

  [image: Cover]




Sofie Lehnert

Bond and Fate


A Reverse Harem Paranormal Romance





  
    First published by Sylzean Publishing 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by Sofie Lehnert


  
    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.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Praise for Sofie Lehnert
        
      

    
      	
        Author’s Note
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
      	
        Also by Sofie Lehnert
        
      

    
    


  



  Praise for Sofie Lehnert



“Sofie Lehnert’s writing is wild, sensual, and untamed—her stories bite deep and linger long after the final page.” — Moonlit Quill Reviews




“No one captures the primal allure of forbidden love like Sofie Lehnert. Her werewolf romances pulse with danger, desire, and undeniable magic.” — Stevens Hepworth, USA Today Bestselling Author




“Lehnert weaves passion and pain into something breathtakingly raw. Every story feels like a howl in the dark—aching, beautiful, and alive.” — The Dark Hearts Book Blog




“With every book, Sofie Lehnert reminds us that monsters can love too—and that love can be the most dangerous transformation of all.” — Eira Thornfield, Author of Mated To The Alpha Triad




“Sofie Lehnert doesn’t just write paranormal romance; she conjures entire worlds of longing and loyalty, where love burns hotter than the full moon.” — Crimson Moon Reviews







  Author’s Note



Your thoughts mean everything to me as an author. If you enjoyed “Bond and Fate,” I would be incredibly grateful if you could take a few minutes to leave an honest review. Whether you loved it, had mixed feelings, or spotted areas for improvement, your feedback helps other readers discover the series and helps me grow as a storyteller.




Reviews are the lifeblood of independent authors, and every single one makes a difference. If you wuld love to hear fom me, you can reach me via my email: sofielehnertfans@gmail.com




Thank you for being part of this supernatural family. Until we meet again..

With love and gratitude,

Sofie Lehnert.
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Cass POV




My hands shake as I throw the last of my clothes into the duffel bag. Three months of this hell, and I’m finally getting out. Portland was supposed to be my fresh start after the journalism career went up in flames. Fat chance of that now.

I grab my laptop case and head to the bathroom for my toiletries. That’s when I see it.

YOU CAN’T HIDE FOREVER

The words are scrawled across my bathroom mirror in my own red lipstick. My stomach drops to my feet. He was here. In my apartment. Again.

“Son of a bitch.” The lipstick tube is on the counter, cap off, twisted all the way up. Empty now. I bought that yesterday.

My reflection stares back at me through the threatening message. Dark circles under green eyes. Red hair that hasn’t seen a proper brush in days. I look like I’ve been living in fear.

Because I have been.

I grab my toothbrush with shaking fingers and stuff it in the bag. No time to clean the mirror. No time for anything but getting the hell out of here before he comes back.

The memory hits me like a punch to the gut as I rush back to the bedroom. Six months ago. The Portland Tribune offices. I was so damn proud of that story.

“Senator Hawthorne’s Conservation Companies: A Trail of Corruption”

I’d spent weeks following paper trails. Shell companies. Fake environmental permits. Protected forest land being clear-cut while Hawthorne lined his pockets. It should have been the story that made my career.

Instead, it ended it.

The Tribune killed the story three days before publication. My editor wouldn’t meet my eyes when he told me. Just muttered something about “pressure from above” and “legal concerns.”

I knew I was being watched even before I saw him. Victor Crane. Six-foot-two of military precision in an expensive suit. He was waiting by my car in the Tribune parking garage that first night.

“Ms. Blackthorne.” His voice was calm. Professional. That made it worse somehow. “You’ve been asking the wrong questions.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

He smiled then. Cold as winter. “Senator Hawthorne values his privacy. Some stories are better left untold.”

I should have backed down. Should have taken the hint and moved on to fluff pieces about local restaurants and city council meetings.

Instead, I kept digging.

That’s when the real nightmare started.

I zip the duffel bag and grab my car keys. The Honda Civic is loaded and ready. Everything I own fits in the backseat and trunk. Pathetic, really, but it makes running easier.

The elevator ride down to the parking garage feels like the longest minute of my life. Every shadow could be hiding him. Every footstep echoes like a threat.

My car starts on the second try. Thank God for small favors.

I pull out of Portland as the sun rises behind me. No destination in mind. Just away. Away from Victor Crane and his cameras and his threats. Away from the job I loved and lost. Away from the life that fell apart when I tried to do the right thing.

The interstate stretches ahead of me like freedom.

For the first hundred miles, I check the rearview mirror every thirty seconds. Black SUVs make my heart race. Dark sedans with tinted windows send me into panic mode. But the highway stays clear.

By mile two hundred, my shoulders start to relax.

The Oregon mountains rise around me like green walls. Dense forests and winding roads. Perfect places to disappear, if you know how. I don’t, but I’m learning fast.

My phone buzzes with another unknown number. I let it go to voicemail. They’re all from him anyway. Crane never calls from the same number twice. Always professional. Always polite. Always terrifying.

“Ms. Blackthorne, you missed our appointment yesterday. I’ll be in touch soon.”

“Cassandra, we really should talk. This doesn’t have to be difficult.”

“Running will only make things harder when I find you. And I will find you.”

I delete each one without listening to the end.

The road signs blur past. Eugene. Bend. Smaller towns I’ve never heard of. The fuel gauge hovers near empty, but I’m not ready to stop yet. Not until I find somewhere that feels safe.

That’s when I see it.

Shadowpine - 15 miles

The exit sign is barely visible through the afternoon haze, but something about the name makes my foot ease off the gas pedal. Shadowpine. I’ve never heard of it, but it tugs at something deep in my memory. Like a word on the tip of your tongue that won’t quite surface.

I take the exit without really deciding to.

The road winds up into thicker forest. Tall pines crowd close to the asphalt, their branches creating a canopy that blocks most of the sky. It’s beautiful and isolated and exactly what I need.

My grandmother’s voice whispers in the back of my mind. Something she said during those last delirious days in the hospital. Before the morphine took her completely.

“Shadowpine, Cassie. If you’re ever lost, if you ever need to come home… Shadowpine.”

I thought it was just the drugs talking. Grandma Elena always had a flair for the dramatic. But now, driving through this mountain wilderness, her words feel like prophecy.

The town is smaller than I expected. One main street with a handful of shops. A diner. A gas station. Bed and breakfasts with hand-painted signs advertising “Mountain Serenity” and “Spiritual Retreats.”

Perfect. Tourist town means strangers don’t stand out.

I fill up at the gas station and buy a map of the area. The attendant is a kid, maybe nineteen, with curious eyes and a friendly smile.

“You camping up here?” he asks.

“Maybe. Any good spots you’d recommend?”

“Depends what you’re looking for. Campgrounds are tame. But if you want real wilderness, the forest roads go on for miles. Just be careful after dark. Gets pretty wild up there.”

Wild. That sounds perfect.

I buy some snacks and a bottle of water, then head back into the mountains. The paved road gives way to gravel, then dirt. My little Honda bumps and groans over the rough terrain, but it holds together.

The sun is setting by the time I find a spot that feels right. A small clearing beside a creek, maybe ten miles from town. Far enough that no one will stumble across me by accident.

I pull over and turn off the engine. Silence settles around me like a blanket. Real silence. No traffic. No sirens. No sounds of the city that never sleeps.

For the first time in months, I can breathe.

That’s when my car decides to die.

The engine turns over once. Twice. Click. Nothing.

“Come on,” I mutter, trying again. Click. Click. Click.

My phone shows no signal. Of course.

I pop the hood and stare at the engine like I have any idea what I’m looking at. Steam rises from somewhere in the mechanical maze. Not good.

The light is fading fast. Gray mist starts to roll in from the trees, turning the world ghostly and strange. I should probably start walking back toward town, but ten miles in the dark doesn’t seem smart either.

That’s when I hear them.

Howling. Long and mournful and wild. Wolves.

My skin prickles with primitive fear. This is their territory, not mine. I’m the intruder here.

More howls answer the first. They sound closer now. A pack, maybe. Calling to each other through the darkening forest.

I grab my phone and try it again. Still no signal.

The feeling of being watched creeps over me like cold water. I turn slowly, scanning the treeline. Nothing visible in the growing darkness, but the sensation remains. Something is out there. Studying me.

“Hello?” My voice sounds small and scared. “Is someone there?”

The howling stops.

The silence that follows is somehow worse than the wolf song. At least the howling was natural. This quiet feels pregnant with possibility. With threat.

Footsteps crunch through the underbrush. Human footsteps.

A man emerges from the mist like something out of a dream. Tall and broad-shouldered, moving with a confidence that suggests these woods are his home. Dark hair and strong features. Jeans and a flannel shirt that do nothing to hide the power in his frame.

But it’s his eyes that stop my breath. Dark blue, almost navy, with flecks of gold that seem to catch what little light remains.

“Car trouble?” His voice is deep and warm. Concerned, not threatening.

“Yeah.” I try to sound casual instead of terrified. “Engine died. Phone’s got no signal.”

He nods like this is perfectly normal. “Mind if I take a look?”

There’s something about him that makes me want to say yes, even though every instinct should be screaming stranger danger. Maybe it’s the way he moves. Careful. Non-threatening. Like he’s aware of exactly how intimidating he could be and chooses not to be.

“I’d appreciate that.”

He approaches the car slowly, hands visible. When he leans over the engine, I catch his scent. Pine and leather and something else. Something wild and clean that makes my pulse race for reasons that have nothing to do with fear.

“Radiator hose,” he says after a moment. “Cracked pretty bad. Need to get you to a garage, but nothing’s going to be open until morning.”

“Great.” I run my hands through my hair. “Guess I’m camping out here tonight.”

He straightens and looks at me with those impossible eyes. There’s something protective in his expression that makes my chest tight. “Not out here alone. Not safe.”

When he moves closer to point at the damaged hose, our hands brush as I lean in to look. The contact sends electricity up my arm. Not fear. Something else entirely.

Heat. Recognition. Like my body knows his even though we just met.

Thunder rumbles overhead. The mist is getting thicker, and now I can feel the electricity in the air that means rain is coming. Big rain.

He glances up at the darkening sky. “Storm’s rolling in fast. These mountain roads get dangerous in the rain. Especially at night.”

As if to prove his point, the first fat raindrops splatter against the windshield.

“Look,” he says, and there’s something urgent in his voice now. “I know you don’t know me from Adam. But it’s not safe out here alone. My place isn’t far. You can take the couch, and I’ll come back first thing in the morning to tow your car to town.”

Lightning flashes, illuminating the forest in stark white. In that brief moment, I swear his eyes reflect the light like an animal’s.

The rain starts in earnest then. Heavy drops that promise to become a downpour any second.

“Okay,” I say, and I’m not sure if it’s desperation or attraction making the decision. “Thank you.”

He grins, and my heart does something complicated in my chest. “Name’s Lucas.”

“Cass.”

“Nice to meet you, Cass.” He pulls keys from his pocket and points to a truck I somehow missed in the gathering darkness. Big and black and built for these rough roads. “We better move fast. This storm’s going to be a bad one.”

I grab my overnight bag and laptop from the backseat, then lock the Honda. Lucas takes my duffel bag without asking, slinging it over his shoulder like it weighs nothing.

“What about my other stuff?” I glance back at the car.

“It’ll be safe. Nobody comes out this far, especially in weather like this.”

The storm hits full force as we reach his truck. Rain pounds down so hard I’m soaked through in seconds. Lucas opens the passenger door and helps me up into the cab, his hand warm and steady on my elbow.

He slides behind the wheel and starts the engine. The truck rumbles to life like a living thing, powerful and sure.

“Hold on,” he says as we pull away from my stranded Honda. “Road gets rough from here.”

He’s not kidding. The dirt track winds through dense forest, climbing and dropping with the mountainside. Trees press close on both sides, their branches scraping against the truck windows. Without Lucas’s headlights, this place would be pitch black.

Lightning illuminates the forest in brief, stark moments. Massive pine trunks. Dense undergrowth. And always the sense that we’re being watched by things that live in the spaces between the trees.

“You live out here alone?” I ask, trying to fill the charged silence.

“Got some neighbors nearby.” His voice is carefully neutral. “We like our privacy.”

The truck climbs a particularly steep section, engine growling with effort. Then we crest a hill and I see it.

A cabin sits nestled in a clearing, warm light glowing in the windows. It’s bigger than I expected, built from logs and stone like it grew up from the forest floor. Smoke rises from a chimney, and I can smell wood burning even through the storm.

Lucas parks close to the covered porch. “Wait here,” he says, then jumps out into the rain.

He’s around to my side in seconds, opening the door and offering his hand. I take it without thinking, and that same electric jolt shoots through me. Stronger this time.

We run for the porch together, Lucas’s hand on my back guiding me through the downpour. I’m breathless by the time we reach the door, but it’s not just from the run.

Lightning illuminates the clearing as Lucas fumbles with his keys, and for just a moment, I see him clearly. The sharp angles of his face. The way he moves like a predator pretending to be tame.

And his eyes. In the lightning flash, they definitely glow gold.

I stumble on the porch steps, suddenly dizzy.

“You okay?” His hand catches my elbow, steadying me.

“Yeah. Just tired.”

But as he guides me into the warm cabin, I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve just stepped into something much bigger than a simple breakdown on a mountain road.

Something that started the moment I saw that exit sign for Shadowpine.

The door closes behind us with a sound like fate clicking into place.
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Lucas POV




The scent hits me the second I open the door. Sweet like wildflowers but with an edge of steel underneath. Human, but not like any human I’ve smelled before. It makes my wolf pace restlessly under my skin, alert and hungry in ways that have nothing to do with food.

I guide her into the cabin, my hand barely touching her back, but even that light contact sends heat shooting through me. Wrong. This is all wrong. I don’t bring humans to pack territory. Ever. But something about this woman makes all my careful rules feel stupid.

“This is nice,” she says, looking around the main room. Water drips from her red hair onto the hardwood floor. Her clothes stick to her body, showing curves that make me grit my teeth and look away.

“Let me get you a towel.” My voice comes out rougher than I mean it to.

The cabin feels different with her in it. Smaller. Like her presence fills up spaces I didn’t know were empty. I can hear her heartbeat, fast and nervous. Smell her fear mixing with something else. Something that makes my wolf want to claim and protect and possess.

I grab a towel from the linen closet, fighting the urge to bury my face in it and breathe her scent. What the hell is wrong with me?

“Here.” I hand her the towel, careful not to let our fingers touch again. That electric shock when she took my hand by the truck nearly made me lose control.

“Thanks.” She starts drying her hair, and I watch the way the soft fabric moves through the red strands. Beautiful. She’s beautiful in a way that makes my chest tight.

Voices carry from the kitchen. My pack. Cedric will want to know why I brought a stranger here. Gabriel will worry about security. Finn will probably crack jokes to hide his curiosity.

How do I explain that I couldn’t leave her alone in the storm? That every instinct I have is screaming at me to keep her safe?

“You said you have neighbors?” she asks.

“Yeah. They’re here actually. Hope you don’t mind.”

Her green eyes widen slightly. Nervous again. “I don’t want to intrude.”

“You’re not.” The certainty in my voice surprises me. “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

I lead her toward the kitchen, hyperaware of how she moves beside me. Graceful despite being tired and scared. Strong despite whatever drove her up into these mountains alone.

My pack goes quiet when we enter. Three pairs of eyes lock onto the woman beside me, and I watch each of them react.

Cedric straightens from where he was leaning against the counter, his gray eyes sharp and assessing. Military posture kicks in automatically. Threat evaluation mode.

Gabriel looks up from the medical journal he was reading, amber eyes softening with concern when he sees her wet clothes and pale face. Healer instincts.

Finn freezes with a beer halfway to his mouth, dark eyes going wide. Then his usual grin spreads across his face, but there’s something different in it. Amazement, maybe.

“Guys, this is Cass,” I say. “Car broke down in the storm. Cass, meet Cedric, Gabriel, and Finn.”

“Hi.” Her voice is quiet but steady. Brave. “I’m sorry to barge in like this.”

“No problem,” Finn says quickly, setting down his beer. “Welcome to our little mountain hideaway.”

Cedric doesn’t say anything. Just studies her with those calculating eyes. I can practically see him cataloging details. The way she holds herself. The expensive laptop bag that doesn’t match her old clothes. The fact that she was alone on a forest road after dark.

Gabriel stands and approaches slowly, hands visible. Peaceful. “You look cold. Can I get you some coffee? Tea?”

“Coffee would be great.” She smiles at him, and something sharp twists in my chest. Jealousy. Possessiveness. Ridiculous.

“You’re bleeding,” Gabriel says gently, nodding toward her hand.

She looks down at her palm where a thin line of blood shows through the dirt. “Must have cut it on the car when I was trying to see what was wrong.”

“Mind if I take a look?” Gabriel’s voice has that soft, careful tone he uses with skittish patients. “I’m a doctor.”

She hesitates, glancing at me. Like she’s asking permission. Or maybe looking for reassurance. Something warm unfurls in my chest at that small gesture of trust.

“Gabriel’s good,” I tell her. “Best hands in the mountains.”

She holds out her injured hand, and Gabriel examines the cut with gentle fingers. Professional. Clinical. But I see the moment his healing abilities kick in. His eyes go slightly unfocused, and warmth radiates from his touch.

Cass gasps softly. “That’s… how did you…”

The cut closes before our eyes. Clean skin where there was blood a second before.

Gabriel jerks his hands back, realizing what he just did. We don’t heal humans. Ever. Too many questions. Too much risk.

“Must not have been as bad as it looked,” he says quickly, but his voice shakes slightly.

Cass stares at her palm, turning it over in the light. No wound. Not even a scar. “I could have sworn…”

“Cuts always look worse when there’s dirt in them,” Finn jumps in smoothly. “Gabriel’s just got good eyes for that kind of thing.”

She accepts the explanation, but I catch the confused frown that crosses her face. Smart. She knows something strange just happened.

“Where are you headed?” Cedric asks. First words he’s spoken since she walked in. His tone is neutral, but I know him well enough to hear the suspicion underneath.

“Nowhere specific,” she answers honestly. “Just needed to get away from the city for a while.”

“Long way to come for a vacation.” Cedric’s gray eyes don’t leave her face. “Portland plates on your car. That’s what, four hours from here?”

“Cedric.” My voice carries a warning. He’s interrogating her like a suspect.

“Just making conversation,” he says, but backs off slightly.

Gabriel returns with a steaming mug of coffee, and Cass wraps her hands around it gratefully. The simple gesture makes her seem younger somehow. Vulnerable.

“So what do you guys do up here?” she asks, clearly trying to change the subject.

“This and that,” Finn answers vaguely. “Cedric does security consulting. Gabriel patches people up when they do stupid things in the wilderness. I guide hunting trips sometimes.”

“And you?” She looks at me over the rim of her coffee mug.

“Property management. Make sure people don’t get lost or hurt on the federal land around here.”

All technically true. We just leave out the part about werewolves and supernatural territories.

Thunder booms overhead, close enough to rattle the windows. The storm is getting worse.

“Good thing Lucas found you when he did,” Gabriel says. “These mountain storms can be deadly.”

“Yeah.” She shivers despite the warm coffee. “I wasn’t really prepared for camping anyway. Kind of a spur of the moment thing.”

“Running from something?” Cedric asks bluntly.

“Cedric.” This time my warning has teeth in it.

“It’s okay,” Cass says quietly. “Yeah. I guess I am running from something.”

Silence stretches between us. Personal pain radiates from her in waves. Old fear mixed with fresh desperation. Whatever drove her up here, it’s serious.

The lights flicker once. Twice. Then go out completely.

Emergency lighting kicks in automatically, bathing the kitchen in dim amber glow. Outside, the wind howls like something wild and hungry.

“Generator?” Finn asks.

“Give it a minute,” I reply. Sometimes the automatic switch takes time during heavy storms.

We wait, but the main power doesn’t come back. The backup lights will last a few hours at most.

“I’ve got a fire going in the main room,” Gabriel says. “We’ll be more comfortable in there.”

We migrate back to the living area, where flames dance in the stone fireplace. The light plays across Cass’s face, highlighting the sharp angles of her cheekbones and the wary intelligence in her green eyes.

She settles onto the couch, tucking her legs under her. Finn grabs extra blankets from the closet and tosses one over her shoulders. The gesture is casual, friendly, but I catch the way his fingers linger just slightly when they brush her arm.

My wolf snarls silently. Mine.

The thought comes from nowhere and everywhere. Primitive and certain. This woman belongs to us. To me. To my pack.

Impossible. Dangerous. Wrong on every level that matters.

But when she smiles at Finn in thanks, the possessive heat in my chest only burns hotter.

Gabriel settles in the chair closest to her, amber eyes reflecting firelight. Protective instincts written all over his face. Cedric takes the chair that gives him the best view of both the door and the windows. Always tactical.

I claim the spot on the other end of the couch, close enough to catch her scent but far enough that I won’t do something stupid like touch her.

“This is nice,” she says softly, watching the flames. “Peaceful.”

Finn starts telling stories about the worst weather he’s seen in these mountains. Funny stories that make her laugh. The sound is like music. Like something I’ve been waiting to hear my whole life without knowing it.

Cedric gradually relaxes as he watches her. His questions become less like interrogation and more like genuine curiosity. Gabriel fusses over making sure she’s warm enough, bringing her more coffee and checking that she’s comfortable.

We’re all drawn to her. All four of us, circling like wolves around something precious and rare.

The satellite phone rings.

The sound cuts through our easy conversation like a blade. Emergency calls only come on that line. Pack business. Supernatural business.

My blood turns to ice.

“I should take this,” I say, standing quickly.

Cass looks up at me with those green eyes, and for a second I forget how to breathe. “Everything okay?”

“Probably just a weather update,” I lie. “We monitor conditions pretty closely up here.”

The phone rings again. Urgent. Insistent.

I grab it from the kitchen counter and signal for my pack to follow me outside. Cass doesn’t need to hear whatever this is about.

“Stay warm,” I tell her. “We’ll be right back.”

Cold rain hits us the second we step onto the covered porch. I answer the call on the fourth ring.

“Lucas.” The voice is sharp, female, familiar. Raven. Our contact for things that go bump in the night.

“What is it?”

“The Veil tears,” she says without preamble. “Coordinates follow.”

My blood freezes. The Veil. The barrier between our world and the things that hunt in shadows. If it’s weakening…

Numbers scroll across the satellite phone’s display. Coordinates that place the tear less than ten miles from where we’re standing.

“How bad?” I ask.

“Bad enough that I’m calling every pack within five hundred miles,” Raven replies. “Something’s coming through. Something hungry.”

The line goes dead.

I stare at the phone for a long moment, processing what this means. The old stories. The creatures that feed on fear and despair. Shadow Feeders, my grandfather called them. Nightmares that cross over when the barriers grow thin.

“What is it?” Cedric asks quietly.

I show them the coordinates. Watch understanding dawn on their faces.

“The stone circle,” Gabriel breathes. “That’s where the old warnings talk about. The thin place.”

“We have to check it out,” I say. “Tonight.”

“In this storm?” Finn shakes his head. “And what about…” He glances toward the cabin where warm light glows in the windows.

What about Cass. The human woman sleeping by our fire. The stranger who showed up on the exact same night that ancient evils start stirring.

Coincidence? Or something else?

“She stays here,” I decide. “Safest place for her right now.”

If the Veil is really tearing, if Shadow Feeders are crossing over, then nowhere is truly safe. But my territory, my pack’s sanctuary, has protections older than memory. Wards and barriers that have kept the darkness at bay for generations.

“We leave in an hour,” I tell them. “Full gear. Silver weapons.”

They nod and head inside to prepare. I take a moment longer on the porch, staring out into the storm.

Whatever’s coming, whatever ancient evil is stirring in the darkness between worlds, it chose tonight to wake up. The same night a red-haired stranger arrived in my territory.

The same night every instinct I have started screaming that she’s important. That she’s meant to be here.

That she’s mine to protect.

I shake off the thought and head back inside. Cass is exactly where I left her, curled on the couch with firelight dancing across her face. But her sleep isn’t peaceful.

She tosses restlessly, mumbling words I can’t quite catch. Her face scrunches with fear or pain. Nightmares, maybe.

I move closer, drawn by some instinct I don’t understand.

“Shadows,” she whispers, so softly I almost miss it. “Too many teeth.”

My blood turns to ice.

“No,” she says more urgently, still asleep. “Can’t let them… have to help…”

She’s dreaming about Shadow Feeders. Creatures that shouldn’t exist in human nightmares. Things that live in the spaces between worlds.

Things that are apparently trying to cross over tonight.

I kneel beside the couch, studying her sleeping face. Who are you, Cass? What are you really doing in my territory on the night the world starts ending?

And why does every fiber of my being insist that you’re the key to saving us all?








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





Cass POV


Cold. That’s the first thing I feel when consciousness creeps back. Cold seeping through my clothes, cold against my cheek pressed to the forest floor. My eyes flutter open to gray dawn light filtering through pine branches overhead.

Where am I?

I push myself up on shaky arms, wincing as something sharp digs into my palm. Pine needles. I’m lying in a small clearing surrounded by towering evergreens, morning mist clinging to the ground like ghostly fingers. The scent of damp earth and something metallic fills my nostrils.

My heart starts hammering as I take in my appearance. My jeans are torn at both knees, fabric hanging in ragged strips. Dark stains cover my sweater—stains that look suspiciously like blood. My hands shake as I touch my face, my neck, searching for wounds. Nothing. No pain except the dull ache in my head.

“What the hell happened to me?”

The words come out as a whisper, barely audible in the morning stillness. I scramble to my feet, legs unsteady beneath me. The last thing I remember is falling asleep by the fireplace in Lucas’s cabin, wrapped in a warm blanket while storm winds howled outside. Now I’m standing in the middle of nowhere, covered in blood that isn’t mine.

Hours. I’ve lost hours.

Panic claws at my chest like a living thing. Victor Crane’s face flashes through my mind—had he found me? Had he done something to me and dumped me here? But that doesn’t explain the blood, or how I ended up so deep in the forest.

I need to find my way back. I need answers.

Spinning in a slow circle, I search for anything familiar. The trees all look the same—massive pines stretching toward a gray sky. No path, no cabin visible through the branches. Just endless forest in every direction.

Wait. There. Wolf tracks pressed deep into the soft earth around the clearing’s edge. Multiple sets, different sizes. My stomach lurches as I kneel beside the closest prints. They’re huge, much larger than any normal wolf should be. And some of the tracks are filled with that same dark substance coating my clothes.

Not mud. The consistency is wrong, too thick and dark. I dip a finger into one of the filled prints and bring it close to my nose. The metallic scent hits me immediately.

Blood. Definitely blood.

I jerk my hand back, wiping it frantically on my jeans. The panic is full-blown now, making my vision blur at the edges. What happened here? Why can’t I remember? And whose blood is this?

A sound cuts through my spiraling thoughts—the gentle babble of running water. A creek. If I can find water, I can follow it downstream. Water always leads somewhere.

I stumble toward the sound, pushing through undergrowth that catches at my torn clothes. Branches scratch at my arms and face, but I barely notice. All that matters is getting back, finding Lucas and the others, getting some answers.

The creek is smaller than I expected, maybe three feet wide, flowing over smooth stones worn black by countless years of water. I splash some on my face, washing away dirt and pine needles. The cold shock helps clear my head a little.

Which direction? Upstream or down? I close my eyes, trying to remember anything from last night. The cabin sat near a hot spring, Gabriel had mentioned that. Hot springs feed into creeks. Upstream then.

I follow the water’s edge, stumbling over fallen logs and loose rocks. My legs feel weak, like I’ve been running for hours. Maybe I have been. Maybe that’s why I’m so far from the cabin.

But running from what?

The sound of my name being called stops me cold. Male voice, deep and urgent. Lucas.

“Cass! Cass, where are you?”

Relief floods through me so fast it makes me dizzy. “Here!” I call back, my voice cracking. “I’m here!”

Crashing sounds in the underbrush, getting closer. Then Lucas appears through the trees, his dark hair disheveled, golden eyes wide with something that looks like fear. He’s wearing the same clothes from yesterday, but now they’re wrinkled like he slept in them.

The second he sees me, his whole body changes. His shoulders tense, nostrils flaring as he takes in my appearance. Those golden eyes lock onto the blood staining my sweater, and his face goes hard as stone.

“Jesus Christ, Cass. What happened to you?”

Before I can answer, he’s closing the distance between us in quick strides. His hands hover over me, not quite touching, like he’s afraid I might break.

“I don’t know.” The words tumble out of me. “I woke up in a clearing back there. I can’t remember anything after falling asleep by your fireplace. Lucas, there’s blood on my clothes, and I don’t know whose it is.”

His jaw clenches. “Are you hurt? Any pain, any injuries?”

“No, I’m fine. But the blood—”

“Gabriel!” Lucas shouts over his shoulder. “Get over here!”

More crashing sounds, and then Gabriel appears, his amber eyes immediately focusing on me with that same intense concern. Behind him comes Cedric, silver eyes already scanning the surrounding forest like he’s expecting an attack.

“She’s covered in blood,” Lucas says without preamble. “Check her for injuries.”

Gabriel approaches slowly, hands outstretched in a gesture that’s probably meant to be calming. “Cass, I need to examine you. Is that okay?”

I nod, not trusting my voice. His hands are gentle as they check my arms, my neck, tilting my head to look for wounds. There’s something about his touch that’s immediately soothing, like warmth spreading from his fingertips.

“No injuries,” he says after a moment. “No cuts, no bruises. The blood isn’t hers.”

“Then whose is it?” Cedric asks, his voice sharp with suspicion.

“I don’t know,” I say again, hating how helpless I sound. “I can’t remember anything. What time is it?”

“Seven-thirty in the morning,” Lucas answers. “We found your blanket by the dead fireplace around five. You’ve been missing for over two hours.”

Two hours. Two hours of my life just gone, like someone reached into my head and deleted them.

“There were wolf tracks around the clearing where I woke up,” I offer. “Big ones. And some were filled with blood.”

Cedric and Lucas exchange a look that makes my stomach twist. They know something.

“Show us,” Cedric orders, already moving in the direction I came from.

We head back through the trees, Gabriel staying close to my side while Lucas takes point and Cedric brings up the rear. I can feel their tension like a physical thing, all three of them hyper-alert and ready for trouble.

The clearing looks smaller in daylight, less ominous but somehow more strange. Cedric immediately starts examining the tracks while Lucas checks the surrounding tree line. Gabriel stays with me, his presence a warm comfort against the morning chill.

“These prints are fresh,” Cedric calls out. “Multiple wolves, and…” He trails off, kneeling beside one of the blood-filled tracks. “This blood is still tacky. Whatever happened here wasn’t long ago.”

“Finn,” Lucas says suddenly, his voice tight with worry. “Where’s Finn?”

They all freeze. I watch as understanding dawns on their faces, and my heart starts racing again.

“He
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