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​Prologue: The First Sin
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900 Years Before the Bonding

POV: Selia, Goddess of the Moon

The Moonwell tastes like regret before Selia even begins.

She kneels at its edge—divine form compressed into something approximating mortal shape, though her edges blur when concentration slips—and watches liquid silver ripple with power that predates language. The scent is overwhelming even to her: ozone and copper mixing with something older, the particular fragrance of reality's fabric exposed and vulnerable. Her hands shake.

Gods shouldn't shake. But Selia has watched the Sundering War consume her children for three centuries, has counted the bodies in numbers that make eternity feel brief, and she's afraid.

Afraid of what she's about to do. More afraid of what happens if she doesn't.

"You're certain?" The voice belongs to her Oracle King, the mortal she's trusted for eight centuries to interpret her will. He stands behind her, ancient even by supernatural standards, his face carved with concern deep as continental rifts.

"No." Selia's voice resonates in frequencies mortals can't hear, making the Moonwell's surface shiver. "But certainty is a luxury I can't afford. The war will consume everyone. Wolves, humans, every supernatural bloodline—all will die unless someone can impose order through absolute authority."

"Absolute authority is tyranny."

"Yes." She doesn't deny it. Can't. "But tyranny that preserves life is preferable to freedom that ends in extinction."

She reaches into the Moonwell, divine essence flowing through silver liquid that was never meant to sustain magic this profound. The power builds—she feels it as pressure against her consciousness, reality bending around intentions that violate natural law.

Creating immortality is forbidden. The universe has rules, causality has structure, and making a mortal functionally unkillable breaks both. But Selia is goddess of cycles—birth, death, rebirth endlessly repeating—and if she can create a being who embodies endless continuation, maybe she can pause the cycle long enough for wounds to heal.

The boy waits at the ritual's center. Sixteen years old, mortal terror making his scent sharp despite brave posture. Rhydian Ashcroft, chosen because his wolf is strong, his will is stronger, and his capacity for necessary cruelty is balanced by genuine desire to protect.

He'll hate her for this eventually. Selia knows. Has seen the futures where her creation becomes monster, where immortality plus absolute authority corrodes everything good in him. But she's also seen the futures where she does nothing—where the Sundering War continues, where hatred compounds until there's nothing left to save.

"This power—" Selia's voice carries to Rhydian, making him flinch. "—comes with cost. You'll be immortal, functionally unkillable, aging stopped at this moment. You'll command absolute obedience from every wolf, their submission compelled through biological imperative they cannot resist."

She pauses, needing him to understand. "You'll end the war. Impose peace through force. Rebuild civilization from ashes. But the curse will grow heavier each year, demanding more domination, crushing your capacity for genuine connection. Within centuries, you'll be more weapon than person."

"How long?" Rhydian's voice shakes but holds. "How long do I have to carry this?"

"Until you don't need it anymore." Selia begins weaving magic, silver light flowing from her hands into patterns that make reality scream. "I'm building in safeguards. A mate bond that can share your burden—Firstblood heritage, immune to compulsion, capable of dividing the curse between two vessels instead of one. An Oracle King to guide you when isolation makes judgment impossible. And most importantly—"

She meets his eyes, needing him to hear this. "—the choice. At any moment, you can surrender the power. Accept mortality. Release your authority and live whatever years remain naturally. The curse cannot hold you if you don't consent to it."

But he won't choose that, Selia knows. Has seen the futures where duty and isolation and nine centuries of necessary cruelty make letting go impossible. Still, she builds the choice into the curse's foundation. Free will matters, even in tyranny. Especially in tyranny.

The magic reaches critical mass. Selia channels everything she has—divine essence, moonlight made solid, the weight of cycles bent against their natural flow. The Moonwell begins to boil, silver liquid rising in defiance of gravity, wrapping around Rhydian in cocoon that smells like eternity and tastes like sacrifice.

He screams. Can't help it. His mortal form is being rewritten at cellular level, divine power forcing immortality into flesh that was meant to expire. Selia feels his agony through their connection and forces herself not to stop, not to offer mercy that would doom millions.

The transformation completes. Rhydian collapses, gasping, silver marks glowing across his skin before fading to invisibility. When he stands, power radiates off him in waves that make every wolf for miles submit unconsciously.

The Dominion. Absolute authority made biological reality.

Selia staggers, divine essence depleted in ways that will take decades to recover. The Oracle King catches her before she falls, his mortal strength sufficient because she's made herself vulnerable through expenditure.

"It's done," she breathes. "The Sovereign Alpha. He'll end the war. Impose peace. Rebuild what's been destroyed."

"And the cost?" her Oracle asks quietly.

Selia looks at Rhydian, who's staring at his hands with dawning horror as he feels the curse settle into his bones. "Everything. His humanity. His capacity for genuine connection. Nine centuries of increasing isolation until he's more concept than person. Unless—"

"Unless?"

"Unless the failsafe works." Selia forces herself upright, though her divine form flickers unstably. "I've woven Firstblood genetics—bloodlines I've been carefully cultivating for millennia—to produce eventually a mate who can share his burden. An oracle who can help him remember his humanity. The prophecy I've given you about the Sovereign and the First standing together—that's the escape clause."

She produces a scroll, divine power barely sufficient to manifest physical object. The Oracle King takes it with reverent care.

"When?" he asks.

"Nine hundred years. Maybe less, if the bloodlines align faster than projected. Maybe more, if interference occurs." Selia's voice carries exhaustion deeper than physical. "Keep this prophecy. Pass it to your successor if you die before fulfillment. Ensure that when the time comes, someone is positioned to help rather than hinder."

"And if they fail? If the mate bond doesn't form, or forms wrong, or—"

"Then my creation becomes exactly the monster I fear." Selia's form begins to dissipate, unable to maintain corporeal presence any longer. "Then nine centuries of necessary tyranny becomes eternal tyranny, and I'll have created the very thing I tried to prevent."

She fades, divine consciousness retreating to places mortals can't follow. Her last sight is Rhydian kneeling beside the Moonwell, silver marks pulsing across his skin, power radiating off him in waves that make reality itself bend in submission.

The Sovereign Alpha. Her creation. Her hope. Her potential greatest mistake.

And somewhere in the woven futures she's glimpsed, a young woman with Firstblood heritage and oracle training steps backward through time, a blade in her hands and assassination in her heart, unaware she carries salvation rather than destruction.

The prophecy begins. The curse settles. The world holds its breath.

And Selia, goddess of cycles, prays to forces greater than herself that this violation of natural law will eventually serve the greater good.

Even though she knows—has always known—that the road to paradise is paved with intentions, and hers might doom the very children she's trying to save.

The Moonwell goes still. The magic settles. And nine hundred years of consequences begin their slow, inevitable unfolding.



Present Day

In a dying timeline 150 years forward, Elder Morna reads Selia's prophecy to a young oracle named Neve Rook and says: "You are the First. The one designed to save or destroy the Sovereign. Your bloodline was cultivated for this exact purpose."

Neve, fifteen years old and certain of her duty, doesn't understand that she's not a weapon.

She's a failsafe.

And the difference will define everything.
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​Chapter 1: The Fracture
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POV: Neve Rook

The Oracle Chamber smells like death and desperation.

Neve stands in the center of the crumbling stone sanctuary, her boots planted on fractured marble that was once polished smooth by centuries of ritual footsteps. Now it's covered in dust and dried blood—offerings to gods who stopped listening long ago. The chamber sits deep beneath what was once Silverhold, the greatest shifter city in existence. Before the extinction. Before humanity won the war and drove supernatural beings into hiding, then into extinction.

Before everything turned to ash.

Cold seeps through the soles of her boots, crawling up her spine like skeletal fingers. The air tastes of copper and decay, thick with the residue of magic used and reused until it's gone rancid. Three pillar candles flicker against the darkness, their light barely reaching the vaulted ceiling where shadows move with unnatural purpose. Neve knows better than to look at them directly. Some things in this dying world are better left unacknowledged.

Around her, the Oracle Council forms a circle. What's left of them, anyway.

Elder Morna stands directly across from Neve, her frame so skeletal that her ceremonial robes hang like burial shrouds. Her eyes—once a vibrant amber—have faded to milky white, but they still see. They always see too much. To Morna's right, Elder Thaddeus leans heavily on his staff, each breath rattling in his chest like stones in a tin cup. On the left, Elder Cyra maintains her perfect posture despite the temporal scars that web across her face like cracked porcelain, souvenirs from the last time they attempted this forbidden magic.

Three oracles. The last three in a world that once held thousands.

"Neve Rook." Morna's voice scrapes out of her throat, ancient and inexorable. "Step forward."

Neve obeys, her heart thundering against her ribs. She's trained for this moment for fifteen years—since she was ten years old and they found her scavenging in the ruins, the only child born with oracle gifts in over a decade. They taught her the First Tongue, the old ways, the forbidden arts. They taught her how to kill.

They taught her she was the last hope.

Morna extends one trembling hand, and something gleams in her palm. The Soulbane Blade. Even sheathed, Neve can feel its wrongness—a dagger that exists slightly out of phase with reality, forged in the time before time, when the Moon Goddess Selia still walked among mortals. Silver etched with symbols that hurt to look at directly. The only weapon in existence capable of killing an immortal.

"Your mission is absolute," Morna says, pressing the blade into Neve's palm. The metal burns cold, so cold it feels like fire. "Travel back 150 years. Find Rhydian Ashcroft before his cursed reign fractures into the extinction event. End him. Save our people."

Neve's fingers close around the hilt. The weight is heavier than it should be, as if the blade carries the pressure of futures unmade, timelines unraveled. "I understand."

"Do you?" Cyra's voice is softer than Morna's, but no less intense. "Once you step through the rift, there is no return. The temporal fracture will seal behind you. You'll be trapped in the past, alone, with nothing but your training and a single purpose."

"I know." Neve's voice doesn't waver. She's made her peace with this. In a world with no future, the past is the only place left to fight.

Thaddeus coughs wetly, his staff scraping against stone as he adjusts his weight. "The Sovereign Alpha is not what the histories make him seem, child. He was created as a savior. The curse corrupted him slowly, over centuries. What you'll find there isn't a monster. Not yet. It's a man carrying an impossible burden."

"Then I'll make his burden lighter," Neve says flatly. "By ending it."

Morna's mouth curves into something that might once have been a smile. "Cold. Good. Sentiment will only weaken your resolve." She gestures to the floor, where chalk lines form an intricate pattern—a temporal convergence array, drawn in symbols that predate written language. "Take your position. We begin."

Neve steps into the center of the array, the Soulbane Blade secured at her hip beneath her coat. Her heart rate picks up as the three elders take their positions at the cardinal points around her. Their voices rise in unison, chanting in the First Tongue—words that taste like iron and moonlight, syllables that make reality shiver.

The temperature drops. Neve's breath mists in front of her face. The candle flames stretch upward impossibly tall, burning blue-white instead of orange. The shadows on the ceiling begin to spiral, faster and faster, forming a vortex of darkness shot through with silver threads.

The temporal rift tears open above her.

It's beautiful and terrible—a wound in reality that bleeds moonlight and madness. Neve can see through it, catching fractured glimpses of other times, other moments. Forests that haven't existed for centuries. Cities burning. Wolves running beneath a moon that blazes like the sun. And something else, something that makes her chest constrict with inexplicable longing—

The pull hits her like a fist to the sternum.

An invisible thread snaps taut between her heart and something through the rift, something 150 years away. For a moment, Neve feels it with crystal clarity: a presence vast and ancient and achingly lonely, reaching across time as if it's been waiting for her specifically.

Then the rift seizes her.

Pain explodes through every nerve. Neve screams, but the sound is swallowed by the roar of collapsing timelines. Her body tears apart—not metaphorically, but actually unmakes itself at the molecular level, every cell dissolving into pure energy. She feels herself scattered across 150 years of history, stretched so thin she should cease to exist entirely.

The First Tongue chanting rises to a crescendo. The elders are burning their remaining life force to anchor the ritual, to ensure she reaches the right moment in the past. Neve feels their sacrifice as a distant warmth, a tether keeping her consciousness intact as her body travels through impossible space.

Time fractures. Reality inverts. Neve falls—

—and crashes into stone and ash and screaming.

The impact drives the air from her lungs. For a moment she can't move, can't think, can only lie there gasping while her body remembers how to be solid again. Everything hurts. Her bones feel wrong, like they've been reassembled slightly out of alignment. Her skin burns with the residue of temporal magic. When she opens her eyes, the world swims with double vision—present and past overlapping until she blinks hard and forces them to separate.

Smoke. That's what she smells first. Thick, acrid smoke mixed with blood and something else—something wild and musky that makes her nose wrinkle. Wolf scent. Strong enough to make her eyes water.

Neve forces herself to her knees, then to her feet. Her legs shake but hold. She's in ruins—collapsed stone walls, shattered pillars, the skeletal remains of what might have once been guard towers. Copperstone Border. She recognizes it from the historical texts, though seeing it intact (or at least more intact than her own time) is disorienting.

A battle rages nearby. She can hear it—the clash of weapons, the roar of wolves, human screams mixing with inhuman howls. The smoke is coming from a burning watchtower about fifty yards to her left. Bodies litter the ground between her position and the active fighting. Both sides, she notes clinically. Shifters with their eyes frozen in golden death, and human soldiers in the tattered uniforms of some militia group she doesn't recognize.

Before she can process further, footsteps crunch on debris behind her.

Neve spins, her hand automatically reaching for the Soulbane Blade—then stops. Six soldiers surround her, weapons drawn. Imperial soldiers, based on the silver-edged armor and the wolf insignia emblazoned on their chest plates. Their eyes flash gold as they approach, power radiating off them in waves that would make an ordinary human collapse.

Neve feels nothing. No pressure. No compulsion. Just the ordinary wariness of being surrounded by armed hostiles.

"Identify yourself!" The lead soldier—a woman with a scar bisecting her left eyebrow—barks the command. "What pack?"

Neve opens her mouth to answer and her voice cracks, raw from the temporal crossing. She coughs, tasting blood and ash. "I'm—" Another cough. Her throat feels shredded. "Lost. I don't—"

"She appeared from nowhere, Captain." One of the soldiers, younger with nervous eyes, keeps his sword pointed at her center mass. "One moment nothing, the next she was just there. In the middle of the ruins."

The Captain's eyes narrow. She takes a step closer, and Neve feels the pressure of her will pressing outward. An Alpha command forming, preparing to force compliance. "You will answer me truthfully. What is your name and pack affiliation?"

The command washes over Neve like water off stone. No effect. No pull. No compulsion whatsoever.

The Captain's eyes widen fractionally. The other soldiers shift, their stances becoming more aggressive, more uncertain. Because this shouldn't be possible. Every wolf, no matter how strong, can feel Alpha command. It's fundamental to pack structure, to the supernatural hierarchy.

"She's not responding to command," the young soldier says, his voice pitching higher. "Captain, she's not—"

"I can see that," the Captain snaps. She circles Neve slowly, predatory and assessing. "You're not packless. Packless rogues still respond to command. You're something else. What are you?"

Neve's mind races. She needs a cover story, something that explains her presence without revealing her true mission. "I'm an oracle," she says, which is true enough. "I was... displaced. By temporal magic. I don't know exactly where—or when—I am."

It's close enough to the truth that her voice carries conviction. The soldiers exchange glances. The Captain's hand moves to the communication crystal at her belt.

"Temporal disturbances," she mutters. "Just like the reports said." She keys the crystal, and Neve watches magical energy flare briefly—a long-distance communication spell. "Command, this is Captain Thorne at Copperstone Border. We have a situation. Unknown female claiming oracle status, immune to Alpha command, appeared via what she describes as temporal displacement. Requesting—"

The crystal flares brighter, interrupting her. A voice crackles through, male and urgent: "Captain, be advised, the Sovereign Alpha is en route to your position. He detected the temporal disturbance personally and is investigating. ETA one hour. Contain any anomalies until his arrival."

The Sovereign Alpha. Rhydian Ashcroft. The man she came here to kill.

He's coming. Within the hour.

Something in Neve's chest clenches—that same phantom pull she felt through the rift, stronger now. Close enough that she can almost sense the direction, like an internal compass pointing toward something she shouldn't want to find. Her heart rate picks up, though whether from anticipation or dread, she can't tell.

The Captain is staring at her with new intensity. "The Sovereign himself is coming to inspect you," she says slowly. "Whatever you are, you've attracted the attention of the most powerful Alpha in existence. I suggest you hope he's in a merciful mood."

Neve says nothing. Her hand rests near the Soulbane Blade, hidden beneath her coat. She's been trained for this. The moment she meets Rhydian Ashcroft, she needs to assess, to plan, to find the opening.

To complete her mission before his curse ends everything.

The Captain gestures to her soldiers. "Bind her. Silver chains, but not tight enough to burn. We don't know what she is yet, and I won't risk harming a potential oracle. But she's not going anywhere until the Sovereign arrives."

Cold metal circles Neve's wrists as they secure the silver chains. The metal stings but doesn't burn—her Firstblood heritage making her more resistant than ordinary wolves. Another soldier relieves her of visible weapons, though they miss the Soulbane Blade's supernatural concealment.

As they march her toward a makeshift command tent, Neve's mind whirls with calculations. One hour. She has one hour before she comes face to face with the immortal monster who will destroy her entire world.

One hour before everything changes.

That phantom pull in her chest intensifies with each passing moment, an invisible thread drawing tighter. And for the first time since she stepped through the temporal rift, Neve feels something that terrifies her more than the mission itself:

Anticipation.
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​Chapter 2: The Sovereign's Arrival
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POV: Rhydian Ashcroft

The horse beneath Rhydian moves like liquid shadow, each stride eating ground with the mechanical precision of a creature bred for war. Obsidian, his black destrier, has carried him through countless battles over the past three centuries. The animal doesn't fear him the way most wolves do—horses lack the instinct to submit to Alpha dominance, which makes them almost refreshing in their indifference.

Almost.

The scorched earth of Copperstone Border spreads before him like a wound across the landscape. Smoke still rises from the burning watchtower, painting the late afternoon sky in shades of ash and rust. Bodies dot the killing field—rogues and imperial soldiers twisted together in death's final embrace. The copper-sweet stench of blood rides the wind, mixed with the acrid bite of burned wood and the musk of wolf fear.

Rhydian feels nothing looking at it. After 927 years, death has lost its capacity to move him.

Behind him, his royal guard maintains perfect formation—twenty of his best warriors, their armor polished to mirror brightness, their discipline absolute. They don't speak. Don't question. They simply follow, because his will demands it and their wolves have no choice but to comply. Sometimes Rhydian wonders if they resent him for it. Then he remembers he stopped caring about such things sometime around his fourth century of rule.

Commander Declan Thorne rides at his right hand, his second-in-command for the past seventy years. Declan is one of the few wolves strong enough to maintain independent thought in Rhydian's presence, though even he shows the strain—jaw tight, shoulders rigid with the effort of keeping his wolf from automatically submitting.

"The temporal disturbance was detected approximately two hours ago, Sovereign," Declan reports, his voice carefully neutral. "Captain Thorne—no relation—was first on scene. She reports a single individual, female, claiming oracle status. Appeared via what she describes as temporal displacement."

Temporal magic. The words send ice crawling down Rhydian's spine, though his expression doesn't change. He hasn't encountered temporal manipulation since—

No. He won't think about that. Won't let his mind drift back six hundred years to silvered scars and the smell of burning flesh and Sable's eyes going dark as the curse consumed her from the inside out.

"And the immunity to Alpha command?" Rhydian asks, his voice flat as winter stone.

"Confirmed. Captain Thorne attempted standard compulsion. No effect whatsoever." Declan glances at him sidelong, cautious. "Sovereign, the last time we encountered someone immune to the Dominion—"

"I remember." The words come out harder than intended. Rhydian forces his jaw to unclench. Through his connection to the Imperium, he feels the network of wolves spread across his territory—thousands of them, each one a point of light in his awareness. Pack wolves. Rogues. Even the human soldiers who've bonded with wolf companions. All of them connected to him through invisible threads of power that pulse with his heartbeat.

All except one.

The void sits in his consciousness like a missing tooth—a blank space where something should exist but doesn't. It's been there for two hours now, ever since the temporal disturbance, and every minute it drives him closer to something he hasn't felt in centuries.

Fear.

His hand moves unconsciously to his chest, pressing against the breastplate of his armor. Beneath it, beneath the layers of blackened steel and leather and silk, silvered scars spell out the price of his curse in the First Tongue: Dominion eternal, loyalty absolute, obedience unto death. The words Selia carved into his flesh when she made him, when she poured enough power into his mortal body to unite every wolf pack under one unbreakable authority.

She never told him the power would grow. That each year would make it stronger, more invasive, more impossible to control. That eventually it would stop being a gift and become a slow-acting poison killing him from the inside out.

Lately, the episodes are getting worse. Last week he'd been in a council session when the curse surged unexpectedly, and for three terrifying seconds he'd felt his will reach out and seize every wolf in the room, forcing their hearts to beat in sync with his own. He'd caught himself just before he made them stop breathing entirely.

Marin Ashby, his physician, had examined him afterward in the privacy of his chambers. Her verdict was blunt: "Six months. Maybe less. When the curse finally breaks through your control completely, the psychic backlash will kill every shifter bound to you." She'd paused, meeting his eyes with the kind of steady courage that made him grateful he'd kept her alive for 300 years. "Which means everyone, Sovereign. The death wave will be global."

So. Six months until he ends the world. Good to have a timeline.

The makeshift command tent comes into view as they crest a ridge. Imperial banners snap in the wind above it, silver wolf on black field. Soldiers scramble to attention as they spot his approach, their backs straightening, their wolves instinctively lowering themselves in deference to his presence.

Rhydian dismounts in a single fluid motion, his boots hitting packed earth with barely a sound. The Dominion rolls off him in waves—he can feel it, thick and suffocating as smoke, and watches soldiers flinch as it passes over them. He's long since stopped trying to contain it completely. The effort required to keep from accidentally compelling every wolf in his vicinity grows more exhausting each day.

"Captain Thorne." He acknowledges the scarred woman who steps forward, saluting. "Status."

"Sovereign." She keeps her eyes carefully lowered, not from respect but from self-preservation. Eye contact with him triggers the submission response even in the strongest wolves. "The prisoner is secured inside. Silver chains, per protocol for unknown entities. She's made no aggressive moves, but she continues to claim temporal displacement and oracle status."

"And her immunity?"

"Absolute. I've never felt anything like it." Captain Thorne's voice carries a thread of unease. "It's not that she's resisting command. It's as if the command doesn't reach her at all. Like she exists outside the normal pack hierarchy entirely."

Firstblood. The word surfaces in Rhydian's mind unbidden. The original shifter bloodlines from before Selia created him, before the Dominion curse existed to bind all wolves under one authority. They were supposed to be extinct, wiped out during the Sundering War when the old gods walked and reality itself was at stake.

But if this woman is Firstblood, if she carries that ancient heritage, then she represents something far more dangerous than a simple temporal anomaly.

She represents the one thing that could actually kill him.

"I'll question her myself," Rhydian says. "Maintain perimeter security. I want scouts on every approach."

Captain Thorne salutes again and withdraws. Declan starts to follow Rhydian toward the tent, but Rhydian holds up one hand. "Alone, Commander."

Declan's jaw tightens, but he nods and takes position outside the tent entrance. Smart man. He knows when to argue and when to obey.

Rhydian pushes through the tent flap into lamplight and shadows.

The world tilts.

She's sitting on a camp stool in the center of the space, silver chains loose around her wrists—not tight enough to burn, but present enough to restrict. Her dark hair hangs in tangled waves around a face smudged with ash and what might be dried blood. She's young, maybe mid-twenties in appearance, wearing strange clothing he doesn't recognize—some kind of reinforced leather jacket over dark fabric that looks simultaneously ancient and futuristic.

But none of that matters. What matters is the void.

Standing this close to her, Rhydian can feel the absence like a physical thing. In his awareness, she simply doesn't exist. No wolf signature. No pack bond. No submission response. Just... nothing. A hole in reality shaped like a woman.

And beneath that nothing, something infinitely worse.

The bond hits him like a fist to the solar plexus.

Mate. The word explodes through his consciousness with the force of divine mandate. His wolf, dormant and controlled for centuries, suddenly surges against his iron grip, desperate and possessive and absolutely certain. This woman, this impossible void, carries his mate's scent—pine and moonlight and something ancient he doesn't have words for. The bond tries to snap into place, tries to forge the connection that would bind them together for eternity.

Rhydian slams it down with nine centuries of practiced control.

No. Absolutely not. He will not doom another woman to death by proximity to his curse.

But the damage is done. The bond, once triggered, doesn't simply disappear. It sits in his chest like broken glass, jagged and painful, demanding completion. His hand clenches into a fist at his side—the only outward sign he allows himself of the war raging internally.

The woman's head snaps up as if yanked by invisible wire. Her eyes meet his—winter-storm gray, sharp and fierce and far too knowing. And in that moment, Rhydian sees recognition flood through her expression.

She gasps, barely audible, and her own hand moves to her chest as if she can feel what he's feeling. The bond trying to complete itself. The electric tension crackling in the air between them, so thick that even the guards outside must sense something's wrong.

For three heartbeats, they simply stare at each other. Rhydian catalogs details with the precision of someone who's interrogated thousands: athletic build suggesting serious combat training, temporal displacement symptoms evident in the slight tremor of her hands, defensive posture despite the chains. And her scent—gods, her scent hits him with visceral force. Beneath the ash and blood, she smells like home in a way that makes no sense, like a memory from before the curse, before the war, before he became this monster wrapped in immortal flesh.

"What are you?" The question comes out rougher than intended, and Rhydian hates the edge of something almost desperate in his own voice.

She swallows, and he watches her throat work with that movement. When she speaks, her voice is hoarse but steady: "Neve Rook. Oracle. I was sent here from 150 years in the future. The world I came from is dying—the shifter extinction has already happened. I was sent back to..." She trails off, those gray eyes searching his face as if looking for something she needs to find.

To kill him. Rhydian knows, sudden and certain. This is an assassin. The Firstblood heritage, the immunity to his power, the temporal displacement—someone in her dying future sent her back to end him before his curse triggers the extinction event.

The irony would be amusing if it didn't hurt so much. She came to kill him to save her world, not knowing that he's desperate for exactly that. Death. Release. An end to nine centuries of crushing isolation and inevitable doom.

"You're immune to the Dominion," he says instead of voicing any of that.

"I don't know what that means." But her eyes say she's lying. She knows exactly what it means.

Rhydian takes a single step closer, and the bond flares so bright it's almost visible—threads of silver light trying to weave between them, trying to bind what should not be bound. He sees her flinch, feels her instinctive resistance matching his own. Good. If she fights it too, if she denies the bond as violently as he does, maybe they can both survive this encounter.

"You're Firstblood," he says quietly. "Original shifter line from before the Dominion curse. Your kind was supposed to be extinct."

"So were yours." Her gaze drops to his chest, to where she somehow knows the scars lie hidden beneath armor. "The Sovereign Alpha. The immortal tyrant. The first and last of his kind. Depending on which historian you ask, you're either a fallen savior or a monster who enslaved the free packs under absolute authority." She meets his eyes again, and there's steel in her voice. "Which are you?"

"Both," Rhydian answers honestly. "I'm both."

The admission hangs in the air between them. Outside, he can hear Captain Thorne barking orders, organizing perimeter patrols. The sounds of camp life—soldiers moving, horses being tended, weapons being cleaned. Normal sounds, grounding him in present reality even as this woman threatens to upend everything.

He should kill her. Or imprison her. Or send her somewhere far away where the bond can't complete itself and doom them both. He should do a hundred rational, strategic things that would protect the Imperium and ensure her mission—whatever her true mission is—fails completely.

Instead, he finds himself asking: "In your timeline, how do I die?"

Neve's expression shutters closed. "I don't know the details. Only that your death triggers the extinction event. That the psychic backlash kills every shifter connected to you, which cascades into global collapse."

"So I'm the bomb," Rhydian murmurs. "And you're here to defuse me before I detonate."

"Something like that."

The bond pulses again, painful and insistent. Rhydian breathes through it, channeling nine centuries of discipline into keeping his expression neutral. He cannot want this. Cannot allow himself to care that his fated mate has finally appeared after centuries of isolation, because caring means she becomes another name on his list of people destroyed by proximity to his curse.

He's about to respond—to say what, he doesn't know—when alarm bells shatter the moment.

The sound is distinctive: three sharp rings followed by two long, the signal for a major perimeter breach. Rhydian's awareness explodes outward, following his connection to every wolf in the vicinity. He feels them mobilizing, feels their fear and battle-readiness and—

There. Eastern perimeter. A massive force, at least three hundred rogues, hitting his defensive line with coordinated precision. And at the head of that force, a presence he'd recognize anywhere: Cadeyrn Strife. His brother. His nightmare. The twisted remnant of the boy he tried to save 700 years ago.

Declan bursts through the tent flap. "Sovereign, we have a—"

"I know." Rhydian's voice comes out clipped, controlled. "General Cadeyrn. Eastern perimeter. Three hundred strong."

"Closer to four hundred, my scouts report." Declan's face is grim. "They're not raiding. They're staging for a full assault."

Rhydian stands at a crossroads, literally and figuratively. He can stay here and interrogate this woman who shouldn't exist, who represents both his salvation and his potential doom. Or he can ride out and face his brother, the rogue general whose attacks have been growing bolder and more calculated over the past year.

He looks at Neve, still chained, still watching him with those storm-gray eyes. The bond throbs between them, unfinished and agonizing.

"Secure her," he tells Declan without breaking eye contact with Neve. "Full guard detail. No one questions her until I return." He pauses, then adds quietly, loud enough only for her ears: "If you truly came here to kill me, now would be your opportunity. I'll be distracted. Vulnerable. My guards will be stretched thin."

It's a test. Or an invitation. Or possibly both.

Neve's expression doesn't change, but something flickers in her eyes. "I'm not going anywhere," she says, and he believes her. Believes that whatever brought her here, whatever mission drives her, she's not going to act rashly. She's a strategist, like him. Patient. Calculating.

Exactly the kind of person who could actually succeed in ending him.

Rhydian turns and strides from the tent, his hand already moving to the sword at his hip. The Dominion rises around him like a tide, and he feels every imperial wolf within a mile radius sharpen to attention, waiting for his command.

But as he swings onto Obsidian's back and prepares to ride toward his brother's assault, Rhydian can still feel it—that void in his awareness where Neve Rook sits in chains. That broken, jagged bond trying desperately to complete itself despite both their resistance.

And for the first time in centuries, he's not sure if he wants to survive the coming battle.

Because surviving means returning to face the woman who might be his only chance at breaking the curse.

Or the weapon that finally ends his cursed existence.

Either way, nothing will ever be the same.
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​Chapter 3: First Blood
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POV: Neve Rook

The tent feels smaller the moment Rhydian Ashcroft walks out of it.

Neve tells herself it's just the absence of his overwhelming presence—that suffocating weight of power that pressed against her awareness like atmospheric pressure before a storm. But she knows better. The moment he disappeared through the tent flap, something in her chest pulled, a sharp tug like a fishhook buried beneath her sternum, trying to drag her after him.

The bond. The cursed, impossible bond that has no right to exist.

She breathes through clenched teeth, willing the sensation away. It doesn't leave. Instead it settles into a dull ache that throbs in time with her heartbeat, a constant reminder that somewhere out there, the Sovereign Alpha rides toward battle, and some traitorous part of her body cares whether he survives it.

"Comfortable?" One of her guards—a young man with nervous eyes and corporal stripes on his armor—shifts his weight from foot to foot. His hand rests on his sword hilt, but the grip is uncertain. He's afraid of her. Good. Fear makes people sloppy.

Neve tests the silver chains around her wrists, feeling the metal bite into her skin without quite burning. They're standard restraint protocol for captured wolves—tight enough to restrict movement, loose enough to avoid causing injury that might trigger a shift response. Whoever designed them didn't account for Firstblood strength.

She could break them. The knowledge sits in the back of her mind like a loaded weapon
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