack’s medical care.”

“If,” Thorne repeats, putting heavy emphasis on the word. “She’s a thief making excuses. Nothing more.”

But I’m the Alpha heir. I might be young, might have been away at university, but I still have authority here. Authority that Thorne seems to keep forgetting.

I make a decision.

“Mark.” I call to my assistant, who’s been standing in the shadows at the edge of the room. Tall and lean, with dark hair falling just below his brow, he steps forward immediately. His brown eyes are watchful, assessing. I’ve known him since we were kids, and I trust him completely. “Go to the Dawn Runt quarters and check on the injured woman. Report back here on her condition.”

“Kyle!” Thorne’s voice sharpens with anger. He half-rises from his seat, one hand slapping the table. “This is madness. You can’t possibly—”

I turn to face him fully, and something in my expression must show my wolf because he stops mid-sentence. I see Mark freeze at the edge of the room, waiting for confirmation.

“Go,” I tell him, keeping my gaze locked on Thorne. “Now.”

Mark disappears through the door without another word. Smart man.

Thorne’s face flushes purple with rage, but he settles back into his seat. Emily whispers something to him that I don’t catch. The woman—my mate, goddess help me—stands perfectly still between the guards, but I can feel her eyes on me. Can feel the weight of her gaze like a physical touch.

I don’t look at her. Can’t. Not yet.

The silence that falls over the council chamber feels heavy, oppressive. It makes my skin itch. I break it by turning to the other person in the room I trust.

“Healer Maria.” The older woman steps forward from where she’d been standing near the wall. Her gray chinos and white blouse are neat as always, her hair pulled back in a practical braid. She was my mother’s best friend. Sometimes, when her hazel eyes meet mine, I see my mother looking back at me. “Can you tell me about pomenta? Its medicinal properties?”

Maria’s gaze flicks between me and the woman, and something knowing passes through her expression. Like she sees more than I want her to. But she answers professionally.

“Pomenta is commonly used for treating infection and bringing down inflammation,” she says. Her voice is calm, matter-of-fact. “It’s particularly effective for wounds that aren’t healing properly. The anti-bacterial properties are strongest at the base of the stem.”

I nod slowly, filing the information away. So the woman’s story could be true. The herb she stole would be exactly what you’d need for an infected wound.

The minutes stretch out like hours. I can feel every second ticking by, can feel the woman’s presence at my back like standing too close to a fire. The heat of it, the danger of it, the irresistible pull toward the flames.

My wolf paces inside me, restless and frustrated. Go to her, it demands. Protect her. She’s ours. OURS.

I force myself to stand still, to appear calm and collected when everything inside me is chaos.

Finally—finally—the door opens and Mark returns. His usually composed face is grave, almost grim. That expression alone tells me what I need to know before he opens his mouth.

“Well?” Thorne demands.

Mark’s dark eyes find mine. “Mary, the Dawn Runt woman, is unconscious. Burning with fever. The infection in her leg wound is severe.”

A tremor runs through the woman’s hands. I see it even though I’m not looking directly at her. See the way her whole body seems to sag slightly with relief, then straighten again with desperate hope.

Protective instinct surges through me so powerfully I have to grip the edge of the council table to keep from moving. The wood creaks under my fingers. My wolf snarls inside my chest, furious that our mate has been forced to watch her friend suffer, that she had to risk her own life just to try to save someone she cares about.

I make another decision, fast and certain.

“Maria.” My voice comes out rougher than I intend. “I want you to treat the Dawn Runt woman. Immediately.”

Maria’s eyebrows rise in surprise, but she nods. “Of course.”

“And from now on,” I continue, my gaze sweeping across the council chamber to make sure everyone hears this, “all injured Dawn Runts are to receive medical treatment. No exceptions.”

“Kyle!” Thorne’s roar makes Emily jump. He surges to his feet, hands slamming on the table. “You can’t be serious! We can’t set this kind of precedent. They’ll think they can do whatever they want if we—”

“This isn’t about precedent,” I cut him off, my voice hard. “It’s about basic decency. And efficiency.” I force myself to sound rational, logical, even though my wolf is howling with triumph. “We can’t maintain an effective workforce if we let valuable workers die from treatable injuries. It’s not cost-effective.”

Thorne’s eyes narrow, searching my face for weakness. For the real reason I’m doing this. I keep my expression neutral, businesslike. He can’t know. No one can know what she is to me.

“Maria, Mark will take you to the patient,” I say, dismissing them both with a nod.

They leave quickly, and the chamber feels simultaneously more spacious and more crowded. Just us now—me, Thorne, Emily, the two guards, and her.

My gaze drifts to the guard still gripping her arm and rage flares hot and bright in my chest. The urge to snarl at him to remove his hand, to step away from her, to never touch her again—it takes everything I have to keep the words locked behind my teeth.

“This doesn’t clear her of wrongdoing,” Emily says, her voice cutting through my thoughts. She crosses her arms, dark eyes fixed on the woman with open contempt. “She still stole from us. She still has to answer for that.”

Thorne nods eagerly, like he’s been waiting for someone to say it. “Exactly. The council can’t let theft go unpunished, no matter how sympathetic the story. We have to oversee Igaluk’s justice.”

My wolf rises up inside me with a snarl that’s purely protective. The thought of her being punished, of her suffering any consequences for trying to save her friend’s life, makes my blood boil. But I can’t just dismiss the charges. Can’t let her walk free without it looking suspicious.

I need her close. Need to know she’s safe, that she’s protected. Need to figure out what the hell I’m going to do about this impossible situation the moon goddess has dropped in my lap.

An idea forms, reckless and desperate and probably the worst decision I’ve ever made.

“I will oversee her punishment personally,” I announce.

Silence crashes through the chamber. Even Thorne looks momentarily speechless.

“She will serve as my personal maid,” I continue, the words coming faster now, building momentum. “Under my direct supervision. I’ll ensure she understands the consequences of theft while putting her to productive use.”

Thorne’s face flushes an even deeper shade of purple. “This is madness, Kyle.” He leans forward, gripping the table so hard his knuckles turn white. “She’s a potential threat, a thief, and now you want her living under your roof?”

My heart races. My wolf purrs with satisfaction. But I keep my expression cool, calculating.

“If she’s a threat, it’s better I keep an eye on her, isn’t it?” The logic is sound, even if my motivations are anything but. “I can monitor her activities, ensure she doesn’t cause more trouble. And she can be useful—I need someone to maintain the house anyway.”

It’s a weak argument and we both know it. But I’m the Alpha heir. My word carries weight, whether Thorne likes it or not.

Before he can protest again, I turn to the guards. “Escort her back to her cabin.” I let myself look at her then—really look at her—and the impact nearly knocks the breath from my lungs. Those storm-blue eyes meet mine, and I see confusion swirling in their depths. Wariness. But also—maybe I’m imagining it, maybe it’s wishful thinking—a flicker of hope.

“Pack your belongings,” I tell her, forcing my voice to stay level and authoritative. “The patrol will bring you to my house shortly.”

Her lips part slightly, like she wants to speak, but no words come out. The soldier on her right gives her a small shove toward the door.

As they flank her toward the exit, I watch her retreating figure. The way she holds herself straight despite everything. The way that red hair catches the light one more time before she disappears through the doorway.

My wolf rumbles with deep satisfaction. Close. She’ll be close. Safe. Protected. Ours.

The door closes behind her with a soft click that sounds like a lock turning.

I stand frozen for a moment, the full weight of what I’ve just done crashing over me. I’ve brought my fated mate—a Dawn Runt, the enemy, the daughter of the people who murdered my mother—into my house. Into my life.

Thorne is still sputtering protests behind me. Emily’s voice joins his, sharp and cutting. I barely hear them. My mind is already racing ahead, trying to figure out what happens next.

How do I keep her safe without revealing the bond between us? How do I protect her from my father when he returns in two weeks? How do I reconcile the hatred I was raised to feel with the truth my wolf knows in its bones—that she’s mine, that she’s everything, that losing her would break something fundamental inside me?

I have no answers. Just the certainty that she’ll be under my roof by morning, that I’ll be able to see her every day, smell her scent in my hallway, hear her footsteps above my head at night.

It should terrify me. Maybe it does.

But my wolf is satisfied in a way I’ve never felt before. Complete. Like a missing piece I didn’t know I was searching for has finally clicked into place.

Even as dread coils in my stomach, relief floods through me. She’ll be close. Safe. Under my protection.

And I have absolutely no idea what I’m going to do with her.
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POV: Elara


The soldiers’ hands leave my arms and I stumble forward, catching myself against the rough wooden doorframe. My cabin. Home. The word tastes bitter on my tongue. The guards mutter something behind me but I don’t listen. My mind is still back in that council chamber, trapped in a pair of sage-green eyes that set my entire world on fire.

Mate.

The word pulses through me with every heartbeat. Mate, mate, mate.

My wolf stirs restlessly beneath my skin, confused and yearning. She felt it too—that lightning strike of recognition when our eyes met his. The Nightfang heir. Damon Blackwood. Son of the monster who enslaved us. And the moon goddess, in her infinite cruelty or humor, decided he should be mine.

I push through the cabin door and the scent hits me immediately—minty and sharp. Pomenta. My knees go weak with relief so powerful I have to grip the doorframe to stay upright.

Healer Maria kneels beside Mary’s cot, her movements practiced and sure. The firelight catches on her graying hair as she applies a poultice to Mary’s leg. The infected wound that’s been slowly killing my best friend for days. But the pomenta is already working—I can see it in the way Mary’s breathing has steadied, the way the terrible red flush is fading from her cheeks.

“Elara!” Lucy’s voice breaks through my daze.

Before I can react, she crashes into me, her delicate arms wrapping around my waist. Phoebe is right behind her, soft brown eyes already brimming with tears. Their questions tumble over each other in a rush.

“What happened?”

“Are you hurt?”

“Did they—”

“Silence!” Maria’s voice cracks like a whip. “I’m trying to work here. If you care about Mary at all, you’ll be quiet and let me concentrate.”

Lucy and Phoebe freeze, but they don’t let go of me. I can feel them trembling. Four years of captivity has taught us all to fear the Nightfangs’ healers almost as much as their soldiers. But Maria’s hands are gentle on Mary’s leg, her expression focused rather than cruel.

I force myself to move, to step away from my friends’ desperate embrace. I need to pack. Need to leave before the soldiers come back and find me dawdling. Under my bed, I pull out the small wooden trunk that holds everything I own in this world.

My fingers shake as I sort through my belongings. Three changes of clothes, all gray and worn thin from years of use. My mother’s mortar and pestle, the stone smooth from decades of grinding herbs. I run my thumb over the carved surface and my throat tightens. She taught me everything with these tools. How to identify plants by scent alone. How to extract oils. How to combine ingredients until medicine bloomed in my hands like magic.

All useless knowledge now. Slaves don’t practice healing.

At the bottom of the trunk, wrapped in soft leather, is the carved wolf my father made for me when I was seven. I haven’t looked at it in years—it hurts too much. But I unwrap it now, letting the smooth wood rest in my palm. He carved it the summer before the war, before everything fell apart. I can still remember his laugh, the way his hands moved with such sureness as he shaped the wood.

“Elara.” Phoebe’s voice is barely a whisper. “Where are you going?”

I don’t know how to answer. How do I explain that the heir sentenced me to be his personal maid? That I’ll be living in his house, breathing his air, fighting this impossible pull between us every single day?

“The Blackwood house,” I say finally, my voice flat. “I’m to serve him directly now.”

Lucy’s grip on my hand tightens until my bones grind together. “No. No, you can’t. What if he—what if they—”

“Hush.” I squeeze her hand back, forcing strength I don’t feel into my voice. “It’ll be fine. I’ll be fine.”

The lie tastes like ash.

I bundle my belongings into my bedsheet, knotting the corners together. Everything I own fits into a bundle smaller than a newborn baby. Four years ago, I had a room full of herbs and books, dresses in colors other than gray, a future that stretched bright and infinite before me. Now I have this.

Phoebe’s tears spill over. She presses her face into my shoulder and I feel her whole body shake with silent sobs. Lucy clings to my other side, her porcelain face crumpling like paper.

“We’ll miss you,” Lucy whispers, her voice breaking. “So much.”

My throat closes up. I can’t speak. Can’t tell them that they’re the only family I have left, that leaving them feels like tearing off my own skin. So I just hold them, memorizing the feel of their arms around me, the warmth of their bodies against mine.

A sound from Mary’s cot pulls my attention. Maria is finishing up, tucking clean bandages around the wound with careful precision. When she straightens, her hazel eyes find mine across the dim cabin.

“She’ll recover,” Maria says, her tone matter-of-fact. “The fever should break by morning.”

The relief that floods through me is so intense it makes me dizzy. Mary will live. My best friend, my sister in all but blood, will survive. Everything I risked tonight—the hillside, the theft, the council chamber, those devastating green eyes—all of it was worth it for this moment.

Maria gathers her supplies, tucking them into her worn leather bag. But before she leaves, she pauses beside me. Her hazel eyes search my face and I wonder what she sees there. Fear? Exhaustion? The bone-deep terror of what comes next?

“You did a brave thing tonight,” she says quietly. “Foolish, but brave.”

There’s something in her expression that looks almost like warmth. Almost like approval. It’s gone in a heartbeat, her face settling back into its usual stern lines, but I saw it. For just a moment, a Nightfang healer looked at me like I was more than a slave.

Then she’s gone, the cabin door closing softly behind her.

I move to Mary’s side and kneel in the space Maria just vacated. The minty scent of pomenta is stronger here, mixing with the cleaner smell of fresh bandages. I reach out and brush a strand of golden hair from Mary’s forehead. Her skin is still too warm, but nothing like the burning fever that’s consumed her for days.

Her chest rises and falls in a steady rhythm. In. Out. In. Out.

She’s going to be okay.

Worth it, I think fiercely. All of it was worth it.

Heavy footsteps outside make my heart stutter. The door opens and the same two soldiers from before fill the doorway. Their expressions are bored, impatient.

“Time to go, Blood Moon,” one of them says. “The heir’s waiting.”

No, he’s not, I want to say. He was as shocked as I was by the mate bond. He doesn’t want me there any more than I want to go.

But I don’t argue. I gather my pathetic bundle, hug Lucy and Phoebe one more time, and follow the soldiers out into the night.

The walk through the Nightfang compound feels surreal, like moving through a dream. Or a nightmare.

We pass buildings I’ve only seen from a distance—solid structures with real foundations, not the rotting wood and crumbling stone of the Dawn Runt quarters. Light pours from windows, warm and yellow. Electric light. I haven’t had electricity in four years. The Dawn Runts get candles and oil lamps, rationed so carefully we often sit in darkness to save them.

Water runs somewhere nearby. I can hear it gurgling through pipes, smell the clean mineral scent of it. Running water. Showers whenever you want them, not a bucket of cold water heated over a fire and shared between four people.

Other Nightfangs are out despite the late hour. They stop and stare as I’m marched past. Some look curious, heads tilting as they try to figure out what a Dawn Runt is doing being escorted through their territory. Others curl their lips in contempt, their eyes raking over my gray clothes and makeshift bundle.

Slave, their expressions say. Trash. Less than nothing.

I keep my head down and follow the soldiers. My bundle bumps against my leg with each step, a pathetic reminder of everything I’ve lost.

The soldiers lead me down a quiet street lined with larger homes. Not mansions—the Nightfangs aren’t that wealthy—but nice houses with gardens and porches. Houses for important pack members. We stop in front of one that’s bigger than the others, two stories tall with warm light glowing from several windows.

“This is it,” one soldier says. “Blackwood house.”

They leave me at the door without another word. I stand there, alone on the porch, staring at the solid wood in front of me. My heart pounds so hard I can feel it in my throat.

This is where he lives. Where I’ll live now. In his space. Breathing his air. Fighting this cursed bond every single moment.

I knock. The sound echoes.

No answer.

I wait, counting my heartbeats. Ten. Twenty. Thirty.

Still nothing.

Carefully, I try the handle. It turns. The door swings open and I step inside.

The entryway is simple but clean. Hardwood floors gleaming in the lamplight. A coat rack with a single jacket hanging from it. A small table with a bowl for keys. Everything neat and organized in a way that speaks of a man who lives alone and likes it that way.

The scent hits me like a physical force—pine and musk and something else I can’t name. Something uniquely him. It fills my lungs, seeps into my skin, makes my wolf lift her head and whine with longing.

Mate, she whispers. Home.

“Shut up,” I mutter out loud.

My wolf huffs but subsides, curling back into the quiet space inside me where she lives.

I move deeper into the house, my footsteps too loud in the silence. The living room holds a worn couch and armchair, both facing a fireplace that’s dark and cold now. Bookshelves line one wall, packed with volumes whose spines I can’t read in the dim light. A desk sits in the corner, neat and organized like everything else.

The kitchen is through an archway. It’s bigger than our entire cabin, with a real stove and a refrigerator that hums quietly in the corner. Copper pots hang from hooks above a butcher block island. The counters are bare except for a coffee maker and a knife block.

He keeps a clean house. Organized. No clutter, no mess.

I wonder if he’s always lived alone or if this is new since he returned from university.

The thought of university makes something twist in my chest. He got to leave. Got to study and learn and see a world beyond pack territories and ancient grudges. While I scrubbed pots in a kitchen where Nightfangs spat on me for sport.

I shake the thought away. It doesn’t help to be bitter.

Upstairs, I find the bedrooms. There are three, just like I expected. The first is clearly his—the scent is strongest there, concentrated and overwhelming. I catch a glimpse of a neatly made bed, a dresser with a few items on top, before I yank the door shut. Going into his bedroom without permission feels too intimate, too dangerous.

The second bedroom is barely furnished—just a bed with bare mattress, an empty dresser, curtains that look like they haven’t been opened in years. Storage, maybe. Or a guest room that never gets used.

The third room must be mine.

It’s small, but not tiny. A bed with clean white sheets. A dresser that looks old but sturdy. A window that faces east, toward the hills where I stole the pomenta just hours ago. The walls are bare and the floor is plain wood, but it’s clean and dry and whole.

It’s nicer than anywhere I’ve slept in four years.

I should feel grateful. The Dawn Runt quarters are overcrowded, four or five to a cabin, sleeping on cots that sag in the middle and leak cold air through gaps in the walls. Here I have my own room. My own bed. Privacy.

But gratitude won’t come. All I feel is trapped.

I set my bundle on the bed and untie the knots. My clothes go in the dresser—they look even more pathetic spread across the drawers, worn gray fabric in a space meant for much more. My mother’s mortar and pestle I set carefully on top of the dresser. The carved wolf goes on the windowsill where the morning light will touch it first.

There. Unpacked. This is home now.

The word rings hollow.

I make my way back downstairs, my body heavy with exhaustion. I should sleep. Should rest while I have the chance. But nervous energy crawls under my skin like ants, making it impossible to be still.

I need to do something useful. Need
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