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  Chapter 1: The Nightmare Returns
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ysara pov

The basket weighs heavy in my arms.

I shift it to my hip, feeling the rough wicker dig into my side through my thin sweater. Apples. Bread. Fresh cheese from Mrs. Holloway’s stand. The normal things. The safe things.

Mistwood Hollow is quiet this afternoon. Too quiet.

My wolf stirs under my skin. Just barely. A whisper of movement I’ve learned to ignore over five years of practice. She doesn’t like the silence either.

I push through the gate to our cottage, and the basket slips from my hands.

Apples roll across the dirt path. Red and green and golden, spinning away into the grass. I don’t chase them. Can’t move. Can’t breathe.

The front door hangs open.

“Kieran?”

My voice cracks on his name. I’m running before I finish saying it, stumbling over the threshold into our home. The home I’ve built for us. The home that’s supposed to be safe.

“Baby? Kieran, this isn’t funny!”

The living room is destroyed. Cushions torn open, stuffing everywhere like snow. The bookshelf knocked over, picture frames shattered on the floor. Our life scattered in broken glass.

His toy chest sits empty in the corner.

My heart stops.

“Kieran!”

I tear through the cottage. His bedroom, untouched. The bathroom, empty. The kitchen, normal except for one thing.

His favorite toy. The little wooden wolf I carved for him last winter. It sits on the kitchen table, perfectly centered. Deliberately placed.

Next to it, a knife driven deep into the wood.

I reach for the toy with shaking hands. The wolf’s edges are smooth from constant holding, worn down by small fingers that carry it everywhere. Kieran never goes anywhere without it.

Never.

My wolf surges inside me, clawing and desperate. I’ve kept her locked down for years, suppressed and silent. But she’s screaming now, howling for our pup.

The back door creaks.

I spin, grabbing the knife from the table. My hand closes around the hilt, and something wet and warm drips onto my fingers.

Blood.

Fresh blood on the handle. Not mine. Not Kieran’s. I would know my son’s scent anywhere, and this is wrong. Foreign. Multiple scents layered together like a pack.

“Show yourself.”

The words come out steady. Cold. Nothing like the terror freezing my lungs.

Four wolves step into my kitchen.

Not men. Wolves. Massive and dark, with eyes that gleam silver in the afternoon light streaming through the windows. Their fur is midnight black, and they move with the coordinated grace of trained warriors.

Elite pack wolves. I know that walk. That confidence.

They shift as I watch, bones cracking and reshaping. Fur receding into skin. Four naked men stand in my kitchen like they own it, like they didn’t just break into my home and destroy my life.

The leader steps forward. Tall, broad-shouldered, with scars crossing his chest in patterns that tell stories of battles survived. His eyes are the same silver as his wolf.

“Ysara Bellmont.”

It’s not a question.

“Where is my son?”

He doesn’t answer. Just reaches into the pile of clothes on the floor and pulls out pants, dragging them on with casual ease. The others do the same. Getting dressed in my kitchen like this is normal. Like they have the right.

“You need to come with us.”

“Like hell I do.” I raise the knife. “Where is Kieran?”

“Not with us.”

“Then who has him?”

The leader’s jaw tightens. Something flickers in his eyes. Almost… sympathy? But it’s gone before I can be sure.

“Bastian Crowe.”

The name hits me like a fist to the gut. I actually stumble back a step, my hip slamming into the counter.

No. No no no.

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not.”

“Bastian Crowe doesn’t know I exist. Doesn’t know Kieran exists. How would he—”

“He knows now.”

My wolf throws herself against my ribs. I can feel her pushing, trying to break free after years of being caged. My skin burns with the need to shift, to hunt, to tear apart every wolf in this kitchen until they tell me where my baby is.

“Breathe,” the leader says quietly. “You shift now, you won’t be able to help him.”

“Don’t tell me what to do in my own home.”

“Your home is surrounded. Twenty wolves in the woods, all waiting to see what you’ll do. You attack me, they come in. You run, they chase you down. Either way, the boy stays missing.”

I grip the knife tighter. “What do you want?”

“To bring you to someone who can help.”

“Help.” I spit the word like poison. “You break into my house, terrify my son, leave him with a psychopath, and you want to help?”

“We didn’t take the boy. We tracked the wolves who did, followed their trail here. Found this.”

He pulls something from his pocket. A piece of fabric, stained and crumpled. I recognize it immediately. Kieran’s shirt. The blue one with the moon on the front. His favorite.

There’s blood on it.

The world tilts. I grab the counter to stay upright, my fingers going numb around the knife handle.

“How much?” My voice sounds far away. Hollow. “How much blood?”

“Not enough to kill. Enough to send a message.”

“What message?”

The leader’s silver eyes hold mine. “That he knows what the boy is. What he carries.”

“I don’t understand.”

“He carries the mark.” He pauses, watches me carefully. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?”

“What your son is. What he’s capable of. What he means to the prophecy.”

Prophecy. The word makes my skin crawl. I’ve spent five years avoiding prophecies, avoiding pack politics, avoiding anything that could drag us back into that world.

“There is no prophecy. There’s just my son, and I want him back. Now.”

“Then come with us.”

“To where?”

The leader’s expression shifts. Something like regret crosses his scarred face.

“Shadowpeak Kingdom.”

The knife falls from my hand. It hits the floor with a clatter that seems impossibly loud in the sudden silence.

“No.”

“Ysara—”

“Absolutely not. Never. I will never go back there.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice.” I back toward the door, my wolf pacing frantically inside me. Fight or flight. Fight or flight. “I’ll find Kieran myself. I don’t need—I won’t—”

“The Lycan King didn’t send us.”

The words stop me cold. “What?”

“King Lucien doesn’t know we’re here. Doesn’t know about the boy. Not yet.” The leader takes a step closer, his voice dropping low. “But he’s the only one with resources to track Bastian Crowe. The only one who can negotiate your son’s return. You want the boy back? You need the king.”

“I need nothing from him.”

“Then Kieran dies.”

The words are brutal. Blunt. They slam into me with the force of truth I can’t deny.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do. Bastian Crowe is many things, but patient isn’t one of them. Whatever he wants with your son, he’ll get it or he’ll kill him trying. You have maybe three days. Maybe less.”

Three days. Seventy-two hours to save my baby. To walk back into the kingdom that destroyed me. To face him again.

Lucien.

Just thinking his name makes the mate bond flare to life. The bond that should be dead, severed five years ago when he rejected me in front of his entire court. When he chose duty and politics and a beautiful pure-blooded alpha over me.

But the bond isn’t dead. I’ve felt it every day, a constant ache under my breastbone. A wound that won’t heal.

“He won’t help me,” I whisper. “He rejected me. Cast me out. Why would he—”

“Because the boy is his.”

I freeze. “How did you—”

“The mark. Every royal-born wolf carries it. Hidden until they shift for the first time, but it’s there. Your son has the king’s mark.”

“That’s impossible. Kieran hasn’t shifted yet. He’s only four.”

“He shifted three days ago.”

The room spins. I grab the counter again, my knees threatening to give out.

“That’s not possible. I would know. I’m his mother, I would—”

“You’ve suppressed your wolf so completely you can barely sense your own pack bonds, let alone your son’s first shift. But it happened. And when it did, every alpha within a hundred miles felt it. Including Bastian Crowe.”

My hands are shaking. I press them flat against the counter, trying to stop the tremors.

Kieran shifted. My baby shifted without me there, without me to guide him through it, without me to tell him it’s okay, that the pain passes, that he’s perfect and strong and—

“I need to sit down.”

“You need to come with us.”

“I need a minute!”

The leader holds up his hands. “Take it. But Ysara? Every minute you take is a minute your son doesn’t have.”

I close my eyes. Breathe. Try to think through the panic clawing at my throat.

Options. I need options.

I could run. Pack a bag, empty my emergency cash from the mattress, disappear into the woods. I’ve done it before. But Bastian would kill Kieran the moment he realized I wasn’t coming.

I could fight. There are four wolves here, twenty outside. I’m strong, but not that strong. And even if I won, I’d be no closer to finding my son.

Or I could do the one thing I swore I’d never do.

Go back.

“If I come with you,” I say slowly, not opening my eyes, “do I have your word you’ll help me find Kieran? No matter what the king says?”

Silence. Long enough that I open my eyes and look at him.

The leader meets my gaze steadily. “You have my word. The boy’s safety comes first.”

“Who are you?”

“Nikolai Stormborn. Head of the King’s Guard.”

Of course. Of course Lucien would send his best warrior. His most trusted fighter. The wolf he keeps closest to the throne.

“Did he send you for me? Is this his game? Did he take Kieran to force me back?”

“No.” Nikolai’s voice is firm. Absolute. “The king doesn’t know about the boy. Doesn’t know you have a son. When I felt the royal mark activate three days ago, I tracked it here. Found evidence of Bastian’s wolves. The king knows nothing.”

“Yet.”

“Yet,” Nikolai agrees. “But he will. The moment we walk into Shadowpeak, he’ll know everything. You ready for that?”

Am I ready to face Lucien? To tell him about Kieran? To watch his face when he realizes he has a son?

No. I’ll never be ready.

But I don’t have a choice.

“I need to pack.”

“We leave in ten minutes.”

I push past him, heading for my bedroom. My hands won’t stop shaking as I pull my old pack from the closet. The one I used when I fled Shadowpeak five years ago, pregnant and heartbroken and alone.

Clothes. Weapons. The money from the mattress. Kieran’s favorite blanket from his bed because when I find him, he’ll need it. When. Not if. I can’t think if.

I’m shoving the blanket into the pack when I hear footsteps behind me.

“You loved him.”

I don’t turn around. Don’t look at Nikolai standing in my doorway.

“That’s not your business.”

“It is if it’s going to get in the way of saving your son.”

“Nothing gets in the way of that. Nothing.”

“Good.” A pause. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. About what happened. The rejection. You didn’t deserve that.”

Now I do turn. Look at him fully. “Were you there? That day?”

His jaw tightens. “I was.”

“Did you try to stop it?”

“No one could stop it. The king had made his choice.”

“Then keep your apologies. I don’t want them.”

I push past him again, heading for the bathroom. Grab my small first aid kit, the herbs I use for pain. I’m nearly back to my bedroom when I hear it.

A sound outside. Soft. Barely there.

Humming.

My heart stops. I know that tune. That specific melody that Kieran hums when he’s nervous, when he’s scared, when he needs his mama.

I drop the pack and run.

“Ysara, wait!”

Nikolai’s shout follows me, but I’m already out the door. Across the yard. Into the trees where the sound came from.

“Kieran! Baby, where are you?”

The humming continues. Getting louder. Closer.

I crash through the undergrowth, branches catching my clothes and scratching my skin. I don’t care. Don’t feel it. All I can hear is my son’s voice, all I can think is he’s here, he’s safe, he came back—

I burst into a small clearing.

Empty.

No Kieran. No wolves. Nothing but trees and grass and the fading echo of humming that isn’t my son’s voice at all.

Laughter rings through the forest. Cold. Male. Mocking.

“Did you like my gift, little wolf?”

The voice comes from everywhere and nowhere. I spin, trying to find the source, but there’s nothing. No one.

“Show yourself!”

“Not yet. Not until you come find me. Bring the king. Bring his armies. I’ll be waiting.”

“If you hurt him—”

“Oh, I won’t hurt him. Not unless you make me. Three days, Ysara Bellmont. You have three days to come claim your son. After that?” The voice drops to a whisper that makes my blood run cold. “After that, I’ll teach him what happens to half-breed pups who carry royal marks they don’t deserve.”

The forest goes silent.

No humming. No laughter. Just the sound of my harsh breathing and the thundering of my heart.

Hands grip my shoulders. I whirl, fist raised, but Nikolai catches my wrist.

“Easy. It’s me.”

“He was here. Bastian was here.”

“No, he wasn’t. It was a recording. Dark magic. He planted it to lure you out.” Nikolai’s silver eyes scan the trees. “We need to go. Now. This place isn’t safe anymore.”

“But Kieran—”

“Isn’t here. And standing in these woods won’t bring him back.” His grip tightens on my shoulders. “You want to save your son? Then we move. We get to the king, we gather resources, and we hunt Bastian down. That’s the only way.”

I want to argue. Want to scream and fight and tear this forest apart until I find my baby.

But Nikolai’s right.

I’m one wolf against an army. Against dark magic and kidnapping and pack politics I barely understand anymore.

I need help.

I need him.

“Fine.” The word tastes like ash. “Take me to Shadowpeak. Take me to the king.”

Nikolai nods once, sharp and decisive. He turns, leading me back through the trees toward the cottage. The other three wolves fall into formation around us. Guards. Escorts. Jailors, maybe.

We reach the clearing where my cottage sits, small and safe and so thoroughly destroyed it might never feel like home again.

I grab my pack from where I dropped it. Sling it over my shoulder. Take one last look at the only place where I’ve been truly happy in five years.

“I’m ready.”

The wolves shift. Four massive beasts surrounding me, their eyes glowing in the fading afternoon light. Nikolai jerks his head toward the forest, and they start moving.

I should shift too. Should let my wolf free after years of keeping her caged.

But I can’t. Not yet. If I shift, if I let her out, I’m afraid I’ll lose myself completely. Afraid I’ll run straight to Shadowpeak and tear down the gates with my bare hands. Afraid I’ll see Lucien and do something I can’t take back.

So I run on two legs. Human form. Slower than the wolves but fast enough.

We run for hours. Through the forest, across streams, over rocky hills that tear at my feet through my worn boots. The wolves never stop, never slow. They run with purpose, with direction, with a destination I both crave and dread.

Night falls. The moon rises, nearly full and so bright it hurts to look at. My wolf howls inside me, begging to be let out. Begging to run under moonlight the way we used to.

But I keep her down. Keep running. Keep thinking about Kieran’s face, his laugh, the way he curls into my side at night and whispers, “Love you, mama.”

I’ll get him back. I’ll do whatever it takes.

Even if it means facing the man who destroyed me.

Even if it means walking back into the kingdom that cast me out.

Even if it means letting Lucien Drakov back into my life after five years of running from the bond that still connects us.

Dawn breaks as we reach the border.

I know we’re close because the trees change. Become taller, darker, more ancient. The air shifts, crackling with pack magic and territorial wards. My skin prickles with awareness.

Shadowpeak Kingdom.

The wolves stop at the border marker. A massive stone carved with the royal seal. A wolf howling at the moon, surrounded by thorns.

Nikolai shifts back to human form. Pulls clothes from a pack one of the other wolves carries and dresses quickly.

“This is it,” he says quietly. “Once we cross, you’re in the king’s territory. Under his protection and his rule. You understand?”

“I understand that I’ll do whatever it takes to get my son back.”

“Even if it means staying here? Even if the king demands you remain in Shadowpeak?”

“He rejected me. He has no claim on me.”

“The boy is his heir. That gives him every claim.” Nikolai steps closer, his voice dropping low. “You need to be prepared, Ysara. The king you remember? He might not be the king you meet today. Five years changes people.”

“Did it change him?”

“Yes.”

“For better or worse?”

Nikolai’s expression turns grim. “You’ll have to decide that yourself.”

He shifts again. Takes the lead. The other wolves surround me, and we cross the border into Shadowpeak Kingdom.

The mate bond flares to life with so much force I actually stumble.

It’s like being struck by lightning. Like drowning and burning and flying all at once. Five years of suppression shattered in a single moment. The bond snaps into place, pulling tight, dragging me forward toward the palace. Toward him.

Lucien.

I can feel him now. Distant but getting closer with every step. Can feel his surprise, his confusion, his shock as the bond wakes for him too.

He knows I’m here.

And in three hours, I’ll be standing in front of him. Looking into the silver eyes that haunted my dreams. Telling him about the son he doesn’t know exists.

Telling him that son is missing. Stolen. In danger.

Begging the man who rejected me to help me save our child.

The wolves run faster. The palace looms ahead, massive and dark against the dawn sky. Shadowpeak. My prison. My past. Maybe my future if I can’t find another way.

We race through the gates.

Guards shout. Alarms sound. More wolves appear, surrounding us with weapons drawn.

Nikolai shifts again. “Stand down. I’m bringing the king a guest.”

“Who is she?”

“Someone he knows. Someone he needs to see immediately.”

The guards exchange glances. Lower their weapons slightly but don’t move.

“The king is in council. He gave orders not to be disturbed.”

“Disturb him anyway. Trust me, he’ll want to know about this.”

One guard breaks away, running toward the palace. The others keep their weapons trained on me. Like I’m dangerous. Like I’m a threat.

Maybe I am.

I stand there, surrounded by wolves, staring at the palace doors. Waiting.

And then they open.

A figure steps out. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Moving with the lethal grace of an apex predator.

Even from this distance, I know him. Would know him anywhere.

Lucien Drakov. Lycan King. My fated mate.

The man who rejected me and broke my heart.

He freezes at the top of the stairs. His silver eyes lock on mine.

And the mate bond between us explodes like a supernova.
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lucien pov

The council chamber smells like death and desperation. I can taste it on my tongue, thick and bitter like ash. Twenty wolves this week. Twenty more people in my kingdom who woke up screaming because the animal inside them just… disappeared.

Gone.

Like cutting off a limb. Like losing half your soul.

“We need to close the borders.” Malrik Thornfell slams his fist on the ancient oak table. His voice echoes off the stone walls. “This curse is spreading from the outer territories. If we contain it—”

“Contain it?” I lean forward in my throne, fighting the exhaustion that makes my bones ache. “We’ve tried that. For three months. It doesn’t work.”

Malrik’s jaw tightens. He’s been my advisor since my father died. Fifteen years of service. But lately, something in his eyes makes my wolf stir uneasily.

“Then what do you suggest, my king?” His tone drips with barely concealed mockery. “We simply wait while your people lose their wolves one by one?”

My wolf snarls inside me, wanting to rip his throat out for that disrespect. But I push the instinct down. I’m tired. So damn tired.

“I suggest we find the source.” I turn to Elira Dawnreach, the elderly seer who stands in the corner like a ghost. Her white eyes see more than the rest of us ever will. “Elira. Tell them what you told me.”

She steps forward slowly. Her walking stick taps against the floor. “The curse was not born of nature. Someone awakened it. Someone with knowledge of old magic.”

“Dark magic,” I add. My fingers grip the armrests of my throne. “Blood magic. The kind that was outlawed centuries ago.”

Celeste laughs from her seat beside mine. The sound is sharp and cold. She’s been my wife for five years, and I’ve never touched her. Not once. Our marriage is a political arrangement, nothing more. But she wears the title of queen like armor.

“Dark magic,” she repeats, her voice mocking. “How convenient. When you can’t solve a problem, blame it on ghost stories.”

“Twenty people lost their wolves this week.” I don’t look at her. I can’t stand to. “That’s not a ghost story.”

“Twenty weak wolves,” she corrects. “Perhaps they weren’t strong enough to keep their beasts. Natural selection.”

My wolf surges forward. I’m halfway out of my seat before I catch myself. The room goes silent. Everyone can feel the rage rolling off me in waves.

“They were children,” I say quietly. Dangerously. “Three of them were children under ten years old. Tell me how that’s natural selection.”

Celeste’s face pales. She looks away.

Good. Let her feel shame. Let it burn.

Malrik clears his throat. “We need action, not arguments. I propose we send scouts to the northern territories. If dark magic is involved, there will be traces. Artifacts. Evidence.”

“I’ve already sent scouts,” I tell him. “They found nothing.”

“Then send more.”

“I’ve sent twelve parties in three months.” I run a hand through my hair. It’s too long. I haven’t had time for grooming, for rest, for anything but this crisis. “Six of them lost their wolves while searching. Two never came back.”

The council chamber falls silent again. The weight of those losses presses down on all of us.

“Perhaps,” Celeste says slowly, “you should consider stepping down.”

The air leaves the room.

I turn to face her fully. My queen. My political obligation. The woman I was forced to marry instead of claiming my true mate.

“Excuse me?”

She meets my eyes without fear. I have to admire that, even as I want to banish her from my sight forever. “The curse began three months after our wedding. Some in the kingdom whisper that it’s because our union was not blessed by the moon. That you rejected your—”

“Careful,” I interrupt. My voice drops to a growl. “Very careful.”

She lifts her chin. “I’m only saying what others won’t. You rejected your fated mate to marry me. For politics. For alliances. And now the kingdom suffers.”

“The kingdom suffers because someone is using dark magic to destroy us,” I snap. “Not because of mate bonds.”

“Are you certain?”

Before I can respond, the council chamber doors burst open. Nikolai Stormborn strides in, breathing hard. My head of guard never interrupts council meetings unless it’s an emergency.

“My king.” He bows quickly. “Forgive the interruption.”

“What is it?” I’m already standing. My wolf is pacing now, sensing something. Something important.

Nikolai’s eyes dart to the others in the room. “Perhaps we should speak privately.”

“No.” Malrik stands as well. “If this concerns the kingdom’s security, the council should hear it.”

Nikolai hesitates. Then he looks at me, and I see something in his expression that makes my heart stop.

“It’s about Ysara Bellmont.”

The name hits me like a physical blow. I actually stagger back a step.

Ysara.

I haven’t heard that name spoken aloud in five years. Not since the day I stood before her and severed our mate bond. The day I chose duty over love. The day I destroyed us both.

“What about her?” My voice sounds strange. Distant.

Nikolai swallows hard. “She’s here. At the palace gates. Demanding to see you.”

The room spins. Ysara. Here. After five years.

“Why?” The word barely makes it past my lips.

“She says…” Nikolai glances at the council members again. “She says you have a son.”

The floor disappears beneath my feet.

A son.

No.

No, that’s not possible.

“You’re lying,” Celeste says sharply. She’s on her feet now too. “That’s impossible. The bond was severed.”

“Severed bonds don’t prevent pregnancy,” Elira says quietly from her corner. “Only completed rejections do. If they mated before the formal rejection ceremony…”

My mind races back five years. To the night before I was supposed to marry Celeste. The night I couldn’t resist anymore. The night Ysara came to my chambers and we…

Oh gods.

“Bring her in,” I hear myself say. “Now.”

“My king—” Malrik starts.

“NOW.”

Nikolai bows and disappears. The council erupts in whispers and accusations. Celeste is screaming something about legitimacy and scandal. Malrik is trying to speak over everyone.

I don’t hear any of it.

All I can think about is Ysara’s face the morning after we spent that night together. The hope in her eyes. The love. And then the devastation when I told her I was marrying Celeste anyway. That duty came before desire. That our bond had to be severed for the good of the kingdom.

I told myself it was mercy. That breaking the bond would free her to find happiness with someone else.

I’ve regretted it every single day since.

And now she’s here. With a child. My child.

“Everyone out,” I say.

The council doesn’t move.

“OUT!” My alpha command rolls through the room like thunder. Everyone except Elira scrambles for the doors. Even Celeste, with her pride and fury, obeys the command.

Malrik lingers. “My king, this could be a ploy. She could be lying about the child.”

“Then we’ll find out soon enough.” I don’t look at him. “Leave.”

He hesitates a moment longer, then bows stiffly and exits.

Only Elira remains.

“You knew,” I say to her. “Didn’t you?”

She tilts her head. “I suspected. The visions have been unclear. But yes. I knew.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Would it have changed your choice five years ago?” Her blind eyes seem to stare right through me. “Would you have refused the marriage to Celeste if you’d known Ysara carried your heir?”

I want to say yes. I want to believe I would have chosen differently. But the truth is, I don’t know. Five years ago, I thought I was doing the right thing. Choosing stability over chaos. Alliance over love.

Now I’m not sure I know what right looks like anymore.

“She’s going to hate me,” I say quietly.

“Yes,” Elira agrees. “She will.”

The doors open again. Nikolai enters first, his hand on his sword. Standard protocol when bringing unknown visitors to the king.

Then she walks in.

Ysara.

The mate bond, which I’ve spent five years pretending was dead, EXPLODES back to life.

It’s like being struck by lightning. Like drowning and breathing for the first time simultaneously. Every nerve ending in my body ignites. My wolf throws himself against my ribs, howling, desperate to reach her.

Mine. Mine. MINE.

I actually stumble, gripping the throne to keep from falling. The pain is excruciating. The bond wasn’t severed at all. It was just dormant. Waiting. And now it’s awake and screaming.

Ysara stops in the center of the council chamber. She’s wearing travel clothes, dust on her boots. Her dark hair is pulled back in a braid. She’s thinner than I remember. Harder. There are shadows under her eyes.

She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

“Hello, Lucien.” Her voice is ice and broken glass.

I can’t speak. Can’t breathe. My wolf is going insane, demanding I go to her, claim her, fix what I broke.

“You look terrible,” she continues. “Good.”

That snaps me out of it. I force myself to stand straighter. To lock down the bond’s pull with every ounce of control I possess. “Ysara. It’s been—”

“Five years, two months, and sixteen days.” She takes a step closer. “Since you rejected me in front of the entire pack. Since you married her. Since you threw away what we had for politics.”

Each word is a knife between my ribs.

“I didn’t throw it away,” I say hoarsely. “I did what was necessary—”

“For who?” She laughs, bitter and sharp. “For your kingdom? How’s that working out? I hear your wolves are dying.”

“Losing their beasts,” I correct automatically. “Not dying.”

“Same thing.” She crosses her arms. “Once the wolf is gone, what’s left? Just a human shell pretending to be something it’s not.”

The description hits too close to home. That’s exactly how I’ve felt for five years. Like a shell.

“Why are you here?” I ask. My voice sounds stronger than I feel. “Nikolai said something about a son.”

Her expression shutters. All the bitter amusement vanishes, replaced by something fierce and desperate. A mother protecting her young.

“His name is Kieran,” she says. “He’s four years old. And someone took him.”

The room tilts again. A son. Kieran. Four years old.

“Took him?” I echo. “Who?”

“Your brother.” She spits the word like poison. “Bastian.”

No. Not Bastian. Anyone but him.

“When?” I’m already moving toward her, my alpha instincts overriding everything else. A threat to my child. My son. “How long ago?”

“Yesterday.” She doesn’t back away as I approach, even though she should. Even though I’m radiating enough dominance right now to make most wolves submit. “I came home from the market and he was gone. Bastian left a message. Carved into my door.”

She reaches into her jacket and pulls out a photograph. Her hand shakes slightly as she holds it out.

I take it carefully, not wanting to startle her. My fingers brush hers for just a second. The contact sends electricity through my entire body. Her breath hitches. She feels it too. The bond. Alive and demanding.

I force myself to look at the photograph instead of her.

The boy staring back at me has my eyes. Silver, like moonlight. My dark hair. But his face is softer, rounder. He’s smiling, holding what looks like a wooden toy wolf.

He’s beautiful.

He’s mine.

“Kieran,” I whisper. My son. I have a son and I didn’t know. For four years, he’s been alive and I didn’t know.

“He likes astronomy,” Ysara says quietly. Her voice has lost some of its edge. “He can name every constellation. He shifted for the first time last month. Early for his age. Strong.”

Pride swells in my chest, followed immediately by crushing guilt. I missed all of it. His first words. His first shift. Everything.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I look up at her. “Five years, Ysara. You’ve been raising our son alone for five years.”

Her eyes flash with fury. “You rejected me, remember? You stood in front of the entire pack and said I meant nothing. That the bond was a mistake. That you chose duty over—”

“I remember,” I interrupt. I can’t hear it again. I can’t. “I remember every word. Every second. It’s burned into my brain.”

“Good.” She snatches the photograph back. “Then you understand why I didn’t come running back with news of a baby. You made your choice. I made mine.”

“And now?”

“Now I have no choice.” Her voice cracks. “Bastian has him. He left coordinates. A meeting place. He wants… I don’t know what he wants. But he has my son. Our son. And I can’t get him back alone.”

The alpha in me rises fully now. My brother has taken my child. My heir. The threat is clear and present and unacceptable.

“Where?” I demand. “Where is Bastian holding him?”

“Blackfang territory. His fortress.”

“That’s three days’ journey through the Veilwood.” I’m already planning. “We’ll need supplies. Weapons. A team.”

“We?” She laughs harshly. “What makes you think I want your help?”

“He’s my son.”

“You don’t get to claim him now!” Her voice rises. “You don’t get to pretend you care after five years of nothing!”

“I didn’t know!” I roar. My alpha command bleeds into the words. The windows rattle. “If I had known, if you had told me—”

“What?” She steps forward, getting in my face. She’s brave. Reckless. My wolf wants to pin her down and make her submit, but also wants to bare his throat because she’s our mate. “What would you have done? Divorced your perfect political wife? Claimed the child you had with the mate you rejected?”

“Yes,” I say simply. “Yes, I would have.”

She stares at me. I see the war in her eyes. Wanting to believe me. Refusing to let herself hope.

“Prove it,” she finally says.

“How?”

“Help me get him back. No politics. No negotiations. We go in, we get Kieran, we get out. And then I never have to see you again.”

The last part stabs through me. But I nod. “Agreed.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.” I turn toward the doors. “Nikolai!”

He appears immediately. He was probably listening just outside. “My king?”

“Assemble a team. Our best warriors. We leave at dawn for Blackfang territory.”

“My king, that’s—”

“Dawn,” I repeat. “That’s an order.”

He bows and leaves quickly.

I turn back to Ysara. She’s watching me with suspicious eyes. “Why would Bastian take Kieran? What does he want?”

“I don’t know.” But that’s not entirely true. Bastian has always wanted my throne. He’s my father’s bastard son, born to a servant. Never acknowledged. Never given his rightful place in the pack hierarchy. “But we’ll find out.”

“If he hurts him—” Her voice breaks. “If he touches one hair on my son’s head—”

“Our son,” I correct gently. “And he won’t. Bastian is many things, but he’s not cruel to children. He wants leverage. That’s all.”

“That’s ALL?” She looks at me like I’m insane. “He kidnapped a four-year-old boy and you think that’s just leverage?”

“I think,” I say carefully, “that Bastian is desperate. And desperate men do terrible things. But he won’t hurt Kieran. Not yet. He needs him alive for whatever plan he has.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It’s not meant to be. It’s realistic.” I move closer. She tenses but doesn’t retreat. “I need you to trust me.”

“Trust you?” She laughs bitterly. “Trust the man who shattered my heart and walked away?”

“Trust the father who will die before he lets anything happen to his son.”

She studies my face for a long moment. I let her see the truth there. The desperation. The determination. The guilt.

“I’ll never forgive you,” she says finally. “For the rejection. For the years I raised him alone. For all of it. Never.”

“I know.”

“But I’ll work with you. For Kieran. Only for him.”

“That’s all I ask.”

“Where do I sleep?” She looks around the council chamber like she’s seeing it for the first time. “Please tell me it’s nowhere near your wife.”

The way she says ‘wife’ could strip paint off walls.

“You’ll stay in the east wing,” I say. “The queen’s chambers are west. You won’t see her.”

“Good.”

“Ysara.” I wait until she looks at me. “I know you hate me. You have every right. But there’s something you need to know.”

“What?”

“The bond.” I gesture between us. “It’s not severed.”

Her face goes pale. “That’s impossible. We completed the rejection ceremony. You said the words. I said the words. It should be—”

“I know what should have happened.” I cut her off. “But the moment you walked through those doors, it came back. Stronger than before. You felt it too. Don’t lie.”

She wraps her arms around herself. “So what? We’re stuck with it?”

“I don’t know. Elira might.” I look over at the seer, who’s been silent this entire time. “Can a rejected bond reactivate?”

Elira steps forward. Her staff taps against the stone. “If the rejection was incomplete, yes. If something was left unsaid. Left undone.”

“We said everything,” Ysara insists. “We performed the ritual exactly as—”

“Did you?” Elira interrupts gently. “Did you truly reject each other? Or did you simply perform the ceremony while still holding onto hope?”

The silence is damning.

Because she’s right. I never truly let Ysara go. Not in my heart. And judging by the look on Ysara’s face, neither did she.

“This changes things,” I say quietly.

“It changes nothing,” Ysara snaps. “Bond or no bond, I want nothing to do with you. We save Kieran. Then I’m gone. Understood?”

“Understood.”

She nods curtly. “Good. Now show me to these chambers. I need to wash the road off before I do something I regret.”

“Like what?”

She looks at me with eyes full of fury and something else. Something heated. “Like testing whether that bond is real or just another lie you’re telling yourself to feel better about what you did.”

Then she walks past me toward the doors. The scent of her wraps around me like silk and thorns. Pine trees and rain. Exactly as I remember.

My wolf is howling. Every instinct screams at me to follow her. To explain. To beg forgiveness. To claim what’s mine.

But I stay rooted in place.

Because she’s right. I don’t deserve her trust. I don’t deserve her forgiveness.

All I can do is save our son. And maybe, if I’m very lucky, find a way to prove I’m not the same man who broke her heart five years ago.

“Lucien.” Elira’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. “There’s something else you should know.”

“What?”

“The boy. Kieran.” She pauses. “He’s not just any child. His bloodline is significant.”

“He’s my heir. Of course it’s significant.”

“No.” She shakes her head. “You don’t understand. I’ve seen him in my visions. He carries something rare. Something that hasn’t appeared in centuries.”

A chill runs down my spine. “What?”

“Dual bloodlines. Alpha and Seer.” She turns her blind eyes toward me. “Ysara’s grandmother was Sabine Hollowcrest. The last of the Dawnborn Seers. The bloodline was thought extinct. But it survived through Ysara’s mother. Through Ysara herself.”

No. That’s impossible. The Seers were hunted to extinction decades ago. Everyone knows that.

“You’re saying Ysara is a Seer?”

“Dormant,” Elira clarifies. “Her power was never awakened. But the blood remains. And now her son carries both your alpha lineage and her Seer heritage.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” she says slowly, “that Bastian may not have taken the boy for simple leverage. He may know what Kieran is. What he could become.”

“Which is?”

“The key to breaking the curse.” She moves closer. “Or the weapon to end us all.”

The doors slam open again. This time it’s Celeste, her face flushed with rage.

“Is it true?” she demands. “Is that woman really here? Is there really a bastard child?”

I turn to face my wife. My political obligation. The woman who has never been and will never be my mate.

“His name is Kieran,” I say coldly. “And he’s not a bastard. He’s my legitimate heir. Born of my true mate before I made the mistake of marrying you.”

She recoils like I’ve slapped her. “The marriage contract—”

“Can be dissolved. Will be dissolved. As soon as this crisis is over.”

“You can’t!” She steps forward. “My father—”

“Your father will understand that political alliances mean nothing when the kingdom is dying.” I move toward the door. “We’re done here, Celeste. We’ve been done for five years. We were just too much of cowards to admit it.”

I leave her standing in the council chamber, speechless.

My wolf is still howling. Still reaching for the mate who disappeared into the guest chambers.

Soon, I promise him. Once Kieran is safe. Once we’ve broken this curse. Once I’ve proven myself worthy.

Soon.

But first, I need to figure out how to save my son from my brother without losing my mate all over again.

And something tells me that’s going to be a lot harder than any battle I’ve ever fought.
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Ysara

The throne room doors slam shut behind me and the sound echoes like a gunshot through the massive chamber. My heart pounds so hard I can feel it in my throat. Every instinct screams at me to run, to shift, to do anything but stand here in front of him.

But Kieran needs me.

So I stay.

Lucien stands twenty feet away, one hand gripping the arm of his throne like he’s trying to anchor himself to it. He’s different from the boy I knew five years ago. Broader shoulders. Harder jaw. Scars I don’t recognize cutting through his left eyebrow and down his neck. His dark hair is longer, pulled back in a way that makes him look dangerous instead of royal.

But those eyes. Gods, those silver eyes haven’t changed at all.

They’re fixed on me right now, wide and shocked, and I feel the mate bond snap alive between us like someone just poured gasoline on dying embers. Heat floods my body. My wolf claws at my insides, desperate to get closer to him.

I shove her down hard. She doesn’t get a say anymore.

“Ysara.” My name comes out of his mouth like a prayer. Like he can’t believe I’m real. “You’re here. You’re actually here.”

“Don’t.” I hold up one hand, proud that it’s not shaking. “Don’t say my name like that. Don’t act like you’re happy to see me.”

He takes a step forward. Just one. But it’s enough to make my wolf go crazy.

“I never stopped looking for you,” he says, and his voice cracks on the last word. “Five years. I searched everywhere. I thought maybe you were dead. I thought—”

“You thought wrong.” I cut him off because I can’t listen to this. Can’t let him pretend he cared. “I wasn’t dead. I was surviving. There’s a difference.”

His hand drops from the throne. He takes another step closer and I see Nikolai tense from where he’s standing guard by the wall. The big warrior looks like he wants to intervene but doesn’t dare.

“Why did you leave?” Lucien asks. “After the rejection, you just disappeared. No one could find you. Your family said—”

“My family disowned me.” The words taste like ash. “Funny how that works. You reject your mate in front of the entire pack, and suddenly she’s not worth keeping around. Damaged goods.”

He flinches like I hit him. Good.

“I didn’t want that,” he says quietly. “I never wanted them to turn on you.”

“But they did.” I force myself to walk closer, even though every step feels like walking through fire. The bond pulls at me, trying to drag me into his arms. Trying to make me forget. “And you let them. You stood there in your fancy palace and did nothing while they ripped me apart.”

“I was trying to protect you!”

His shout makes the windows rattle. Power rolls off him in waves, the kind of alpha dominance that would make most wolves drop to their knees. But I’m not most wolves anymore.

I survived five years without a pack. Without a mate. Without anything except my own strength.

So I walk right up to him until we’re less than three feet apart, close enough that I can smell him. Pine and smoke and something darker, like blood. Close enough that my wolf is howling at me to close the distance, to touch him, to submit.

I do none of those things.

“You want to know why I’m here?” I ask, keeping my voice steady. “After five years of silence? After running so far I could barely remember what pack life felt like?”

He nods. His jaw is clenched so tight I can see the muscle jumping.

“I’m here because someone took my son.”

The color drains from his face. “What?”

“My son.” I reach into my jacket pocket, pull out the silver locket I’ve worn every day since Kieran was born. My hands shake as I open it, showing him the picture inside. “Our son.”

Lucien stares at the tiny photograph. His mouth opens. Closes. Opens again. No sound comes out.

The boy in the picture is four years old, caught mid-laugh in the garden behind our cottage. Dark hair that curls at the ends. Silver eyes that shine with mischief. A smile that could light up the whole world.

“His name is Kieran,” I say, and my voice breaks despite my best effort. “He just turned four last month. His favorite food is honey cakes. He’s scared of thunderstorms but pretends he’s not. He shifts in his sleep sometimes and I have to change the sheets twice a week because he tears them with his claws.”

Lucien’s hand comes up slowly, like he’s in a dream. His fingers touch the edge of the locket but don’t take it. He just stares at Kieran’s face like he’s seeing a ghost.

“I have a son,” he whispers.

“Had.” The word comes out harsh. “You had a son. For about four years. And you didn’t even know he existed.”

His eyes snap up to mine. There’s pain there, raw and real, but there’s also anger starting to build. “You kept him from me.”

“You rejected me!” The shout bursts out before I can stop it. “You stood in front of the whole pack and said I wasn’t good enough. That our bond was a mistake. That you were choosing duty over—over everything we had.”

“I thought it was the right choice!”

“For who?” I’m shaking now, five years of bottled rage pouring out. “For you? For your precious political alliance? Because it sure as hell wasn’t the right choice for me. Or for Kieran.”

“I didn’t know about Kieran!”

“Because you never bothered to find out!” I take a step back, needing distance before I do something stupid. “You rejected me and then you just… moved on. Married your perfect alpha princess. Built your perfect kingdom. While I was alone and pregnant and terrified.”

The words hang between us like broken glass.

Lucien’s breathing hard, his chest rising and falling fast. When he speaks again, his voice is barely above a whisper. “I never touched Celeste.”

I blink. “What?”

“The marriage.” He runs a hand through his hair, messing up the careful way it was tied back. “It was political. Only political. I never… we never consummated it. I couldn’t. Every time I tried to even think about it, my wolf would lose his mind. Because of you. Because the bond was still there, even after the rejection.”

Something in my chest cracks. I don’t want this information. Don’t want to feel hope or relief or any of the other dangerous emotions trying to claw their way up my throat.

“That doesn’t matter now,” I manage to say. “None of it matters. The only thing that matters is finding Kieran.”

“Tell me everything.” Lucien’s voice shifts, becoming harder. More controlled. This is the king speaking now, not the broken mate. “Who took him? When? What did they want?”

I pull out the folded paper from my other pocket. The one that was nailed to my door with a silver blade. My hands are steadier now that we’re talking about action instead of feelings.

“I came home yesterday from the market. Found my cottage surrounded by wolves I didn’t recognize. Kieran was gone. His favorite toy was in the yard, torn apart. And this was on my door.”

I hand him the paper.

His face goes completely blank as he reads it. Then his eyes flash gold and the scent of alpha rage fills the room. The air itself seems to vibrate with his fury.

“Bastian,” he growls. The sound is more wolf than man.

“Your half-brother.” I watched him carefully. “Why would he take my son?”

“Our son.” He looks up from the paper and the possessive growl in his voice makes my wolf purr. “He’s our son, Ysara. And I’m going to get him back.”

“You mean we’re going to get him back.”

“No.” He shakes his head. “You’re going to stay here where it’s safe. I’ll handle Bastian.”

The laugh that comes out of me is sharp and ugly. “You think I came all the way back to this nightmare just to sit in a safe room while you play hero? Kieran is my son. I raised him. I protected him. I’m the one who’s going to bring him home.”

“Bastian is dangerous.”

“I don’t care.”

“He’ll use you against me.”

“Then you better make sure that doesn’t happen.”

We’re standing toe to toe now, both breathing hard, both refusing to back down. The bond crackles between us like lightning. I can feel his wolf pushing against mine, trying to establish dominance, trying to make me submit.

My wolf snarls back.

“I’m not the scared girl you rejected five years ago,” I tell him quietly. “I don’t need your protection anymore. I need your help finding our son. That’s it.”

Something shifts in his expression. Surprise maybe. Or respect.

“You’re right,” he says finally. “I’m sorry. We’ll work together.”

Before I can respond, the throne room doors burst open.

A woman sweeps in wearing a dress that probably costs more than my cottage. Blonde hair. Blue eyes. A face that belongs in paintings. She’s beautiful in the way royalty is always beautiful, perfect and cold and untouchable.

Celeste. His wife.

My wolf bristles immediately.

“Lucien, darling, I heard we have a visitor.” Her voice is sweet as honey and twice as poisonous. “Nikolai said something about an old friend from—”

She stops dead when she sees me. When she sees how close Lucien and I are standing. When she smells the mate bond that’s practically visible in the air between us.

Her perfect face twists into something ugly.

“You,” she hisses. “The rejected mate. What are you doing here?”

“None of your business,” I say flatly.

Her eyes narrow. She walks closer and I notice guards following her. Four of them, all wearing her family’s colors. All watching me like I’m a threat.

Good instincts.

“Everything in this palace is my business,” Celeste says. “I’m the queen. And you are nothing but a embarrassing piece of my husband’s past that should have stayed forgotten.”

The insult barely registers. I’ve heard worse. But what does register is the way she puts herself between Lucien and me. The way she reaches up to touch his arm possessively.

The way my wolf wants to rip her hand off for touching what’s ours.

“Celeste.” Lucien’s voice is tired. “Not now.”

“Not now?” She laughs but there’s no humor in it. “Your rejected mate shows up after five years and you expect me to just ignore it? Do you know what the council will say? What the other packs will think?”

“I don’t care what they think.”

“Well I do!” Her voice rises. “I’ve spent five years trying to make this marriage work. Trying to be the perfect queen. Trying to earn even a fraction of the attention you give to your precious memories of her. And now she just waltzes back in here like—”

“She has a name,” Lucien cuts her off coldly. “Use it.”

Celeste’s face goes red. She turns to look at me and the hatred in her eyes is sharp enough to cut. “Why are you really here? Come to beg for scraps? Hope the big bad king will take pity on his discarded mate?”

“I came for my son.”

The words drop into the room like stones into still water.

Celeste goes very still. “Your what?”

“Her son,” Lucien says quietly. “Our son.”

For a moment, no one moves. No one breathes.

Then Celeste throws back her head and laughs. It’s a wild, desperate sound that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

“A son,” she gasps out between laughs. “You have a son with her. Of course you do. Of course!” She whirls on Lucien. “Five years! Five years of this sham marriage and you have a child with her!”

“I didn’t know,” Lucien says, but there’s guilt written all over his face. “She never told me.”

“Because you rejected her, you idiot!” Celeste shrieks. “What was she supposed to do? Come crawling back to beg you to acknowledge your bastard?”

“He’s not a bastard,” I say quietly, and there must be something in my voice because everyone looks at me. “He’s the true-born son of the Lycan King and his mate. Blood doesn’t lie. And neither does the bond, no matter how much you all pretend it’s broken.”

Celeste moves fast. Faster than I expect from someone in a fancy dress.

One second she’s standing by Lucien. The next her claws are out and she’s lunging at me.

I dodge left, years of solo survival making me quick. Her claws catch my shoulder instead of my throat, tearing through fabric and skin. Pain flares hot and immediate.

My wolf surges up, demanding I fight back.

Celeste attacks again, her wolf fully in control now. Her eyes are blue fire and her snarl shows teeth that are too long, too sharp. She’s partially shifted, something that takes serious control.

She’s also seriously trying to kill me.

I duck under her next swipe, feeling the air move as her claws miss my face by inches. Then I shift my own hand, letting my claws slide out. When she comes at me again, I’m ready.

We collide in a tangle of claws and snarls.

She’s stronger than me. Better fed. Better trained. She has all the advantages of pack life and royal resources.

But I have five years of fighting alone. Five years of protecting Kieran from rogues and hunters and things worse than either. Five years of refusing to die because my son needs his mother.

I fight dirty.

When she tries to claw my face, I twist and rake my claws down her ribs instead. When she snaps at my throat, I drop low and sweep her legs. She hits the marble floor hard and I’m on top of her immediately, my hand around her throat.

Not squeezing. Not yet. Just holding.

“Touch me again,” I say quietly, “and I’ll forget you’re the queen.”

She bares her teeth at me, struggling. Her guards are shouting, weapons drawn, but no one moves to help her. They’re waiting for their alpha’s command.

Lucien’s command.

I look up and find him watching us with an expression I can’t read. The bond between us is still there, still pulling, and I realize he’s fighting his wolf. Fighting the instinct to protect me, his true mate, even though I’m the one with my hand around his wife’s throat.

“Enough,” he says finally. His voice carries absolute authority. “Both of you. Now.”

I release Celeste and step back. She scrambles to her feet, breathing hard, her dress torn and her perfect hair a mess. Blood seeps from the scratches on her ribs.

“She attacked me!” Celeste shouts. “Your precious mate attacked your queen!”

“You attacked first,” Nikolai says from the wall. His voice is neutral but I catch the hint of approval in his eyes. “We all saw it.”

Celeste whirls on him. “You’re taking her side?”

“I’m stating facts, my queen.”

She makes a sound of pure frustration. Then she turns back to Lucien, tears forming in her eyes. It’s a calculated move, I can tell. The shift from violence to vulnerability designed to manipulate.

“Tell her to leave,” Celeste says, her voice breaking. “Please, Lucien. Send her away. She’s going to destroy everything we’ve built.”

“We haven’t built anything,” Lucien says quietly. “You know that. This marriage is a contract. Nothing more.”

“It could be more!” She reaches for him and he steps back. The rejection is subtle




































































































