
Raven Steelehart

Claimed by the Alpha Who Stole Me


A Dark Fated Mates Wolf Shifter Romance





  

  Copyright © 2026 by Raven Steelehart


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Raven Steelehart asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter 1 – The Girl With No Wolf
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2 – The Wolf in the Dark
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3 – Stolen by the Enemy (Elara)
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4 – The Claim (Darius)
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5 – Enemy Territory
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6 – New Cage, New Chains
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7 – The Pack’s Human
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8 – Threads of the Bond
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9 – Blood on the Walls
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10 – Fire and Ice
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11 – Kade’s Offer
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12 – Secrets and Spies
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13 – First Surrender (Elara)
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14 – The Prophecy Revealed
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15 – The Escape
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16 – Back into the Wolf’s Den
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17 – The Breaking Ceremony
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18 – Night Falls (Darius)
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19 – Fire in the Courtyard
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20 – Choice of the Luna
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21 – Fall of the Ironclaw
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22 – Aftermath and Ashes
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23 – Facing the Alpha
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24 – Marked Under the Stars
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25 – New Order
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26 – The Human Luna
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27 – Belonging
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter 1 – The Girl With No Wolf
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Elara




If I close my eyes, I can almost pretend I belong here.




The music, the laughter, the clink of glasses—if I blur them together, they sound like any small-town celebration. Not a coronation for a new Alpha. Not the night the boy who used to shove my head in the snow becomes the man who can order my execution with a single word.




“Elara, focus. The stew’s about to burn.”




Maeve’s voice snaps me back.




I jerk the huge cast-iron pot off the flame, steam ghosting up into my face. The scent of venison, rosemary, and blood floods my senses. Wolves like their meat barely cooked. I learned that lesson the hard way at twelve, when Taron Grey spit out the first meal I ever cooked and made me eat the charred pieces myself in front of half the pack.




“Sorry,” I mumble.




Maeve presses her lips together, her dark hair pulled into a messy knot at the nape of her neck. Sweat glistens at her temples. She’s worked as hard as I have today, but on her, exhaustion looks like a soft glow. On me, it’s another reason for the pack to roll their eyes and say, human.




“You’re thinking too loud,” she says quietly, shooing me aside to taste the stew. “He can smell it on you, you know. Fear. Don’t give him that satisfaction tonight.”




He.




She doesn’t have to say Taron’s name. His presence has been thick in the air all day, as heavy as the storm clouds pressed low over the Bloodridge compound.




“I’m not afraid,” I lie.




Maeve glances at me, and the look she gives me is the same one she used when I was six and told her I didn’t miss the parents I can’t remember. Flat, unimpressed, but way too full of love for me to bear.




“Sweetheart, you were vibrating like a tuning fork in your sleep.” She taps my chest with the wooden spoon. “You muttered his name.”




Heat rushes to my face. “That doesn’t mean I’m afraid. Maybe I was plotting his untimely demise.”




Her mouth twitches. “If only thoughts could break bones.”




“In this pack, they kind of can.”




Her expression shutters; she sets the spoon down and takes my face in her hands, thumbs warm on my cheeks. “Stay out of his way. Keep your head down. Tonight is for the pack. Not for you, not for him, not for whatever twisted game he likes to play with you.”




As if I ever get to choose that, I think, but I nod anyway.




Maeve kisses my forehead—quick, fierce—then turns back to the chaos of the kitchen. “Go,” she says. “Help Ina with the bread. After that we’ll start carrying things down.”




The kitchen is a blur of motion: pack females darting from counter to counter, ovens opening and closing, trays sliding, spices flying. Voices overlap—deep, bright, rough, smooth—every one of them threaded with the low hum of wolves.




My ears are human. I can’t hear heartbeats through walls or footsteps across the yard like they can. But I’ve learned to read everything else: shoulders, eyes, the way a mouth twists, the way silence falls.




Tonight their energy crackles—anticipation laced with reverence and edged in something darker. Taron Grey is taking his place as Alpha of Bloodridge.




And I, the girl with no wolf, will stand in the shadows and clap along.




* * *




The great hall has been scrubbed and polished until the stone floor reflects the flickering torchlight. It used to be a barn, before Bloodridge rose from scattered families into a true pack. They left the beams exposed and the high ceilings open as a reminder: we started poor and wild, and we survived.




Long tables stretch the length of the room, laden with food that took us all day to prepare. Wolves are already filling the benches, the air rich with the scents of fur and smoke and wine.




I keep my head down as Maeve and I move between tables, setting bowls and platters where they belong. The pack’s eyes slide over me like I’m furniture. Not worth snarling at unless I get in the way.




“Elara.” A sharp voice from my left.




My shoulders tense before I even turn. Ina—one of the older pack women—stands with her hands on her hips, narrow eyes raking me up and down. She smells like onions and disapproval.




“You missed a spot,” she says, pointing to a smear of flour on one of the tables.




“I’ll get it.” I reach for the cloth at my belt.




“And your hair.” Ina’s mouth curls. “Tie it back properly. We don’t shed in the food.”




My hand flies to my hair on instinct. It hangs loose tonight, a dark wave around my shoulders. Maeve spent almost an hour brushing it out, smoothing the snarls with gentle fingers.




“Leave it,” Maeve says from beside me, sudden steel in her voice. “Alpha’s orders.”




Ina’s eyes widen, just a fraction. She huffs and turns away, muttering something under her breath about pets and exceptions.




My stomach drops.




Alpha’s orders.




I swallow. “What is she talking about?”




Maeve doesn’t look at me. She straightens a stack of plates that don’t need straightening, her movements gone stiff. “We’ll talk later.”




I grab her wrist. “Maeve.”




Her gaze flicks up to mine, turbulent. “He sent for you while you were in the garden. Said he wanted you looking…” She grimaces like the word hurts. “Presentable.”




Cold slides down my spine.




“He ordered the seamstress to make your dress,” Maeve goes on, voice low. “Chose the color himself. Said no one touches your hair tonight. That it should look…” Her lips twist. “Human.”




I’m suddenly hyper-aware of what I’m wearing: the midnight-blue dress that appeared on my cot this morning, folded like an apology that we both know it isn’t. The fabric clings to curves I usually hide beneath baggy sweaters and aprons. The neckline dips just enough to show the hollow of my throat, where my pulse flutters like a trapped bird.




I hated it the second I saw it.




I’m still wearing it.




“He doesn’t get to decide what I look like,” I whisper.




Maeve’s thumb brushes across my knuckles, a silent sorry. “He already did, sweetheart. Now we just get through the night.”




Trumpets blare from the balcony above the hall, startling me so badly I nearly drop the tray in my hands. Conversation dies instantly, the room plunging into expectant silence.




Then the doors at the far end swing open.




Taron Grey walks in like he owns the world.




He’s shed the boy I grew up with, the one whose laughter always sounded like it was aimed at someone’s throat. Tonight he looks every inch the Alpha he’s about to be: tall, broad-shouldered, dressed in a black shirt that pulls across muscles that weren’t there last summer, when his father was still alive.




His eyes sweep the hall as he strides forward, flanked by two enforcers. The pack lowers their heads in respect. Some press their hands to their hearts. A few of the older wolves already look like they might cry.




I force myself to keep moving, to pretend my heart isn’t trying to punch through my ribs. Maeve nudges me toward the shadows along the wall, away from the center of the room where all eyes are trained on him.




“Here,” she whispers. “We can watch from the back.”




I want to disappear entirely, but that’s impossible. Taron’s gaze hits me halfway down the hall.




He doesn’t falter, doesn’t break stride, but his eyes lock onto mine like a hook. For a heartbeat, the entire room falls away. There’s only him, predatory and calm, and me, pinned in place.




His mouth curves into the faintest of smiles.




My breath stutters.




“Head down,” Maeve hisses, tugging at my elbow.




I drop my gaze, cheeks burning, but I can still feel him watching me as he mounts the small platform at the front of the hall. The Elder stands there already, white hair braided back, ceremonial robe gleaming with silver thread.




“Tonight,” the Elder begins, voice resonant, “we gather under the blessing of blood and bone. We honor the line of Alphas who have led Bloodridge from dust and famine to strength and plenty.”




He goes on, recounting the pack’s history—battles won, land claimed, enemies driven back. Taron stands perfectly still, head bowed, hands clasped behind his back. If you didn’t know him, you’d think he was the picture of humility.




I know better.




I know the way his eyes lit up the first time he caught me in the woods alone, how he smiled as he stepped closer, as if he was delighted by whatever cruel thing he was about to do.




“Ivory girl,” he’d called me when we were kids, his voice syrup-slow and mocking. “Break so pretty, won’t you?”




“You’re shaking again,” Maeve murmurs.




I press my palms flat against my skirt, nails biting into my skin. My heartbeat thunders in my ears, drowning out the Elder’s words until the last one:




“Bloodridge, welcome your new Alpha.”




The hall erupts.




Wolves howl, the sound crashing against the stone walls, rising to the rafters. Feet stomp. Fists bang on tables. Taron lifts his head and raises his arms, accepting the roar of his pack like it’s his due.




His due. His birthright. His destiny.




“Alpha!” voices chant. “Alpha! Alpha!”




My throat closes. I don’t shout. I don’t howl. I clap twice because Maeve does, because not clapping would be a death wish, then let my hands fall.




As the noise dies down, the Elder steps forward, holding a silver torc. It’s an old symbol, one of the few things Bloodridge and the other packs agree on: a band of metal worn at the throat, signifying the pack’s bond to their Alpha and his bond to them.




“Kneel,” the Elder says.




Taron kneels.




The Elder lowers the torc, resting its cold curve against Taron’s neck. “Do you, Taron Grey, swear to protect Bloodridge with your life? To lead us with honor, to mete out justice, to keep our secrets, to guard our souls?”




“I swear,” Taron says, his voice carrying easily to every corner of the hall.




The Elder turns to the pack. “Do you swear to follow your Alpha? To obey his command, to fight at his side, to trust his judgment, to raise your young beneath his protection?”




A chorus of I swear answers him.




The Elder smiles, satisfied, and clasps the torc around Taron’s throat. “Rise, Alpha.”




Taron stands.




For a heartbeat, his gaze goes unfocused. His pupils flare wide, then narrow. It’s like watching a storm roll in behind his eyes. A wave of power washes over the room, thick and electric, prickling over my skin even though I have no wolf to answer it.




Around me, pack members bow their heads, some dropping to one knee. Their wolves recognize the change, the shift in hierarchy, even if nothing visible has changed.




My veins hum. It feels like every molecule of air has turned heavier. My chest constricts.




Then his attention snaps back to the room.




Back to me.




“Elara Quinn.”




He says my name like a command.




Hundreds of heads swivel toward me at once.




I go cold.




Maeve’s fingers dig into my arm. “Stay here,” she whispers. “I’ll go. He doesn’t—”




“No,” Taron says sharply, eyes never leaving mine. “Her.”




The hall is silent. You could hear a fork drop. Instead, all I hear is the rush of blood in my ears and the echo of my own thoughts screaming no no no on repeat.




“Go,” Maeve breathes, her voice breaking. “Do as he says. Please.”




My legs feel like they belong to someone else as I step out from the safety of the shadows. Each footfall on the stone floor is too loud. I can feel the weight of the pack’s curiosity pressing in from all sides: the human girl, the pack’s charity case, being summoned by the new Alpha in front of everyone.




This is new. Taron has always preferred his cruelty in intimate doses. Whispered insults, sudden grabs, a shove here, a twist of my arm there. Little reminders that this is his world, and I’m just borrowing air in it.




Apparently coronation night calls for spectacle.




When I reach the edge of the platform, I stop because my body won’t let me go any closer. My hands curl into fists at my sides.




“Come up,” he says.




I shake my head before I can stop myself. “I—I’m fine here.”




He smiles slowly, and the hall chills. “Elara.”




Just my name, but the way he says it is a promise of pain.




My heart is beating so fast I’m surprised no one can hear it. I step up onto the platform.




Up close, the silver torc at his throat gleams, etched with patterns that look suspiciously like teeth. His scent—pine and smoke and something sharp—wraps around me, familiar in all the worst ways.




“Congratulations,” I manage, my voice barely above a whisper.




He tilts his head. “You didn’t howl with the others.”




“I don’t howl.” I try for a shrug I don’t feel. “No wolf, remember?”




A murmur ripples through the crowd. Taron’s jaw ticks. “You’re pack,” he says, too softly. “My pack. You owe me your voice.”




“I… clapped.” The words tumble out before I can stop them. “Isn’t that enough?”




Something dangerous flashes in his eyes. The hall seems to lean in around us.




“What is this, Alpha?” one of the enforcers asks quietly from behind him, uneasy.




Taron ignores him.




“On your knees,” he says to me.




My lungs seize. “What?”




His hand shoots out, fingers closing around the back of my neck. He doesn’t squeeze—yet—but the threat is there, coiled and ready. He leans in, breath warm against my ear.




“You will not embarrass me on my Ascension,” he murmurs, voice silk and razors. “You will show them you know your place.”




His thumb presses into the base of my skull, sending a spike of pain down my spine.




My knees hit the stone.




The hall exhales.




I hear Maeve make a choked sound somewhere behind me, quickly smothered by someone’s hand. Rage burns through the humiliation, hot and bitter—but under it, deeper and more terrifying, is relief.




He could break me in half right now. He’s choosing not to.




For now.




Taron steps back, his hand sliding from my neck to my shoulder, resting there possessively as he turns to address the pack.




“Tonight,” he says smoothly, “we celebrate not just the continuation of my father’s line, but the strengthening of our future.” His fingers tighten just enough to make my eyes sting. “Bloodridge has always protected its own. Even the weakest. Even those without a wolf. We bring them in. We shelter them.”




He squeezes my shoulder hard enough that I bite my tongue to keep from gasping.




“We keep them on a leash,” he says, and the word hangs in the air like smoke.




A few wolves chuckle uneasily.




My vision blurs for a second. I dig my nails into my thighs until I feel the sting. Focus, Elara. Don’t cry. Don’t give him that.




“Some,” Taron goes on, “forget what they owe us. They forget that without Bloodridge, they’d be dead in a ditch somewhere, or locked in some human lab, being poked and prodded to discover why they heal so fast, why their blood smells almost like ours.”




His hand trails from my shoulder to the back of my neck again, fingers spread, a mockery of something intimate. “We cannot allow that kind of ingratitude to go unchecked, can we?”




The pack murmurs. I can’t see faces, but I can feel the mood shifting, tightening. Wolves are pack animals to their core; the idea of disloyalty makes their hackles rise.




“I’m not ungrateful,” I say hoarsely, before I can stop myself.




His hand clamps down, cutting off my breath.




He leans close, mouth a whisper against my ear. “You will learn gratitude,” he murmurs. “You will learn obedience. Or you will learn how easy you are to break.”




He lets go.




I gulp in air, dizzy. The world sways; the torches smear into streaks of light.




Taron turns his back on me, raising his arms to the pack again. “But tonight is not about discipline,” he announces, smiling wolf-bright. “Tonight is about celebration. Drink. Eat. Dance. Tomorrow, we begin reshaping Bloodridge into what it was always meant to be.”




The hall erupts again, wolves surging to their feet, relief and bloodlust mingling in the air. Music starts—a drumbeat, a violin, someone singing in the old tongue.




Taron looks down at me one last time, his smile sharpened to a blade.




“You won’t survive my reign, little human,” he says softly. “Not the way you are now.”




He turns away, leaving me kneeling on the cold stone like an offering the pack forgot to claim.




I force myself to stand, legs trembling. Maeve is at the edge of the platform in an instant, eyes shiny with unshed tears, hands reaching for me.




“Elara—”




“I’m fine,” I say, even though my throat aches and my pride feels like it’s been flayed. “I’m okay.”




Lying is becoming a second language.




We slip back into the shadows as the celebration swells. Wolves dance, spinning each other around the room in wild, laughing circles. Some are already sneaking out in pairs, drawn by the pull of the full moon and fresh power.




I watch them, something tight and hollow twisting in my chest. This is their world, all teeth and loyalty and wild freedom.




Mine is the gap between.




“You shouldn’t have talked back,” Maeve whispers once we’re out of earshot. There’s no judgment in her voice, just bone-deep fear. “Not tonight. Not when everyone’s watching him.”




“I know.” I stare down at my hands. They’re still shaking. “I couldn’t help it.”




She sighs, pulling me into a quick hug. I press my face into her shoulder, breathing in her scent—lavender and fur and home.




“He won’t kill you,” she says, as if that’s the best comfort she can offer. “He can’t. It would start a war. The other packs are already watching him, waiting for an excuse to test him. He won’t risk it.”




A war.




Somewhere deep in the compound, beyond the ring of houses and the training fields and the old stone walls, a howl rises.




It’s not Bloodridge.




The sound is lower, rougher, threaded with something colder. It slices through the music in the hall like a blade, making every wolf freeze for a fraction of a second.




Taron’s head snaps toward the door, eyes narrowing.




“What was that?” I whisper.




Maeve’s fingers tighten around mine. “Border wolves,” she says. But her voice trembles, and there’s a new scent in the air, curling in through the cracks around the door.




Smoke. Steel. Storm.




And beneath it, something else. Something that makes every hair on my arms stand up.




“Rival pack,” someone mutters nearby. “Nightfall, maybe.”




The howl comes again, closer this time, echoing through the valley like a promise.




I don’t know it yet, but the sound of that wolf’s voice will change everything.




I stand in the shadows of Bloodridge’s great hall, his scent curling through the cracks, and for the first time in my memory, the fear in my chest is braided with something else.




Hope.
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Elara




Troy’s scent still clings to the inside of my nose—sharp, bitter pine and cold iron—long after he shoves me out of the training ring.




My knees hit the dirt, palms scraping over packed earth and tiny stones. The world tilts for a heartbeat, a ripple of dizziness from the blow to my ribs. Around us, the circle of wolves breaks apart, the low murmur of voices scattering like crows.




“Pathetic,” Troy says, loud enough for everyone to hear.




He doesn’t even bother to look back at me. He just stalks away, black T-shirt stretched over muscle, shoulders loose and unbothered like he didn’t just knock the air from my lungs and slam me into the ground in front of half the pack.




A few of the younger wolves glance my way. Pity flickers across one face. Satisfaction across another. No one reaches out a hand.




Of course they don’t. I’m the human.




I grit my teeth and push myself up, one shaky breath at a time. The evening wind rolls through the trees around the clearing, carrying the familiar scents of the Silvercrest territory—pine needles, damp earth, wolves. Always wolves.




“Up, Elara,” I mutter. “Up or he wins twice.”




My ribs scream as I straighten. The training ring is already emptying—warriors heading to the showers, patrol rotations shifting. Above the tree line, the sky is a deep violet, the first stars pricking through. The moon hangs low and heavy, not quite full, not quite forgiving.




“Elara!”




I turn toward the voice before I’m ready. My vision blurs for a heartbeat, then my mother’s face comes into focus as she hurries across the clearing, apron still on, flour dusted on the edge of it.




“Mom, I’m fine,” I say automatically.




Her eyes track the way I tilt to one side, the hand pressed to my ribs, the dirt streaking my knees. Roslyn’s hair has more silver in it than when she found me sixteen years ago, abandoned at the edge of the forest, but her eyes are as fierce as ever.




“He went too far this time,” she mutters, fingers gentle but urgent as they skim my side. Even that light pressure makes me wince. “You shouldn’t be in the ring with him, not like this, not when he’s in one of his moods.”




“He’s always in one of his moods,” I say, trying for lightness and landing somewhere closer to bitter.




Roslyn’s jaw tightens. She lifts her head and looks toward the Alpha cabin at the crest of the hill. Troy isn’t there, but his presence hangs over everything—a shadow stretching long in the twilight.




“Come,” she says. “Before he finds another reason to keep you out here.”




I let her lead me away, even though the stubborn part of me wants to stand in the empty ring, shoulders back, daring Troy to come try again. But I know how that would go. He’s Alpha now. His word is law. And the law is simple: I don’t belong.




We walk the worn path back toward the cluster of cabins that make up the heart of Silvercrest Pack—soft yellow lights glowing in windows, smoke curling from chimneys. Wolves pass us with nods or dismissive glances, some stepping aside, some making me sidestep into the mud rather than brush against them.




“Hold your head up,” Roslyn murmurs without looking at me. “You’re mine. That’s enough.”




For her, maybe. For me, it has to be.




We reach our small cabin at the edge of the settlement, half wrapped in ivy, the porch boards creaking in familiar protest as we step up. Inside, it smells like home—herbal tea, baking bread, the faint tang of the salves she mixes for half the pack’s scraped knees and bruised egos.




“Sit,” she orders, all healer now. “Shirt off.”




“Bossy,” I mutter, but I obey, perching on the old wooden chair by the table, tugging my threadbare T-shirt over my head with a wince. The bruise is already blooming along my ribs, a dark smear beneath my pale skin.




Roslyn sucks in a quiet breath. “He did this with claws or hands?”




“Hands,” I say. “He promised not to… you know. Not unless I ‘earned’ it.”




Her lips flatten. “One day, he’ll cross the line even his wolves can’t ignore.”




“Yeah,” I say. “But that day is not today.”




She dips her fingers into a clay bowl of salve, the scent of arnica and pine filling the air. Her touch is gentle as she smooths it over the bruise, the coolness leeching some of the heat from my skin.




“You don’t have to keep taking his challenges,” she says quietly. “You know that, right?”




“He’s the one who keeps calling me out,” I remind her. “If I refuse, it’s insubordination. If I fight back, I’m a threat. There’s no way to win, Mom.”




“Don’t call him that,” she says automatically, then sighs. “You’ve always been too clever for your own good.”




She wraps my ribs with practiced hands, the bandage snug but not suffocating. As she works, I stare at the faded map of the territory tacked to the far wall.




Silvercrest land stretches in a wide swath of forest and hill, a river cutting through like a silver blade. Beyond the northern border, marked in red ink, lies another swath of trees. No name written there. No markings. Just a line.




We all know what’s there, though. We just don’t say it out loud.




The Nightwind Pack.




Or what’s left of it, if you believe Troy’s version.




A shiver crawls up my spine. I’ve never seen them, but I’ve heard the stories whispered over late-night fires. A rival Alpha who doesn’t bow. Wolves who move like shadows. A territory claimed in blood and never surrendered, despite Troy’s best efforts.




The Nightwind Alpha has another name too, one spoken like a warning and a prayer.




Ronan Nightwind.




Night.




I don’t know when I started thinking of him like that, like something alive and sentient moving through the trees. As a child, I’d imagined him as a monster, teeth bared, eyes burning, the villain in the tales Troy’s father told to keep pups in line.




Lately, the image has shifted. Less monster. More… something else. Something dangerous and sharp and terrifyingly free.




“Earth to Elara,” Roslyn says, tying off the bandage. “Where did you go?”




“Nowhere,” I lie.




She studies me with that look that always makes me feel like she can see straight through my skull and into my thoughts. “You’re thinking about leaving again.”




I blink. “What? No. I—I was just… I don’t know. Wondering what’s beyond the river.”




“Trouble,” she says immediately. “That’s what’s beyond. Trouble with a capital T. And don’t you dare go sniffing after it.”




“I didn’t say—”




“Elara.” Her voice softens. “You’re my girl. Human or not, you’re mine. As long as you’re here, I can at least pretend I can keep you safe.”




The guilt hits harder than Troy’s fists. “I know,” I say, swallowing. “I’m not going anywhere.”




The lie tastes like ash.




Because I’ve been dreaming of running since I was old enough to understand that no matter how much Roslyn loves me, the rest of the pack never will. I’m the weak link in a chain of predators. The stray. The mistake.




Troy just made that official the second he took his father’s place as Alpha.




A howl cuts through the night before I can say more—long, low, vibrating through the glass window panes.




Roslyn stiffens. “That’s the patrol recall.”




I stand, ignoring the way my ribs protest. “Something wrong?”




Her gaze flicks to the window, eyes darkening. “Either there’s a storm coming… or we have company.”




My stomach drops. “You mean—”




“The border patrol saw something. Or someone.” She wipes her hands on her apron, movements sharp. “Stay here. Lock the door. Don’t open it unless it’s me.”




“I’m not a kid, Mom. I can—”




“Please, Elara.” Her eyes meet mine, and there’s fear there I haven’t seen in years. Not even when Troy first started “training” me more aggressively. “For once, just do as I ask.”




The fear in her voice makes my arguments die on my tongue. I nod.




She cups my face briefly, thumb brushing a smudge of dirt from my cheek, then grabs her coat and disappears out the door, leaving it swinging behind her for a heartbeat before it slams shut.




Silence floods the cabin.




I stand there, shirt still bunched in my hands, listening. The distant sound of feet thudding against earth. Barked orders. Another howl, shorter, sharper.




My heart hammers against my bandaged ribs.




Stay here. Lock the door.




I move on autopilot, crossing the room to slide the heavy deadbolt into place. The metal scrapes, louder than it has any right to be, echoing in my skull.




The sensible thing would be to sit down, put my shirt back on, and wait.




I’ve never been very good at the sensible thing.




My feet carry me to the small window instead. I press my palm to the cool glass, peering out. From here, I can see part of the central clearing. Wolves dart back and forth, some in human form, some in half-shift, claws digging into the dirt. Torches flare to life, pushing back the darkness.




Then Troy appears, striding to the center of the chaos.




He tips his head back and howls, the sound ripping through the night. Every wolf stills. Even from here, I feel the shiver roll through the pack bond, an invisible thread I’m always on the outside of.




“Form up!” his voice carries, rough and commanding. “North border. Now.”




North. The river.




Nightwind land.




I’m pressing so hard against the glass now that it’s a wonder it doesn’t crack.




A strange, electric sensation skims over my skin—as if the air itself has changed charge. The fine hairs on my arms rise. For a brief, irrational moment, I feel like something on the other side of the forest has turned its head and is looking directly back.




At me.




My pulse stutters.




This is stupid. I’m being stupid. It’s probably just a rogue wolf, or a deer, or—




Lightning flashes in the distance, illuminating a thick wall of clouds rolling in over the hills.




Storm, I think.




Trouble, Roslyn said.




Both.




I grab my shirt and tug it back on, fingers clumsy at the hem. Then, because waiting has never been my strong suit and because my insides are buzzing like I drank three cups of coffee, I slip into my boots.




I can’t go to the clearing. Troy would smell my blood and drag me into the middle of whatever this is, just to prove a point.




But the cabin backs onto the tree line. From there, if I cut through the undergrowth, I can reach the north ridge overlook—just a small rise of rock above the river. It’s on pack land. Technically. I’ve hidden there before when things got too loud. No one ever checks it.




I tell myself I’m just going to look. From a distance. Then I’ll come home and Roslyn will never have to know.




It’s only half a lie.




I slide the window open instead of unlocking the door and climb out, dropping lightly onto the damp grass. The air is colder out here, the promise of rain hanging heavy. The sounds from the clearing fade as I move into the trees, replaced by the rustle of leaves and the distant rush of the river.




Every step sends a dull ache through my ribs, but adrenaline smooths the edges. The forest is both familiar and strange in the dark, shadows stretching long, branches scraping like fingers. I navigate by memory, ducking under a low-hanging limb, skirting a patch of brambles.




As I climb, the electric buzz in my veins intensifies. My breath plumes in the air in short bursts. Somewhere ahead, a wolf howls—short, sharp, cut off mid-note.




I freeze.




Another sound follows—a low, rumbling growl that doesn’t belong to anyone I know. It rolls through the trees like thunder.




Every instinct I have screams at me to turn back.




Instead, I inch forward, drawn as much by fear as by curiosity. The underbrush thins as I near the ridge. I drop to my knees and crawl the last few feet, careful not to dislodge any stones.




The overlook is just a flat shelf of rock jutting out over the river valley. I press myself against the earth and peer through the scrub at the edge.




Below, the river cuts a silver path through the darkness, swollen with recent rains, white foam catching the moonlight. On our side of the bank, I see them—Silvercrest wolves in their massive forms, fur bristling, teeth bared. Troy stands at the forefront in human shape, shirtless now, chest heaving, eyes glowing with that eerie gold light that only happens when a wolf is a heartbeat away from shifting.




On the other side of the river, shadows move.




At first, I think it’s just the wind. Then one of the shadows steps forward into a shaft of moonlight.




He’s tall. Taller than Troy. Broad shoulders, lean muscle, black hair tousled by the wind. He wears dark clothes that blend into the night, but there’s something undeniably… regal about the way he holds himself, like the forest itself parts for him.




Even from here, I can feel the weight of his gaze as it sweeps across the river, cataloguing every wolf, every position, every weakness.




When his eyes lift, they land right where I’m hidden.




My breath catches.




He can’t see me. Not from here. I’m too high up, too tucked into the ridge, too—




Those eyes. They’re not Troy’s gold. They’re a deep, molten amber shot through with flecks of silver, reflective and sharp. For a split second, I feel something slam into me—like the impact of a fall I didn’t see coming.




Heat. Recognition. Panic.




Mine, a voice I don’t recognize whispers in the back of my mind.




I yank back from the edge, heart pounding against my ribs so hard it hurts. My hand flies to my chest like I can physically hold it in.




No. No, no, no.




This isn’t happening.




I squeeze my eyes shut, suck in a shaking breath, and tell myself I imagined it. That I’m light-headed from the climb, from the bruise, from the fear.




Then Troy’s voice crashes across the river like a whip.




“You’re trespassing, Nightwind!”




The name slams through me.




So it is him.




“You built your boundary too small,” the stranger calls back, voice cool and deep, carrying easily over the roar of the water. “This river belongs to the forest, not your ego, Troy.”




Several wolves bristle at the insult, snarls rippling through their ranks. Troy’s claws slide free, glinting in the moonlight.




“Turn back,” he snarls. “Or I’ll send you home in pieces to your pack.”




A dark smile curves the other Alpha’s mouth. It does something awful to my stomach.




“I am home,” he says simply. “And I’m not leaving without what’s mine.”




A murmur races through Silvercrest wolves. Troy stiffens. “Nothing on this land belongs to you.”




“Wrong.” The stranger’s gaze flicks up again, landing on the ridge. Landing on me. I feel it like a brand. “You’ve been keeping something that doesn’t belong to you for a very long time.”




It feels like the world shrinks until it’s just his voice and the thunder of the river and the hammering of my own pulse.




He can’t mean me. He can’t.




“Elara,” a whisper of sound brushes my ear, though no one is near, my name threaded with the wind.




I jerk, eyes flying wide. For a second, I swear I smell something under the usual forest scents—storm-soaked pine, wild earth, a hint of smoke. It washes through me, hot and strange, sinking down into my bones.




Mine, the voice in my head says again, stronger this time.




I scramble backward, heart in my throat. My boots slip on loose gravel. Pain jolts up my arm as a sharp rock cuts my palm, but I barely feel it over the roaring in my ears.




I need to get out of here. I need to go home. I need to—




A low growl rumbles from somewhere above me.




I freeze.




Slowly, I lift my head.




A wolf stands between me and the path back down.




He’s huge, bigger than any of the Silvercrest wolves, with thick dark fur that seems to swallow the moonlight. His eyes burn that same molten amber I saw below, locked on me with unnerving intensity.




For a heartbeat, neither of us moves.




I swallow. “H-hey there,” I whisper, because apparently my brain short-circuits when confronted with imminent death and defaults to politeness. “Nice… night?”




His ear twitches.




Then he steps toward me.




My back thumps against the rock face. There’s nowhere else to go. My hands go up instinctively, palms out.




“I’m unarmed,” I say, voice shaking. “I mean, obviously. You can smell that, right? I’m just going to… slowly stand up and—”




He closes the distance in a blur.




A startled sound rips from my throat as his muzzle presses into my neck, warm breath fanning over my skin. His scent crashes over me fully now—rain, pine, smoke, something dark and wild and utterly intoxicating.




Heat blooms low in my belly, dizzying and terrifying. My fingers curl in the thick fur at his shoulders without my permission, as if holding onto him is the only thing keeping me from falling.




“Stop,” I whisper, but it comes out more like a plea than a command.




He huffs, the vibration rolling against my throat, and then he pulls back just enough to look me in the eyes.




For a second, everything else falls away—the river, the arguing Alphas, the bruises, the years of being less.




It’s just me and this wolf and a strange, devastating certainty spiraling through my chest.




You, the voice in my head says. Finally.




The wolf’s form shimmers.




My breath catches as bone and muscle twist beneath my hands, fur giving way to skin. I jerk my gaze away, cheeks flaming, but it’s too late—I feel every shift, every ripple, as if my body is an extension of his.




When the change is done, a man cages me against the rock, one hand braced beside my head, the other warm and solid at my hip.




He’s naked. Obviously. Shifters always are after a change. I fix my gaze firmly on his face, on the sharp angles of his jaw, the faint scar that slices through his left eyebrow, the dark hair falling in wet strands over his forehead.




His eyes are exactly the same as in the valley—amber lit from within, focused wholly on me.




“Human,” he says, voice low, threaded with something like wonder. “And still you’re the loudest thing in the forest.”




My brain scrambles to catch up. “I—I didn’t mean to be loud. I was just… I was hiding. You’re the one who… who sniffed me out.”




A slow smile curves his lips. “I would find you anywhere.”




The words hit me like a physical touch.




“Who are you?” I whisper, though I already know.




His fingers tighten at my hip, thumb brushing the sliver of skin exposed where my shirt has ridden up. Goosebumps chase the touch, my breath stuttering.




“Ronan Nightwind,” he says. “Alpha of the Nightwind Pack.”




His gaze drops to my mouth, then lower, taking in the bandage around my ribs, the bruise peeking past the edge of the wrap. A flash of something dark wipes the amusement from his features.




“Who did this to you?”




My tongue is suddenly too big for my mouth. “It’s—uh. It’s nothing. Training accident.”




He makes a low sound that is not remotely human. “A lie.”




I swallow hard. “You smell that too, huh.”




His eyes snap back to mine. “I smell everything. Fear. Pain. Anger. You taste like all three.”




A shiver skates down my spine at the word taste before my brain can tell my body not to respond to that.




I try to summon some indignation, some distance. “Listen, I don’t know what you think is happening here, but I’m not ‘yours’ or ‘something you’re taking back’. I’m nobody. I belong to no one.”




His gaze softens in a way that makes my chest ache. His hand lifts from the rock, knuckles brushing the side of my face, calloused skin gentle against my own.




“Wrong again, little human,” he says quietly. “You belong to yourself first.”




Relief swells, unexpected.




Then he leans in, breath ghosting over my lips.




“And to me,” he adds, voice dropping. “Whether you know it yet or not.”




My heart trips, the world narrowing to the space between us. I should protest. I should push him away. I should think of Roslyn, of Troy, of the pack, of the danger in every line of this man’s body.




Instead, I whisper, “What are you doing?”




His eyes flick to my mouth again. “Trying very hard not to kiss you.”




“Why… why not?”




Something like surprise flickers in his gaze, then heat—hotter than any bruise, any shame, any fear.




“Because once I start,” he murmurs, “I won’t want to stop. And we’re standing on a ridge between two packs who already want each other’s blood.”




“Oh,” I say, because my brain has fully left the building.




A shout echoes up from the river, Troy’s voice cracking with rage. “Nightwind! Show yourself!”




Ronan—because of course it’s him, of course it’s always been him—smiles without humor. “Jealous bastard.”




He steps back reluctantly, giving me space, though his hand lingers on my waist for one last heartbeat. My skin buzzes in the wake of his touch.




“Stay here,” he says. “Do not move. Do not climb down. If anything happens, you run back to your cabin and lock the door.”




I bristle automatically. “I don’t take orders from strangers.”




He huffs a soft laugh. “I’m not a stranger, Elara.”




The sound of my name in his mouth does things to me I’m not prepared to unpack.




“You know my name,” I realize, voice faint.




“I’ve known it longer than you can imagine,” he says. “We’ll talk. I’ll explain. But first I need to deal with the idiot threatening my border.”




He turns, muscles shifting under his skin as he strides back toward the edge. The cool night air wraps around me, suddenly too thin without his heat.




“Wait,” I blurt.




He glances back over his shoulder.




“What did you mean,” I ask, throat tight, “when you said you weren’t leaving without what’s yours?”




His gaze locks on mine, and for a second, the world goes utterly still.




“You,” he says simply. “I meant you.”




Then, before I can process that, he shifts—body shimmering, bones reshaping, fur spilling over his skin. The wolf shakes himself once, sending droplets of water and moonlight flying, then launches off the ridge in a blur of motion, vanishing into the trees below.




I’m left alone on the rock, heart pounding, hand pressed to my ribs where they ache in time with my thoughts.




I should be terrified.




Instead, as the storm finally breaks and rain begins to fall in cold, hard sheets, one undeniable truth sinks in like claws into my soul.




For the first time in my life, something… someone… looked at me and didn’t see a mistake.




He saw a claim.




And the worst part?




Some traitorous, lonely part of me whispered back:




Mine.
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I wake up in someone else’s bed.




For a second, that’s all my brain can process—the alien weight of the mattress under me, the silky slide of sheets against my skin, the soft drag of my lashes as I force my eyes open. The air smells different too. Not the damp, metallic reek of the pack cells. Not the pine-and-ash of Redcliff territory.




This is… clean.




Cool.




Wild.




My fingers curl into the blanket, and even the fabric feels wrong. Too soft, too expensive. Not the scratchy, threadbare wool I’ve known my whole life, but something that glides over my skin like water.




My heart kicks against my ribs.




Move, Elara.




I shove myself up on my elbows, a sharp ache lancing through my shoulders. My muscles protest, my wrists throb, phantom memories of chains biting into skin. For a panicked second, I look down, half-expecting to see iron cuffs welded to my bones.




Nothing.




Just my own arms, bruised but bare.




My breath comes out in a shaky rush. I drag my gaze over myself. Someone’s removed my shredded clothes and dressed me in an oversized black T-shirt that falls to mid-thigh. It smells faintly of smoke and cedar and something darker—storm air right before lightning strikes.




The scent curls into me, doing something strange in the hollow of my chest.




I rip my attention away from it and finally look at the room.




It’s huge.




Dark wood beams cut across a high ceiling. One entire wall is glass, framed by heavy charcoal curtains that are half-drawn, letting in a wash of silver-blue moonlight. Outside, the world drops away into a sea of shadowed trees, their crowns shivering in the wind. Somewhere far below, I hear the distant rush of a river, wild and unrestrained.




We’re high up. Mountains, maybe.




Definitely not Redcliff.




My mind races through every half-whispered border story I ever heard. Rogues. Hunters. Rival packs who waited at the edges of our territory like sharks circling a bleeding seal.




My stomach knots.




Rival pack.




Rival Alpha.




Night would tear the world apart to keep you.




The last thing I remember is the forest exploding into chaos—wolves I’d never seen before crashing through the trees, fur like shadows, eyes like fire. Redcliff warriors snarling, snapping, going down hard. Hands grabbing me, lifting me, a voice cutting through the panic like a blade.




“Mine.”




My skin prickles.




The door in the far wall is closed, a dark slab of wood with iron hinges. There’s a dresser, a low leather armchair, a flickering fireplace that throws soft, golden light over rough stone. Everything is solid, heavy, expensive. Nothing like the cramped, peeling walls of the pack house servant quarters.




Everything screams: important.




Dangerous.




I swing my legs over the edge of the bed. My feet hit a plush rug, deep enough that my toes sink into it. For a second, the stupid comfort of it almost undoes me. My body is trembling, exhaustion dragging at my limbs, but adrenaline burns hotter.




I need a way out.




I push to my feet too fast. The room tilts sideways. Pain slams into my temples. I catch myself on the bedpost and squeeze my eyes shut, dragging in shaky breaths until the spinning slows.




“Easy, little human,” a low voice rumbles from behind me. “You took a hard hit.”




I freeze.




The hair on the back of my neck rises. Every instinct I have screams at me to run, but my legs won’t move.




He’s behind me.




I didn’t hear the door open. Didn’t hear footsteps. One second I was alone, the next his voice is in the room, sliding across my skin like smoke.




Slowly, because I can feel his gaze like physical pressure, I turn.




He’s standing just inside the doorway, one shoulder propped against the frame as if this is all casual for him. Like walking into a stranger’s room in the middle of the night is the most normal thing in the world.




He is… big.




Not in the bulky, overstuffed way some of the Redcliff enforcers strutted around, but in a lean, coiled way—like everything about him has been honed for speed and violence. Black T-shirt molded to his chest, dark jeans hugging muscular thighs, boots planted like he owns the ground under them.




Hair dark as midnight falls in messy, deliberate waves around a face that looks like it was carved to make people nervous—strong jaw dusted with stubble, straight nose, mouth too full for someone who radiates that much threat.




But it’s his eyes that pin me in place.




Silver.




Not the pale, washed-out gray of storm clouds, but molten metal catching moonlight, bright and unnatural. I’ve never seen eyes like that. They glow faintly, even in the dim light, watching me with a focus that steals the breath from my lungs.




I know who he is before he even speaks again.




The rival Alpha.




Kaine Shadowborn.




Redcliff warriors spit his name like a curse. Tales of the Nightfang pack—ruthless, merciless, monsters who stalked the borders and tore apart anyone stupid enough to cross—had been used to scare pups into obedience since I was old enough to understand words.




And he’s standing in front of me.




In a bedroom.




Looking at me like I’m his.




“I was starting to think you’d sleep through the whole damn night,” he says, pushing off the doorframe and coming closer. His voice is low, rough around the edges, with a hint of something old in it, something that makes my stomach flip. “You’ve been out for hours.”




My mouth is dry. “Where am I?”




His gaze sweeps over me, taking in the oversized shirt, my bare legs, the bruises on my wrists. Something sharp flashes in his eyes when he sees them—a glint of anger that isn’t directed at me. His jaw tightens.




“My territory,” he says simply. “Nightfang Ridge.”




My pulse thuds in my ears.




Nightfang.




Gods.




“You—you had no right to take me,” I manage, though my voice shakes. “You attacked my pack. You killed—”




“Your pack,” he cuts in, voice suddenly sharper. “You mean the wolves who chained you in a cell and left you bleeding?”




The words hit like a slap.




Heat burns behind my eyes. I swallow it down. “You don’t know anything about them.”




He takes another step closer. The air between us thickens with his scent—cedar, smoke, the wild bite of winter air. My stupid, traitorous lungs drag it in anyway, like they’ve been starving and just found oxygen again.




He looks down at me, and the silver in his eyes seems to glow brighter. “I know enough. I saw enough.” His voice drops. “And I know they’ll never put their hands on you again.”




The way he says it sends a shiver through me.




I lift my chin, trying to gather the tatters of my courage. “So what then? You dragged me here to ransom me back? Use me as leverage?”




His mouth curves, but it isn’t a smile. “Is that what he told you?” he asks softly. “That you’re a bargaining chip? A problem he has to manage?”




He doesn’t say Jaxon’s name. He doesn’t have to. The way the word “he” leaves his mouth makes it clear he means my Alpha. The one who ordered me chained in the cells. The one who looked at me like I was dirt under his boots.




My insides twist.




“Answer the question,” I push. “Why am I here?”




For the first time, something like hesitation flickers across his face. He studies me for a long, stretched-out moment, as if he’s weighing whether to tell me the truth or hand me a lie I can swallow.




When he finally speaks, his voice is a low rumble that seems to vibrate in my bones.




“Because you’re mine, Elara.”




The world tilts.




My laugh comes out thin and sharp. “You don’t even know me.”




“I know enough,” he says again, and there’s an edge of frustration to it now, like he’s angry at the universe, not me. “I know the first time your scent hit me my wolf almost ripped out of my skin to get to you. I know that when those bastards laid a hand on you, every instinct I have screamed to tear their throats out.” He steps closer, close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his gaze. His voice drops to a rough whisper. “I know that the second I saw you, the bond snapped into place and nothing has felt right in my body since you passed out in my arms.”




Bond.




The word scrapes across my nerves.




“Mates,” he says, like he’s offering a death sentence and a promise in one. “You are my fated mate, Elara Ward. And I will never give you back to them.”




Silence crashes over us.




My heart hammers so hard I’m half-convinced he can see it punching against my ribs. Fated mates are a story. A myth. The Luna’s favorite bedtime tale for pups who haven’t yet learned that life rarely gives you magic and almost always gives you pain.




Humans don’t get mates.




Humans get tolerated. At best.




I shake my head, backing up until the back of my knees hit the bed. “No,” I say, the word cracking. “No, you’re wrong. I’m human. I’m not—I can’t be—”




His hand lifts like he’s going to touch me, then stops, fingers curling in midair as if he’s holding himself back with visible effort.




“You feel it,” he says quietly. Not a question. “Tell me you don’t.”




I open my mouth, ready to lie.




Ready to tell him I feel nothing at all when he steps closer, when he looks at me like that, when his scent wraps around me and the room feels… safer, somehow, even though every rational part of my mind is screaming that this man is a predator.




Instead, what comes out is a whisper I barely recognize as my own voice.




“It doesn’t matter what I feel.”




Something like pain flashes across his features, there and gone so fast I almost miss it.




“You think I wanted this?” His laugh is rough and humorless. “You think I woke up this morning and said to myself, I hope the gods finally give me a mate and she belongs to the bastard I’ve wanted dead for years?”




My breath stutters.




Jaxon and Kaine. Enemies. Of course they are. Alpha rivalries are the oldest story in the book. Land. Power. Blood.




“You can reject it,” I say quickly, grasping at the one lifeline I know from whispered conversations in the pack house kitchen. “The bond. I’ve heard wolves can. You can just reject it, and then you can go back to—”




“Stop.” The word is soft, but it cuts through mine like a blade. His eyes burn. “Don’t say it like it’s simple. Like it’s nothing.”




Anger sparks, hot and sudden. “You kidnapped me,” I snap. “Forgive me if I’m not exactly sympathetic to your complicated feelings right now.”




Something sharp and wicked flickers in his gaze. “That what you think this is?” he asks. “A kidnapping?”




“What would you call it?”




His lips tilt, almost amused now. “Rescue.”




I stare at him. “You slaughtered my pack.”




He steps in, closing the distance between us so fast I don’t have time to move. One hand braces on the mattress beside my hip, caging me between his body and the bed. Not touching, but close enough that my skin buzzes with awareness.




“I killed warriors who were following an Alpha who treats his people like disposable weapons,” he says, voice low and lethal. “I killed men who hurt you. Men who would’ve done worse if I’d been a few hours later.”




Images flash unbidden in my mind. Jaxon’s eyes, cold and satisfied, as he ordered me chained below ground. The guard’s laugh when I flinched away from his hand. The crack of boots on stone. The sting of humiliation, choking me.




I swallow hard.




“You don’t know that,” I whisper.




He leans in, his lips a breath from my ear. The heat of him crowds my senses. “Yes,” he murmurs. “I do.”




A tremor runs through me. I hate that his voice does this—slides under my defenses, turning my knees to water and my thoughts to tangled threads.




“Let me go,” I say, but it comes out softer than I want, my resolve fraying. “My mother—my Luna—she’ll be worried. She’ll think I’m dead.”




He stills.




“Luna Seris isn’t your mother,” he says carefully. “And she knows exactly what kind of man she mated.”




The words slam into a door deep inside me that I’ve kept bolted my whole life. Questions I’ve never had answers to claw at the wood.




There’s no time to unpack them.




Because right then, sharp and sudden, a wave of something burning and wrong hits the room.




Kaine’s head snaps toward the window. The silver in his eyes flares bright, wolf rising behind them.




My stomach drops. “What is it?”




He’s already moving. He strides to the glass wall, yanks the curtains aside. Moonlight floods the room, silvering his profile, the tense line of his shoulders. I hurry after him despite every instinct telling me to stay back.




Below, far down the slope of the mountain, the forest glows red.




For a heart-stopping second, I think it’s fire.




Then the wind turns, and my nose fills with the acrid stink of fumes. Not smoke.




Gas.




“Attack?” I whisper.




Kaine’s expression hardens into something vicious. “They’re testing the borders,” he says. “Again.”




They.




My stomach twists.




Redcliff.




Of course Jaxon would come. Not for me, some traitorous part of me thinks bitterly. For what I represent. For what Kaine has.




For the chance to spill more blood.




Kaine turns away from the window, all the easy, lazy predator gone. In its place is the Alpha Redcliff feared in stories—the lethal, decisive one.




“I have to go,” he says. “Stay in this room. Do not open the door for anyone but me.”




Panic flares hot and wild. “Wait—you can’t just leave me here—”




“I’m not leaving you.” He crosses the room in three long strides, catching my chin gently but firmly between his fingers, forcing my gaze to lock with his. Power hums under his skin, barely leashed. “I’m going to make sure no one gets anywhere near this mountain.” His thumb brushes my jaw, the touch far too tender for the deadly intent in his eyes. “You’re safer here than anywhere else in the world.”




“I don’t even know you,” I whisper, hating that my voice shakes.




He huffs out a breath that might almost be a laugh if it didn’t sound so pained. “You’ll have time,” he murmurs. “We both will. After I deal with the idiots at my border.”




He releases me, steps back. It feels like someone just pulled a rug out from under my feet.




“Kaine—” I choke on his name, the syllable strange on my tongue.




He pauses at the door, hand on the handle, and glances back. For a heartbeat, the Alpha is gone and it’s just the man, looking at me like I’m the only thing tethering him to sanity.




“I meant what I said, Elara,” he says quietly. “You’re not going back. Not to him. Not ever.”




He opens the door and slips out.




The click of the latch is too small a sound to carry the weight it drops on my chest.




I stand there, staring at the wood, my heart punching against my ribs. Outside, the night howls with distant roars and snarls as wolves crash together at the edges of this man’s kingdom.




Inside, the room is suddenly too big. Too quiet.




Too full of his scent.




Mine.




The word echoes in my head like a curse and a prayer.




I sink down onto the edge of the bed, wrapping my arms around myself. I tell my racing heart that it’s fear making it pound like this. Fear for my Luna. Fear of Jaxon’s rage, of what he’ll do if Kaine really keeps me.




But when another distant howl splits the sky, deep and commanding, my body goes cold and hot all at once.




Because somewhere beneath the terror, beneath the confusion and anger, something primal in me answers back.




Not with words.




Not with reason.




Just a single, treacherous pull toward the man at the center of the storm.




Toward my rival Alpha.




My supposed mate.




And I don’t know if I’m more afraid of Jaxon… or of what I’ll become if I stay.
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The girl is lighter than she should be.


She shakes in my arms as I step out of the tree line, boots digging into damp earth, Nightspire warriors fanning out behind me in a dark crescent. The clearing between our borders feels like a wound—old, half-healed, itching to reopen.


On the opposite side, Ironclaw wolves spill from the shadows, bristling, steel clinking as they tighten formation around their Alpha.


Kade.


He looks exactly like I remember: broad-shouldered, eyes the yellow of old bruises, cruelty worn like a tailored suit. His mouth twists when he sees who I’m holding.


“Elara.”


Her name leaves his lips like a claim, like a slur. In my arms, she goes rigid.


I feel her pulse race against my chest, each beat a frantic drum. My wolf, Shade, claws at the inside of my skin, demanding I tear Kade’s throat out for saying her name that way—for every scent of old blood and fear clinging to her.


Not yet, I tell him silently.


We didn’t come here to start a war.


We came to end one.


“Alpha Darius.” Kade’s gaze drags up from Elara’s bare feet to the iron cuff on her wrist, then to my face. His lips curl into a slow, mocking smile. “Return what belongs to me.”


Behind him, his warriors rumble in agreement. A few of them sniff the air, noses wrinkling as they catch the faint trace of my scent already tangled with hers. Good. Let them smell it.


Elara swallows, fingers bunching in the front of my shirt. She’s trying to be invisible, but every flinch, every tremor sings along my nerves.


“Funny,” I say, letting my voice carry, lazy and lethal. “From what I saw in your charming little dungeon, you don’t treat what ‘belongs’ to you very well.”


His eyes flash.


“That human,” he spits, jabbing a finger at her like she’s vermin crawling over my chest, “is Ironclaw property. She lives or dies by my word. You trespassed when you took her from my holding cells.”


Shade lunges forward, and it takes everything in me not to bare my teeth. Trespassed. Holding cells. The euphemisms of a coward.


“Property?” I repeat softly. “Is that what you call it now? Shackling a human to the wall and breaking her until she can’t stand?”


Elara flinches. I feel it like a blade.


I angle my body, shifting her slightly behind my shoulder, blocking Kade’s view of her face. She tries to peek around me, but I press her gently closer. She’s shaking harder now, the heat of embarrassment and fear rising off her in sharp waves.


Behind me, my Beta, Rylan, takes a step forward. “We saw the state she was in,” he calls out. “You’re lucky Nightspire didn’t slaughter your entire guard on the way out.”


Kade laughs, low and derisive. “Nightspire wolves, always so dramatic. You think you’re saints because you







































































































































































































































































































































































































