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The clearing smells like pine sap and anticipation.


I stand at the back. I always stand at the back. It’s where Omegas belong—on the fringes, in the shadows, close enough to serve but far enough to be forgotten. My bare feet press into cold earth. Around me, the pack buzzes with barely contained energy. Forty-three wolves. Forty-three bodies thrumming with the promise of destiny.


I feel nothing.


The moon hangs fat and heavy above the treeline. Not full—not quite. It bleeds rust-red at the edges. An eclipse moon. The Elders call it sacred. The warriors call it powerful.


I call it trouble.


“Serena.” Mira’s elbow finds my ribs. She’s the only one who ever stands beside me during these things. “You’re breathing like a rabbit.”


“I’m fine.”


“You’re lying.”


I am. She knows it. Mira has been my shadow since we were pups, the one wolf in this pack who looks at me and actually sees. She’s a Beta—strong enough to matter, low enough to escape notice. We’ve made an art form of being unremarkable together.


“Look at them,” she mutters. “Salivating.”


She’s not wrong. The unmated wolves have arranged themselves in a loose semicircle around the Moon Stone—a massive slab of granite at the clearing’s center, veined with quartz that catches the dying light. The males preen. The females pose. Everyone is performing. Everyone is hoping.


Draven stands apart from all of them.


He doesn’t preen. He doesn’t hope. He just exists, arms crossed over his chest, gray eyes fixed on the horizon like he’s counting the minutes until this farce is over. The heir to the Alpha seat. The strongest wolf in Silver Hollow. The male every she-wolf in three territories wants to claim.


I’ve never spoken to him. He’s never looked at me.


That’s how I prefer it.


“Elder Marius is starting,” Mira whispers.


The old wolf raises his staff. The moonstone at its tip catches the eclipse light and flares silver-blue. A hush falls over the clearing. Even the wind seems to hold its breath.


“Tonight,” Marius intones, his voice dry as autumn leaves, “the Moon chooses. Not strength. Not ambition. Not desire. The bond is given. It cannot be earned. It cannot be refused.”


Someone snorts. Probably Fenric, Draven’s second. He’s never had much patience for ceremony.


“You will step forward one by one. You will place your palm upon the Stone. If the Moon has chosen your other half, the Stone will… speak.”


Speak. What a delicate word for what actually happens. I’ve seen two Matings in my lifetime. Both times, the Stone blazed like captured lightning. Both times, the bonded pair collapsed into each other like they’d been struck by the same bolt.


I’ve also seen what happens when the Stone stays dark.


The walk back to the crowd. The pitying glances. The quiet shame.


I’m not afraid of the dark. I’ve lived in it my whole life.


“Serena.” Mira’s voice drops. “Your hair.”


My hand flies to my braid. The white streak—my curse, my secret—is hidden beneath a thick wool wrap. I’ve worn it every day since I was thirteen. I check the knot. It holds.


“It’s fine.”


“Serena—”


“It’s fine, Mira.”


She doesn’t push. She never does. That’s why I love her.


The first wolf steps forward. A Beta male named Corvin. Broad shoulders. Eager eyes. He slaps his palm against the Stone like he’s challenging it to a fight.


Nothing.


The Stone stays cold and dark. Corvin’s face crumples before he masks it. He walks back to the crowd with his jaw clenched.


One by one, they try. One by one, the Stone rejects them. The eclipse deepens. The moon darkens from rust to blood to near-black. The air grows thick. Heavy. Wrong.


I feel it before I understand it.


A pull.


Low in my belly. Hot and insistent. Like a fishhook lodged behind my navel, tugging me toward the center of the clearing.


No.


No.


I plant my feet. I will not move. I will not—


My body betrays me.


One step. Then another. My legs move without permission, carrying me through the crowd. Wolves part around me, startled. Someone laughs. Someone else hisses.


“Serena?” Mira’s voice is sharp with alarm. “Serena, what are you—”


I can’t answer. The pull is too strong. It drags me toward the Stone like a riptide dragging a swimmer out to sea.


Draven is already there.


He doesn’t see me. His eyes are squeezed shut, his face twisted in concentration—or pain. His hand is pressed flat against the Stone. The quartz veins beneath his palm are glowing.


Not silver-blue.


Silver-white. Blinding. Wrong.


“Stop,” I hear myself say.


His eyes snap open. Gray. Storm-tossed. They find mine across the Stone, and something in his expression shatters.


“You,” he breathes.


I don’t know if it’s accusation or recognition. I don’t have time to decide.


My palm hits the Stone.


The world ends.




White fire.


That’s the only way to describe it. It doesn’t burn hot—it burns cold. Arctic. Absolute. It lances up my arm and explodes behind my ribs, wrapping around my heart like a fist made of ice.


I’m screaming. I think. I can’t hear anything over the roar in my ears.


And then—


Him.


I feel him. Not his body. Him. His rage. His fear. His desperate, clawing exhaustion. It floods into me like water into a drowning woman’s lungs. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I’m him and he’s me and there’s no space between us, no seam, no—


The fire cuts out.


I hit the ground.


Dirt in my mouth. Pine needles in my hair. My wrap is gone—torn away, lost in the blast. I don’t care. I can’t care. I’m too busy trying to remember how lungs work.


Draven is on his knees across from me. His chest heaves. His eyes are wide. Wild. Human.


No. Not human.


Terrified.


“Elder!” Someone shouts. “Elder, what is this? What’s happened?”


Marius’s staff clicks against the Stone. Once. Twice. I look up. The old wolf’s face is pale as bone, his watery eyes fixed on me with something that looks horribly like satisfaction.


“The Moon,” he says slowly, “has chosen.”


A beat of silence.


Then chaos.




“Impossible!”


“She’s an Omega!”


“Look at her hair—look at it!”


My hand flies to my head. The white streak is exposed. Glowing faintly, even now, like moonlight trapped in thread. I try to cover it. Pointless. Everyone has already seen.


Draven hasn’t moved. He’s still on his knees, still staring at me like I’m a puzzle he can’t solve—or a threat he can’t identify.


“Get up,” he says.


His voice is gravel and broken glass.


“What?”


“Get. Up.”


I push myself to my feet. My legs shake. My chest aches—a deep, gnawing emptiness that wasn’t there before. Like something vital has been scooped out of me and replaced with him.


Draven rises too. He takes a step toward me.


Pain.


White-hot and blinding, it lances through my ribs. I gasp. He staggers. His face twists in shock.


“What—”


He takes another step. Toward me this time. The pain eases. Not gone. Just… quieter.


Away hurts. Near helps.


I understand it before he does.


“We’re bound,” I whisper.


His eyes narrow. “That’s not possible. The Rite bonds mates. It doesn’t—this isn’t—”


“Try walking away.”


He hesitates. Then, jaw clenched, he takes one deliberate step backward.


We both go down.


He catches himself on one knee. I’m not so lucky. I hit the ground again, gasping, my vision swimming with dark spots. The pain is vicious. Like someone’s reached into my chest and is slowly twisting.


“Stop,” I choke out. “Stop moving.”


He freezes. The pain recedes to a dull, throbbing ache.


Silence.


The entire pack is watching us. Forty-three wolves. Forty-three faces wearing forty-three variations of horror, confusion, and barely concealed glee. Some of them have wanted Draven to fall for years. Looks like they just got their wish.


Elder Marius steps forward. His staff clicks against the Stone again.


“The bond is sealed,” he announces. “Silver and bone. Moon and blood.”


“That’s not a mating bond,” Draven snarls. “That’s a curse.”


Marius tilts his head. “Is there a difference?”


Draven’s hands curl into fists. I feel his rage like it’s my own—hot, coiling, desperate for an outlet. It takes everything I have not to flinch.


“The Iron Claw treaty—”


“Is void.” Marius’s voice is flat. Final. “You are bound to the White Wolf now. There will be no other mate. No other alliance.”


White Wolf.


The words land like stones in still water. Ripples spread through the crowd. Whispers. Gasps. One of the older she-wolves makes a sign against evil.


I’ve heard the stories. Everyone has. The White Wolf who brought salvation or ruin. The female marked by the Moon. The one who would either anchor the Alpha’s soul or drown them all in blood.


I never believed them.


I’m starting to.


“The Iron Claw Pack will see this as an act of war,” Draven says. His voice is tight. Controlled. A lid on a boiling pot. “You’ve just doomed us all.”


“I have done nothing.” Marius’s pale eyes slide to me. “She is the one the Moon chose. Take it up with the heavens.”


Draven turns to me.


I’ve never been looked at like this. Like I’m something to be solved. Dissected. Understood and then discarded.


“What are you?” he demands.


I should be afraid. I should cower. That’s what Omegas do. That’s what I’ve always done.


But something’s changed. The bond in my chest is cold and foreign and wrong, but it’s also… steady. Present. It doesn’t ask me to be small.


“I don’t know,” I say. “But I didn’t choose this either.”


Something flickers in his gray eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or recognition.


Then it’s gone.


“Fenric.”


His second appears at his elbow. “Alpha.”


“Take her to my quarters.”


I stiffen. “What?”


“Until we understand this bond,” Draven says, not looking at me, “you don’t leave my sight. The pain of separation is too great. You felt it.”


“I’m not going to—”


“You don’t have a choice.” His voice is ice. “Neither do I.”


He walks away. Toward me, because that’s the only direction that doesn’t cause agony. When he passes close enough to touch, the ache in my chest eases to something almost bearable.


He doesn’t stop. Doesn’t look back.


Fenric’s hand closes around my upper arm. Not rough. Not gentle. Just… efficient.


“This way,” he says.


Mira pushes through the crowd. Her face is pale, her eyes wide and wet.


“Serena—”


“It’s okay.” It’s not. We both know it’s not. “I’ll be okay.”


“You’re glowing,” she whispers. “Your hair. It’s still glowing.”


I touch the white streak. It’s warm under my fingers. Alive.


The moon above us is completely dark now. Eclipsed. Hidden.


But I’m still burning.




Fenric walks me through the pack territory in silence.


Silver Hollow is a sprawl of cabins and clearings nestled in a mountain valley. During the day, it’s almost beautiful—sunlight filtering through pines, the distant rush of the river. At night, under a dead moon, it feels like a place where secrets fester.


Draven’s quarters sit at the highest point. Separate from the main cluster of cabins. Isolated.


Of course.


“Does he always live alone?” I ask.











































































































































































































































































































































































