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syvanna

The wolfsbane needs cutting before dawn, or it loses its potency.

I kneel in the dirt outside my cottage, fingers working through purple flowers that would kill most of my kind with a single touch. Three years of handling poison has left my hands scarred and numb. Small price to pay for the isolation it buys me.

The sun hasn’t crested the mountains yet. Good. I work best in the dark, when the rest of the pack—former pack—sleeps safe in their beds, dreaming dreams that don’t wake them screaming.

My knife slices through another stem. The basket beside me is nearly full. Enough wolfsbane to last through winter, mixed with silver birch bark to suppress the thing inside me that wants to claw its way out every time the moon rises full and heavy.

“Careful with that one,” I mutter to myself, separating a particularly toxic bloom. “That’ll stop a heart in three seconds flat.”

Talking to myself has become habit. When you live alone at the edge of nowhere, your own voice becomes company. Better than the alternative. Better than remembering what it felt like to be surrounded by pack, by family, by—

No.

I shove the thought down deep, where it belongs, and reach for another stem.

The forest around my cottage is quiet. Too quiet. The birds should be starting their morning songs by now, but there’s nothing. Just wind through pine trees and the distant sound of water running over rocks in the creek bed.

My wolf stirs inside me, uneasy.

Something’s wrong.

I freeze, knife suspended over the next flower. My senses expand outward, searching. The morning air carries scents—earth, water, growing things. And underneath it all, something else. Something that makes my stomach clench.

Blood.

Fresh blood.

I’m on my feet before I can think, basket forgotten. The smell is faint but unmistakable, coming from the south, near the boundary markers I set up to keep intruders away. My wolf pushes against my skin, wanting out, wanting to investigate.

“Stay down,” I whisper to her. “We don’t get involved anymore. Remember?”

But my feet are already moving, carrying me through the trees toward the scent. Because underneath the blood, there’s something else. The unmistakable signature of pack magic. Not just any pack. My pack.

Former pack.

I find him collapsed against an oak tree twenty yards from my cottage, one hand pressed against his side where blood seeps through his fingers. He can’t be more than twenty, with dark hair matted to his forehead and eyes glassy with pain and fever.

“Please,” he gasps when he sees me. “Please, they said you were a healer. They said—” He coughs, and blood flecks his lips. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

I should turn around. Should walk back to my cottage and pretend I never saw him. Getting involved with pack business ended badly for me once before. No reason to think this time would be different.

But he’s dying.

I can see it in the gray tinge to his skin, the way his breathing comes shallow and fast. Whatever happened to him, it wasn’t a normal fight. The wound on his side is wrong. The edges are black, rotting even as I watch.

“Damn it,” I breathe, and drop to my knees beside him. “What’s your name?”

“Tolvanis.” His hand clutches at my arm, surprisingly strong for someone half-dead. “You’re her, aren’t you? Syvanna. The one who—”

“Don’t.” The word comes out sharper than I intend. “Don’t say it. Just stay still and let me look.”

His wound is worse up close. The flesh around it is necrotizing, turning black and hard like stone. I’ve seen infections before, seen wounds go septic, but never anything like this. This is magic. Dark magic.

“What did this to you?” I press my hand against his forehead. Burning hot. The fever is eating him alive from the inside.

“The plague.” Tolvanis’s eyes roll back. “Started two weeks ago. Wolves getting sick, wounds that won’t heal. Some of them… they go feral. Attack their own pack. My mate, she’s—” His voice breaks. “She’s pregnant. If I die, there’s no one to protect her.”

Something cold slides down my spine.

A plague. Affecting wolves. Making wounds that won’t heal.

This is pack business. This is exactly the kind of thing I swore to stay away from.

“I need to get you inside,” I tell him, sliding my arm under his shoulders. He’s heavy, deadweight, but I’m stronger than I look. Three years of living alone has made me that way. “Can you walk?”

“I can try.”

He can’t. Two steps and his legs give out completely. I end up half-carrying, half-dragging him through the trees to my cottage. By the time I get him through the door and onto the narrow cot in the corner, we’re both breathing hard.

The room is small, cluttered with drying herbs hanging from the rafters and jars of salves lining rough wooden shelves. Not much to look at, but it’s mine. The only place in the world where I belong.

I grab my healing supplies and return to Tolvanis’s side. He’s unconscious now, which might be a mercy. This is going to hurt.

My hands move through familiar motions—cleaning the wound, applying poultices, wrapping bandages. But even as I work, I can feel it. The wrongness. Whatever magic caused this, it’s beyond my skill.

I press my palm flat against his chest, over his heart. Close my eyes. Reach for the thing I’ve spent three years suppressing, the power that marks me as dangerous, as other.

Moonlight stirs under my skin.

“No,” I grit out. “Not happening. We use normal healing. Normal methods.”

But normal methods aren’t working. The black rot is spreading, climbing up his ribs toward his heart. In minutes, maybe less, it’ll reach the vital organs and he’ll be gone.

I think of his pregnant mate. Think of her waiting for him to come home.

“Damn it,” I whisper again, and let the power loose.

It flows from my hands like liquid silver, cool and bright. Where it touches his skin, the black rot recoils. I push harder, focusing the moonlight into the wound itself, burning away the dark magic one inch at a time.

Tolvanis screams.

The sound rips through the small room, raw and animal. His body arches off the cot, every muscle locked tight. I hold him down with one hand and keep the other pressed against his wound, gritting my teeth against the strain.

“Just a little more,” I tell him, tell myself. “Hold on.”

The dark magic fights back. It writhes under my moonlight, trying to escape, trying to burrow deeper. For a moment I think it might win. Think I might have to choose between killing him with the cure or letting the plague kill him slowly.

Then something shifts.

The dark magic shatters like glass under a hammer. One moment it’s there, the next it’s gone, dissolved into nothing. Tolvanis goes limp on the cot, chest heaving.

I pull my hand back and stare at it. Moonlight still dances across my palm, silver and cold and beautiful. The power that should have died with my bond. The power that marks me as something the pack feared.

“Should have stayed buried,” I mutter, shaking my hand until the light fades. “Nothing good comes from you.”

Tolvanis’s breathing evens out. The wound on his side is still there, still serious, but the black rot is gone. Normal healing will work now. He’ll live.

I sit back against the wall, suddenly exhausted. Using that much power always takes its toll. My hands shake as I wrap them around my knees, trying to steady myself.

The door to my cottage stands open. Through it, I can see the first rays of dawn breaking over the mountains. Another day survived. Another day of exile.

A shadow moves across the threshold.

My head snaps up, heart suddenly racing. There’s someone standing in my doorway, backlit by the rising sun. Tall. Broad-shouldered. The shape is familiar in a way that makes my chest ache.

No. It can’t be.

The figure steps inside, and morning light catches his face.

Dark hair. Sharp cheekbones. Eyes the color of honey, currently fixed on me with an intensity that makes it hard to breathe. He’s thinner than I remember, harder, with new scars across his jaw and shadows under his eyes that speak of sleepless nights.

Prince Draevor Silverclaw.

My rejected mate.

The bond that should be dead flares to life between us, a twisted thing of pain and rage and something else I refuse to name. I feel it wrap around my ribs like iron bands, squeezing.

He feels it too. I can see it in the way his hands clench into fists, the way his jaw tightens.

“Syvanna,” he says, and my name on his lips is like a knife between my ribs.

I force myself to stand, even though my legs are shaking. “Get out.”

“I can’t.” He takes another step inside. The room suddenly feels too small, too crowded. “I need your help.”

“No.”

“People are dying.”

“Not my problem.” I move to put myself between him and Tolvanis. Protection instinct, maybe. Or maybe I just can’t stand having Draevor behind me where I can’t see him. “You made sure of that three years ago. Remember?”

Something flashes across his face. Pain, maybe. Or guilt. Hard to tell with him.

“I remember,” he says quietly. “I remember everything.”

“Good. Then you’ll remember the way to the door.” I point. “Use it.”

He doesn’t move. Of course he doesn’t. Draevor never did anything the easy way.

“There’s a plague,” he says instead. “It started two weeks ago. Wolves are getting sick, dying. The wounds won’t heal. Some of them go feral, attack their own pack.” His eyes flick to Tolvanis. “I see you’ve already met one of the infected.”

“I said no.”

“The Oracle has spoken.” His voice drops lower, more intense. “She says only you can break the curse. Only the Rejected Mate has the power.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. I actually stumble back a step.

“That’s convenient,” I manage. “Very convenient. Tell me, did your father put her up to that? Another way to control what I can do?”

“My father is the one who sent me.” Draevor’s jaw works. “He wants you to return to the pack. Help us break the curse before the Black Moon rises.”

“When?”

“Thirty days.”

I laugh. Can’t help it. The sound is bitter and sharp in the small space.

“Thirty days,” I repeat. “And then what? I save everyone, play the hero, and you reject me again when I’m no longer useful?”

“Syvanna—”

“No.” I shake my head. “No. I don’t care if the whole pack burns. I don’t care if every single wolf dies screaming. You made your choice three years ago. You chose duty over me. Chose your father’s approval over our bond. You don’t get to show up here now and ask for my help like the past three years didn’t happen.”

He’s silent for a long moment. When he finally speaks, his voice is rough.

“You’re right.”

That stops me cold. I was expecting arguments. Excuses. Not agreement.

“I don’t deserve your help,” Draevor continues. “I don’t deserve to stand in the same room as you. What I did—” He closes his eyes briefly. “What I did was unforgivable. I know that. But this isn’t about me. It’s about innocent wolves dying. Children. Elders. Wolves who had nothing to do with what happened between us.”

“So find another healer.”

“There is no other healer.” His eyes open, lock on mine. “You’re the only one with the power to break this curse. The Oracle was clear. Without you, everyone dies.”

Behind me, Tolvanis stirs on the cot. His breathing hitches, painful.

“My mate,” he whispers, barely audible. “Please. She’s carrying our first pup. If I die, if the plague spreads…” His hand reaches out blindly. “Please.”

I close my eyes. Feel the weight of his plea, of Draevor’s presence, of three years of isolation all pressing down at once.

“Why did you really come here?” I ask without opening my eyes. “Your father could have sent anyone with this message. Why you?”

Silence.

I open my eyes and look at him. Really look. And what I see makes my breath catch.

He looks haunted. There are dark circles under his eyes, deep enough to be bruises. His hands won’t stop clenching and unclenching. And the way he’s looking at me—like I’m water and he’s dying of thirst.

“The bond,” he says finally. “It didn’t break properly. I can feel you. Every moment of every day, I feel your pain, your anger, your fear. It’s driving me—” He cuts himself off. Takes a breath. “I needed to see that you were alive. That you were okay.”

“I’m not okay.” The words taste like ash. “I haven’t been okay since you stood in front of the entire pack and told them I meant nothing to you.”

“I never said that.”

“You didn’t have to.” I turn away from him, can’t stand looking at his face anymore. “The rejection said it for you.”

More silence. Then:

“If you won’t do it for me, do it for them.” His voice is quiet but urgent. “Do it for Tolvanis and his mate. Do it for the children who don’t understand why their parents are wasting away. Do it because you’re a healer and saving lives is what you do.”

I hate that he’s right. Hate that even after everything, he still knows exactly what to say to get under my skin.

“If I do this,” I say slowly, “there are conditions.”

“Anything.”

“You don’t talk to me unless absolutely necessary. You don’t touch me. You don’t pretend we’re anything other than what we are—strangers working toward a common goal.” Each word feels like pulling glass from a wound. “And when this is over, when the curse is broken, you leave me alone. Forever. No more visits. No more Oracle prophecies. I go back to my exile and you forget I exist.”

“Syvanna—”

“Those are my terms.” I force myself to meet his eyes. “Take them or leave.”

He stares at me for a long moment. I watch emotions flicker across his face—pain, frustration, something that might be grief.

“Fine,” he says finally. “I accept your terms.”

“Good.” I turn back to Tolvanis, start gathering supplies to make him comfortable for travel. “Give me ten minutes to pack and stabilize him for the journey. Then we leave.”

I feel rather than see Draevor nod. He moves to stand by the door, giving me space to work. But even with the width of the room between us, I can feel him. The bond hums like a live wire, twisted and wrong but still there. Still connecting us in ways I don’t want to think about.

My hands shake as I pack herbs and bandages into a worn leather bag. This is a mistake. I know it’s a mistake. Going back to the pack that rejected me, that stood by and watched while my heart was torn from my chest, is the worst decision I could possibly make.

But Tolvanis’s labored breathing reminds me why I have to.

Because I’m a healer. Because innocent wolves are dying. Because despite everything Draevor did to me, despite the pain that still feels fresh as an open wound, I can’t let children suffer for their parents’ sins.

“Ready?” Draevor asks after I’ve done what I can for Tolvanis.

“No.” I shoulder my bag and move to help Tolvanis stand. “But we’re going anyway.”

Together, we get the injured wolf to his feet. He leans heavily on both of us as we make our way out of the cottage. Dawn has fully broken now, painting the forest in shades of gold and amber.

I pause at the threshold, looking back at my home. Three years I’ve lived here. Three years of safety, of isolation, of healing in the only way I knew how.

Now I’m walking away from it, back toward the place that destroyed me.

“This is a mistake,” I mutter.

Draevor glances at me. “Probably.”

“If this goes wrong—”

“It won’t.”

“You can’t know that.”

“No,” he agrees. “But I know that you’re the strongest wolf I’ve ever met. Stronger than me. Stronger than my father. Stronger than any of them.” His eyes hold mine. “If anyone can break this curse, it’s you.”

I want to argue. Want to throw his words back in his face and demand to know where that belief was three years ago when I needed it most.

But Tolvanis chooses that moment to cough, hard enough that blood spatters the ground. The sound cuts through whatever I might have said.

“Later,” I tell Draevor. “We deal with this first. Everything else comes later.”

“Later,” he echoes.

We start walking, supporting Tolvanis between us. The journey back to pack territory will take hours. Hours of being close to Draevor, of feeling the bond twist and pull, of remembering everything I’ve spent three years trying to forget.

The forest closes in around us as we walk, dark and deep and full of secrets. Somewhere ahead lies the Nightveil Pack stronghold. Somewhere ahead lies the curse that’s killing them.

And somewhere ahead lies whatever remains of the bond that was supposed to be forever.

My wolf stirs restlessly inside me, caught between the urge to run back to safety and the need to protect pack.

Former pack, I remind her. They’re not ours anymore.

But even as I think it, I know it’s a lie. Pack bonds don’t break just because you want them to. They linger like scars, permanent reminders of what you’ve lost.

Tolvanis stumbles, and I tighten my grip on him.

“Stay with us,” I tell him. “Just a little further.”

He nods weakly, but I can feel him fading. Whatever I did to purge the dark magic, it took a lot out of him. He needs proper rest, proper healing. Not this forced march through the forest.

“We need to stop,” I say to Draevor. “He can’t keep going like this.”

“We’re almost to the border. Once we cross, I can call for help.”

“He won’t make it to the border.”

Draevor’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t argue. We lower Tolvanis to the ground as gently as we can. The young wolf’s eyes are closed, his breathing shallow.

I press my fingers to his neck, checking his pulse. Too fast. Too weak.

“How long has the plague been spreading?” I ask, pulling herbs from my bag.

“Two weeks since the first case. It’s accelerating. What took days to kill in the beginning now takes hours.” Draevor crouches beside me. “We’ve tried everything. Every healer in the pack, every remedy we know. Nothing works.”

“Because it’s not a disease.” I mix crushed herbs with water from my canteen, creating a paste. “It’s a curse. You can’t cure a curse with medicine any more than you can heal a broken bone with good intentions.”

“Can you break it?”

I spread the paste across Tolvanis’s chest, over his heart. It won’t cure him, but it might buy him time.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “I’ve never seen anything like this. The way it eats away at flesh, the way it resists healing magic…” I sit back on my heels. “This wasn’t cast by accident. Someone wanted wolves to suffer. Someone powerful.”

“Who would do that?”

“That’s what we need to find out.”

Tolvanis’s eyes flutter open. “Thank you,” he whispers. “For helping me. For coming back.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” I help him sit up enough to drink from my canteen. “We still have to get you home alive.”

“My mate. Shara. She’s in the healer’s den.” His hand clutches at mine with surprising strength. “Promise me you’ll check on her. Make sure she’s safe.”

“I promise.”

He relaxes slightly, reassured. I wish I felt as confident as I sound.

Draevor stands, scanning the forest around us. “We should keep moving. The border is less than a mile.”

“Give him five more minutes.”

“We don’t have five minutes. The longer we stay out here—” He stops abruptly, head tilting.

I feel it too. A shift in the air. The sudden silence of prey animals going still.

“Someone’s coming,” I breathe.

Draevor moves to stand between us and whatever’s approaching. I help Tolvanis to his feet, ready to run if necessary.

Three wolves emerge from the trees. Not in wolf form—human-shaped but unmistakably pack. I recognize them. Warriors from the Nightveil guard.

The one in front stops when he sees me. His lip curls.

“So it’s true,” he spits. “The cursed one returns.”

My stomach drops.

This is going to be worse than I thought.
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draevor pov

The closer I get to her cottage, the harder it becomes to breathe.

Three years. Three years since I last stood this close to Syvanna’s territory, and my wolf is clawing at my insides like he’s trying to rip through my chest. Every step toward that crumbling stone house feels like walking through fire. The mate bond—what’s left of it—pulses with each heartbeat, twisted and wrong, like a rope that’s been cut but somehow still connects us through the raw, bleeding ends.

I should’ve sent someone else. Anyone else.

But the thought of another male anywhere near her makes me want to tear the forest apart with my bare hands.

“Your Highness.” My guard, Brexion, keeps pace beside me. “Perhaps we should—”

“Go back to the stronghold.” My voice comes out rougher than I intend. “I’ll handle this alone.”

“But the Alpha commanded—”

“I don’t care what my father commanded.” I stop walking and turn to face him. Brexion’s a good warrior, loyal to a fault, but right now his presence grates on my last nerve. “Leave. That’s an order.”

He hesitates, and I feel my wolf rising. My eyes must be flashing gold because Brexion immediately drops his gaze and bows his head in submission.

“As you wish, Your Highness.”

He disappears into the trees, and I’m alone. Almost alone. I can feel her now, like a second heartbeat underneath my own. The bond tells me she’s awake, moving around inside the cottage. Probably tending those ridiculous plants she grows. Wolfsbane and silver birch. Plants designed to suppress her power, to keep herself small and hidden.

It makes me sick.

She shouldn’t have to hide. Shouldn’t have to live out here like some kind of criminal when she’s—

When she’s what? My rejected mate? The woman whose heart I stopped three years ago in front of the entire pack?

My hands curl into fists as I approach her door. The cottage looks worse than I remember. The roof sags on one side, and weeds have grown up around the foundation. She’s been living like this while I slept in silk sheets and pretended I couldn’t feel her pain through the bond every single night.

I raise my fist to knock, then stop.

What am I supposed to say? I’ve practiced this conversation a thousand times in my head, but now that I’m here, all the words dissolve like smoke.

Just knock. Tell her about the plague. Make her understand the pack needs her.

I knock three times.

Silence.

I know she’s in there. I can hear her heartbeat, can smell her scent even through the door—honeysuckle and something sharper, like pine after rain. It hasn’t changed. She hasn’t changed, not in the ways that matter, and that realization hits me like a physical blow.

“Go away.” Her voice comes through the door, steady and cold.

My wolf whines. I hate the sound, hate the weakness it represents.

“Syvanna. I need to talk to you.”

“No.”

“People are dying.”

“Not my problem.”

I close my eyes and count to ten. This isn’t going the way I planned. Nothing ever does when it comes to her.

“The messenger gave you the summons. You know why I’m here.”

“I burned your father’s summons.” A pause. “You should’ve taken the hint.”

“I can’t take a hint when my entire pack is dying from a blood plague we don’t understand.” I lean my forehead against the door. “Please. Just hear me out.”

“I heard you out three years ago in the Moonblood Glade.” Her voice drops lower. “You made yourself very clear that night, Prince Draevor. I don’t belong with the Nightveil Pack. I’m not good enough for you. Remember?”

Each word is a knife between my ribs. The Chains of Obedience pulse in my chest—that cursed magic my father used to control me—and I can’t even tell her the truth. Can’t explain that everything that night was a lie, that I was screaming inside my own mind while my mouth said words I didn’t mean.

“Things have changed.”

“Nothing’s changed.” The door suddenly swings open, and Syvanna stands there looking like fury incarnate. “You’re still you. I’m still me. And you still broke me.”

I forget how to speak.

She’s thinner than before, her cheekbones sharper, but she’s still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Her dark hair falls loose around her shoulders instead of braided like she used to wear it. Her eyes—those incredible silver eyes that first caught my attention when we were fifteen—burn with anger and something else I can’t name.

“Syvanna—”

“Don’t.” She holds up one hand, and I notice dirt under her fingernails. “Don’t you dare speak my name like you have any right to it.”

“I need your help.”

“Find someone else.”

“There is no one else.” I step closer, and she moves back instinctively. The rejection stings more than it should. “The Oracle spoke. You know what that means. Only the rejected mate can break the curse.”

Her laugh is bitter. “Convenient. When you need me, suddenly I matter again.”

“You always mattered.”

“Liar.”

The word hangs between us like a living thing. I want to grab her, shake her, make her understand that I’m the one who’s been destroyed these past three years. That every day without her has been torture. That the bond twisting inside me is driving me slowly insane.

But I can’t say any of that. The Chains won’t let me.

“People are dying,” I repeat instead. “Children. Mothers. Warriors who’ve protected this pack for decades. The plague doesn’t discriminate. It turns wolves feral, makes them immune to death while they’re trapped in agony.”

Something flickers across her face. Sympathy? Pain? It’s gone before I can be sure.

“Your father has plenty of healers.”

“None of them can stop it. We’ve tried everything. Blood magic, ancient rituals, herbal remedies. Nothing works.” I run a hand through my hair. “The curse is eating us alive from the inside out, and you’re the only one who can save us.”

“Why should I save people who stood by and watched while your father destroyed me?”

“Because you’re better than all of us.” The words come out raw and honest. “You always have been.”

She stares at me for a long moment. I can feel her emotions through the damaged bond—anger, pain, and underneath it all, a deep well of hurt that makes my wolf howl.

“I can’t help you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Both.” She starts to close the door. “Find another way, Prince. I’m done being the pack’s savior.”

My hand shoots out, stopping the door. She glares at the contact point where my skin meets the wood, and I see her power flicker—moonlight dancing across her fingertips.

She’s gotten stronger. Much stronger.

“Move your hand.”

“Not until you listen.”

“I already listened. The answer is no.”

“Syvanna, please—”

“No!” The moonlight flares brighter, and I feel heat against my palm. “You don’t get to show up here after three years and beg me for help. You don’t get to act like you care when we both know you chose your precious political alliance over me. You chose Khaliexa.”

Her name on Syvanna’s lips makes my wolf snarl. I hate hearing it, hate the reminder of the woman I was forced to stand beside when I should’ve been claiming Syvanna as my Luna.

“I didn’t choose anything.”

“You said the words. You performed the rejection ceremony. You looked me in the eyes and told me I wasn’t worthy.” Her voice cracks slightly. “Those were your choices, Draevor.”

The use of my first name without the title hits differently. More intimate. More painful.

“If I could go back—”

“But you can’t.” She pushes harder on the door. “So leave. Go back to your pack and your perfect Luna and figure it out without me.”

“Khaliexa isn’t—” I stop myself. The Chains tighten around my chest like iron bands. I can’t talk about her, can’t explain what she really is or why my father forced the alliance. “Please. Just come look at one patient. See the plague for yourself. If you still want to refuse after that, I’ll leave you alone. Forever.”

She searches my face for something. Truth, maybe. Or lies. I’m not sure which she’ll find.

“Forever is a long time for someone who can feel everything I feel through a broken bond.” Her words are quiet but sharp. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Prince.”

How does she know about that? Can she feel it too? The constant awareness of each other, the emotions bleeding through despite the rejection?

Before I can ask, she continues. “One patient. That’s all you get. If I think you’re lying about the plague or if this is some elaborate trap, I’ll kill you myself. Understood?”

“Understood.”

She grabs a cloak from inside the cottage and pushes past me, heading toward the forest path that leads to pack territory. I watch her walk away, her spine straight and proud despite everything.

My wolf wants to follow, wants to stay close enough to protect her from every shadow in these woods. But I hold back, letting her have the illusion of control.

“Syvanna.” She stops but doesn’t turn around. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t agreed to help.”

She disappears into the trees, and I stand there for a moment longer, trying to get my racing heart under control. Being near her is like holding lightning in my bare hands—dangerous and electric and impossible to let go.

I follow her scent through the forest, keeping enough distance that she won’t accuse me of crowding her. The bond hums between us, a living thread that shouldn’t exist but does anyway. Every few steps, I catch flashes of her emotions. Anger. Determination. And underneath it all, buried so deep she probably doesn’t even realize it’s there—fear.

She’s afraid of me. Of what I did to her. Of what I might do again.

The knowledge sits in my stomach like poison.

We’re halfway to the stronghold when I hear it—a low, keening wail that raises the hair on the back of my neck. Syvanna hears it too because she speeds up, breaking into a run.

I catch up to her just as we reach the clearing where I left Tolvanis earlier. The young wolf is sprawled on her doorstep exactly where I put him, but now he’s convulsing, foam flecking his lips. His eyes have gone completely black, and his body contorts at angles that should be impossible.

“What did you do?” Syvanna drops to her knees beside him, her hands already glowing with that soft moonlight.

“Nothing. He was stable when I left him.”

“Stable?” She shoots me a look that could melt steel. “He’s dying, you bastard. This is what you call stable?”

Tolvanis’s back arches off the ground, and he screams. The sound is awful—half-human, half-wolf, all agony.

Syvanna works quickly, her power flowing into him like liquid silver. I watch her face as she concentrates, the way her brow furrows, the way her teeth catch her lower lip. She’s beautiful when she’s focused. She’s always beautiful, but especially like this, when she forgets to be angry at me.

“His heart’s stopping.” Her voice is tight with concentration. “The plague’s attacking his organs. His wolf is trying to heal him, but it’s making everything worse.”

“Can you save him?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. If I—” She cuts off as Tolvanis’s body goes rigid. “No. No, no, no. Stay with me. Come on, stay with me.”

Her power flares brighter, so bright I have to shield my eyes. The moonlight pours into Tolvanis like she’s trying to fill him up with it, trying to force life back into his failing body.

For a moment, I think it’s working. His convulsions slow. His breathing evens out.

Then he takes one last shuddering breath and goes still.

“No.” Syvanna’s hands are still on his chest, still glowing. “No, please. Please don’t—”

But it’s too late. I can feel the moment his life force leaves. The air changes, becomes heavier somehow. Emptier.

Tolvanis is dead.

Syvanna stays frozen for a long moment, her hands pressed against his silent chest. When she finally looks up at me, her eyes are wet.

“He had a mate. He told me while he was dying on my doorstep the first time you brought him here. She’s pregnant. Due in two months.”

Each word is an accusation. I deserve every one of them.

“I know.”

“You know.” She stands slowly, and her power is still crackling around her hands like barely contained lightning. “You knew he had a family waiting for him, and you used him as bait to get me to help you.”

“I didn’t—”

“You put a dying man on my doorstep like he was a piece of property. Like his life meant nothing compared to what you needed from me.” Her voice rises. “What kind of monster does that?”

“The desperate kind.” I take a step toward her, and she takes a step back. “Twenty-three wolves have died from this plague in the last month. Tolvanis was the twenty-fourth. If we don’t find a cure, there will be twenty-five, fifty, a hundred more. How many lives is your pride worth, Syvanna?”

The slap comes so fast I don’t see it coming. My head snaps to the side, and I taste blood.

“My pride?” Her voice shakes. “You think this is about pride? You destroyed me, Draevor. You stood in front of the entire pack and rejected our mate bond. Do you have any idea what that feels like? It’s like having your heart ripped out through your chest while you’re still alive. And you want me to just forget about that because now you need me?”

“I’m not asking you to forget.” I touch my stinging cheek. “I’m asking you to be the person I know you are. The healer. The woman who cares about innocent lives more than she cares about her own pain.”

“That woman died in the Moonblood Glade three years ago.”

“No, she didn’t.” I close the distance between us in two strides. She stands her ground this time, glaring up at me with those silver eyes. “She’s standing right here. Still fighting. Still powerful. Still everything I—”

I stop myself before I say too much. The Chains squeeze tighter.

“Still everything you what?” Her chin lifts in challenge. “Say it. Finish your sentence, Prince.”

“Still everything the pack needs.”

Something painful flashes across her face. Disappointment, maybe. What did she expect me to say?

“I’ll help break your curse.” Her words are flat, emotionless. “But not because you asked. Not because I forgive you or because I’ve forgotten what you did. I’ll help because Tolvanis’s mate deserves better than to raise her child alone. Because those twenty-three dead wolves deserved better than to die screaming from a plague no one understands.”

“Syvanna—”

“I’m not finished.” She steps closer, and I can smell her anger like smoke. “When this is over, when your precious pack is saved, you leave me alone. You don’t visit. You don’t send messengers. You act like I don’t exist, the same way you’ve been doing for three years. Do we have a deal?”

Every instinct I have screams at me to refuse. My wolf is howling, demanding I claim her, mark her, never let her go again. But I can see in her eyes that she means it. If I don’t agree, she walks away and the pack dies.

“Deal.”

“Good.” She moves past me, heading toward the main path to the stronghold. “Let’s get this over with.”

I watch her walk away again, and something cold settles in my chest. She’ll help save the pack, and then she’ll disappear from my life forever.

The bond pulses painfully, like it knows what I just agreed to.

Like it’s already mourning.

I bend down and carefully lift Tolvanis’s body. He’s still warm. Still smells like pack and family and all the things he’ll never get to experience now. His child will never know him. His mate will raise their baby alone.

This is my fault. All of it.

I follow Syvanna through the forest, carrying a dead wolf and trying to ignore the way my chest feels like it’s caving in.

The sun is setting by the time we reach the outer border of pack territory. Guards materialize from the shadows, and I see the exact moment they recognize who’s with me. Their faces go carefully blank—the expression wolves use when they don’t want their Alpha to read their emotions.

They hate her. Or fear her. Probably both.

“Open the gates.” My command cuts through the evening air.

The guards exchange glances but don’t move.

“I said open the gates.”

“Prince Draevor.” The senior guard, Fyrandor, steps forward. “The Alpha gave specific orders about the outcast. She’s not permitted—”

“The Alpha can take his orders and shove them up his ass.” I shift Tolvanis’s weight in my arms. “This is the twenty-fourth death this month. We’re out of options and out of time. Now open the damn gates before I have you stripped of your rank.”

Fyrandor’s jaw tightens, but he signals to the others. The massive wooden gates creak open slowly.

Syvanna doesn’t wait for me. She walks through those gates with her head high and her shoulders back, looking like she owns the place. Looking like the Luna she should’ve been.

Wolves start appearing from buildings and shadows, drawn by curiosity or the scent of an intruder. I hear whispers spreading like wildfire.

“Is that—”

“The rejected one?”

“Why is she here?”

“Someone should tell the Luna—”

“Everyone back to your duties.” My voice carries across the compound. “Unless you want to join the plague victims in the burial ground.”

The crowd thins, but I feel their eyes on us. On her.

Syvanna doesn’t seem to notice or care. She’s scanning the territory like she’s cataloging every change. And there have been changes. The training grounds are empty when they should be full of young wolves learning to fight. Several buildings have been quarantined, marked with red paint. The air itself smells wrong—sick and stale.

“Where’s the hospital ward?” she asks without looking at me.

“North side. But you should see the Alpha first. Protocol—”

“I don’t care about protocol.” She finally turns to face me. “Take me to the sick wolves. Now.”

The command in her voice makes my wolf want to roll over and show his belly. She sounds like an Alpha, even though she was never officially given the title.

“This way.”

I lead her through the winding paths between buildings. Every step, I’m hyperaware of her beside me. The bond hums constantly, feeding me her emotions. Anger. Determination. And something else—a deep well of grief she’s trying to hide.

She’s mourning Tolvanis. Mourning all the wolves she hasn’t even met yet but knows she’ll find dead or dying.

We reach the hospital ward, and the smell hits us both immediately. Blood and sickness and death. Syvanna’s face goes pale, but she doesn’t hesitate. She pushes through the doors before I can open them for her.

Inside is chaos. Wolves in various stages of the plague line the beds—some unconscious, some convulsing, some screaming. Healers rush between patients, but their faces tell the story. They’re losing this battle.

“Mother Moon.” Syvanna’s whisper is barely audible.

I set Tolvanis’s body down gently on an empty bed near the door. When I turn back, Syvanna is already moving toward the nearest patient.

It’s a female, maybe thirty years old. Her skin has a grayish tint, and black veins spider across her face and neck. She’s not conscious, but her body twitches like she’s fighting an invisible enemy.

“How long has she been like this?” Syvanna’s hands hover over the woman, moonlight already gathering at her fingertips.

“Three days.” One of the healers, an older woman named Umarae, approaches cautiously. “We’ve tried everything. Blood letting, purification rituals, every herb in our stores. Nothing touches it.”

“What are her symptoms?”

“Started with fever and aggression. Then the black veins appeared. Her wolf tried to surface to heal her, but that’s when things got worse. Now she’s trapped between forms, and her body’s eating itself from the inside out.”

Syvanna closes her eyes and lets her power flow into the patient. I watch the moonlight sink beneath the woman’s skin, illuminating those black veins like they’re being lit from within.

Several long moments pass. Then Syvanna’s eyes snap open.

“This isn’t a plague.”

Everyone in the room goes still.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I mean this isn’t a disease. It’s a curse. Blood magic. Someone created this deliberately.” She pulls her power back, and the moonlight fades. “And whoever did it knew exactly what they were doing. The magic is designed to target the wolf side of our nature, to corrupt the healing ability and turn it into poison.”

Umarae gasps. “That’s impossible. Blood magic like that was forbidden after the First Wolves died. No one knows how to work it anymore.”

“Someone does.” Syvanna straightens. “Someone with access to ancient magic and a very good reason to want this pack destroyed.”

The implications hit me like a physical blow. This isn’t random. Someone is attacking us. Someone with power and knowledge and a vendetta.

“Can you break it?”

Syvanna looks at me, and for the first time since she walked through those gates, I see uncertainty in her eyes.

“I don’t know. Maybe. But I’ll need time to study it, to understand how the curse is structured. And I’ll need—” She stops.

“Need what?”

“I’ll need blood from an Alpha bloodline. Fresh blood. The curse is keyed to pack hierarchy somehow.”

She needs my blood. Or my father’s.

“You can have mine.”

“Not here. Not with an audience.” Her gaze sweeps the room, taking in the dozen or so healers and guards watching us. “Is there somewhere private we can work?”

I know exactly where to take her. The place I’ve been avoiding for three years.

“Follow me.”

I lead her out of the hospital ward and across the compound to the eastern wing. This part of the territory is quieter, older. The building I stop in front of hasn’t been used since—

“This is my old room.” Syvanna’s voice is barely a whisper. “The one I stayed in before—”

“Yes.”

She stands frozen on the threshold. I don’t blame her. The last time she was here, she was packing her things after the rejection, crying so hard she could barely breathe. I felt every tear through the bond, trapped in my own room by the Chains, unable to go to her.

“We can go somewhere else,” I offer.

“No.” She squares her shoulders and walks inside. “This is fine.”

But it’s not fine. I can feel her pain radiating through the bond like heat from a fire.

The room hasn’t changed. Same bed, same desk, same curtains. My father ordered it preserved exactly as she left it, like a shrine to his control over my life.

Syvanna touches the desk, her fingers trailing across the wood. “My journal used to sit here. I wrote in it every night. Did you know that?”

“No.”

“I burned it. The night after the rejection, I took it to the forest and burned every page. Wanted to erase every stupid, naive thought I’d ever had about us.” She finally looks at me. “Didn’t work, though. The memories stayed.”

“Syvanna, I—”

“Stop.” She holds up one hand. “We’re not doing this. You need my help breaking a curse. I need your blood to study the magic. That’s all this is. Don’t try to make it something more.”

But it is something more. It’s always been something more with her.

She pulls a small knife from her belt and holds it out to me. “Give me your hand.”

I extend my palm without question. She grabs my wrist, and the skin-to-skin contact sends electricity through the bond. Her breath catches, and I know she feels it too.

“This will hurt,” she warns.

“I know.”

She draws the blade across my palm in one quick motion. Blood wells up immediately, dark red and hot. She catches it in a small vial she produces from somewhere in her cloak.

“How much do you need?”

“Just a little. The magic signature should be enough.”

But she doesn’t let go of my wrist. Her thumb presses against my pulse point, and I can feel her checking my heartbeat through the bond.

“You’re not sleeping,” she says quietly.

“How can you tell?”

“Your heart rate is elevated. Your pulse is erratic. And you have shadows under your eyes dark enough to see from across the room.” She finally releases my wrist and steps back. “The Alpha heir should take better care of himself.”

“Hard to sleep when your wolf is trying to claw its way out of your chest every night.”

The words slip out before I can stop them. Syvanna goes very still.

“What does that mean?”

Too late to take it back now.

“It means the bond didn’t break the way it was supposed to. It means I feel everything you feel. Your anger, your pain, your grief. Every nightmare you have, I have them too. Every time your heart races, mine races. We’re still connected, Syvanna. We’ve been connected this entire time.”

She stares at me like I just told her the moon is falling.

“That’s not possible. Rejection ceremonies sever the bond completely. That’s the whole point.”

“Apparently not this time.”

“Then you’ve been—” Her face goes pale. “For three years, you’ve felt everything?”

“Every. Single. Thing.”

I watch emotions war across her face. Horror. Realization. And something that might be guilt before she buries it.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Would it have mattered? You hate me either way.”

“I don’t—” She stops herself. “It doesn’t matter. Once we break this curse, you can find a witch to sever the bond properly. Then you’ll be free.”

Free. The word sounds like a death sentence.

“What if I don’t want to be free?”

The question hangs between us like a living thing. Syvanna’s silver eyes go wide, and I can feel her heart racing through the bond.

“Don’t,” she whispers. “Don’t do this.”

“Don’t do what? Tell you the truth? Tell you that rejecting you was the biggest mistake of my life? That every day without you has been torture? That I—”

The door slams open, cutting me off.

Khaliexa stands in the doorway, beautiful and furious, her dark eyes fixed on Syvanna.

“Well, well. The outcast returns.” Her smile is cold enough to freeze blood. “Tell me, Draevor. Why is this creature in your private wing? Have you forgotten she doesn’t belong here? That she’s not pack anymore?”

Syvanna’s power flares, moonlight crackling around her hands. I step between them instinctively.

“Khaliexa. Leave.”

“Leave? You bring this… this reject into our territory, into the sacred pack grounds, and you expect me to leave?” Her voice rises. “I’m your Luna. She’s nothing.”

“She’s here to help break the curse.”

“We don’t need her help. We have our own healers.”

“Our healers are failing.” I keep my voice level even though my wolf wants to snarl at her. “Syvanna has abilities they don’t. If she can save even one life—”

“She’s dangerous.” Khaliexa’s eyes lock on Syvanna. “Everyone knows it. The prophecy said she’d either save us or destroy us. Are you really willing to bet the pack’s survival on which way that goes?”

Syvanna laughs, and the sound is sharp as broken glass.

“You want to talk about prophecies, Luna? Let’s talk about how convenient it is that this curse appeared right after you secured your position. Let’s talk about who benefits most from chaos in pack leadership.”

Khaliexa’s face goes white, then red. “How dare you accuse me—”

“I’m not accusing you of anything. Just making observations.” Syvanna’s smile is dangerous. “But if you want to play the territorial Luna, remember this: I was supposed to be standing where you are. The only reason you’re wearing that title is because someone decided I wasn’t worth keeping.”

The barb hits home. I feel Khaliexa’s rage spike.

“You were never worthy of being Luna. You’re weak. Powerless. Nothing but a—”

“Khaliexa.” My voice cracks like a whip. “That’s enough. Leave. Now.”

For a moment, I think she’ll refuse. She stands there trembling with anger, her hands clenched into fists. Then she turns that fury on me.

“You’ll regret this. Bringing her here, defending her. When this all falls apart, remember I warned you.”

She storms out, slamming the door hard enough to rattle the frame.

The silence after she leaves is suffocating.

“Well.” Syvanna’s voice is carefully neutral. “She seems nice.”

Despite everything, I almost laugh. “She has her moments.”

“Does she know? About the bond not breaking?”

“No. No one knows except us.”

Syvanna nods slowly, then holds up the vial of my blood. “I should get started on this. The sooner I figure out how the curse works, the sooner I can leave.”

There it is again. That reminder that she’s only here temporarily. That once this is over, she’s gone.

“Syvanna—”

“Don’t.” She won’t look at me. “Whatever you were about to say, don’t. I can’t—” Her voice cracks. “I can’t do this with you. Not again.”

She leaves without another word, taking my blood and what’s left of my self-control with her.

I stand alone in her old room, surrounded by ghosts and regrets, and wonder how much more I can lose before there’s nothing left of me at all.

The bond pulses once, twice, carrying her pain straight into my chest.

Everything, apparently.

I can lose everything.








  
  Three

  
  
  Chapter 3: Blood on Her Hands

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




syvanna pov

The wolf dies at exactly three in the morning.

I know because I’ve been counting every breath he takes for the last two hours. Watching his chest rise and fall. Rise and fall. Rise and—

Nothing.

“No.” The word tears from my throat. “No, no, no. Come on. Please.”

My hands press against his chest, searching for a heartbeat that isn’t there anymore. His fur is still warm under my palms. Still soft. Like he’s just sleeping.

But he’s not sleeping.

“Please.” I’m begging now, begging the universe or the Moon Goddess or whoever is supposed to be listening. “I can fix this. I can—”

Moonlight explodes from my fingertips.

I don’t mean for it to happen. Haven’t let it happen in three years. But grief doesn’t care about control. The light pours out of me like water from a broken dam, silver and bright and useless because he’s already gone.

The windows shatter.

Glass rains down on us both. On me and this dead boy who can’t be more than twenty years old. I curl over his body, protecting him even though there’s nothing left to protect, and the moonlight keeps coming. It’s angry. Wild. Everything I’ve kept locked inside since Draevor—

No. I’m not thinking about him.

But my hands are glowing like stars and this boy is dead and it’s my fault. All my fault because I said no. Because I was too scared and too broken and too damn stubborn to help when help was needed.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper to him. To his still face and closed eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

He doesn’t answer. Dead people never do.

I don’t know how long I sit there. Long enough for the moonlight to fade. Long enough for the sun to start crawling up the horizon, turning the sky from black to gray to pale pink. Long enough for my legs to go numb and my back to ache and my eyes to burn from crying.

Long enough to make a decision.

I can’t stay here anymore. Can’t hide in this cottage at the edge of nowhere while people die. This boy—Tolvanis, Draevor called him—had a mate. A child on the way. And now that child will grow up without a father because I was too much of a coward to face the pack that destroyed me.

My hands are shaking when I finally stand up. When I go to my bedroom and pull out the bag I packed three years ago. The one I’ve kept ready in case I ever needed to run again.

“You’re not running this time,” I tell myself. My voice sounds strange in the empty cottage. Hollow. “You’re going back.”

The bag doesn’t take long to pack. I don’t own much. Some clothes. Herbs for healing. The silver dagger my mother gave me before she died. I stare at that dagger for a long moment, remembering her words.

Silver can kill wolves, baby girl. But it can also save them. Depends on who’s holding it.

I tuck it into my belt.

There’s a blanket in the closet. Soft blue wool that I bought at the market last winter. I bring it outside and drape it over Tolvanis’s body. He deserves better than this. Better than dying on a stranger’s doorstep. Better than being used as a pawn to manipulate me.

But I can’t give him better. All I can give him is this blanket and a promise.

“I’ll fix this,” I tell him. Tell his covered body and the morning birds and the trees that don’t care. “I’ll break this curse. I swear it on my life.”

The wind picks up. For just a second, I swear I feel something. Like an answer. Like the Moon Goddess herself heard me.

Then it’s gone.

I shift before I can change my mind. The transformation hurts more than it used to. Everything hurts more than it used to. My bones crack and reform. My skin stretches. My senses sharpen until I can smell everything—the blood on my doorstep, the wolfsbane in my garden, the rain coming from the east.

And something else. Something familiar that makes my wolf whine.

Him.

I push the thought away and run.


The journey to the Nightveil stronghold takes four hours at full sprint. Four hours of forest and streams and memories I don’t want. I used to love these woods. Used to run through them with Draevor at my side, both of us laughing like we didn’t have a care in the world.

We were so stupid. So young and stupid and convinced that love was enough.

It wasn’t enough. It’s never enough.

The trees start to thin as I get closer to pack territory. I can smell them now. Dozens of wolves. Some sleeping. Some patrolling. Some sick with whatever curse is eating them from the inside out.

And one wolf who smells like pine and winter and broken promises.

I shift back to human form at the tree line. Stand there naked and furious and terrified while I pull clothes from my bag. A simple dress. Nothing fancy. I’m not here to impress anyone.

The gates are massive. Solid oak reinforced with iron. I remember the first time I saw them. How safe they made me feel. How permanent.

Now they just look like prison bars.

Two guards stand on either side. They tense when they see me. Their hands go to their weapons.

“Stop right there,” the one on the left says. He’s young. Nervous. “State your business.”

“My business is with your Alpha.” I keep my voice steady even though my heart is trying to break through my ribs. “He summoned me. I’m here.”

The guard on the right—older, scarred—narrows his eyes. “You’re the—”

“Yeah.” I cut him off. “I’m the rejected mate. The cursed one. Whatever names you’ve been calling me. Now open the gate or I’ll open it myself.”

It’s not an empty threat. My hands are already starting to glow.

The older guard looks at the younger one. Some silent communication passes between them. Then he nods.

“The prince is waiting for you,” he says. Something like pity flashes across his face. “At the main entrance.”

Of course he is.

The gates swing open with a groan of metal and wood. I force my feet to move forward. One step. Then another. Then another until I’m inside pack territory for the first time in three years.

It looks exactly the same. The stone pathways. The training grounds to the left. The gardens to the right. Even the smell is the same—earth and wolf and home.

Except it’s not home anymore. It can never be home again.

“Syvanna.”

His voice stops me cold.

I turn slowly. So slowly. Because once I see him, really see him, there’s no going back from this.

Draevor stands at the top of the entrance steps. He’s wearing simple clothes—dark pants, white shirt—but he still looks every inch the prince he is. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Beautiful in a way that makes my chest ache.

His eyes meet mine.

For a second, just a second, everything falls away




























































































































































































































