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    To every soul who has ever been told that destiny had already chosen their path.
May you find the courage to challenge the prophecy, the strength to embrace the power within you, and the freedom to choose the love that feels like home.
For fate may introduce two hearts—but only trust, courage, and choice can make them stay.
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Chapter 1: The Mark in the Forest
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The forest always spoke to Lena Hart.

Some people heard nothing when they walked beneath the towering pines surrounding Blackthorn Village.

They noticed only the rustling leaves, the chirping birds, or the occasional snapping branch beneath their feet.

Lena heard something different.

She heard warnings.

She heard stories.

She heard secrets hidden beneath the roots of ancient trees.

Perhaps that was why she preferred the company of the forest to the company of people.

Plants were easier to understand.

People asked questions.

Plants simply grew.

The early morning mist still clung to the ground as Lena knelt beside a patch of wild valerian near the edge of the woodland trail.

Her woven basket sat beside her, already filled with herbs collected during the previous hour.

Lavender.

Yarrow.

Chamomile.

Foxglove.

Her fingers moved carefully as she loosened the roots from the damp earth.

"You always choose the difficult places."

Lena looked up.

Her grandmother stood several feet away, carrying a smaller basket filled with mushrooms.

Silver hair escaped from beneath her woolen scarf, and the familiar amusement in her dark eyes immediately made Lena smile.

"The best herbs grow where other people refuse to look."

Her grandmother laughed.

"You've been saying that since you were twelve."

"And I've been right every time."

"Stubborn."

"Practical."

Her grandmother shook her head.

"There is a difference."

Lena stood and brushed dirt from her hands.

The autumn air carried the rich scent of pine and damp earth.

Blackthorn Village lay nearly two miles behind them, hidden beyond the rolling hills.

Their cottage sat even farther away, isolated near the edge of the forest.

Most villagers considered the location inconvenient.

Lena considered it perfect.

She glanced toward the thick tree line surrounding them.

Something felt strange.

A peculiar heaviness lingered in the air.

Her grandmother noticed immediately.

"What is it?"

Lena shook her head.

"Nothing."

But it wasn't nothing.

For several days, she had felt increasingly uneasy.

The forest felt different.

Restless.

As though something were changing beneath the surface.

"You've been distracted all week."

Lena continued placing herbs into her basket.

"I'm fine."

Her grandmother gave her a knowing look.

"No, you aren't."

Before Lena could answer, a distant howl echoed through the trees.

Both women froze.

The sound wasn't close.

But it wasn't far away, either.

A second howl followed.

Then another.

Her grandmother's expression immediately darkened.

"We're leaving."

Lena didn't argue.

Because she recognized those sounds.

Everyone in Blackthorn Village recognized them.

The wolves.

Or at least, that was what the villagers called them.

The older generation used a different name.

Moonshadow Pack.

Lena had grown up listening to stories about them.

Stories whispered around fireplaces.

Stories parents used to frighten their children.

Stories about a cursed Alpha who ruled the northern forest.

An Alpha so dangerous that even other wolves feared him.

His name had become a legend.

Kael.

The cursed king of Moonshadow.

Some claimed he was born beneath a blood moon.

Others believed he had been marked by dark magic before he took his first breath.

According to village legends, every woman who came close to him suffered terrible consequences.

He was incapable of love.

Incapable of mercy.

And incapable of escaping the curse that had followed his bloodline for centuries.

At least, that was the story.

Lena had never believed most village legends.

People exaggerated.

Fear transformed ordinary events into impossible tales.

But she had learned one thing over the years.

When her grandmother said it was time to leave the forest, it was time to leave.

The small cottage smelled of dried herbs and cinnamon.

Bundles of medicinal plants hung from wooden beams.

Shelves lined the walls, filled with glass jars containing countless remedies.

Her family had served as healers in Blackthorn Village for generations.

Her mother had been a gifted herbalist.

Her grandmother was considered the most knowledgeable healer in the region.

And Lena had inherited their talents.

After placing the day's collection on the kitchen table, she rolled up the sleeve of her sweater.

Her fingers unconsciously traced the strange birthmark covering the inside of her left wrist.

A crescent moon surrounded by an intricate pattern of twisting lines.

Beautiful.

Unusual.

And impossible to explain.

She had been born with it.

No one knew where it came from.

No one had ever seen another mark like it.

As a child, she had considered it special.

As an adult, she considered it a burden.

She always wore long sleeves.

Always.

The villagers asked too many questions.

Children stared.

Adults whispered.

And while her grandmother never seemed concerned about it, her mother had always been strangely protective.

Until she died.

Lena's fingers tightened around her wrist.

She still missed her.

Even after six years, the loss hadn't become easier.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts.

Her grandmother entered the kitchen carrying two cups of tea.

"You should stay away from the northern forest for a while."

Lena accepted the tea.

"Because of the wolves?"

Her grandmother sat across from her.

"Because of the stories."

Lena laughed.

"You don't actually believe them, do you?"

The older woman's expression remained serious.

"Some stories survive because they're true."

A chill traveled down Lena's spine.

"You've said that before."

"And I'll keep saying it until you finally listen."

She smiled.

"I always listen."

"No."

Her grandmother pointed toward the window.

"You hear."

Then she pointed toward Lena.

"But you don't always listen."

Three days later, Lena found herself standing at the edge of the northern forest.

Which was precisely where she wasn't supposed to be.

Unfortunately, rare moonwort plants only grew in one specific area.

And one of her patients desperately needed them.

She adjusted the strap of her basket and stepped onto the narrow trail.

Sunlight filtered through the branches overhead.

Birdsong echoed between the trees.

Everything appeared peaceful.

Normal.

Yet the uneasy feeling from earlier in the week immediately returned.

She continued walking.

Twenty minutes passed.

Then thirty.

Eventually, she discovered what she had been searching for.

Moonwort.

Growing beneath a fallen tree.

A smile spread across her face.

Perfect.

She knelt beside the plants and carefully began harvesting the leaves.

A twig snapped behind her.

She froze.

Slowly, she turned.

Nothing.

The forest remained silent.

Too silent.

Her heartbeat accelerated.

Another branch cracked.

Closer this time.

She stood.

"Hello?"

No answer.

The hairs on the back of her neck rose.

Someone was there.

She could feel it.

Her eyes scanned the surrounding trees.

Still nothing.

Then movement.

A massive black wolf emerged from the shadows.

Her breath caught.

The animal was enormous.

Far larger than any wolf she had ever seen.

Golden eyes locked onto hers.

A second wolf appeared.

Then a third.

Her heart began pounding.

Every instinct screamed at her to run.

But another instinct, equally powerful, warned her to stay perfectly still.

The largest wolf took a single step forward.

Her fingers tightened around her basket.

"Easy."

Her voice trembled.

The wolf's ears shifted slightly.

Then, suddenly, every animal in the clearing lowered its head.

Not toward her.

Toward something behind her.

Her stomach dropped.

Slowly, she turned.

And the world stopped.

A man stood between the trees.

He was impossibly tall.

Dark hair framed a sharply defined face.

His broad shoulders filled the narrow path.

Power radiated from him.

Not the kind associated with physical strength.

Something older.

Something primal.

His dark clothing blended into the shadows surrounding him.

Yet it was his eyes that captured her attention.

Silver.

Cold.

Ancient.

And entirely unreadable.

The wolves immediately retreated several steps.

Not from fear.

From respect.

Understanding struck like lightning.

No.

Absolutely not.

It couldn't be.

Yet she already knew.

Everyone in Blackthorn knew.

Only one man inspired that kind of loyalty.

Only one man commanded wolves with a single glance.

Her throat tightened.

"You're Kael."

The silence that followed felt endless.

His expression didn't change.

"Who are you?"

His voice was deeper than she expected.

Calm.

Controlled.

Yet there was an unmistakable edge beneath it.

"Lena Hart."

His eyes narrowed.

For a brief moment, something flashed across his face.

Recognition?

No.

That didn't make any sense.

They had never met.

"You shouldn't be here."

The statement sounded less like a warning and more like an observation.

"I could say the same thing."

One dark eyebrow lifted.

Interesting.

Apparently, terrifying Alphas didn't appreciate sarcasm.

"You entered Moonshadow territory."

She folded her arms.

"The forest doesn't belong to anyone."

The corner of his mouth almost moved.

Almost.

"I assure you, this part does."

She should have left.

Immediately.

Instead, she remained exactly where she was.

Because curiosity had always been one of her greatest weaknesses.

And this man wasn't anything like the stories.

He wasn't snarling.

He wasn't threatening her.

He wasn't behaving like a monster.

He simply stood there, studying her.

The silence stretched.

Then something impossible happened.

A sudden burning sensation exploded across her wrist.

She gasped.

Pain shot through her arm.

Her basket slipped from her fingers and crashed onto the ground.

Leaves scattered
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