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  To my husband, my inspiration and sounding board. Thanks for being there for me and being the Alpha of my heart. 
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  Prologue

  
  




Once word got out about her heritage, tongues really started wagging—and not in a fun way. For better or worse, it completely changed the game, and she was in it now.

But two weeks into December, Raella noticed a real thaw in how the pack was treating her. A few were still wary, but some had actually stopped treating her like a pariah. The first time a pack member smiled at her without calculating something behind it, she almost didn’t recognize what she was seeing. The hostile stares were slowly turning into something closer to curiosity, and she was learning the difference.

Daggers, she knew how to handle—and could honestly live without. Curiosity, however, she could work with. People still talked, but it finally felt less like suspicion and more… like a win.







Elder Thomlin invited her for coffee and cakes one day. She almost said no. But he’d promised to finally reveal the true story behind his cane, and Raella couldn’t pass that up.

Originally, the story was that it was carved from the femur of a Hollow Fang Alpha who challenged the wrong elder and lost. The truth?

A store‑bought cane, used with his senior discount in the next town over.

He was ancient, half‑deaf, myth‑loving, stubborn, allergic to help, and… lonely. She understood that. After her mom died and her father retreated into himself, she had to figure things out by herself and… yeah, she understood that kind of lonely.

Thomlin had lost his brother and sister in the first siege with the Hollow Fang, and he clearly didn’t know what to do with the void they left behind. He still talked about them as if they were alive and well, just away on a visit. A very long visit. He kept her entertained with stories of his siblings’ shenanigans growing up. Putting salt in the council tea. Price‑tag swapping at the local shops for “economic justice.” Small rebellions that made the world feel less cruel. It wasn’t heroic or tragic; it was just real.

She stayed for a second slice of cake. Sometimes, the story was all that was left of a person, and Thomlin needed someone to hear it. Raella found herself genuinely wanting to listen.

“Raella, you ever wonder where we came from?” Thomlin asked, cradling his cup.

Raella leaned back in her chair. “Spiritually or biologically?”

“Both and neither.” He didn’t smile, as if he himself was wondering.

“I’m sorry… what?”

Seemingly realizing her confusion, he began, “The first wolf shifter wasn’t born… he was made.”

The room seemed to settle around his words.

“It has been said that Dacca, a natural-born wolf and an Alpha, was a massive, formidable creature with a coat the color of winter ash and piercing gray eyes. But strength doesn’t stop death.”

Thomlin’s gaze drifted past her, as if he could still see it.

“The wolf was caught in a rockslide—the kind common in those mountainous terrains that can easily trap or crush a creature if they are caught unawares.”

She didn’t fully trust that Thomlin wouldn’t embellish this story the way he did everything else, but she fought to school her features and listened.

“Well… Dacca was found gravely injured, bleeding out with shattered ribs and crushed back haunches. He was on the very threshold of death. And then came Zahara,” Thomlin continued. “A mage who had abandoned the king she was born to serve, growing weary of being used to prey on innocent subjects without cause or reason. So, she fled.”

Raella’s teasing expression faded. It was as if her blood could recognize the absolute truth in his words. Perking up, she leaned in, resting her cup on the table.

“In her flight, she found Dacca. She could’ve walked past him. Honestly, she should have. Approaching a wild Alpha in that state was dangerous for both. Wolves on the brink of death oftentimes attack their rescuers out of pure instinct—a desperate last resort to save themselves. But Zahara didn’t walk away. It was like something inside her flatly refused to let this creature die.” He tapped the side of his cane gently against the floorboards. “Using her magic, she carried the wolf to a nearby cave. She took care of him, nursing him as best as she could. She tried to get him to eat, but he had lost too much blood.  Our oldest stories say she had spent a lifetime being forced to strip life away from innocent people, serving as a weapon to snuff out souls for a tyrannical king. Now, facing this dying creature, something inside her rebelled. She needed to preserve this life, if only to prove she was capable of saving something. 

So she doubled down on her efforts, cutting herself accidentally in her haste. Placing her bleeding finger into her own mouth to staunch the flow, a sudden, desperate idea came to mind. Instead of trying to force medicinally laced foods down the wolf’s throat, she fed him her own essence.”

“Her essence?” Raella asked, a small grimace of confusion crossing her face.

“Yes, her magic. Her life’s blood. Night after night, she poured herself into him until she was barely standing.”

Raella swallowed hard. “And he lived?”

Thomlin’s eyes gleamed. “On the fifth morning, she woke to find the wolf gone.”

Raella sat completely frozen, her heart thudding in the quiet room. “What happened to him?” she whispered.

“Well, the wolf was gone, but a man was standing at the mouth of the cave instead. Same eyes. Same soul. But different. Something… more.”

“A shifter?” Raella murmured.

“The first,” Thomlin corrected softly. “Dacca’s wolf spirit birthed the man we know from our history as Ephraim. Our oldest teachings say Ephraim was Dacca’s spirit made flesh and bone. He became a legendary hunter, stronger than anything before him. With Zahara’s magic pulsing thick in his veins, he didn’t just change—he existed as man, wolf, and something entirely new, all at once.”

Silence stretched between them. It sounded like a myth, like something carved into old stone and exaggerated by centuries of retelling. But once again, something deep in her chest felt the undeniable weight of truth in that story.

Thomlin continued, “It was not just a tale of the first shifter, but also the first bond. Dacca could have easily rejected her meddling—rejected her imposing her own life force onto his fading spirit. But as a man made of flesh, he knew this woman was far more than a simple lifesaver. He breathed the single word that so many of our kind have heard since, understanding the absolute meaning and deep reverence behind it: ‘Mine.’

“She, too, could have rejected it. It certainly wasn’t what she had signed up for when she chose to help a dying creature in a cave. But her quiet acceptance of his claim made the bond complete. Through her sacrifice and his gratitude, a true mate bond was forged. Not of force, nor manipulation, the way her old king would have used magic. No… it was freely given and accepted.”

Syrra, who had been quiet through most of the visit, suddenly pressed herself close to the surface of Raella’s skin. Her attention locked completely onto the old man’s words, recognizing them from somewhere older than human memory.

And that—more than the myth, more than the magic—was what moved Raella most. It wasn’t just a good story. It was the fact that a part of her already knew it.







Thomlin’s story stuck to her like a splinter. And Kael’s comment about her eyes—that no other lineage carried them—drove her to want to know more. She needed to know more. The idea of getting a glimpse into who she was or where she came from was heady, and she couldn’t pass that up.

Thomlin had told her that the deep history of the pack’s origins sat in the lower level of the main library—the archives. She waited until one of her lighter training days to go searching. When she arrived, the archivist didn’t ask questions. He simply led her down into the warded vault.

The air felt different here. Colder. Heavier. Charged. It was as if the room itself wanted you to feel the weight of all the history—the tellings and retellings it carried.

She moved through the shadows slowly, letting both her hands and eyes roam over the leather bindings and the rolled scrolls, breathing in the old, dry smell of what it held. Listening. Letting instinct or Syrra guide her. Her fingers brushed a scroll that looked older than dirt. The parchment felt dry and stiff under her palm, its feathered edges frayed with centuries of age. She carefully took up the scroll, and with gentle care, she unraveled the stiff material, bringing it closer so she could read the names clearly. The ink had faded a bit, but the names hadn’t.

Ephraim Ashmark.

Zahara Maerwyn.

“Ashmark! Maerwyn!” she exclaimed. The names seemed to pulse straight off the scroll, as if they wanted to live through the very ink that penned them. She stared down at the text. Ashmark. Maerwyn. The exact story Thomlin had just told her over cake—and here were their names. Her name. Both of them sat directly at the root of everything.

Expelling a deep breath, she walked over to the wooden table so she could take her time looking through this scroll carefully. As she unrolled the parchment further, it revealed a family tree divided into three lines—three legacies.

Maerwyn: elemental daughters, violet‑eyed, formidable.

Ashmark: hunters, warriors, strength, and speed.

Varyn: healers, balance, elemental grace.

Her father, Jonas Ashmark, descended from Ephraim himself. His father, Thaddeus, a legend and a warning tale. A marriage. A betrayal. A half‑brother. “Whoa, drama and more drama, no matter the century,” she muttered. 

As Raella continued reading, she realized something. She didn’t regret her years with Elias. However, she wondered who she might’ve been if Jonas had lived. What type of “wolf,” woman, person, or leader would she have been if her father hadn’t been killed? She would never know, and it saddened her. She hoped that whatever had led Kael to her, or brought her and her family to this pack, to this exact moment right now, was truly meant to be and worth the immense pain and loss.

She read until her eyes ached and the names started to blur. Until she wasn’t entirely sure if she was chasing the truth or just outrunning her own fear. She rolled the scroll gently, returned it to where she had found it, and gathered the others she had taken.

She didn’t tell a single soul what she found. Not because she wanted secrecy. But because once you say something out loud, it becomes real. And if Raella was being completely honest with herself, she wasn’t ready for real. Not yet.








  
  
  Unravel

  
  




Kael

Kael had been staring at the same line in the contract for nearly five minutes. The orphanage plans were spread across his desk—permits, funding agreements, and land transfers near the southern ridge. It was supposed to be straightforward. A place for children displaced by war, by Hollow Fang raids, and by parents who never made it home.

A knock never came, but the door opened anyway.

Alessandra stepped inside as if she had received a formal, written invitation. Her heels clacked annoyingly against the hardwood. Kael didn’t look up. His shoulders tightened in immediate irritation because he didn’t feel he could handle her tantrums or unwanted advances right now—especially when his mind and heart were entirely wrapped around how he had fallen short with Raella, wondering if she would ever truly trust him again.

The tension in the room tripled.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said lightly, though there was steel beneath it. She moved closer. Fingertips brushed the edge of his desk—then his hand.

Conall rose inside him, not with aggression but with something more absolute. A line being drawn. Not against Alessandra specifically, but against anyone who wasn’t Raella.

Alessandra’s smile flickered. She surreptitiously moved her hand away. Rolling her shoulders, straightening her back, and lifting that chin, she got down to business. 

“I thought we should talk,” she said. “About the future.”

Kael’s hackles rose, but he clamped it down under indifference as he flipped another page, resuming his perusal of the proposal.

Alessandra leaned closer, not seeming to notice Kael’s attempt at indifference. “Your future. Our future.” She waited for Kael to respond. He didn’t. She pressed on. 

“Kael, the council sees the advantage of our pairing. My family sees it. I see it, and I think you do too.”

Kael finally looked up. His gaze was unreadable. “I don’t need a future negotiated for me, Alessandra,” he said.

“I’m not negotiating,” she said. “I’m offering. You’re going to need a strong, formidable woman by your side, Kael, as your Luna,” she said. “The council won’t let you stand alone forever. And I think we would be a good match.”

She wasn’t wrong about needing a strong woman by his side, though wrong about that woman being her. He stood then, meeting her gaze, not with aggression but with the look of someone finally needing to have this talk.  “Alessandra, I know you had this infatuation, crush, or something towards me, but I’ve never given you reason to believe I returned your affections.”

“Kael, don’t be obtuse. I’m not offering love and devotion. I know you don’t feel for me the way I do for you. I know we are not each other’s mates. But, I believe we can still make something great—be something great for Varyn. Love and affection can come later. Don’t you find me attractive or appealing at least? I’m sure I can satisfy those needs… those wants. Kael, I’m offering—”

“You’re offering me yourself as leverage,” he said, cutting her off cleanly. “A legacy. A name.”

He stepped directly past her and opened the heavy suite door, gesturing to the empty hallway. “I already have those, so I don’t need yours. Thank you for coming.”

Alessandra glared at him, utterly shocked that he would pass up a legacy like this. Pass her up. She held his cold stare for a second too long, her jaw tightening in raw humiliation, before she turned and walked out without another word.







Raella

Two weeks into December, and she still didn’t know how to be here. Not just in Varyn, but in a life that no longer resembled the one she’d left behind. Every answer uncovered another question. Every truth came with another responsibility. Before she’d made peace with one part of herself, another demanded to be understood. Every morning, she woke with the same thought: When do I start feeling like I belong here instead of simply surviving this place? These people?

Training at dawn remained unchanged, but her afternoons belonged to the archives, where she devoured everything Varyn had managed to preserve about the Maerwyns and Ashmarks. Most of it was incomplete—old records, fragmented histories, stories passed from one generation to the next. She spent hours trying to stitch together a past that should have been hers all along, only to leave with more questions than answers. Frustrating, but something, she supposed.

Dinners also had felt calmer than they had in weeks since council-gate. Raella still bristled at that moment. The embarrassment of being talked about, judged, and found wanting and hurt by Kael’s… what? silence? failure to defend or protect? or something else.  She didn’t know. What she did know was that it couldn’t stay unresolved between them.

Raella was in the middle of a rousing game of shuffling peas around her plate when Lia brought up her birthday. Oh no, she internally groaned.

“What are we doing for your birthday, Rae?”

Her birthday? She wasn’t thinking about her birthday. She’d been so consumed with her research on bloodlines that, in all honesty, she hadn’t realized the date was creeping up on her. December 15th. She’d be twenty. Yay, she thought in a deadpan drone.

Kael looked up from his plate. Maren’s eyes widened. “Oh, my goodness. We must celebrate.”

Must we? She already knew they would. Great… just great.

Ideas collided instantly across the table. Cake. Balloons. Kael insisted he’d cook, which earned him a sharp side-eye from Raella. So you can finish doing me in by poisoning Brutus? she thought, then immediately forced her mind to shift directions, hoping his Alpha senses didn’t catch any of the stray resentment.

Kael’s eyes dimmed a bit. He had clearly caught something in her thoughts. Good, she thought, squinting a glare at him before turning her gaze back to her siblings. Maybe he’ll finally stop snooping in her head. He needed to know she was still completely peeved at him, and she wasn’t about to hide it—even if seeing him look so visibly hurt twinged a tiny bit of guilt in her own chest.

Maren interrupted her thought spiral, promising something handmade and probably sentimental. Raella did draw her line in the sand, however. She didn’t want a big fuss, so it was quickly decided that it would be a small celebration. Just the family, the way they always did it.

But later? Later, she wanted noise. She wanted music loud enough to drown out her hurt, her anxieties, and her misplaced hope. She wanted to let loose, unravel, and completely forget.







Club Solace didn’t just pulse—it throbbed. Bass rolled through the walls and into bone. Strobe lights sliced through the crowd in flashes of gold and crimson, turning sweat into shimmer and strangers into silhouettes. Raella paused at the entrance, the air heavy with the scent of adrenaline and abandon. This was easier. Noise was easier. The black dress hugged her body and dipped low at the back—daring enough to feel dangerous, controlled enough to still feel classy. Boots that gave her height and makeup that was flawless, enough to make her kiss herself.  

Hold on to your ego and good intentions, Alpha, she said to herself with sheer determination. A dare. She wasn’t dressing for anyone. At least that’s what she told herself. But she knew the one who shall not be named would notice.

Emilia and Lia dragged her onto the dance floor before she could get a refusal out. The music swallowed her up, and she let it.

The beat loosened the knot beneath her ribs, and the press of bodies reminded her she was alive—flesh and breath—not prophecy or a bloodline. Just a woman trying to figure out life, love, and how she could get him out of her mind… thoughts. The heat and the thunderous music helped her forget all of it. And for a few glorious minutes, she actually did. 

Kael stood near the far wall, one shoulder braced against the exposed brick, his drink completely untouched. His jaw was clenched, his amber eyes tracking her every movement as if gravity itself had chosen her as its new center.

Raella didn’t look at him. Or at least, she tried her hardest not to. She caught a few quick glimpses of him through the moving crowd here and there, but never long enough for him to catch her doing it. She refused to give him that satisfaction. She was still guarded. Still raw. Still deeply hurt.

Though she felt the weight of his stare on her, she had to admit to the reckless, bruised part of herself that she liked it. She was relieved to feel that the connection was still there. So she leaned into it. She danced harder. She decided to let the Alpha choose whether he was actually going to pursue her… or just stand there and watch.

Across the room, Kael’s grip tightened on the glass until it cracked. When the song shifted, she spun around—and caught a few women actively angling for his attention. His gaze didn’t move off her for a fraction of a second, but she still felt the undeniable, feral tug of wanting to claw their eyes out. She kept that thought locked tight in the vault of her mind.

Heat sparked suddenly between them, a violent jolt that rippled straight down the bond. She turned away first. Not because she was nervous, or shy, or anything like that. But it was driving her crazy. It was easy for him to look at her like she belonged to him in a dark club, but it meant nothing if he couldn’t do it in front of the pack. On their date, he whispered promises about her place by his side, making her believe they were a unit. Then the council door opened, the pack started tearing into her heritage, and he sat there like a statue. Silent. No defense. No protection.

She needed him to make the things he told her on their date actually true. Frankly, she needed him to do something instead of absolutely nothing. But as the night continued, she decided to just focus on the music instead. It’s my birthday, dammit, and I’m going to celebrate. Hard.







Outside, the night air hit like a reset. Kael had gone to get the truck while they waited out front, leaving Darius and Dren to stay with her, Lia, and Emilia. Emilia was mid-rant about a bartender who “couldn’t count change if the register begged him” when the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Alessandra.

She stepped out of the car that had just pulled up and walked like she owned the sidewalk. Red lips. Icy glare, which was unfortunately locked on Raella. She inwardly groaned. Please no, Raella thought, Please, God, I promise to—

“Happy Birthday, Harpy.”

Damn. The buzz was gone. The night… ruined. The small crowd near the entrance went silent; wolves were always alert for the scent of a brewing fight. Turning around to face the inevitable, she saw Alessandra walk toward her. 

“You really think this ends well for you?” she snapped.

Syrra surged violently within her, ready to meet whatever challenge this petulant brat wanted to dish out. Raella’s vision sharpened at the edges, the world thinning to something feral and incredibly bright. She felt it then—the sudden, terrifying pull. The pressure building just beneath her skin like something savage trying to claw its way out.

Oh no. Oh no no no. 

She had never shifted before, and she was not about to do it for the first time on a public sidewalk in front of a crowd because Alessandra Voss couldn’t keep her claws to herself. She knew she couldn’t afford to lose control here.

Alessandra spat more nonsense at her, but Raella let it wash over her. Not getting the reaction she wanted, Alessandra clipped Raella’s shoulder on her way past. But in the second before she turned away, Raella saw it: the hollowed-out loss behind the liner. She saw the resentment she carried.  She didn’t entirely blame her. To Raella’s understanding, she was in the way. A blockade to her happily ever after. To her, Raella was a reminder of what she couldn’t have, and maybe that cuts deeper than anything Raella could lob back at her.




Alessandra

Humiliated and seething, Alessandra moved through the streets in a blurred, dissociative haze. Her pride was a shredded thing behind her ribs. She was so deeply locked in her own head that she didn’t even realize she had wandered straight into human territory.  She should have turned back. She should have gone home. But she didn’t. She continued walking and feeling a bit sorry for herself.  

After some time, she looked up to see where she was and stopped dead in her tracks.  She saw Malachi standing outside a dimly lit bar, his posture as rigid and unbending as an iron rail, as usual. And beside him—Jake. They walked inside and sat at a table by the window. What the hell.  

Not wanting to be spotted, Alessandra stepped into the deep shadow of a brick archway, her heart hammering against her ribs as she reeled from what she was seeing. This didn’t make any sense. Looking around her, it was obvious they were not on Varyn lands, but wouldn’t Malachi want to be far more discreet if he was meeting with… him? 

Trying to slow her breathing and racing heart, she honed her senses to them to try to gauge what was going on there.  She was able to catch some of the conversation even while her thoughts ran with her. 

“We know you have the girl,” Jake was saying, his voice low and flat with focused intent. 

Malachi’s expression didn’t so much as flicker. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

“You can play dumb, O’Neil. But the fact that you came tonight tells me you’re not. So let me speak plainly. Hollow Fang won’t retaliate if they have her,” Jake countered. He didn’t use her name. But Alessandra knew they were speaking of Raella as if she were a piece of stolen hardware to be recovered. She didn’t know why she suddenly cared. She had literally just called the girl a harpy twenty minutes ago on the sidewalk. But something about hearing Raella spoken of like a piece of factory hardware—like she was a corporate asset, not a real person—sat entirely wrong in her chest. 

Alessandra knew that feeling intimately. She had lived inside it her whole life. The girl who could be traded, managed, and positioned for everyone else’s benefit, while others got to simply exist. She didn’t like Raella. But she understood that pain. More than she ever wanted to admit. 

“So, what’s it gonna be?” Jake added, checking his watch. 

Malachi didn’t answer immediately. He was calculating, his eyes fixed on the empty street as if weighing the exact cost of his choices. Not waiting to hear what Malachi decided, Alessandra stepped backward into the dark, her heels completely silent for the first time in her life. Let them finish their plotting. A new strategy was already forming in her mind—one that was patient, ruthless, and entirely her own.

Jake had underestimated her once before. He wouldn’t get a second chance. Alessandra Voss never forgot a betrayal; she nurtured it until she was ready to strike. And when the time came, she would make them wish they had never messed with her.








  
  
  Prophecies

  
  




Raella walked the perimeter of the pack house, boots crunching softly against frostbitten grass. Her birthday was officially over. And now the full moon hung heavy in the sky—bright, watchful, and unrelenting. She hated how raw she felt—still felt, actually. She was supposed to be finding her footing, not giving people another reason to doubt her. Instead, she’d come far too close to becoming exactly what some of them already believed she was. She had nearly shifted in public. Shifted was probably a massive stretch, considering she had never actually shifted before and wasn’t even sure she would know how to do it. The point was, she had nearly lost control. She had nearly proved every single nasty whisper right. She kicked at a patch of ice, watching it crack under her boot.

“Careful,” came a voice behind her. “That’s the good ice. We were saving it for the elders’ whiskey.”

Raella turned. Maren stood a few feet away, wrapped in a thick shawl, eyes soft and knowing.

“I didn’t mean to—” Raella started. 

Maren immediately waved her off. “I know, Rae. I’m just teasing you.” She stepped closer, holding out a warm thermos. “Tea. Peppermint.”

Raella took them without protest. She needed it. They walked in silence for a few moments, passing the edge of the yard where crates of animals had been prepped for the upcoming hunt—stags, boars, and even a few enchanted hares, all waiting to be released into
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