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seraphina pov

Silver flames danced between my fingers as I practiced the forbidden art that could either save or damn us all. The morning mist clung to the trees around my hidden sanctuary like secrets refusing to be told. Each flicker of Moonfire magic reminded me why I’d been cast out five years ago—and why they now desperately needed me back.

“Focus, Seraphina.” My voice echoed in the empty clearing. “Let the fire burn without consuming.”

The silver flames pulsed brighter, responding to my emotions. Anger. Pain. A deep longing I’d tried to bury but never could. The fire reflected all of it back at me, honest in a way people never were.

A branch snapped behind me.

I spun around, the Moonfire extinguishing as my hand moved to the silver blade at my hip. Nobody knew about this place. Nobody should be able to find it through the magical barriers I’d woven around the cottage.

“Peace, child.” A woman stepped from the shadows between the ancient oaks. Her silver hair moved like liquid moonlight, and her eyes held the depth of centuries. “I come bearing news.”

“Oracle.” I kept my hand on my weapon. Trust didn’t come easily anymore. “What brings you to my sanctuary?”

She moved closer, her bare feet making no sound on the forest floor. Everything about the Oracle screamed danger wrapped in beauty. “The Blood Moon Prophecy has begun.”

My heart stumbled. “That’s impossible. The signs—”

“Are all around us.” Her pale hand gestured to the mist. “Can you not feel it? The ancient magic stirring? The barriers between worlds growing thin?”

I could. For weeks now, the supernatural energy in the forest had been building like a storm waiting to break. But I’d told myself it was nothing. That the prophecy was just another old story.

“The attacks on pack territories have increased,” the Oracle continued. “Three packs lost to shadow creatures in the past month alone.”

“What does this have to do with me?” But I already knew. My stomach twisted with the knowledge I’d been running from.

The Oracle’s smile held no warmth. “You know exactly what it has to do with you, Fire-Touched Daughter. The prophecy speaks of you.”

“I’m nobody’s daughter now.” The words tasted bitter. “My father made that clear when he let me be banished.”

“Blood ties cannot be severed so easily.” She reached into her flowing robes and pulled out a sealed envelope. The wax bore the mark of Shadowmere Pack. My hands shook as I recognized the symbol that had once meant home. “A formal proposal has arrived.”

I stared at the envelope like it might bite me. “What kind of proposal?”

“A contract marriage. Between you and Alpha Kieran Blackthorne.”

The world tilted. Five years of building walls around my heart, and his name still hit me like a physical blow. “No.”

“You haven’t heard the terms.”

“I don’t need to.” I turned away, but the Oracle caught my arm. Her touch burned like ice.

“The third Blood Moon rises in three lunar cycles. If the prophecy fails to fulfill, both Shadowmere and Crimson Ridge will fall to the ancient evil awakening in the Whispering Pines.”

“Let them fall.” The lie came easier than the truth. I still cared. Damn me, I still cared about every soul in those territories.

“Including the children?”

My resolve cracked. The innocent ones who had nothing to do with pack politics or prophecies. “That’s not fair.”

“Fate rarely is.” The Oracle released my arm. “But this gives you something you’ve wanted for five years.”

“What?”

“Revenge.”

The word hung between us like a blade waiting to fall. She was right. How many nights had I dreamed of making Kieran pay for what he’d done? For the way he’d looked at me with such cold disgust and said those words that still echoed in my nightmares.

You’re not worthy to be my mate. You never were.

“Read the proposal,” the Oracle said softly. “Then decide if your pride is worth more than the lives of thousands.”

She disappeared as silently as she’d come, leaving only the envelope and the scent of winter roses. I sat down heavily on the cottage steps, staring at the seal. Part of me wanted to burn it without reading a word. But the larger part—the part that had never stopped hoping for answers—needed to know what he wanted.

I broke the seal with trembling fingers.

To Miss Seraphina Vale,

Given the growing supernatural threats to our territories and the activation of the Blood Moon Prophecy, Shadowmere Pack formally requests a contract marriage alliance. Terms to be negotiated in person.

The union would be temporary—lasting only until the third Blood Moon passes. In exchange for your cooperation, we offer full pardons for past grievances and substantial compensation.

Your unique heritage makes you the only suitable candidate to fulfill the prophecy’s requirements. Time is short. We await your response by sunset.

Alpha Kieran Blackthorne Shadowmere Pack

I read it three times before the words truly sank in. Contract marriage. Temporary. Compensation. He was offering to buy me like a broodmare for hire.

But there was something else. Something that made my pulse race despite my anger.

Your unique heritage makes you the only suitable candidate.

He knew. Somehow, he’d discovered what I really was. What I’d been hiding even from myself until the Oracle found me and taught me to control the fire in my blood.

I was Moonfire-born. The last of a bloodline that should have died out centuries ago.

“Bastard,” I whispered. Then louder, “Arrogant bastard!”

But even as I cursed him, I was already planning. He wanted to use me? Fine. Two could play that game.

I’d spent five years learning to harness power he couldn’t imagine. Five years growing stronger while he’d probably forgotten I existed. If he thought I was still the broken girl who’d fled his territory with tears streaming down her face, he was about to learn otherwise.

“Oracle!” I called out. “I know you’re still listening.”

Her laughter drifted from the trees. “Have you decided?”

“Yes.” I stood, crushing the letter in my fist. Silver flames sparked around my fingers, turning the paper to ash. “Send word to Shadowmere. Tell them I accept.”

“And your true reason?”

I smiled, and I knew it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “He broke my heart. Now I’ll break his pack.”




Three hours later, I stood at the edge of my sanctuary, a traveling pack slung over my shoulder. Everything I owned fit into one bag. Five years of exile didn’t accumulate much in the way of possessions.

The cottage looked smaller in the afternoon light. It had been my prison and my salvation both. Here, I’d learned to control the fire that lived in my veins. Here, I’d discovered that the mate bond I’d thought was blessing had actually been a curse waiting to kill me.

Here, I’d planned my revenge.

“Second thoughts?” The Oracle materialized beside an ancient oak.

“Many.” I adjusted the strap of my pack. “But I’m still going.”

“The Alpha has changed in your absence. Pain has a way of reshaping even the strongest men.”

“Good. Maybe now he’ll understand a fraction of what he put me through.”

“And if he tries to explain? To tell you his reasons?”

I met her ageless eyes. “There’s no explanation good enough for what he did. Nothing could justify the way he destroyed me.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps you’re not ready to hear the truth.”

“What truth?” Irritation flared in my voice. “That he was protecting me? That it was for my own good? Save the pretty lies for someone more gullible.”

The Oracle tilted her head like a bird studying prey. “Did you know that Alpha Blackthorne’s mother died during her mate bonding?”

My steps faltered. “What?”

“Burned alive from the inside out. The same way all Moonfire mates die when they bond with an Alpha bloodline. It’s been documented for centuries.”

Ice formed in my stomach. “You’re lying.”

“The curse is real, child. As real as the power flowing through your veins. The question is—did Kieran know this when he rejected you?”

“Stop.” I couldn’t hear this. Wouldn’t hear it. “I don’t want to know.”

“Knowledge is power. And power is what you’ll need to survive what’s coming.”

“What’s coming is justice.” I started walking toward the forest path that would lead me back to the world I’d left behind. “He wanted a contract marriage? He’ll get one. But he won’t get the broken little girl he remembers.”

“And what will you get?”

“Satisfaction.”

But even as I said it, doubt crept in like morning fog. The Oracle’s words echoed in my mind. Kieran’s mother, burned alive during her mate bonding. If that was true…

No. I wouldn’t let her plant seeds of sympathy. I’d survived five years believing Kieran was a heartless bastard who’d used and discarded me. That belief had kept me sane during the darkest moments. I wouldn’t let it go now.

The forest grew denser as I walked, ancient trees reaching toward a sky I couldn’t see. This was the boundary between my sanctuary and the outside world. Once I crossed it, there would be no going back.

My fingers tingled with suppressed magic. The Moonfire in my blood responded to strong emotions, and right now, I was a storm of conflicting feelings. Anger. Fear. And underneath it all, a treacherous hope I refused to acknowledge.

A wolf howled in the distance. Then another. The sound sent shivers down my spine, but not from fear. My body recognized the call even if my mind rejected it.

Pack song. The music of home.

“Damn you, Kieran,” I whispered. “Why couldn’t you just let me go?”

But I knew why. The prophecy demanded a Moonfire mate for the Shadow Alpha. I was the only one left. He needed me to save his precious pack, and he was willing to buy me to get what he wanted.

Well, he’d get me. But not the way he expected.

I reached the boundary marker—a standing stone covered in ancient runes that glowed faintly in the twilight. Once I passed this point, I’d be in neutral territory. Another day’s walk would bring me to Shadowmere lands.

To Kieran.

My hand pressed against the stone, and the runes flared brighter. They were responding to my Moonfire blood. The magic in these markers was older than the packs, older than the current grudges and alliances. They remembered when wolves and fire magic worked together instead of fighting each other.

“One more night,” I said aloud. “I’ll give myself one more night to be just Seraphina Vale, the exile. Tomorrow, I become the weapon that destroys Kieran Blackthorne.”

But as I stepped across the boundary, something shifted in the air. A presence that made my pulse quicken and my wolf stir for the first time in years.

He was out there. Somewhere beyond the trees and valleys, Kieran Blackthorne was waiting for me.

And despite everything—the pain, the anger, the years of carefully constructed hatred—my treacherous heart still beat faster at the thought of seeing him again.

“This is going to be harder than I thought,” I admitted to the empty forest.

Then I squared my shoulders and started walking. Let it be hard. Let it hurt. I’d survived worse.

But as night fell and the first stars appeared through the canopy, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was walking toward something that would either save or damn us all.

And maybe, just maybe, that was exactly what the prophecy intended.
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kieran pov

The crack in the citadel wall spreads like a spider’s web across the ancient stone. I trace the jagged line with my finger, watching dust fall to the marble floor below. Three hours since the last council meeting ended, and my shadow magic still pulses beneath my skin like a caged beast.

“You’re brooding again.”

I don’t turn around. Marcus has this way of moving through my private chambers like he owns them. Twenty years of friendship earned him that right, but tonight his presence grates against my nerves.

“The wall needs repair,” I say instead of addressing his real concern.

“The wall can be fixed.” His footsteps echo as he approaches. “Your control issues are a bigger problem.”

Now I do turn. Marcus stands near my desk, his brown hair catching the moonlight streaming through the open ceiling. The ritual chamber above us remains empty tonight, but tomorrow the pack will gather there. They’ll expect answers I don’t have.

“My control is fine.”

“Really?” He gestures at the cracked wall. “Because that happened when Elder Rothschild mentioned finding you a suitable mate.”

The words hit like a physical blow. I’ve spent five years building walls around that particular wound, but the approaching Blood Moon makes everything raw again. Every instinct screams that time is running out.

“The attacks are increasing,” I deflect. “Three border skirmishes this week alone.”

“Don’t change the subject.” Marcus moves closer, his blue eyes serious. “You felt her coming, didn’t you?”

My jaw tightens. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Seraphina.”

Her name spoken aloud makes my shadow magic flare. The temperature in the room drops several degrees, and frost forms on the window glass. Marcus doesn’t flinch, but I see his breath mist in the sudden cold.

“You still feel the bond,” he continues. “Even severed, it calls to you.”

“The bond is broken.” The lie tastes like ash in my mouth. “It has been for five years.”

“Then why did every light in the citadel flicker when her response arrived today?”

I have no answer for that. The moment Seraphina’s acceptance letter touched pack territory, something inside me roared to life. Something I’ve kept buried so deep I’d almost convinced myself it was dead.

Marcus pulls a chair closer to where I’m standing. “Sit down. You look like you’re about to collapse.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” His voice carries the authority of my beta, the only person allowed to challenge me directly. “When’s the last time you slept? Really slept, not that meditation thing you do.”

I sink into the chair because he’s right. Sleep brings dreams, and dreams bring memories I can’t afford to revisit. The recurring nightmare always ends the same way—with Seraphina’s lifeless body in my arms and her blood on my hands.

“The prophecy is clear,” I say finally. “A fire-touched daughter must bond with a shadow-blessed alpha before the third Blood Moon rises. The elders have done the research. She’s the only one with the right bloodline.”

“And you’re the only alpha with shadow magic.” Marcus settles into the chair across from me. “Convenient how fate works sometimes.”

There’s something in his tone I can’t place. A tension that wasn’t there before. “You have something to say, just say it.”

“I’m worried about you.” He leans forward. “About what seeing her again will do to you.”

The honest answer would destroy us both. Seeing her again might kill me. The partial bond we still share grows stronger as she approaches pack territory. I feel her anger like a living thing, sharp and bright and absolutely justified.

“She hates me,” I say instead.

“Good reason to.”

His bluntness surprises me. Marcus rarely speaks against my decisions, even the ones that haunt us both.

“You think I was wrong?” I ask.

“I think you were in an impossible situation.” He runs a hand through his hair. “But that doesn’t change what she went through. What she’s still going through.”

“She’s stronger now.” I’ve been tracking reports of her training with the Oracle of the Mists. Stories of her power that both terrify and amaze me. “She doesn’t need my protection anymore.”

“Maybe she never did.”

The words hang between us like a blade. Marcus has never questioned my decision to reject her before tonight. Something has changed, but I can’t put my finger on what.

A knock on the chamber door interrupts my thoughts. One of the younger pack members enters, bowing his head respectfully.

“Alpha, forgive the intrusion. Elder Thornwick requests your immediate presence in the archives.”

My blood turns to ice. Lydia Thornwick was my mother’s closest friend and the pack’s most respected elder. She’s also the only person alive who knows the complete truth about the curse that killed my mother.

“Tell her I’ll be there shortly,” I say.

The young wolf bows again and leaves. Marcus is already standing, reaching for his jacket.

“I’m coming with you,” he says.

“No.” The refusal comes too quickly. “Stay here. Monitor the border reports.”

His eyes narrow. “Since when do I take orders about archive visits?”

Since those archives contain records that could destroy everything. Since Elder Thornwick has been asking too many questions about Seraphina’s return. Since I’m not sure I trust anyone anymore, including my oldest friend.

“Since I’m your alpha and I said so.”

The hurt that flashes across his face makes me regret the harsh tone immediately. But I can’t take it back now.

“Fine.” His voice goes cold. “I’ll be in the communications room if you need me.”

He leaves without another word, and I’m alone with my doubts and the spreading crack in the wall.

The archives sit three levels beneath the main citadel, carved into the mountain’s heart centuries ago. Stone shelves stretch from floor to ceiling, filled with pack records dating back to our founding. The air smells of old parchment and older secrets.

Elder Thornwick stands near the genealogy section, her silver hair gleaming in the lamplight. At sixty-three, she remains one of the most formidable wolves in the pack. Her green eyes miss nothing, and tonight they’re fixed on me with uncomfortable intensity.

“Kieran.” She doesn’t look up from the ancient tome spread before her. “Thank you for coming.”

“Elder.” I approach cautiously. “You said it was urgent.”

“Urgent. Yes, that’s one word for it.” She finally raises her head. “Tell me, have you given any thought to the true cost of this contract marriage?”

“The cost?” I keep my voice neutral. “We need the alliance. The prophecy demands it.”

“The prophecy.” She closes the book with a sharp snap. “Such a convenient excuse for playing with forces beyond our understanding.”

The criticism stings because it echoes my own doubts. “The attacks are real, Elder. Whatever’s awakening in the Veil Between won’t be stopped by wishful thinking.”

“No, but it might be stopped by sacrifice.” Her eyes bore into mine. “The question is whose sacrifice you’re willing to accept.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Don’t you?” She moves closer, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “I was there the night your mother died, Kieran. I held her hand as the curse consumed her from within. I watched your father try everything—every ritual, every healing magic, every desperate plea to the moon goddess herself.”

The old wound tears open fresh. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you’re about to make the same mistake he did.” Her words hit like physical blows. “You’re going to bond with Seraphina Vale, and you’re going to watch her die exactly the same way.”

“That won’t happen.”

“Won’t it?” She pulls out a smaller book, pages yellow with age. “This is your great-grandmother’s journal. She was the last Blackthorne alpha to take a Moonfire mate before your father. Would you like to know what happened to her?”

I don’t answer, but she continues anyway.

“Dead within a year of bonding. The curse doesn’t discriminate, Kieran. It doesn’t care about love or prophecies or noble intentions. It simply kills.”

“The Oracle trained Seraphina. She’s stronger now—”

“The Oracle of the Mists is a romantic fool who thinks love conquers all.” Elder Thornwick’s voice turns sharp. “Power doesn’t protect against this curse. If anything, it makes it worse.”

“Then what do you suggest?” The question comes out more desperate than I intended. “Let the packs fall? Ignore the prophecy?”

“I suggest you consider alternatives.” She opens the journal, revealing pages of cramped handwriting. “There are other ways to fulfill prophecies. Other interpretations of ancient texts.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the possibility that the fire-touched daughter doesn’t need to be your mate. Perhaps a contract marriage is enough. A political alliance without the romantic entanglement.”

Hope flares in my chest before common sense crushes it. “The elders already discussed this. The binding has to be real. True mates or nothing.”

“The elders don’t know everything.” She closes the journal and looks at me directly. “I do.”

The simple statement carries weight I don’t understand. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“That there are ways to break mate bonds permanently. Ways to ensure that two people can never be destined for each other, no matter what their wolves believe.”

My world tilts sideways. “That’s impossible.”

“Is it?” She studies my face carefully. “Magic that can create bonds can also destroy them. Completely. Irreversibly.”

“You’re talking about dark magic.”

“I’m talking about survival.” Her voice grows urgent. “Yours and hers. Do you think Seraphina wants to die for a prophecy? Do you think she’s returning here out of love?”

The question hits home because I know the answer. She’s coming for revenge. To make me pay for the pain I caused her. She has no idea that bonding with me again could kill her.

“She doesn’t know,” I realize aloud.

“No, she doesn’t.” Elder Thornwick’s expression softens slightly. “But you do. Which means you have a choice to make.”

“What kind of choice?”

“Accept the contract marriage. Play the part of devoted husband. But ensure that your wolves never truly bond.” She pauses. “There’s a ritual. Ancient magic that can make it impossible for either of you to access that connection, even if you wanted to.”

“And the prophecy?”

“Let me worry about the prophecy.” Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve been studying these texts longer than you’ve been alive. There are always alternatives for those clever enough to find them.”

I want to say no immediately. Every instinct screams that this is wrong. But the memory of my mother’s death, of Seraphina’s lifeless body in my arms five years ago, makes me hesitate.

“I need time to think.”

“Of course.” Elder Thornwick moves back to her books. “But don’t take too long. She arrives tomorrow, and once she’s on pack territory, your options become limited.”

I turn to leave, but her voice stops me at the door.

“Kieran? Your mother’s last words were about you. She made me promise to protect you from making her mistakes.”

“What mistakes?”

“Believing that love was worth dying for.”

The walk back to my chambers feels endless. Elder Thornwick’s words echo in my mind, mixing with memories I’ve tried to forget. My mother’s funeral. My father’s grief-madness that lasted for months afterward. The look in his eyes when he finally understood that she was never coming back.

Is that my future? To watch Seraphina wither away, consumed by a curse I can’t break? To become my father, destroyed by the loss of my other half?

The citadel feels different as I climb the stairs. Colder. More hostile. Pack members I pass avert their eyes, sensing my mood even from a distance. My shadow magic responds to my emotional turmoil, making the lights flicker and the temperature drop.

Marcus is waiting in my chambers when I return. He’s standing by the windows, looking out at the forest that borders our territory.

“How did it go?” he asks without turning around.

“Fine.” The lie comes easily now. “Pack business.”

“Must have been serious business. You’ve been gone for two hours.”

Has it really been that long? Time moves strangely in the archives, especially when discussing things that challenge everything you believe.

“The border situation is worse than we thought,” I deflect. “We may need to increase patrols.”

“Already done.” Marcus finally faces me. “I also sent scouts to the southern perimeter where she’ll be arriving tomorrow.”

“Good thinking.”

“Is it?” His expression is unreadable. “Or are we just prolonging the inevitable?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what I mean.” He moves closer, his voice dropping. “You can’t protect her from fate, Kieran. And you can’t protect yourself from her.”

“I can try.”

“At what cost?” Marcus’s eyes search my face. “You’re already destroying yourself with guilt. What happens when she finds out the truth about what really happened five years ago?”

My blood turns to ice. “She won’t find out.”

“Won’t she?” He steps closer. “Memory magic isn’t perfect. Sometimes things slip through. Sometimes people remember what they’re supposed to forget.”

“Not if the spell was cast properly.”

“And if it wasn’t?”

The question hangs in the air like a threat. Memory magic is dangerous, unpredictable. The spell that removed Seraphina’s memories of our bonding attempt and her subsequent death could be failing. For all I know, she’s already starting to remember.

“Then we deal with that when it happens,” I say finally.

“We?” Marcus’s laugh has no humor in it. “This is your burden, Kieran. Don’t drag the rest of us down with you.”

“I didn’t ask for this.”

“No, but you chose it.” His voice turns hard. “You chose to reject her. You chose to let her think you didn’t want her. You chose to live with the consequences.”

“And what choice did I have?” The words explode out of me. “Let her die? Watch the curse consume her like it consumed my mother?”

“Maybe.” Marcus’s bluntness shocks me into silence. “Maybe that would have been better than this slow torture you’ve put both of you through.”

“Get out.”

“Kieran—”

“Get out!” My shadow magic flares, and every light in the room explodes simultaneously. Glass rains down around us, but Marcus doesn’t flinch.

“Fine.” He heads for the door. “But ask yourself this—are you protecting her, or are you protecting yourself from having to watch her choose you despite the risk?”

The door slams behind him, leaving me alone in the darkness with shattered glass and shattered certainties.

I sink into my chair and put my head in my hands. Tomorrow she arrives. Tomorrow I see her again for the first time in five years. Tomorrow I have to pretend that my heart doesn’t stop every time someone mentions her name.

Through the broken windows, I feel something stirring in the forest. Something that tastes of magic and moonlight and approaching storms. She’s still hours away, but her presence is already affecting the pack territory.

The partial bond we share sends me fragments of emotion—anger, determination, and underneath it all, a pain so deep it takes my breath away. She’s coming here to hurt me the way I hurt her. To make me pay for the choice I made.

She has no idea that seeing her again might destroy us both.

The crack in the wall spreads further, reaching toward the ceiling like grasping fingers. Soon it will split the entire chamber in half.

Just like everything else in my life.
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seraphina’s pov

The iron gates of Shadowmere Pack territory loomed before me like the jaws of some ancient beast. Five years. Five long years since I last saw these towering stone walls, these silver-barked trees that seemed to whisper secrets in the wind. My fingers tightened around the reins of my horse as we approached the checkpoint.

“State your business,” growled the guard, a burly man with scars across his left cheek.

“Seraphina Vale,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “I’m expected.”

His eyes widened. The younger guard beside him actually took a step back. Word traveled fast in the supernatural world, it seemed. The Oracle’s lost student had returned.

“Miss Vale,” the scarred guard stammered. “Alpha Blackthorne is waiting in the great hall.”

Alpha Blackthorne. Even hearing his title made something twist in my chest. Not Kieran. Not the boy who once promised me forever under a harvest moon. Alpha Blackthorne – the man who crushed my heart like autumn leaves.

The ride through the pack territory felt like a dream painted in shades of memory. Everything looked smaller somehow. The training grounds where young wolves sparred. The market square where pack families gathered. The children who stopped their games to stare at the strange woman with silver-gold hair.

I caught fragments of their whispered conversations.

“Is that really her?”

“The one who ran away?”

“My mama says she’s a witch now.”

If only you knew, I thought, feeling the familiar warmth of magic stirring beneath my skin.

The Moonstone Citadel rose ahead, carved into the mountainside like something from a fairy tale. Its towers stretched toward the sky, and the great hall’s roof was open to catch moonlight during ceremonies. I remembered dancing there once, spinning in Kieran’s arms while the pack celebrated the summer solstice.

That girl was dead. I killed her the night I left.

The stable boy who took my horse couldn’t meet my eyes. His hands shook as he reached for the reins.

“Thank you,” I said gently.

He flinched like I’d struck him. “Welcome home, Miss Vale.”

Home. The word felt foreign on my tongue.

Two guards escorted me through corridors I once knew by heart. The stone walls were hung with tapestries showing pack history – battles won, alliances forged, leaders who died with honor. My steps echoed against flagstones worn smooth by generations of wolves.

We stopped before massive oak doors carved with the Shadowmere Pack symbol – a wolf’s head surrounded by shadow and silver. I could hear voices inside. Deep, commanding tones that made my pulse quicken despite everything.

“The council is in session,” one guard said. “You’re to wait here.”

“No.”

Both men stared at me.

“I said no.” I pushed past them and shoved the doors open. “I don’t wait for anyone anymore.”

The great hall fell silent as I entered. Twenty pairs of eyes turned toward me, some shocked, others calculating. The council sat around a massive stone

































































































































































