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The Blood Moon always rose the same way—slow, heavy, inevitable—yet every year it felt as though it was climbing straight for my throat.

I stood at the far edge of the stone amphitheater, half-hidden behind a column carved with the old runes, my hands folded so tightly in front of me my fingers ached. Around me, the pack gathered in their rigid ranks, bodies turned inward toward the ceremonial circle, eyes bright with anticipation.

No one looked at me.

That was how I survived.

Invisible. Forgettable. A shadow pressed flat against the edge of something powerful enough to crush me if it ever noticed I existed.

The night air smelled of pine resin, damp stone, and the sharp metallic tang that always accompanied lunar magic. Torches flared along the ring, their flames snapping and bowing as the wind shifted. Above us, the moon crept higher—already tinged red, as though stained by something ancient and violent.

The Blood Moon.

Once every generation, sometimes twice if fate was cruel.

I swallowed and forced my shoulders to relax. I’d told myself I didn’t care. I’d told myself this ceremony had nothing to do with me. Omegas like me didn’t get chosen by destiny. We didn’t get grand revelations or life-altering moments beneath sacred moons.

We got overlooked.

I’d lived my entire life in the northern territories learning how to be small. How to lower my gaze when an Alpha passed. How to speak only when spoken to. How to keep my scent muted, my presence unremarkable.

Tonight was no different. I was here because everyone was here.

Nothing more.

The drums began.

A deep, rhythmic beat echoed through the stone, vibrating through my bones. Conversation faded into silence as the elders stepped into the circle, their cloaks sweeping the ground. Power rolled off them in slow, deliberate waves, thick enough to make my skin prickle.

I shifted my weight, heart ticking faster.

Then the pack parted.

He entered the amphitheater like a force of nature.

Alpha Kael Ravaryn did not walk—he advanced, each step measured, inevitable, as though the ground itself yielded to him. His presence hit like a physical blow, pressing the air from my lungs. Conversations didn’t just stop; they died.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Dressed in ceremonial black that caught the firelight and swallowed it whole. His dark hair was pulled back at the nape of his neck, exposing the sharp line of his jaw, the cold authority in his expression.

He didn’t look at anyone as he took his place at the head of the circle.

He didn’t need to.

Every wolf there was already focused on him.

My pulse stuttered for reasons I didn’t want to examine.

I’d seen him before, of course. Everyone had. Kael Ravaryn was not a man you could avoid knowing about. Supreme Alpha of the northern territories. Unchallenged. Unyielding. A ruler who had expanded borders and crushed rivals without mercy.

A man rumored to have rejected more alliances than he’d accepted.

A man who did not bend.

I lowered my head instinctively, gaze fixed on the stone beneath my boots.

The ceremony began.

The elders chanted in the old tongue, voices weaving together, summoning the ancient magic tied to blood, moonlight, and fate. The air thickened until every breath felt charged, my skin buzzing as though lightning crawled just beneath it.

I hugged myself, unease crawling up my spine.

Something felt… wrong.

Or maybe right in a way I didn’t recognize.

The moon reached its apex.

The Blood Moon flared.

A wave of power slammed through the amphitheater.

I gasped.

It wasn’t pain—it was awareness. Like a door inside me had been wrenched open without warning. Heat rushed through my veins, sharp and luminous, pooling low in my belly, spreading outward until my fingertips tingled.

Around the circle, wolves reacted—some stiffening, others exhaling sharply as bonds snapped into place, subtle and expected. Fated matches revealed in quiet certainty. Mates stepping toward one another with soft smiles or startled laughter.

Normal.

This was how it always went.

Except the power didn’t fade.

It intensified.

The torches flared higher, flames turning briefly silver-edged. The runes carved into the stone began to glow, one by one, pulsing in time with the drums.

The chanting faltered.

A murmur rippled through the pack.

My heart began to race.

I hadn’t moved. I hadn’t stepped forward. I hadn’t done anything.

Yet the pull was undeniable.

Invisible hands wrapped around my spine and tugged.

No.

Panic surged, sharp and breathless.

No, no, no—

My feet moved.

Gasps followed me as I stumbled out from behind the column, the crowd parting in startled waves. Every instinct screamed at me to stop, to turn back, to disappear—but my body no longer belonged entirely to me.

The moonlight locked onto me like a living thing.

I stood at the edge of the ceremonial circle, frozen, chest heaving.

Silence fell so complete it rang.

Hundreds of eyes turned toward me.

I wanted to sink into the stone.

I wanted to vanish.

The pull tightened.

Across the circle, Kael Ravaryn’s head snapped up.

Our gazes collided.

The impact was violent.

Something inside me flared—bright, fierce, terrifying. The air between us cracked, power snapping like a live wire. I felt him then, not as a distant Alpha, not as an untouchable ruler, but as something… closer.

Too close.

His eyes darkened, pupils blown wide. His jaw tightened, a muscle jumping there as though he were grinding his teeth.

The bond slammed into place.

I knew it with bone-deep certainty.

The pack knew it too.

A collective inhale swept the amphitheater, followed by stunned whispers that rose and fell like a storm tide.

“No—”

“It can’t be—”

“An omega?”

My knees nearly buckled.

The elders stared at me in disbelief, then slowly turned toward Kael.

The runes blazed white-hot.

The Blood Moon burned crimson overhead.

Fate had spoken.

I was the Alpha’s mate.

Terror crashed into me so hard I swayed.

This wasn’t a blessing. It wasn’t a miracle.

It was a death sentence.

Kael didn’t move.

For a heartbeat—two—three—he stood utterly still, staring at me as though I were a blade pointed at his throat.

Then something shuttered in his expression.

Cold. Controlled. Calculating.

The air shifted.

“I reject the bond.”

The words struck like a slap.

A sound tore out of me—small, broken, humiliating. Pain ripped through my chest, sharp and searing, as though something vital had been torn loose without care.

The runes flickered.

The pack erupted.

Gasps turned into shouts. Shock rippled outward, disbelief cracking into outrage. Rejection during a Blood Moon ceremony was unthinkable. Rejection of a revealed mate—publicly—was sacrilege.

Kael’s voice cut through the chaos, calm and merciless.

“I will not claim an omega with no standing, no power, and no political value. This bond ends now.”

Ends.

As if it were that simple.

As if fate were a contract he could tear up and discard.

The pain didn’t fade.

It burned.

Hotter than before.

My vision blurred, tears spilling down my cheeks despite my efforts to stop them. I could feel the bond still there—raw, furious, unbroken—like a brand pressed into my soul.

Rejected.

In front of everyone.

I wrapped my arms around myself, nails digging into my sleeves, and forced my legs to move. Each step away from the circle felt like walking through fire.

No one stopped me.

No one spoke to me.

They just watched.

By the time I reached the edge of the amphitheater, my chest felt hollow, scraped raw. The Blood Moon still glared down, indifferent and cruel, as though amused by the chaos it had unleashed.

I didn’t look back.

If I had, I might have seen the way Kael’s hands were clenched at his sides.

I might have noticed the faint tremor running through him.

I might have realized that fate had not been denied.

Only wounded.

And wounded things were always the most dangerous.
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I didn’t remember leaving the amphitheater.

One moment, the Blood Moon was burning my skin, the weight of hundreds of stares crushing my lungs. The next, I was stumbling through the forest paths beyond the ceremonial grounds, boots slipping on loose gravel, breath tearing in and out of me like I was running from a predator.

Maybe I was.

Branches scraped my arms as I pushed through the trees, the sounds of the pack fading behind me—voices rising, arguing, shocked. No one followed. No one called my name. That hurt more than I expected.

Rejected omegas were inconvenient. Dangerous. Better left alone.

My chest burned with every breath. Not just humiliation—something deeper. Hotter. The bond.

It hadn’t snapped.

I slowed, hands braced against the trunk of a pine, forehead pressing into rough bark as nausea rolled through me. The air smelled of sap and cold earth, grounding me just enough to keep my legs from giving out.

He rejected you.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

I’d known it would happen. The moment the bond had flared, some part of me—small but sharp—had understood the truth. Alpha Kael Ravaryn did not bind himself to nobodies. He didn’t tie his rule to a low-ranked omega with no lineage and no visible strength.

I was a liability.

Still… knowing didn’t make it hurt less.

A tremor wracked my body. I slid down the tree until I was crouched on the forest floor, hugging my knees to my chest. My pulse hammered too fast, too loud, like my body was trying to outrun something invisible.

The bond throbbed in my veins.

Every heartbeat pulled tight, like a thread stretched too far. I could feel him—distant but undeniable. A presence at the back of my mind, heavy and dark, like a storm pressing against the horizon.

Anger flickered through it.

Not regret.

Not remorse.

Anger.

My throat tightened.

“Of course,” I whispered, the word brittle in the night.

I stayed there longer than I should have. Long enough for the moon to begin its slow descent. Long enough for the forest to quiet, the ceremony clearly finished without me.

Eventually, cold seeped through my clothes, and survival nudged me back into motion.

I rose on shaky legs and turned toward the outer dwellings—toward the omega quarters tucked far from the Alpha’s keep. Every step felt heavier than the last. Wolves I passed looked away or stared too long, their expressions ranging from pity to suspicion.

A rejected mate was unstable.

A rejected mate was trouble.

I kept my head down.

The door to my small stone room creaked as I pushed it open. Inside, the space was dim and bare—bed, table, single window looking out into the trees. Nothing personal. Nothing I couldn’t leave behind if ordered to.

I shut the door and slid the bar into place, my hands shaking.

The silence crashed over me.

That was when I broke.

A sob tore free, raw and humiliating. I staggered to the bed and collapsed onto it, face pressed into the thin blanket as tears soaked the fabric. My chest heaved, body curling inward as though I could protect something vital by making myself smaller.

The bond pulsed again.

Hot. Insistent.

I gasped, fingers clawing at my sternum as sensation rippled outward—heat pooling low, spreading through my limbs, leaving me dizzy. It wasn’t pain exactly. It was… awareness.

Need.

“No,” I whispered, voice cracking. “Stop.”

It didn’t.

The rejection should have dulled the bond, weakened it. That was what the old stories said. But this—this felt wrong. Unchecked. Volatile.

I squeezed my eyes shut, breathing through it, counting heartbeats until the intensity receded to a low, simmering burn.

When it finally eased, exhaustion slammed into me. My thoughts blurred, edges softening as sleep dragged me under whether I wanted it or not.

I dreamed of fire.

Not the gentle warmth of a hearth, but something wild and consuming. Moonlight poured over dark stone, over broad shoulders and sharp angles, illuminating eyes that glowed with a feral intensity.

He was there.

Kael.

He stood just out of reach, watching me like prey and treasure all at once. Power rolled off him in suffocating waves, his presence filling the dream until there was nothing else.

“You shouldn’t exist,” he said, voice low and dangerous.

My feet carried me toward him anyway.

“I didn’t choose this,” I replied, though my words sounded distant, like they were echoing down a long corridor.

His hand shot out, gripping my wrist. Heat exploded at the point of contact, pleasure and pain tangling until I couldn’t tell them apart.

“I did,” he said. “And I chose no.”

The dream shattered.

I woke with a gasp, sitting bolt upright, heart pounding.

The room was dark, the moon now a pale sliver through the window. Sweat slicked my skin, my body humming with restless energy that had nowhere to go.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and pressed my feet to the cold stone floor, grounding myself.

It was just a dream.

Except the bond was still there.

And it was angrier.

I dragged a hand through my hair, frustration and fear tangling in my chest. Rejected mates weren’t supposed to feel like this. The connection should have weakened, not intensified. Yet every time I thought of him—of his cold voice, his dismissive gaze—the pull tightened.

As dawn crept closer, unease settled deep in my gut.

Something had gone wrong.

It didn’t take long for the consequences to arrive.

By midmorning, the pack was buzzing with tension sharp enough to taste. Whispers followed me whenever I stepped outside, conversations dying abruptly as I passed. Wolves watched me with narrowed eyes, assessing.

Measuring.

I kept moving, gathering what little supplies I could—water, dried meat—my instincts screaming that staying unprepared was a mistake.

I was halfway back to my room when a shadow fell across my path.

I stopped.

Two warriors stood blocking the narrow stone walkway, both broad and scarred, their expressions anything but friendly.

“Lyra Ashwyn,” one of them said, his tone clipped. “You’re to come with us.”

My stomach dropped. “Come where?”

“To the council hall.”

Cold dread seeped into my bones. The council didn’t summon omegas without reason. Especially not rejected ones.

“I haven’t done anything,” I said carefully.

The other wolf snorted. “Your existence is enough.”

My hands curled into fists at my sides, nails biting into my palms. I forced myself to keep my voice steady. “Am I under arrest?”

They exchanged a look.

“No,” the first said. “Not yet.”

That didn’t help.

I followed them through the winding paths, every step tightening the knot in my chest. The bond stirred uneasily, like it sensed what was coming.

The council hall loomed ahead, stone walls etched with symbols older than the pack itself. The doors stood open, voices drifting out—sharp, heated.

I swallowed and stepped inside.

The elders sat in a semicircle, their expressions grim. Several high-ranking wolves stood nearby, arms crossed, tension radiating off them.

And at the center—

Kael.

He stood with his back to me, hands clasped behind him, posture rigid. He didn’t turn when I entered. Didn’t acknowledge my presence at all.

The bond flared at the sight of him, heat curling low in my belly, twisting painfully



















































