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​PROLOGUE 
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The air in the Silver Ridge clearing was thin and tasted of impending snow, but the cold outside was nothing compared to the ice settling in Selene's veins. She stood in the center of the ceremonial circle, the eyes of the entire pack pressing down on her like a physical weight. 

At the head of the circle stood Kaelen. He looked every bit the Alpha, strong, immovable, and devastatingly handsome, but his eyes, once warm with the secret glances they had shared, were now as hard as flint. Beside him stood Tanya, a high-ranking Beta with a pedigree that matched his own. 

"Selene of Silver Ridge," Kaelen's voice boomed, cutting through the silence like a blade. There was no hesitation in his tone, no tremor of regret. "Our union serves nothing but sentiment. A pack is only as strong as its leaders, and I require a partner of equal standing."

Selene's breath hitched. "Kaelen, please..."

"I, Kaelen, Alpha of the Silver Ridge Pack, formally renounce you as my mate," he declared, his voice echoing against the ancient pines. "I reject the bond. I will sever the tie."

Then, the world shattered.

It wasn't just an emotional blow; it was a physical, violent tearing. A white-hot agony erupted in Selene's chest, as if her very soul were being ripped in half. The invisible thread that had hummed between their heartbeats for months snapped with the force of a thunderclap. She collapsed to her knees, clutching her stomach, her vision blurring as the pack's collective gasp faded into a dull roar in her ears.

Kaelen didn't reach out. He didn't even look back as he led Tanya away.

Through the haze of pain, Selene felt a tiny, rhythmic pulse against her palm, a heartbeat that wasn't hers. It was faint, a mere spark of life, but it was there. 

He didn't want her. He didn't want a "weak" Omega. But he had left her with the one thing he would eventually kill to possess: his heir. 

Selene didn't wait for the pity of the pack. She rose, her legs shaking, and vanished into the shadows of the forest. By the time the moon reached its zenith, she was across the border, a ghost in the night, carrying a secret that would one day bring the Alpha to his knees.
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The transition from the wild, pine-scented air of the Silver Ridge territory to the suffocating, exhaust-heavy smog of the human city was like falling into a vat of ice water. Selene's lungs burned, not just from the exertion of three days of frantic running, but from the sudden absence of the pack's collective soul. For an Omega, the severance of the bond was supposed to be a death sentence. Most went mad within weeks; others simply lay down and let their hearts stop.

But Selene had a pulse beneath her ribs that wasn't her own, a tiny, flickering flame that demanded she keep walking until the asphalt replaced the dirt and the neon lights of Oakhaven replaced the moon.

Oakhaven was a mid-sized industrial hub, the kind of place where people went to be forgotten. It was grey, gritty, and loud. To a wolf, whose senses were tuned to the whisper of a leaf hitting the ground, the city was an assault. The screech of bus brakes sounded like a dying predator; the smell of frying grease from a hundred diners felt like a thick blanket over her nose. But that was exactly why she chose it. In a forest, a rogue wolf stands out like a bloodstain on snow. In a city of half a million humans, a wolf is just another person with their head down, trying to make rent.

The first week was an exercise in pure, raw survival. Selene had no money, no ID, and a hole in her chest where her mate used to be. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Kaelen's face, not the face of the boy who had once promised to change the laws for her, but the face of the Alpha who had looked through her as if she were a ghost. The rejection was a physical weight. It made her muscles ache and her wolf howl in a corner of her mind, curled into a ball of misery. 

But she couldn't afford to grieve. 

Her priority was the scent. Even without a pack, a werewolf carries a signature olfactory thumbprint that screams predator to humans and target to other wolves. To hide, she had to become invisible. She spent her last few dollars at a gritty apothecary in the "old town" district, buying bundles of dried valerian root, peppermint, and activated charcoal. 

She found a room in a boarding house that smelled of damp rot and old cigarettes. It was perfect. In the cramped, communal bathroom, she began the daily ritual of her erasure. She boiled the herbs on a hot plate until the steam made her lightheaded, then scrubbed her skin with a mixture of charcoal and high-sulfur soap. It stripped the oils from her skin, leaving her raw and red, but it worked. The sharp, bitter scent of the herbs clung to her, masking the sweet, floral undertone of her Omega nature. She topped it off with cheap, citrus-heavy perfume, the kind that made humans sneeze and covered the musk of the wild.

By the end of the second week, she looked in the cracked mirror of her room and didn't recognize herself. Her long, dark hair was chopped into a jagged bob, and the vibrancy had bled out of her skin. She looked tired. She looked human.

She also looked hungry.

Survival in the human world required more than just masking her nature; it required a role. She needed a job that didn't require a background check and wouldn't put her in the path of anyone who might look too closely at her eyes. She found it at "The Dusty Page," a bookstore tucked into a narrow alley between a bakery and a laundromat. 

The owner was a woman named Mrs. Gable, a human who was nearly as ancient as the books she sold. She had cataracts in both eyes and a permanent scent of lavender and mothballs.

"You look like you've been dragged through a hedge backward, dear," Mrs. Gable said when Selene walked in, the bell above the door chiming a lonely note.

"I'm a hard worker," Selene replied, her voice raspy from disuse. "I don't need much. Just a chance."

Mrs. Gable peered at her through thick lenses. To a human, Selene just looked like a runaway. To a wolf, the tension in Selene's shoulders would have signaled a fighter. 

"The basement is a disaster," the old woman sighed, waving a gnarled hand toward a set of creaking stairs. "Boxes of estates I haven't sorted since the nineties. It's heavy work. Think you can handle it?"

"I'm stronger than I look," Selene promised.

It was an understatement. Even as an Omega, Selene's wolf-born physiology meant she could lift three times what a human man her size could. She spent her days in the cool, dim basement of the bookstore, hauling crates of hardcovers and organizing towering stacks of forgotten history. The smell of old paper and decomposing leather was a sanctuary. It was a dead smell, neutral and unchanging, and it helped drown out the lingering memory of the Silver Ridge forests.

As the weeks turned into months, a rhythm settled over her life. She worked from eight to six, ate canned soup in her room, and spent her nights staring at the ceiling, waiting for the moon to set. The pain of the rejected bond never truly went away; it just became a dull, throbbing toothache she learned to live with. She stayed in the shadows, avoided the parks where the scent of trees might trigger a shift, and never, ever shifted. To shift was to scream her location to the world. She kept the wolf locked in a cage of iron will.

But something else was growing.

She was twelve weeks along when the morning sickness started. It wasn't the mild nausea human women described. Because she was carrying an Alpha's offspring, her body was being taxed at a supernatural rate. The baby was a parasite of power, draining her reserves of energy faster than she could replenish them with her meager bookstore wages. She began to crave raw meat, her mouth watering at the sight of a butcher's window, her inner wolf pacing restlessly at the lack of nutrients.

She had to be careful. If she bought too much raw steak, the neighbors might wonder. If she looked too sickly, Mrs. Gable might call a doctor. And a doctor would see things in her blood, hormones, and cell structures that shouldn't exist in a human.

Then came the night that changed everything.

Selene was sitting on her narrow bed, her hand resting instinctively over the slight swell of her stomach. The room was cold, the radiator clanking with a rhythmic, metallic heartbeat. She was exhausted, her bones feeling like lead.

Suddenly, a jolt of electricity surged through her abdomen. 

It wasn't a flutter. It wasn't the "butterflies" the parenting books talked about. It was a sharp, localized burst of pure, unadulterated power. 

Selene gasped, her back arching as her eyes flashed a brilliant, involuntary gold in the darkness. Her heart hammered against her ribs. For a split second, the air in the tiny room felt heavy, as if the atmospheric pressure had suddenly tripled. The lightbulb in the ceiling flickered, the filament humming with a sudden overload of energy before popping into darkness.

The silence that followed was deafening. 

Selene stayed frozen, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She pressed her hand harder against her belly. There, just beneath her palm, was a steady, aggressive thump.

It was the first kick.

But it wasn't just a movement of a limb. It was the assertion of a soul. A human baby wouldn't have caused the lights to blow. A normal Omega's pup wouldn't have made the shadows in the corner of the room seem to retreat in fear.

"Kaelen," she whispered, the name a bitter taste on her tongue.

The child wasn't just his; it was him. The baby was radiating the aura of an Alpha, a dominant, territorial, and immensely powerful frequency that she knew would only get louder as the pregnancy progressed. Even now, in the womb, the child was already trying to command the space around it. 

The realization hit her like a physical blow. Hiding herself had been difficult, but hiding an Alpha heir? That was going to be nearly impossible. An Alpha's scent is a clarion call. It cuts through herbs, through sulfur, through the stench of a city. As the baby grew, its scent would begin to bleed into hers. She wouldn't just smell like a rogue; she would smell like a prize.

Panic, cold and sharp, clawed at her throat. If Kaelen ever found out that the Silver Ridge Council had ever sensed this power, they wouldn't just come for her. They would take the child and discard her like the "useless" mate they thought she was. Or worse, Kaelen would see the child as a threat to his new political union and the heirs he was expected to produce with Tanya.

She stood up, pacing the small confines of the room. Her survival instincts, honed by months of fear, shifted into a higher gear. She couldn't just stay in the shadows anymore; she had to build a fortress. 

She went to the sink and splashed cold water on her face. Her skin was pale, but her eyes, now returned to their human brown, held a new, fierce light. The Omega who had knelt in the dirt and begged for Kaelen's love was dead. The woman who stood in this rotting boarding house was a mother, and she was the only thing standing between her son and the wolves who would claim him.

She began to think about the bookstore basement. Mrs. Gable had mentioned that the building was old, with foundations that dated back to the city's founding. There were sub-basements, places where the earth and stone were thick enough to dampen even the strongest aura. 

She also needed to learn about more than just masking herbs. She needed blockers. She needed to find a way to suppress the child's burgeoning power before it became a beacon. 

The next morning, Selene arrived at the bookstore an hour early. When Mrs. Gable arrived, she found Selene already elbow-deep in a crate of ancient, leather-bound medical texts and botanical journals.

"You're an eager one," Mrs. Gable clucked, hanging her coat. "Found something interesting?"

"Just looking for some information on... old remedies," Selene said, her voice steady. "For my health."

"Well, knowledge is the only thing that's free in this world, dear. Help yourself."

Selene nodded, but her mind was already miles away. She was looking for a specific type of lore, one that wasn't found in human medicine. She was looking for the forbidden ways to silence a wolf. 

As she worked throughout the day, she felt the child move again. This time, it wasn't a surge of power, but a soft, insistent nudge. It was a reminder that she wasn't alone anymore. She had a pack of one. And for that pack to survive, the Alpha of Silver Ridge could never know that his greatest legacy was growing in a basement in Oakhaven, surrounded by the scent of ash and the silence of a woman who had learned how to disappear.

She spent the afternoon moving the heaviest crates to the back of the basement, creating a hidden alcove behind a wall of encyclopedias. It was small, cramped, and smelled of dust, but it was hers. She brought a moth-eaten blanket from her room and tucked it into a corner. 

She sat there in the dark during her lunch break, her hand on her stomach, listening to the muffled sounds of the human world above. Every footstep on the sidewalk outside made her flinch. Every siren in the distance made her wolf want to bolt. 

But she stayed still. She forced her heart rate to slow. She practiced the art of becoming nothing. 

The child kicked again, a rhythmic, demanding pulse. Selene closed her eyes and focused all her energy on the baby, trying to wrap her own thinning aura around the child's brilliant one, like a shroud. 

Stay quiet, she pleaded silently. Stay hidden. I will keep you safe, but you have to stay small.

The power seemed to recede, drawing back into the core of her being. For now, the secret was safe. But the moon was waxing, and with every day that passed, the baby grew stronger, and the masking herbs felt a little less effective. 

As the sun began to set, casting long, orange shadows through the basement's high, narrow windows, Selene stood up to finish her work. She had to find a way to get more money. She needed better food, stronger herbs, and a place where she could eventually give birth without the screams of a laboring wolf-mother alerting every predator within fifty miles.

She walked to the stairs, but stopped when a particular scent hit her. It wasn't the city. It wasn't the books. 

It was the faint, unmistakable smell of ozone and pine, the scent of a wolf. 

Her heart stopped. She stayed perfectly still, her ears straining. Above, the bell of the bookstore chimed. 

"Can I help you, sir?" she heard Mrs. Gable's muffled voice say.

The reply was deep, a low rumble that vibrated in Selene's very marrow. It wasn't Kaelen; the voice was wrong, but it was a wolf. A scout? A traveler? 

Selene retreated into the shadows of the alcove, her hand flying to her mouth to stifle her breathing. She felt the baby surge again, sensing the proximity of another of its kind. 

No, no, no, she thought, her eyes wide with terror. Not now.

The footsteps moved across the floorboards above her head, heavy and deliberate. Each one felt like a hammer blow. The scent of the forest grew stronger, leaking through the cracks in the ceiling. The stranger was standing right above her.

She squeezed her eyes shut, praying to the Moon Mother she thought had abandoned her. She pushed her scent down, burying it under the smell of the charcoal and the dust of the books. She felt the baby's aura pushing against her, curious and bold, and she fought it with everything she had, wrapping her own soul around it until she felt like she was suffocating.

"Just looking for a map of the northern territories," the man's voice said. 

"Second shelf, on the right," Mrs. Gable replied.

There was a long pause. Selene could almost feel the stranger sniffing the air, his head tilting as he caught a hint of something that shouldn't be there, a whisper of something wild beneath the citrus and the mothballs. 

The floorboards creaked. He was moving toward the basement door. 

Selene's claws began to prick at her fingertips, her body preparing for a fight she knew she couldn't win. She looked at the heavy iron fire poker leaning against the wall. It was a pathetic weapon against a werewolf, but it was all she had.

The door at the top of the stairs groaned as the handle turned.

The handle of the basement door turned with a slow, agonizing screech of metal on metal. Selene's heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird, each beat echoing the aggressive, thumping pulse in her womb. The stranger at the top of the stairs wasn't just any wolf; he was a tracker. She could tell by the weight of his step, precise, balanced, and heavy with the predatory confidence of the Silver Ridge elite.

The door swung open six inches. A sliver of light from the shop above sliced through the dim basement, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air. 

"Is there someone down there?" the man's voice rumbled. It was thick with suspicion. 

Selene pressed her back against the cold stone of the foundation, her fingers digging into the mortar. She didn't just suppress her scent; she willed her soul to go silent. She imagined herself as the dust, as the old paper, as the rotting wood. Beside her, the baby gave another violent lurch, its tiny, unformed Alpha aura flared like a match in a dark room.

No, she pleaded inwardly, clutching her stomach. Be still. Be nothing.

"Oh, that's just the old pipes, Mr. Garrow," Mrs. Gable's voice drifted over the man's shoulder, sharp and dismissive. "This building is older than the city itself. If you're looking for those maps, they're right behind you. I don't allow customers in the cellar too much of a liability with the steep stairs."

The man, Garrow, didn't move. Selene could see the shadow of his boot through the gap. He was sniffing. A werewolf's nose was a curse to anyone trying to hide; he would be picking up the chemical tang of the charcoal she used, the sharp bite of the peppermint, and beneath it all, the tantalizing, faint sweetness of Omega blood and Alpha heritage.

"Smells... medicinal," Garrow muttered. "Like an apothecary."

"I have a damp problem," Mrs. Gable lied effortlessly, her heels clicking on the hardwood as she approached him. "I use peppermint oil to keep the rats away. Now, are you buying that map or just checking my ventilation?"

For three seconds, the world stood still. Selene didn't breathe. She didn't blink. She felt the stranger's gaze lingering on the darkness of the stairs, his instincts telling him something was wrong while his human eyes saw nothing. 

Finally, the shadow retreated. The door slammed shut, the lock clicking into place. 

Selene collapsed onto the dusty floor, her lungs burning as she finally drew air. Her forehead was slick with cold sweat. She stayed there for a long time, listening to the muffled sounds of Garrow paying for his map and the chime of the front door as he finally exited the shop.

Only then did she allow herself to tremble.

"That was too close," she whispered, her voice a ghost of a sound. 

She looked down at her hands. Her nails had partially extended into claws, jagged and black, tearing through the skin of her palms. She forced them back, the retraction a stinging reminder of the monster she was trying to bury. The baby moved again, but this time it was softer, a rhythmic tapping that felt almost like an apology.

The encounter with Garrow changed the stakes. Oakhaven was no longer just a hiding place; it was a battlefield. She realized she couldn't rely on luck and cheap perfume anymore. 

Over the next month, Selene's survival instincts took on a frantic, obsessive edge. She spent her meager earnings not on better food or comfort, but on "reinforcements." She sought out the oldest, most dilapidated herb shops in the city's industrial district, buying out their stock of wolfsbane not enough to kill, but enough to lace into a tincture that would numb her own senses and dampen the child's aura. 

The ritual of her identity became a grueling daily penance. Every morning at 4:00 AM, she would boil the wolfsbane and valerian, creating a thick, foul-smelling paste. She smeared it onto the insides of her wrists, behind her ears, and over the swell of her belly. It made her skin break out in hives and kept her in a state of constant, low-grade nausea, but it worked. It created a chemical barrier that even a tracker like Garrow would find difficult to pierce.

At the bookstore, she became a phantom. She worked harder than three men, clearing out decades of debris from the sub-basement. She discovered a hidden room behind the boiler, a coal cellar that had been sealed off since the 1940s. It was perfect. The walls were thick limestone, and the heavy iron door dampened sound almost entirely. 

She moved her few belongings there: the moth-eaten blanket, a battery-powered lantern, and a stack of books on midwifery and prenatal care she'd "borrowed" from the upstairs shelves.

The physical toll was immense. By the second trimester, the "Alpha drain" was in full effect. Her body, an Omega's body, was designed to nurture, but an Alpha fetus was a dominant force even before birth. It took more than it gave. Her hair lost its luster, and her ribs began to poke through her skin as the baby diverted every calorie she consumed to its own rapid development.

The hunger was a constant, gnawing beast. One night, while walking home from the bookstore, the scent of raw meat from a closed butcher shop made her stop dead in her tracks. Her wolf surged to the surface, her vision shifting into the high-contrast monochrome of a predator. She found herself staring at the heavy padlock on the butcher's side door, her muscles tensing to leap, to tear, to feed.

No, she hissed, biting her lip until she tasted copper. I am human. I am just a girl in a city.

She forced herself to walk away, clutching a loaf of stale bread she'd bought for fifty cents. She ate it in her coal cellar, the dry crusts scratching her throat, as she wept silent tears for the life she had lost. 

She missed the woods. She missed the way the wind felt through her fur during a full moon run. Most of all, she missed the bond. The hole in her chest where Kaelen had lived was still raw, a phantom limb that throbbed whenever she saw a couple holding hands on the street or heard a man laugh in a way that reminded her of the Alpha's deep, melodic baritone.

She hated him. She hated him for rejecting her, for choosing power over the soul-deep connection they had shared. But every time she felt the baby kick a strong, authoritative strike that spoke of future greatness, she felt a twisted sense of triumph.

He had thrown her away as "useless," yet she was carrying the very thing that would ensure the Silver Ridge bloodline continued. She was the vessel for the next great Alpha, and she was doing it in a damp basement, fueled by spite and stale bread.

By the middle of her fifth month, the city of Oakhaven began to change. The seasons turned, and a biting autumn wind swept through the streets, carrying the scent of woodsmoke and decay. The cold was a blessing; it meant she could wear heavy, oversized coats to hide her growing stomach. 

One afternoon, Mrs. Gable called her up from the basement. The old woman was sitting behind her desk, a cup of tea steaming in her hand.

"Sit down, Selene," she said, her tone uncharacteristically soft.

Selene hesitated, her hand instinctively going to her coat to ensure it was buttoned. "Is something wrong, Mrs. Gable? Did I miss a shipment?"

"You're fading away, child," the old woman said, looking at her through her thick glasses. "I may be nearly blind, but I can hear your heart. It's working too hard. And I can smell that... that stuff you put on your skin. It's bitter. It's the smell of someone afraid."

Selene felt the familiar prickle of panic. "I'm just tired. The city air doesn't suit me."

Mrs. Gable reached across the desk, her wrinkled hand surprisingly strong as she gripped Selene's wrist. "I don't care where you came from, and I don't care who you're running from. But you're carrying a heavy load. You need to eat more than bread and water. There's a soup kitchen at the church on Fourth Street. They don't ask for ID. Go there tonight."

"I can't."

"Go," Mrs. Gable insisted. "Or I'll fire you for being too skinny to lift my boxes. You're no good to me if you drop dead in my cellar."

Selene nodded, her throat tight. "Thank you, Mrs. Gable."

That night, Selene ventured to the soup kitchen. She stayed in the corner, her hood pulled low, watching the humans around her. They were broken in their own ways: addicts, the homeless, the forgotten. For the first time, she felt a kinship with them. They were all rogues in a world that didn't have a place for them.

As she ate the thick, salty beef stew, she felt the baby settle. The protein hit her system, and for a moment, the aggressive Alpha aura softened into a contented hum. 

She was halfway through her bowl when the air in the room changed. 

It wasn't a sound. It was pressure. The hair on her arms stood up, and her inner wolf, usually dormant under the wolfsbane, let out a low, warning growl. 

Someone was watching her.

She didn't look up. She kept eating, her senses extending outward. The room was full of the smell of wet wool and cheap soup, but slicing through it was something else. Ash. Cold, dead ash. 

It was the scent of a rogue. Not a Silver Ridge wolf, but something wilder, darker. 

A shadow fell over her table.

"You smell like a flower shop in a graveyard, little Omega," a voice rasped. 

Selene froze. Slowly, she looked up. Standing across from her was a man with matted hair and eyes that were a muddy, unstable yellow. He was a rogue, a wolf who had lost his pack and his mind. He was leaning in, his nose twitching as he tried to decipher the layers of herbs and charcoal she had applied.

"Go away," Selene said, her voice cold and sharp.

The rogue grinned, revealing yellowed teeth. "Masking scents? In a human city? You must be carrying something very valuable to be that scared."

His gaze dropped to her stomach. His eyes widened, his pupils dilating as he caught the faint, suppressed vibration of the baby's power. To a sane wolf, that power would be a warning. To a starving rogue, it was a prize. An Alpha heir's heart was a source of immense power; in the dark folklore of the rogue packs, consuming the heart of an unborn Alpha could restore a lost connection to the moon.

"Fresh blood," the rogue whispered, his hand reaching out toward her.

Selene didn't think. She didn't have time to be an Omega. She grabbed the heavy ceramic soup bowl and smashed it into the man's face with the full, supernatural force of her heritage. 

The bowl shattered. The rogue let out a roar of pain, clutching his bleeding nose. The soup kitchen erupted into chaos, humans screaming, chairs scraping against the floor.

Selene bolted. 

She burst through the doors and into the freezing rain of the alleyway. Behind her, she heard the rogue shift the sickening crunch of bones breaking and reforming. A howl ripped through the night, a sound that would have sent any human into a paralysis of fear.

Selene ran. She didn't head for her boarding house; she couldn't lead him there. She headed for the industrial district, weaving through the maze of shipping containers and abandoned warehouses. 

She could hear him behind her, the heavy, four-legged gallop of a wolf. He was faster than she was, especially in her weakened state. 

She turned a corner and found herself trapped in a dead-end alley, blocked by a ten-foot chain-link fence topped with razor wire. She turned her back to the fence, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

The rogue wolf skidded into the alley. He was a mangy, grey beast, his ribs showing through his fur, his eyes glowing with a frenzied, hungry light. He crouched, his muscles bunching for the kill.

Selene looked down at her stomach. 

"You will not touch him," she hissed.

She didn't shift. She couldn't. But she reached deep into her core, past her own fear, and tapped into the only source of power she had left. She reached for the baby. 

Give me your strength, she whispered to the life inside her. Protect us.

In that moment, the "First Kick" she had felt weeks ago became a roar. Selene's eyes didn't just flash gold; they ignited with a brilliant, silver-white light the color of Kaelen's eyes, the color of a True Alpha. 

A wave of pure, concentrated dominance rolled off her. It was a psychic shockwave, a command so powerful it felt like a physical blow. 

The rogue wolf stopped mid-leap. His front paws hit the pavement, and he let out a whimper. The raw, unadulterated Alpha energy emanating from Selene from the child was too much for his fractured mind to handle. It was the scent of a king, a god, a predator that could crush him with a thought.

The rogue backed away, his tail tucked between his legs, his ears flattened against his skull. He let out a final, terrified yelp and turned, fleeing back into the shadows of the city.

The light in Selene's eyes faded. She slumped against the fence, her heart racing so fast she thought it might burst. The baby was quiet now, its burst of energy spent. 

She stayed there in the rain for a long time, clutching her stomach. She had won, but the victory felt hollow. The rogue had seen her. He had felt the baby. And while he was too broken to tell anyone, the encounter had proven one thing: 

The city was no longer a sanctuary. The scent of ash and abandonment had been replaced by something much more dangerous.

She was no longer just a rejected mate. She was the guardian of a power that could change the world, and the world was starting to wake up to her presence.

As she began the long, cold walk back to the bookstore, she realized that "disappearing" was no longer an option. She had to become something else. She had to become the Luna she was always meant to be, even if she had no pack to lead. 

She reached the bookstore and descended into her coal cellar. She lit her lantern, the small flame flickering against the damp stone walls. She sat on her blanket and picked up
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