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Prologue

​The Night He Broke Her
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The moon over Silver Creek territory was bone-white.

Mara Bennett stood at the edge of the gathering circle, her hands pressed flat against the front of her dress, feeling her pulse beneath her palms like something trying to escape. Around her, torches burned in iron stands driven into the earth, and beyond them, past the ring of firelight, three hundred wolves stood in human skin, waiting.

She had imagined this night a hundred different ways.

None of them looked like this.

The clearing sat at the heart of Callahan land, a natural amphitheater ringed by black pine, the kind of place pack ceremonies had been held for longer than anyone could put a number to. Mara had been here twice before  once as a girl, brought by her adoptive aunt to watch a naming ceremony from the back of the crowd, and once six months ago, when Gideon had first brought her here alone and told her this was where he wanted to make things official.

Official. She'd turned the word over so many times since then it had gone soft at the edges, worn smooth like a stone kept in a pocket.

Tonight the word had a shape. Tonight it had a date. The Harvest Moon hung heavy and orange-white above the tree line, exactly the way Evelyn Callahan had said it should when she'd helped Mara choose the timing, back when Evelyn still smiled at her as she meant it.

Mara had worn blue. Gideon liked her in blue  he'd told her once, half  asleep with his mouth against her shoulder, that it made her eyes look like she was keeping a secret. She'd bought the dress in Missoula three weeks ago and hidden it in the back of her closet at Sadie's apartment so her sister wouldn't see it before tonight and cry all over the fabric.

Sadie was here somewhere. Mara had caught sight of her earlier, near the front, practically vibrating with the kind of joy that made her look younger than twenty-three. Sadie had squeezed Mara's hand so hard it left marks and said, You're about to become somebody's whole world, and he's lucky, and don't you dare cry before I do.

Mara hadn't cried yet.

She would, soon. Just not in the way either of them expected.

The Silver Creek pack stood in loose formation around the clearing, dressed for ceremony rather than function no weapons, no armor, just linen and wool and the particular stillness of wolves who had chosen, for one night, to stand like people. Mara recognized faces. Enforcers who'd nodded to her outside Moon & Pine. Older wolves who'd once been suspicious of the human-raised woman their Alpha had chosen, and who had, over the months, softened toward her the way ice softens at the edges of a lake in early spring, slowly, and only because something warmer kept pressing against it.

She didn't see Ryder. That struck her, distantly, as strange. Gideon's Beta was never far from him, not during anything that mattered.

She saw Evelyn instead, standing near the front of the gathering in pale gray, her spine straight as a blade, her face unreadable in the way it always was when she wanted it to be. Their eyes met for half a second. Evelyn looked away first.

Mara didn't understand the coldness in that glance. She filed it away the way she filed away most of Evelyn's behavior toward her as something to examine later, in private, when there was time to be hurt by it properly.

There would be no later like that. Not the kind she was imagining.

Then the crowd's murmuring dropped, all at once, like a held breath, and Mara turned toward the sound she'd been waiting for.

Gideon walked into the clearing from the tree line, and even now, even with the ceremony bearing down on her, even with her heart going so hard she could feel it in her teeth, some helpless, unguarded part of her simply looked at him and thought: there he is.

He was dressed the way she'd never seen him dressed, dark and formal, his usual leather traded for something that made him look less like a man who spent his life enforcing borders and more like what he actually was: the head of an old and powerful house, walking toward the one decision that would define the next century of it.

He did not look at her the way he usually did.

That was the first wrong thing. Mara noticed it and told herself she was imagining it, that the ceremony had him nervous, that a man about to bind himself in front of his whole pack was allowed a stiff jaw and eyes that didn't quite find hers.

He crossed the clearing. The wolves parted for him without needing to be told. He stopped six feet from her, not two, not close enough to take her hands the way the ceremony called for, and something in Mara's chest folded in on itself at the distance, small and quiet, before her mind caught up to what her body already understood.

"Gideon." She said his name low, for him alone, though nothing here was truly private. "What's wrong?"

He didn't answer that. His throat moved. His hands, at his sides, were closed into fists so tight the knuckles had gone pale, and Mara had spent enough nights memorizing that man's hands to know that particular tightness meant he was holding something back by force.

"Gideon," she said again, and this time her voice cracked on the second syllable, because some animal part of her not her wolf; she had no wolf yet, not really, not one that answered some old human instinct for danger had already started screaming.

He looked past her. Not at her. Past her, to the crowd, to his pack, and when he spoke, his voice came out pitched to carry, formal and flat in a way that made her stomach drop through the floor of the world.

"I called this gathering," Gideon said, "to make an announcement concerning my mate."

Mate. Not Luna. Not yet. That was the order of things: mate first, spoken aloud, and then the binding that made it Luna. Mara had gone over the ceremony with Evelyn a dozen times. She knew the shape of every sentence that was supposed to come next.

None of the sentences that came next were the ones she knew.

"Five months ago," Gideon said, and his voice didn't shake, which was somehow worse than if it had, "I believed I had found the woman meant to stand beside me as Luna of Silver Creek."

Mara's hands found the front of her dress again, gripping the fabric like it might hold her upright.

"I was wrong."

The clearing didn't make a sound. Three hundred wolves, and not one of them breathed loud enough to be heard, and Mara stood in the middle of that silence, feeling herself become very small and very cold, like she'd stepped out of her own body and was watching this happen to someone else, someone who looked like her and wore her dress and had her sister crying somewhere in the crowd.

"Mara Bennett is not strong enough to be my Luna," Gideon said. "She is not what this pack needs standing beside its Alpha."

He's lying. The thought arrived in her before the pain did, sharp and certain and utterly useless. She knew this man. She had spent five months learning the particular grammar of his silences, the way he held himself when he was protecting something, the way his voice went flat and careful right before he said something he didn't believe. She knew, with a certainty that would haunt her for years, that whatever was happening right now was not the truth.

Knowing that didn't stop what happened next.

"I reject you," Gideon said, "as my mate."

The words hit her like something physical, like a hand closing around her sternum and pulling.

"And as my Luna."

The bond the thin, bright, singing thread that had lived under Mara's skin since the night she and Gideon first touched, the thread she had felt every single day for five months like a second pulse- didn't simply fade.

It tore.

Mara had never felt pain like it before and would never feel its equal again, not in five years of building a life without him, not in any of the ordinary heartbreaks that came after. This was not a metaphor. Something inside her chest that had structure, that had shape, that had been holding her together in a way she hadn't even known to notice, was ripped loose all at once, and her knees simply stopped working.

She went down onto the cold ground in front of three hundred witnesses, and the sound that came out of her was not a scream she would remember later with a kind of distant, clinical horror; it was smaller than that, a single broken syllable of his name, and then nothing, because the air had left her lungs and did not seem inclined to come back.

Somewhere above her, through a haze that had gone white at the edges, she heard Sadie's voice, raw and furious, being held back by someone.

She heard murmurs move through the crowd like weather.

She heard, or thought she heard, Evelyn say something too quiet to catch, and something in the tone of it made the hair rise on Mara's arms, though she was in no state to understand why.

She did not hear Gideon say anything else.

She looked up; she would always remember this, the single clearest image out of the wreckage of that night, and found him already turning away from her, his shoulders rigid, his face a mask of nothing, walking back toward the tree line at the head of his pack, and not once, not for a single second, did he look back at the woman he'd just broken open in front of everyone who mattered to both of them.

Mara knelt on the frozen ground in her blue dress and understood, with the particular clarity that comes only in the worst moments of a life, that something had just ended that could never be put back exactly the way it was.

And beneath the pain, so far beneath it that she almost missed it entirely, a sound not from her own throat but from somewhere lower, older, a place inside her she didn't yet have a name for, stirred.

Something that had been sleeping.

It didn't speak in words, not really. It was closer to a pressure, a certainty pressed directly into the base of her skull, and if it had needed language to be understood, the language it would have used was this:

Not yet.

She didn't know what it meant. She wouldn't know for five years. In that moment, kneeling in the dirt with her heart in pieces and her sister's arms finally closing around her, dragging her up off the frozen ground, Mara Bennett had no room in her for mysteries.

She had room for exactly one thing.

Survive tonight. Figure out the rest later.

Sadie half-carried her out of the clearing while the pack watched in a silence that felt, to Mara, like judgment, though later, much later, she would learn that some of those silent faces had been grieving for her, that not everyone in that clearing had believed what their Alpha said, that Ryder Vale himself had stood in the dark past the torchlight with his jaw clenched so hard it ached, wondering why the man he'd follow into death had just lied to three hundred witnesses about a woman he clearly still loved.

None of that comforted her that night. That night, there was only the truck, and Sadie's hands shaking on the wheel, and the long black ribbon of the mountain road unspooling behind them as Blackwood Hollow's lights came up pale on the horizon like something waiting.

Mara pressed her forehead against the cold window glass and watched Silver Creek territory disappear behind her, and somewhere far beneath the pain, so quiet she could almost convince herself she'd imagined it, that same voice murmured once more.

Not yet.

She closed her eyes and told it, silently, furiously, grieving:

Then when.

It didn't answer.

It would be five years before it did.
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​Chapter One

​The Woman Who Stayed
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The bakery smelled like cinnamon and burnt sugar at six in the morning, which was exactly the way Mara Bennett liked it.

She moved through Moon & Pine with the ease of someone who had built every inch of it herself, because she had. Five years ago the space had been an empty storefront with water damage in the ceiling and a landlord who wanted it gone before winter. Now the wooden floors gleamed under warm light, the shelves along the back wall held jars of local honey and hand  labeled jam, and the ovens in the kitchen were already working through the morning's first batch of sourdough.

She pulled a tray of cinnamon rolls from the oven, set it on the cooling rack, and allowed herself exactly three seconds to breathe in the smell before Sadie came barreling through the swinging door from the front room with her apron half tied and her hair escaping its bun.

"We're out of oat milk," Sadie announced, like this was a national emergency.

"Check the walk in. Second shelf, behind the cream."

"I checked the walk in."

"Check it again."

Sadie made a face that had not changed since she was fourteen years old and disappeared back through the door. Mara smiled to herself and started plating the rolls, and for a moment the morning was simple in the way mornings at Moon & Pine were usually simple, full of small tasks that asked nothing of her except her hands and her attention.

She had built this life on purpose. Every piece of it.

Blackwood Hollow in early October was its best self, all gold light and woodsmoke and the particular hush that came over a mountain town once the tourist season thinned out and only the people who actually lived there remained. The Harvest Moon Festival banners were already strung along Main Street, red and orange against the gray stone of the old buildings, and Mara had spent the last two weeks baking special orders for half the town's Halloween parties and harvest dinners.

She did not think about the last Harvest Moon that had mattered. She had gotten very good, over five years, at not thinking about it.

By seven the front door chime was ringing steadily and the shop had filled with the low hum of a small town waking up. Mabel Harper claimed her usual corner table with a paperback mystery novel and a black coffee. Jack Donovan came through in his sheriff's uniform, ordered two coffees and a maple scone, and told Mara that the Hendricks' dog had gotten into the trash again, like this was the most interesting thing that had happened in Blackwood Hollow in a month. For him, it probably was.

Mara liked the sheriff. He was steady in a way that had nothing to do with strength, the kind of steady that came from a man who believed the world made sense and intended to keep it that way as long as it was his job to.

He had no idea how wrong he was about the second part.

"Big turnout tonight for the festival," Jack said, tapping the counter twice before he left, an old habit of his. "You closing up early?"

"Nine," Mara said. "Sadie wants to see the fireworks."

"Sadie wants an excuse to flirt with the Whitfield boy again."

"That too."

Jack laughed and left, and Sadie, who had reappeared behind the register just in time to hear the last part, threw a dish towel at Mara's head without looking up from the coffee she was pulling.

It was a good morning. Mara would remember, later, how good it had been, and how little warning it gave her.

The bell over the door rang again a few minutes before nine, and Mara didn't look up right away, focused on boxing an order of muffins for the elementary school's teacher appreciation table. It was Sadie who went still first, Sadie whose hands stopped moving on the espresso machine, and something in that stillness finally made Mara raise her head.

Gideon Callahan was standing in the doorway of her bakery.

Five years had changed him the way five years changes a man who spends his life outdoors and in charge of things. He was broader through the shoulders than she remembered, his jaw set with a permanent kind of tension that hadn't been there before, and his eyes, when they found hers across the room, held something that made her chest tighten before her mind had even finished registering who she was looking at.

The shop had gone quiet. Not silent, exactly. Just quiet in the way a room goes quiet when everyone in it recognizes that something has shifted, even if they don't know what.

Mabel Harper looked up from her book. Two of the regulars near the window exchanged a glance. Blackwood Hollow was small enough, and old enough as a supernatural crossing point, that plenty of people in that shop knew exactly who Gideon Callahan was and exactly what he had once done to the woman standing behind the counter.

Mara set down the muffin box very carefully, because her hands had started to shake and she needed a reason for that which wasn't the truth.

"Gideon," she said. Her voice came out steadier than she expected. Five years of practice had gone into that steadiness, and she was grateful for every single day of it now.

"Mara." He said her name like it cost him something. Maybe it did.

He didn't move from the doorway right away. Mara watched him take in the shop, the warm wood and the pine garlands strung along the ceiling beams, the chalkboard menu she'd hand-lettered herself, all of it clearly not what he expected, or maybe exactly what he expected and somehow still difficult to look at. His gaze came back to her and stayed there.

"What are you doing here?" Mara said. Not a question. A demand dressed up as one.

"I need coffee." His mouth twitched, not quite a smile. "Black. If that's still something you sell."

It was such a small, ordinary thing to say that Mara almost laughed, except laughing felt dangerously close to some other reaction she didn't want to have in front of her sister and half her regular customers. She reached for a cup instead, because her hands needed something to do, and because making him a coffee was easier than asking him the four hundred questions currently trying to claw their way up her throat.

Sadie appeared at her elbow, voice pitched low. "You don't have to do this."

"It's coffee, Sadie."

"It's him."

"I'm aware."

Mara poured the coffee herself rather than let Sadie do it, because some stubborn, wounded part of her didn't want her sister anywhere near this man, not even to hand him a cup. She set it on the counter between them and did not immediately let go of it.

"Why are you actually here?" she said, quiet enough that only he would hear it.

Something moved behind his eyes, some calculation he didn't let reach his face. "The festival," he said. "Silver Creek always sends someone into town during it. Keeps the peace."

"You've never come yourself before."

"No," Gideon admitted. "I haven't."

He reached for the cup. Mara let go of it a half second too late, and his fingers brushed hers.

The bond echo hit her like a struck bell.

She had felt small versions of it over the years, faint enough to blame on imagination, on grief, on the particular ache of an old wound remembering its own shape on the anniversary of the day it happened. This was not that. This was heat racing up her arm and settling behind her sternum, a pull so immediate and so physical that she gasped before she could stop herself, and across the counter, she watched Gideon's entire body go rigid.

His eyes darkened. Not metaphorically. She watched the human brown of them shift, just at the edges, toward something wilder, and his hand closed hard around the coffee cup like he needed something to hold onto that wasn't her.

Mara stepped back so fast she nearly knocked over the muffin display.

"You need to go," she said.

"Mara."

"You need to go, Gideon."

He set money on the counter, more than the coffee cost, and didn't wait for change. For one long moment he stood there looking at her like a man standing at the edge of something he wasn't sure he had the right to want anymore, and then he turned and walked out of Moon & Pine without another word, the bell over the door ringing behind him too cheerfully for what had just happened.

The shop exhaled. Conversation resumed in scattered pieces, quieter than before. Mabel Harper turned a page in her book with great deliberateness, clearly pretending she hadn't watched the whole thing.

Sadie grabbed Mara's arm. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

"You are

















d2d_images/cover.jpg
REJECTED LUNAS
AWA NlNG

"~ ROSA LINKOUS A





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





