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  Prologue

  
  




Selena didn’t look back. She couldn’t afford to. If she did, she would see Jonas again—her mate, her anchor—lying dead, his blood darkening the snow underneath him. A sob escaped her as she ran from everything she knew. Hollow Fang had always been ruthless in battle.

But this had not been war. This had been betrayal.

Her bare feet struck frost-bitten earth with each breath, tearing at her lungs. Blood slicked her calves where thorns had split the skin, though she no longer felt it or cared for that matter. What she was protecting mattered more. Inside her, the child stirred—a heady reminder of why she needed to find safety.

Patra paced beneath her ribs, restless and furious, mourning.

Shift, her wolf urged. Fight. Tear.

I can’t, Selena answered silently. Not yet.

Clutching her belly, fear and determination tangling inside her, she felt a stitch tear through her side. She took just a second to choose her direction. She pressed her palm to her belly without breaking stride. “Live,” she rasped. “You’re all I have left.” She kept running. The sobs came in hot, helpless, impossible to stop.

She crossed the river at Ashmark’s border, the ancient wards humming weakly behind her. Once, her magic would have burned bright enough to melt the frost beneath her steps.

Now it flickered. Thinned. And the cold did not retreat for her. Beyond the wards lay neutral ground, beyond that—human territory.

The road was narrow and cracked, lined with distant mailboxes and long driveways swallowed by shadows and darkened corners. Smoke curled from chimneys. Porch lights glowed warm against the growing dark.

Patra snarled at the scent of iron and gasoline. Selena kept running.

She kept to the edges, ducking behind sheds and woodpiles. Patra struggled inside her, still wrestling with her incessant desire to fight, to howl, to do something, anything to avenge what was taken from her, too. Selena wanted that also, but she couldn’t risk it. Not here. Not anywhere she didn’t recognize or was used to.

She reached the edge of a small property. The farmhouse was weathered but tended. Not grand—but lived in. Safe, perhaps.

Wood was stacked neatly beside a fading shed. Smoke rose in a steady line from the chimney.

Selena crouched against the shed wall, her body racked with tremors.

A man stepped onto the porch, his boots heavy against the wood. His sleeves were pushed high over thick forearms, a half-zipped sweater doing little against the cold. He moved like someone accustomed to being with his own company. He took a long pull from a metal flask, muttered something to the wind, turned toward the shed—and froze.

A flicker of movement. A shape where there shouldn’t be one. He squinted. His posture went rigid as he leaned in to see better.

“What the hell…?” 

Selena didn’t move. Even Patra stopped her incessant pacing, though still very much aware, protective, and wary. Selena assessed him through the haze of her fading strength: tall, broad-shouldered, eyes etched with a weariness that mirrored her own.

Not wolf, she realized. She hadn’t really been around anyone who wasn’t a wolf.

He stepped off the porch, his caution evident in every measured step. 

“Who’s there?”

His voice was low, edged with tension. As he drew closer, based on the widening of his eyes, he finally saw her—a slight figure huddled against the rough wood of the shed. 

“Ah, hell,” he muttered under his breath. He scanned the area once more before taking a reluctant step closer.

“You alright?” he asked. “You need help?”

Selena tried to push deeper into the shadows, but her legs finally gave out. She stumbled, catching herself on the shed wall before her knees hit the dirt, her breath coming in ragged, wet gasps. The ground felt wrong beneath her—too unfamiliar, too far away.

He moved quickly, his boots crunching hard across the frozen ground as he crossed the yard and reached for her. The sight of her—shivering, dirt-streaked, curled protectively around her middle—pulled something loose in his chest. Whatever wariness he’d had vanished. 

He knelt beside her. Her skin was ice; her lips a ghostly blue. But when her eyes—violet-blue and burning—locked onto his, the sheer fierceness of her gaze knocked the air out of him.

“Help me,” she rasped.

Elias stared, stunned. Rooted to the spot. She was beautiful—too beautiful for the state she was in—dirt-streaked, hair tangled with dead leaves, smelling of pine and copper. He scanned the treeline again for whatever had chased her, trying to make sense of this—his gut tightening. He didn’t know what kind of trouble followed a girl like this, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to find out.

She watched his hands hover, unsure and trembling slightly. He wasn’t a warrior or a shifter. He was just a man—human… and right now, that was the most terrifying and hopeful thing she had ever seen. She clutched her belly again—the only part of Jonas she had left to protect.

“Listen, lady, are you hurt? I can call you an ambu—“

She grabbed at his forearm, effectively cutting him off with a grip that rivaled most men three times her size. He winced.

“Help me,” she whispered again. “Please.”

Her eyes flashed as her grip lingered just a beat longer, and then she was out.

Elias stared down at her, his breath fogging in the cold. With a low, angry mutter under his breath, he made his decision. He didn’t know if he was inviting hope back into his quiet existence or dragging a mountain of trouble across his threshold. 

He carried her inside anyway.
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Nineteen Years Earlier

The moon was bright, hanging low in the night sky. Selena settled onto the porch, drawing the blanket Elias had left out for her tighter around her shoulders. Her daughter slept soundly inside. She was so tiny still, but those violet-blue eyes were mesmerizing, even at this age, and her cry was powerful. Piercing. Full of a fierce strength that surprised them both.

You will fade before she is ready, Patra said gently in her mind, her tone somber. But she will be well. Strong.

I know, Patra. I know.

Selena’s hands trembled as she carefully unlatched the tiny, intricately carved wooden box. Inside, it contained everything of her choosing: the moonstone pendant, still warm from her skin; a folded letter, and one of her own hairs braided around a single delicate piece of Raella’s.

There would be more, she knew. More pieces. More memories. Things she wouldn’t get the chance to pass on to her daughter herself.

“She must have this,” Selena whispered. “When the world comes for her. And it will. She’ll need it then.”

She kissed the cold moonstone before carefully setting it down inside the box again.

Elias stepped onto the porch, watching her quietly. She smiled softly at the man who had taken her in. Who had taken them both in about four months ago.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt you or anything. I… just wanted to check on you,” he said.

He stood there with his hands tucked into his pockets, his posture careful, almost hesitant—lacking the commanding presence Jonas carried so well. But… he wasn’t Jonas. No one could ever be Jonas. Elias was honorable, kind, and gentle with her and Raella. She thanked the heavens it was he who had found her that night.

His eyes flicked down to the box clutched in her hands, curiosity in his gray eyes. 

Staring down at the box, Selena said softly, “It’s for Raella. A keepsake. If anything happens to me, I would want her to have it.”

Confusion flickered across his face—his eyes carrying dozens of questions he didn’t voice—but he simply nodded, and she didn’t offer answers either.

“Sit with me,” she said.

Elias glanced once toward the front door where the crib sat inside—at the child who had shattered and remade his world the day she entered it screaming. Then he looked back at Selena, the woman who had done the same thing without even trying.

“Okay,” he said as he sat down beside her. They didn’t need words; the silence between them was comfortable, weighted with the shared reality of the child sleeping inside. Elias stretched his hand over her shoulders, bringing her in, and she accepted his comfort. 

Selena tilted her head up to stare at the moon. For minutes, she said nothing. When she finally spoke, it wasn’t with the tone of someone making a wish. It was with the finality of someone stating a fact already written in the sky.

“She will be the moon’s answer,” she said softly. Elias tried to grasp her meaning but said nothing—just listened.

“Her howl will be powerful,” Selena continued. “Just what they’ll need. And they will need her.”

Selena angled her head to the side to look at Elias. He was handsome even in this poor light, Selena noted, but there was turmoil inside him that she could see plain as day. Uncertainty. Worry. And—most prominently—a fierce sort of protectiveness that he tried to hide but couldn’t. 

“Sel…” He hesitated. “I don’t understand what you’re telling me. I don’t—” He shook his head, not willing to finish. He just held her tighter.

She knew he didn’t understand. How could he? But she saw the need to keep them safe radiating from him in waves, so obvious in the rigid line of his shoulders.

She could tell he had found his purpose again. It had been two agonizing years since Elias had lost his own wife and child, and looking at the tight clench of his jaw, Selena knew he was silently vowing to guard them with his life. He wanted—no, needed—this. To live again, to keep something both small and fierce safe. And she, too, wanted to feel safe. To feel that all the cruelty and harm she fled from wouldn’t touch them any time soon. She hoped.

Elias looked up at the moon that had captivated her. Selena didn’t know what he was promising. But she knew the look when a man made a promise to himself.

But the moon did not answer. It only watched.




Present Day

The forest was completely quiet, but Raella heard everything—the scratch of hooves against the frozen dirt, the crunch of the fallen leaves under her boot… even the churning low in her gut. It wasn’t hunger. It felt more like anticipation… excitement… instinct.

She crept low, slow, and steady, her grip steadfast on her bow. The deer prints were fresh, which meant she was heading in the right direction. She’d been tracking them since before dawn. Her boots were pinching the hell out of her toes, and her fingers had gone numb past the second knuckle, but she tamped down the discomfort. 

A tiny smile touched her lips. Six days out of the week, she hunted tips at the diner, but out here, she was the real hunter—and she relished it. Here she felt free, strong, and dependable, because these hunts helped keep her family fed. And… that’s what kept her moving. Focused.

She pressed forward, melting into the fading afternoon light. Several minutes passed before a low, faint huff broke the quiet just a few feet away. Anyone else would have dismissed it as the wind through the branches, but Rae knew better. She locked onto the noise, carefully inching closer to the brush.

There. A buck—thin, ribs showing. It was completely alert, its ears twitching constantly as it gnashed on some dry briars.

Eyes locked, Raella lifted her bow slowly so she wouldn’t make a sound to spook the deer. She drew the bowstring back, the tension biting into her fingers. Slow breaths. In and out. She was ready.

Then… nothing. 

Something felt off. The hairs on the back of her neck stood straight up, and she had the unnerving feeling she was being watched. She methodically searched the treeline, trying to find whatever was giving her the heebie-jeebies.

“Little buck,” she sang, “is your momma out there somewhere… maybe trying to hunt me?” she muttered under her breath. 

Raella scanned the treeline, unease settling into her bones and the pit of her stomach. 

Stay alert. Stay ready.

Her breath hitched. The voice in her head wasn’t her own. It didn’t come from her thoughts, but it felt like it came from the deep recesses of her mind. It felt familiar and oddly calming, which freaked her out even more. 

Raella shook her head, trying to dislodge the notion of hearing voices. It must be brain fog, fatigue, or something. She had been at this for hours, after all. She stayed exactly where she was for a moment, then finally lowered her bow. 

“Way to go, Rae. Losing your mind before you even hit your twenties,” she muttered to herself.

She scanned the nearby brush once more, needing one last look to reassure herself that there was nothing else out here with her, aside from the wildlife.  Her hands were shaking. She swore she hadn’t noticed that until now. Shifting the arrow to her other hand to free it up, she shook her fingers out, flexing and rotating her wrist, hoping to settle the tremors that had taken hold. She rolled out her shoulders, taking a few deep breaths and willing her body to calm down.

Slowly, the shaking subsided. Feeling rather stupid now, she shook off whatever unease was left and continued her hunt.
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Kael

Kael Varyn didn’t believe in fate anymore. Not after the Hollow Fang siege, which decimated half his pack, leaving a leaden ache in his chest that wouldn’t dissipate. Not after years spent searching for a mate who never materialized, to the point he’d finally accepted she just wasn’t out there. He had stopped hoping.

Until yesterday.

It started as a dull ache in his chest, followed by a sharp flicker of heat beneath the jagged scar on his cheek. His wolf was restless, but it felt different from the normal itch before a fight. This was a physical pull—a strong instinct dragging him forward.

The feeling only grew stronger with every step he took toward the border. The dividing line marked where Varyn’s pack territory ended, protected by boundaries that had been heavily guarded for centuries. Old blood and old pacts.

Beyond that line lay neutral ground: uncharted, unclaimed, and at times, flat-out dangerous. No pack crossed it without a damn good reason.

But Kael had one.

Two nights prior, he had found a rogue scout, tattooed with the Hollow Fang mark on his right hand, creeping too close to their lands. Kael had taken him down fast, clean, and with ruthless efficiency. The scout carried more than an obscene arsenal strapped to his body.

He’d also carried a name scrawled on a torn scrap of parchment—Raella Thorne—pinned right beside a map and a set of coordinates.

Hollow Fang was hunting her? Kael hadn’t known why, nor why he should care, really, if what he was thinking was accurate. But he needed to find out. Even that sudden urge was weird for him. He’d kept the discovery completely to himself—not a word to his Betas, the Elders, or anyone else. He wasn’t sure he could even articulate the reason, only that a primal, unyielding compulsion had taken absolute hold of him.

He crossed the river by moonlight, the current freezing against his legs. For three brutal days, he pushed deep into neutral territory as he followed the trail. The coordinates on the parchment were precise, leading him further from home than he had been in years.

He looked around at the human territory up ahead. Nothing about this stretch of woods seemed grand or unusual enough to draw a rival pack’s attention, let alone an operative with that much ammunition on him. It was just a quiet town, an unassuming valley, and he hadn’t even reached the final destination the coordinates were leading him toward yet. He was actually considering turning back. But the steady pull in his gut kept dragging his boots forward.

He reached the edge of the final coordinate’s clearing and saw a young woman with a bow. Could she be the Raella Thorne written on that parchment? He didn’t know, but the sudden spark of curiosity was impossible for him to ignore now. He told himself he would only observe for a short while, and then he’d continue on toward his final destination.

She was a young woman—pretty, even. He shrugged at the observation. She was crouched low, her bow raised as she tracked something in the distance. Her stance didn’t reflect standard pack training; it looked far more precise. She was too fluid, too controlled—possessing the kind of deadly stillness that came from pure instinct rather than instruction. His tactical mind cataloged it before his wolf could even react.

And then his wolf reacted. Her scent reached him on a shifting breeze—vanilla, pine, and wild mountain flowers—his blood roared. His wolf, Conall, surged inside him with a force that had nothing to do with training or instinct or choice. One word. Ancient and absolute. Mine.

She didn’t see him, but her instincts must have given him away, and Kael felt a surge of pride.  She was alert. Capable. A flurry of intense emotions ran through him all at once—wonder, possessiveness, pride, anger, and a sudden, ironclad determination. He was certain now. As certain as he was about who this woman was destined to be to him, he knew she was the girl he had been searching for and the one Hollow Fang was trying to find.

All the pieces were violently clicking together in his head. The pull hadn’t been random; it had been entirely deliberate. The coordinates had led him straight here, even if it wasn’t her exact home. She clearly didn’t live far from where the map ended. Between the protective roar of his wolf and the evidence in his pocket, it was enough for him. He made a vow right then to position his body directly between her and whatever was coming next.

He could do nothing more at this point but stare. She was beautiful. With a single look, she had made him feel something he hadn’t felt in years. Alive.  Her eyes, a vivid violet-blue like the space where dusk meets lightning, kept flicking toward the trees. He couldn’t place the eyes. He had never seen anything like them. A fragment of memory surfaced—half a story his mother once told him. An Ashmark Bride. Sela… Selene… he couldn’t remember the name, but he remembered it spoke of her having eyes not merely violet or blue. 

This woman had those eyes. Is she of that line? Must be. If she truly carried Ashmark blood and Hollow Fang was hunting her, this wasn’t just a simple hunt. That entire line was supposed to have been completely wiped out over a decade ago. It made sense that this wasn’t about a kill. This was about containment. But why?

A red-hot fury seized Kael, a blinding rage that made him wish he could go back, rip the answers from the scout’s throat, and kill him again. She had to be warned. Protected. And Kael knew exactly what Hollow Fang did to things left unguarded.

Kael couldn’t help himself. It felt like something was pulling him toward her—his feet moving before thought could catch up. Then a twig snapped.

She froze, her head snapping up. “Who’s there?” she called, her bow raised as she scanned the trees where the sound had come from.

Kael stepped into view, slowly, keeping his hands raised. Her scent hit him even harder up close, taking everything within him to calm Conall down from shifting and marking her on the spot.

Mate, the wolf urged, pushing hard against his skin.

I know, Conall. Chill out, or we’ll scare her off.

She stared right at him. Those eyes locked onto his, almost stealing his breath as quickly as she’d stolen his heart.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” he said, his voice low.

He could see the sharp suspicion in the way she squinted her eyes, assessing him like she was trying to decide if he was a threat. But to his surprise, her scent didn’t spike with total panic. She wasn’t terrified. Instead, a sudden, jarring wave of recognition seemed to wash over her. Her stance shifted, the aggressive line of her shoulders subtly softening as if her very bones recognized him, even if her mind hadn’t caught up yet.

Still, she didn’t lower her bow. “Why are you here?” she asked, voice taut.

Kael blinked, completely caught off guard, unsure how to answer without terrifying her. “You need to be careful,” he said finally. “You’re not alone out here.”

She blinked at him. “No kidding,” she deadpanned.

Kael snorted. He was weirdly intrigued by her bravado. “I’m not the only one watching,” he warned, his amber eyes scanning the dark treeline behind her. 

Her grip tightened on her weapon, the wood creaking under her palm. “What does that mean?” she challenged. 

Kael stepped back, the pines closing around him. “It means be careful.” A pause. “I will do what I can to protect you, Raella.”

She flinched at the sound of her name. Before she could demand an answer, a flock of birds burst from the high canopy nearby, the sudden noise tearing her gaze away from him for a split second. “Wait— how do you—?”

But the space between the trees was empty. Kael had melted back into the brush, his boots silent as he circled around to trail her from a distance, keeping his word to watch over her.


Raella

Raella stood in the clearing long after the stranger disappeared, completely dumbfounded. Her bow was still tightly gripped in her hand, her breathing still fast.

The deer, thankfully, was still lingering by a small bush a few feet away, oblivious to the drama. Not wanting to lose her chance, she raised her bow, drew back the string, and released. The arrow hissed through the air. Bullseye.

She lowered her bow as she walked toward the kill and knelt beside the felled
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