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    To the women who were told their darkness made them dangerous—
May you discover that the parts of yourself you were taught to fear can become your greatest strength.
To every heart that has fought against destiny, refused to be controlled, and demanded to be loved as an equal—
May you find someone who does not fear your power, but stands beside you and trusts you to wield it.
You were never meant to be tamed. You were meant to rise, to choose, and to rule your own story.
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Chapter 1: The Marked Stranger
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Elara Voss had learned to run before she learned how to fight.

Running had kept her alive.

It had carried her through forests thick with snow, across abandoned roads, and into towns where no one knew her name. It had taught her never to sleep in the same place for more than three nights and never to trust a stranger who asked too many questions.

Most importantly, it had taught her that the hunters never stopped looking.

Tonight, they had found her again.

Elara tore through the forest, branches striking her face and clawing at her arms. Her lungs burned. Mud splashed against her boots as she jumped over a fallen tree and stumbled down the slope beyond it.

Behind her, something howled.

Not a wolf.

Men.

"She went this way!"

"Don't let her cross the border!"

Elara's heart slammed against her ribs.

Too late.

She had already crossed it.

The moment her boot struck the black stone buried beneath the trees, the world changed.

The air became colder.

Still.

The forest itself seemed to hold its breath.

Elara stopped.

A warning pulsed through her skin.

Go back.

Every instinct she possessed screamed it.

She looked over her shoulder.

Torchlight moved between the trees.

The hunters were close.

Elara's fingers tightened around the small silver knife hidden beneath her sleeve.

Forward, then.

She ran.

The moon hung low above the trees, pale and enormous. Its light spilled through the branches, illuminating the path ahead.

And the mark on Elara's shoulder began to burn.

She gasped.

No.

Not now.

She pressed a hand against her collarbone, where the crescent-shaped mark lay hidden beneath her shirt.

The heat intensified.

A silver glow seeped through the fabric.

"Stop it," she whispered.

Her body did not listen.

It never did when she was afraid.

Elara stumbled.

Power rose beneath her skin.

It felt like ice.

Like fire.

Like something ancient waking inside her blood.

Behind her, a branch snapped.

She spun.

Three men stepped into the clearing.

Black coats.

Silver weapons.

Masks carved with the symbol of a burning sun.

Hunters.

Elara's mouth went dry.

For one terrible second, she was ten years old again.

She saw fire.

She smelled smoke.

She heard her mother screaming.

Run, Elara.

Her father's blood was on the floor.

Don't let them take you.

"Found you."

Elara blinked.

The hunter standing before her smiled.

"You've been difficult to find."

"Try harder next time."

His smile disappeared.

"Give us the girl, and you might live."

Elara stared at him.

"I'm the girl."

The other two men spread out.

One of them lifted a silver dagger.

Elara's mark burned brighter.

The hunters saw it.

Their faces changed.

"Moon-blood."

The first man whispered.

Elara's heart stopped.

She backed away.

"No."

"After all these years."

"No."

The man smiled.

"We found you."

Elara ran toward the trees.

A hand caught her hair.

Pain exploded across her scalp.

She twisted, driving her elbow into the hunter's ribs.

He cursed.

Elara broke free.

But another man grabbed her arm.

The mark on her shoulder blazed.

Silver light erupted from her skin.

The hunter screamed.

Elara screamed with him.

Power exploded outward.

The trees shook.

The ground cracked beneath their feet.

The hunters were thrown backward.

One struck a tree.

Another crashed into the ground and did not move.

Elara fell to her knees.

The forest went silent.

Her hands trembled.

Blood dripped from her nose.

She looked down.

The earth around her was blackened.

No.

She stared at the unconscious bodies.

She hadn't meant to—

A growl rolled through the darkness.

Elara froze.

The hunters had wolves.

She had known that.

They sometimes hired supernatural creatures to track those who carried forbidden blood.

Slowly, she reached for her knife.

Another growl answered.

Deeper.

Louder.

Not one wolf.

Many.

The surviving hunter crawled to his feet.

His face was white.

"Run."

Elara stared at him.

"What?"

His eyes shifted toward the trees.

"Run."

The forest moved.

Wolves emerged from the shadows.

Not ordinary wolves.

They were enormous.

Black.

Gray.

Silver-eyed.

They surrounded the clearing.

But they weren't looking at Elara.

They were looking at the hunters.

The man who had told her to run screamed.

The wolves moved.

Elara didn't watch.

She ran.

Again.

This time, she didn't know what she was running toward.

Only that she had crossed into something worse.

The forest became darker.

The trees grew larger.

A strange scent filled the air.

Pine.

Smoke.

And something wild enough to make her skin tighten.

Wolf.

She slowed.

That was a mistake.

A massive black wolf stepped onto the path.

Elara stopped.

The animal stood nearly as high as her chest.

Its eyes glowed gold beneath the moonlight.

Elara lifted her knife.

The wolf didn't move.

"Stay back."

The wolf's ears twitched.

Elara tightened her grip.

"I'm warning you."

The wolf stared at her.

Then another stepped from the shadows.

Then another.

Elara's heart sank.

A pack.

She was surrounded.

"Wonderful."

She turned slowly.

More wolves blocked the path behind her.

There was nowhere to run.

The largest black wolf stepped closer.

Elara raised her knife.

The creature's lip lifted, revealing sharp teeth.

The moon-shaped mark burned.

The wolf froze.

Every wolf around her froze.

Elara stopped breathing.

The black wolf stared at her shoulder.

Its golden eyes narrowed.

Then it lowered its head.

A shiver ran through the pack.

Elara had no idea what it meant.

She was beginning to understand that crossing the border had been a mistake.

The wolves began to shift.

Elara stepped backward.

Bones cracked.

Bodies rose.

Fur vanished.

Within seconds, men and women stood where the wolves had been.

Elara's knife tightened in her hand.

None of them wore clothing.

She quickly looked away.

"Could you at least warn people before doing that?"

Silence.

Elara looked back.

They were watching her.

Every single one.

Then the largest black wolf shifted.

Elara's breath caught.

The man who stood before her was tall.

Too tall.

Dark hair fell over his forehead.

His shoulders were broad and marked with old scars.

Moonlight touched his pale skin.

And his eyes—

Gold.

The same impossible gold.

Elara knew him.

Everyone knew him.

Lucian Blackthorne.

The Alpha of the Night fang Pack.

The man hunters called a monster.

Elara slowly lowered her knife.

"Oh."

Lucian stared at her.

His face was completely expressionless.

"That is a disappointing reaction."

Elara blinked.

"What?"

"I expected more fear."

She lifted the knife again.

Lucian's mouth curved.

"Better."

"You're Lucian Blackthorne."

"Yes."

"That's unfortunate."

One of the wolves behind him laughed.

Lucian didn't.

"Do you know where you are?"

Elara looked around.

"Somewhere I don't want to be?"

His golden eyes narrowed.

"Night fang territory."

Her stomach dropped.

The territory was forbidden.

No human entered without permission.

No hunter left alive.

And every supernatural creature knew the stories about the Alpha.

"Then I'll leave."

Elara turned.

Two men blocked the path.

She sighed.

Lucian said nothing.

Elara looked at him.

"Tell your wolves to move."

"No."

"That wasn't a request."

His eyes darkened.

For one terrifying moment, Elara remembered who he was.

Lucian Blackthorne did not receive orders.

The moon-shaped mark burned again.

Lucian's expression changed.

His gaze fixed on her shoulder.

"Show me."

Elara stepped back.

"No."

"Show me the mark."

"I don't even know you."

"You know exactly who I am."

"That's why I'm saying no."

The wolves shifted uneasily.

Lucian stepped closer.

Elara's power rose.

The ground trembled.

His eyes moved to hers.

"Careful."

She laughed without humour.

"That's what I'm afraid of."

Something changed in his face.

"Afraid of what?"

Elara shook her head.

"None of your business."

Lucian took another step.

The mark burned.

Silver light flickered beneath Elara's skin.

Every wolf around them reacted.

Some growled.

Others stepped back.

Lucian didn't move.

He watched the light.

Then his face went completely still.

"What are you?"

Elara's throat tightened.

The same question.

Always.

"What are you?"

Her fingers curled around the knife.

"I don't know."

Lucian stared at her.

"That's a lie."

"No."

Her voice became quieter.

"It isn't."

She didn't know what lived inside her.

She knew it was dangerous.

She knew her mother had spent years hiding her.

She knew the hunters had killed everyone who might have had answers.

And she knew that whenever fear took control, something beneath her skin woke hungry.

Lucian moved.

Elara attacked.

The knife flashed.

Lucian caught her wrist.

She twisted.

He caught the other.

Elara slammed her forehead into his face.

Lucian swore.

She kicked his knee.

He barely moved.

"Let me go!"

"You're in my territory."

"I don't care!"

"You will."

The mark exploded.

Silver power surged between them.

Lucian released her.

Elara stumbled backward.

He stared at his hand.

The skin had blistered.

Brianna's breath caught.

Brianna?

No.

Elara's breath caught.

Lucian looked at her.

"You burned me."

"I told you to let me go."

His mouth twitched.

"Noted."

Elara backed away.

The wolves watched her.

Lucian took one slow breath.

Then the scent hit him.

Elara saw it happen.

His entire body went rigid.

His pupils widened.

His expression changed from irritation to something far more dangerous.

Recognition.

Elara's stomach twisted.

"What?"

Lucian stared at her.

His voice was barely audible.

"Impossible."

"What is?"

He inhaled again.

The sound was almost desperate.

Elara stepped back.

"Don't."

His gaze sharpened.

"You are my mate."

Silence.

Then Elara laughed.

Lucian didn't.

Her laughter faded.

"You're serious."

"Yes."

She shook her head.

"No."

His jaw tightened.

"I know what I smell."

"I don't."

"Fate doesn't make mistakes."

"Then fate needs glasses."

Several wolves looked away to hide smiles.

Lucian's expression became dangerous.

Elara raised her knife.

"Don't you dare."

His mouth curved.

"You're entertaining."

"I'll stab you."

"Probably."

She looked toward the path.

"Move."

"No."

"Lucian."

His smile disappeared.

She froze.

His eyes changed.

The gold darkened.

Power rolled from him.

Every wolf lowered their heads.

Elara's heart began to pound.

"You're not leaving."

Her anger replaced fear.

"Excuse me?"

Lucian stepped closer.

"You're being hunted."

"I know."

"You are wounded."

"I've had worse."

"You have power you don't understand."

"That is also not your problem."

His jaw tightened.

Elara pointed toward the border.

"I'm leaving."

"No."

The word struck like a command.

The wolves moved.

Elara spun.

Every exit was blocked.

She looked at Lucian.

"You cannot keep me here."

His eyes held hers.

"Watch me."

The words sent a shiver through her.

"You're insane."

"Maybe."

"I am not your prisoner."

Lucian walked closer.

"I haven't decided what you are."

Her anger flared.

The mark burned.

Silver light spread across her throat.

Lucian's expression changed.

He inhaled.

Then his entire body became still.

Elara noticed immediately.

"What?"

His gaze moved to the mark.

Something like fear appeared in his eyes.

Lucian Blackthorne was afraid.

Of her.

"What is it?"

He didn't answer.

"Lucian."

The Alpha stepped backward.

Elara stared.

The wolves around him looked confused.

"Alpha?"

One whispered.

Lucian ignored them.

His eyes remained on Elara.

He knew something.

Something about her mark.

Something about her scent.

She stepped forward.

"What am I?"

Lucian's jaw tightened.

"You are not leaving."

Elara's anger exploded.

"ANSWER ME!"

Power erupted from her body.

The trees bent.

The ground cracked.

A howl of pain tore through the wolves.

Lucian moved instantly.

He grabbed her.

This time, his hands didn't restrain her.

He pulled her against his chest.

Elara struggled.

"Let me go!"

"Calm down."

"Don't tell me to calm down!"

"You're going to hurt yourself."

"I don't care!"

"I do."

The words hit her harder than they should have.

Elara froze.

Lucian did too.

For one dangerous moment, they stared at each other.

His arms remained around her.

Her hands pressed against his chest.

Her power still burned between them.

Then Elara pushed away.

Lucian let her.

Immediately.

She stared at him.

"Don't touch me."

He nodded once.

"Fine."

"Fine?"

His mouth curved.

"You told me not to touch you."

Elara narrowed her eyes.

"You are incredibly annoying."

"I've been told."

She took a breath.

"What do you know?"

Lucian became serious.

"Not here."

"Why?"

"Because the hunters are still in the forest."

Elara went cold.

Lucian's eyes narrowed.

"They followed you."

She shook her head.

"They won't cross the border."

"You crossed it."

"I was desperate."

"So are they."

A howl echoed through the trees.

Every wolf turned.

Lucian's expression darkened.

Elara tightened her grip on the knife.

"What was that?"

"A warning."

"From who?"

Lucian looked at her.

"The hunters."

Another howl sounded.

Closer.

Lucian moved toward her.

Elara lifted the knife.

"Don't."

"I wasn't going to touch you."

"Good."

He stopped.

"But you're coming with me."

"No."

His eyes flashed.

Elara's power answered.

The ground trembled beneath them.

For several seconds, neither moved.

Then Lucian spoke.

"I am not asking because I want to control you."

Elara's mouth opened.

He continued.

"I'm asking because if they find you again, my wolves will kill them."

"That sounds like your problem."

His mouth twitched.

"You're my mate."

"That sounds like your problem too."

A wolf behind him laughed.

Lucian turned his head.

The laughter stopped.

Elara crossed her arms.

"I am not going anywhere with you."

Lucian looked at her.

"Then I'll bring the pack here."

She blinked.

"What?"

"You can stand here all night if you want."

His voice was calm.

"But you're not being left alone."

"That's insane."

"Probably."

"I hate you."

"You don't know me."

"I've known you ten minutes."

Lucian nodded.
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