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  One

  
  
  Chapter 1: The Storm Returns

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




holt pov

The rain hammers against the windows like it wants to break through.

I don’t look up from the maps spread across my desk. Border patrols. Rogue sightings. Supply routes. The same damn problems, different days. Three years of this. Three years of holding together a pack that whispers behind my back.

They think I can’t hear them.

The Alpha who lost his mate.

The Alpha who broke his own bond.

The Alpha who’s more beast than man now.

Let them whisper. Fear works just as well as love. Maybe better.

“Alpha.” Dane’s voice cuts through my thoughts. He doesn’t knock anymore. Nobody does. “We have a situation.”

I finally look up. My enforcer stands in the doorway, rain dripping from his leather jacket onto the stone floor. His face tells me this isn’t another rogue problem.

“Talk.”

“Eastern border. The wards went off about twenty minutes ago.” He steps closer, and I catch something in his scent. Worry. Dane doesn’t worry easy. “It’s not rogues.”

My chest tightens. Just a flutter. Nothing.

Except it’s not nothing.

“Who?”

“We don’t know yet. Whoever it is, they’re strong enough to trigger every ward from here to the Moonfall boundary. That kind of power—” He stops. His eyes meet mine. “That kind of power is rare.”

The flutter becomes a knife.

I’m on my feet before I decide to move. The maps scatter. I don’t care.

“Get a team together. Now.”

“Already done. They’re waiting at the north gate.” Dane turns to follow me, but I’m already moving. “Holt, wait. If this is what I think—”

“Don’t.”

“You need to be prepared for—”

“I said don’t.” I round on him. He stops. Good. “If you value your position, you won’t finish that sentence.”

He holds up his hands. Backs off. Smart.

But I see it in his eyes. He thinks it’s her.

It can’t be her.

She’s gone. Has been for three years. I’ve searched every territory from here to the coast. Hired trackers. Called in favors. Spent every resource I had trying to find her.

Nothing.

So it can’t be her.

Except my chest is on fire now. Right where the bond used to sit before I severed it. Before I destroyed the best thing that ever happened to me because I was too proud, too stupid, too much my father’s son.

The pain spreads. Burns.

I break into a run.




The storm hits me the second I clear the stronghold doors.

Thunder. Lightning splitting the sky. Rain so thick I can barely see five feet ahead.

Perfect.

I shift before I hit the treeline. Bones crack. Skin splits. Fur erupts. The change hurts more than it used to. Everything hurts more than it used to.

My wolf form is bigger than it should be. Darker. Something’s been wrong with me for months, but I don’t let anyone close enough to notice. Can’t. An Alpha shows weakness, he’s done.

I run.

The forest blurs around me. Trees. Rocks. The path I’ve memorized over three years of patrol. My paws hit mud. Water sprays. Wind tears at my fur.

Dane and the others are behind me, but I don’t wait. Can’t.

That burning in my chest pulls me forward like a rope around my ribs.

East. Go east.

I don’t know if it’s instinct or insanity.

Maybe both.

The boundary stones appear through the rain. Ancient markers carved with the pack’s symbols. This is where our territory ends. Where the wards are strongest.

And there, standing between two stones like she’s been waiting for me—

No.

I skid to a stop. Mud flies. My claws dig into the earth.

It’s her.

Three years. Three years of nothing. And now she’s just standing there in the rain like she never left. Like she didn’t rip my heart out and take it with her.

Anwen.

I shift back. Bones crack again. Pain flares through my spine, sharper than usual, but I ignore it. Rain soaks my skin immediately. I don’t care. Don’t feel it.

All I feel is rage.

And something else I won’t name.

“You.” The word comes out wrong. Too rough. Too raw. “You don’t get to be here.”

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t flinch.

Her hair is longer now. Wet and dark and clinging to her face. She’s thinner. Sharper somehow. But her eyes—God, her eyes are the same. Green like the forest in summer. And looking at me like I’m the one who left.

“I need to talk to you.”

Her voice. I haven’t heard it in three years, but my body remembers. Knows it like a song. The wolf in me wants to go to her. Wants to touch her. Make sure she’s real.

The man in me wants to destroy something.

“Talk?” I move forward. She tenses but doesn’t back away. Stubborn. Always stubborn. “You disappear for three years without a word, and now you want to talk?”

“Holt—”

“Don’t.” I close the distance between us. She has to tilt her head back to look at me. She’s so much smaller. How did I forget how small she is? “Don’t say my name like that. Like you have any right to—”

“I need your protection.”

That stops me.

“What?”

“I need your protection.” She says it again. Clearer this time. Her chin lifts. “And you’re going to give it to me.”

Behind me, I hear Dane and the others arrive. They shift. Approach. Stop when they see who it is.

Someone swears softly.

“Everyone back to the stronghold.” I don’t take my eyes off Anwen. “Now.”

“Alpha, we should—”

“Now, Dane.”

Silence. Then footsteps retreating. I hear them leave, but I know Dane stays close. Watching. Waiting to see if I’ll lose control.

Smart man.

“You need my protection.” I laugh. It sounds broken even to my ears. “That’s rich.”

“I wouldn’t be here if I had another choice.”

“Yeah, well, you had a choice three years ago. You chose wrong.”

Her jaw tightens. “You’re the one who made choices that night, Holt. Not me.”

The memories slam into me. The mating ceremony. My father’s voice. The decision that destroyed us.

She’s not strong enough. She’ll make you weak. Choose duty.

And I did. I chose duty. Rejected her in front of the entire pack. Watched her face crumble.

Then she was gone.

“I looked for you.” The words come out before I can stop them. “I looked everywhere.”

Something flickers in her eyes. Pain, maybe. Or regret.

“I know.”

“Where were you?”

“Surviving.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting tonight.” She sways slightly. Catches herself. I notice for the first time how pale she is. How she’s shaking. “Are you going to help me or not?”

“Help you.” I step closer. She doesn’t back away. Doesn’t break eye contact. “You, who disappeared without a trace. You, who could have reached out at any point but didn’t. Why would I help you?”

“Because despite everything, you’re not as cruel as you pretend to be.”

Low blow.

“You don’t know what I am anymore.”

“No,” she says quietly. “I don’t.”

Thunder cracks overhead. Lightning illuminates her face. I see exhaustion there. Fear hiding under stubbornness. And something else. Something new.

Desperation.

Whatever she’s running from, it’s bad.

“What are you afraid of?” I ask.

“That’s not your concern.”

“If you’re asking for pack protection, it absolutely is.”

“I’m asking for your protection. There’s a difference.”

“There really isn’t.” I tilt my head. Study her. “You’re on my territory. My pack’s territory. Anything that threatens you threatens us. So tell me—what’s coming?”

She opens her mouth. Closes it.

“Anwen.”

“I can’t—” She sways again. This time she doesn’t catch herself.

I do.

My arms catch her before she hits the ground. She’s lighter than I remember. Her skin is ice cold even through her wet clothes. She’s pushed herself too hard getting here.

“Anwen.” I give her a small shake. Her eyes flutter open. Barely. “Stay with me.”

“Tired,” she mumbles. “So tired.”

“I know. I’ve got you.”

Do I? Do I have her? Or is this another trick? Another way for fate to destroy me?

Her head falls against my chest. Her breath is shallow.

And that’s when I smell it.

My entire body goes rigid.

It’s faint. Hidden under the rain and mud and her own scent. But it’s there.

A child.

There’s a child’s scent on her clothes.

“Anwen.” My voice comes out strangled. “Anwen, wake up.”

She doesn’t respond.

I lift her into my arms. She weighs nothing. I start walking back toward the stronghold, my mind racing.

A child.

She has a child.

The thought makes something twist inside my chest. Jealousy? Pain? I don’t know. Don’t want to know.

She moved on. Found someone else. Had a—

No.

No, wait.

I stop walking. Look down at her unconscious face.

The timing.

Three years ago. The night I rejected her. The mating ceremony where our bond should have completed but didn’t.

If she was already—

If that night—

“No,” I say out loud. To myself. To the storm. To whatever god is listening. “No.”

But the scent doesn’t lie.

And the age would be right.

Dane appears beside me. Takes one look at my face and goes pale.

“Get Ophelia,” I tell him. My voice sounds far away. “Now. Tell her to prepare the healer’s wing.”

“Holt, what—”

“Just do it!”

He runs.

I look down at Anwen again. She’s shivering now. Her lips are blue.

“What did you do?” I whisper. “What did you do, Anwen?”

She doesn’t answer.

But I know.

God help me, I know.




The stronghold is chaos when I arrive.

Word spreads fast. The lost mate has returned. Everyone wants to see. Wants to know why. Wants to judge.

“Clear the halls!” Dane’s voice booms ahead of me. “Move! Now!”

They scatter. Most of them. Some linger. Stare. Whisper.

I bare my teeth at them. They run.

The healer’s wing is in the east tower. Warm. Quiet. Ophelia meets me at the door, her face calm despite the urgency.

“In here.” She gestures to a room. Bed already prepared. Fire crackling in the hearth. “How long was she out in the storm?”

“I don’t know. Long enough.”

I lay Anwen on the bed. Step back. My hands are shaking. I curl them into fists.

Ophelia works quickly. Checks her pulse. Her temperature. Starts removing the wet clothes.

“Out,” she says without looking at me.

“No.”

“Out, Alpha. I need space to work.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Then stand in the corner and don’t speak.” She pulls a blanket over Anwen. Mixes something in a cup. “She’s exhausted. Malnourished. When’s the last time she ate properly?”

“How would I know?”

“Fair point.” Ophelia tips liquid into Anwen’s mouth. Anwen swallows reflexively. “She’ll be fine. Needs rest. Food. Warmth.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.” Ophelia straightens. Looks at me. Really looks. “You want to tell me why you look like you’ve seen a ghost?”

“No.”

“Holt—”

“She has a child.”

The words hang in the air.

Ophelia’s eyes widen. “What?”

“I smelled it on her. A child’s scent.” I run a hand through my wet hair. “The timing—it would be about three years old now. If she was pregnant that night—”

“You think it’s yours.”

“I don’t know.” I look at Anwen’s unconscious face. “I don’t know anything anymore.”

Ophelia is quiet for a long moment. Then she says, “If it is, that changes everything.”

“I know.”

“The pack will—”

“I know.”

“And you—”

“I know, Ophelia!” I snap. Then softer, “I know.”

She nods. Packs up her supplies. “I’ll come back to check on her in a few hours. You should rest too.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re many things, Alpha. Fine isn’t one of them.” She pauses at the door. “For what it’s worth? I hope you’re right. About the child. You deserve something good after all this time.”

She leaves.

I pull a chair close to the bed. Sit. Stare at Anwen’s face.

Three years ago, I told her she wasn’t strong enough to be my Luna. Told her duty came before love. Broke our bond because my dying father said I should.

Biggest mistake of my life.

And if she was pregnant—if she ran because of what I did—if she’s been alone all this time, raising our child—

The thought makes me physically ill.

“You should have told me,” I whisper. “You should have—”

But would she? After what I did? After I humiliated her in front of everyone?

No. She wouldn’t.

And that’s my fault too.

Her eyes flutter. Open slowly. Confused at first. Then she sees me and goes tense.

“Easy.” I don’t move from my chair. Keep my distance. “You’re safe. You’re in the healer’s wing.”

She pushes herself up. Looks around. Sees the fire. The blankets. Her dry clothes folded on a table.

“How long was I out?”

“Couple hours.”

“I need to—” She tries to stand. Stumbles.

I’m there before she falls. Catching her again. She pushes against my chest.

“Don’t touch me.”

The words sting more than they should.

I let go. Step back. “You collapsed. You’re weak. Sit down.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. When’s the last time you ate?”

She doesn’t answer. Won’t look at me.

“Anwen, I’m trying to help you.”

“No, you’re not.” She finally meets my eyes. “You’re trying to figure out what I want so you can decide if it’s worth your time. That’s not help. That’s calculation.”

Direct hit.

“Fair enough.” I cross my arms. “So let’s calculate. You show up after three years. You smell like—” I stop myself. “You need protection. From what?”

“I told you. It’s not your concern.”

“And I told you, if you’re here, it is.”

We stare at each other. The air crackles with everything unsaid. All the pain. The anger. The grief.

The love that never really died.

“There’s a situation,” she finally says. “Something coming. Something dangerous. I need to be somewhere safe until I figure out my next move.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know.”

“Not good enough. The pack will want answers.”

“Then lie to them. You’re good at that.”

Another hit. She’s good at this.

“That’s not fair.”

“Fair?” She laughs. It’s bitter. “You want to talk about fair? You rejected me, Holt. In front of everyone. Said I wasn’t good enough. Then you spent three years trying to find me like that somehow fixes it.”

“I was trying to apologize!”

“I didn’t want your apology! I wanted you to fight for me that night! I wanted you to tell your father he was wrong!” Her voice breaks. “But you didn’t. You chose duty. So no, I don’t think you get to stand there and talk to me about fair.”

Silence.

She’s shaking. From anger or exhaustion or both.

I take a breath. Then another. Force myself to stay calm.

“You’re right,” I say quietly. “I made a choice. The wrong choice. And I’ve regretted it every single day since.”

“That doesn’t help me.”

“I know. But it’s true.” I step closer. She doesn’t back away this time. “You want protection? You have it. Stay as long as you need. No questions.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

She searches my face. Looking for the trick. The angle.

“Why?”

Because you’re my mate. Because I destroyed us. Because I owe you everything.

“Because you asked,” I say instead.

She doesn’t believe me. I can see it.

But she’s tired. Desperate. Out of options.

“Fine.” She sits on the edge of the bed. “But I have conditions.”

“Of course you do.”

“I stay in quarters separate from yours. I don’t attend pack functions. And you don’t ask me about where I’ve been or what I’ve been doing.”

Each condition is a knife.

“Done.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

She nods slowly. “Okay.”

“Okay.”

I move toward the door. Need distance. Need air. Need to think.

“Holt.”

I stop. Don’t turn around.

“Thank you,” she says softly.

I close my eyes. “Don’t thank me yet.”

Then I leave before I do something stupid. Like fall to my knees and beg her to forgive me. Like tell her I’ve been half-alive without her. Like confess that my chest feels like it’s splitting open right now just from being this close to her again.

Dane’s waiting in the hallway.

“Well?”

“She stays. Give her the west tower quarters. Post guards but keep them discreet. She doesn’t want attention.”

“The pack will talk.”

“Let them.”

He studies me. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“There’s a lot I’m not telling you.”

“Holt—”

“Tomorrow.” I start walking. “We’ll deal with everything tomorrow. Right now I need—”

Pain explodes through my chest.

I stumble. Catch myself against the wall. Black spots dance across my vision.

“Alpha!” Dane grabs my arm. “What’s wrong?”

The pain spreads. Burns. Like something’s trying to claw its way out of my ribs.

Not now. Not now.

“I’m fine.” I force myself upright. “Just tired.”

“That’s not tired. That’s—”

“I said I’m fine!”

He backs off. But I see the concern in his eyes. The fear.

He knows something’s wrong with me. Has for months. He just doesn’t know what.

Neither do I.

But I’m running out of time to figure it out.

The pain fades slowly. Leaves me sweating and shaking.

“Get some rest,” Dane says carefully. “Tomorrow’s going to be complicated.”

“Yeah.” I push off from the wall. “Yeah, it is.”

I make it to my quarters. Close the door. Lock it.

Then I let myself feel it.

The fear. The hope. The terror.

A child.

Anwen has a child.

And if that child is mine—

Everything changes.

Everything.

I sink into a chair. Stare at nothing.

The scent was faint. Could be a friend’s child. Someone she’s been staying with.

But my gut says otherwise.

My wolf knows.

Somewhere out there, maybe hiding close by, maybe miles away, is a child who might be mine.

A child Anwen kept secret.

And I don’t know if I’m more angry or grateful.

Thunder rumbles outside. The storm isn’t over.

Neither are we.

I close my eyes. Try to sleep. Can’t.

All I see is Anwen’s face. The way she looked at me. Like I’m a stranger.

Maybe I am.

Three years is a long time. People change. I changed. Became harder. Colder. More like my father every day.

The man she loved is gone.

But the man I am now—this version—maybe he can still make things right.

If she’ll let me.

If there’s anything left to save.

The pain flares again in my chest. Brief. Sharp.

A warning.

Something’s wrong with me. Has been for months. Getting worse.

I don’t have much time left. To fix this. To fix us. To meet my child if—

If.

Everything hangs on that word.

I open my eyes. Stare at the ceiling.

Tomorrow I’ll get answers.

Tomorrow I’ll find out the truth.

Tomorrow everything changes.

But tonight—tonight I let myself hope.

That maybe, just maybe, fate is giving me a second chance.

And this time, I won’t screw it up.
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anwen pov

The ceiling above me is made of dark wood. Old beams cross each other like the bones of some ancient creature. I know this ceiling. I spent three months staring at it when I first came to Shadowpine Territory, back when everything was different. Back when I thought I belonged here.

My body aches. Every muscle feels heavy, like someone filled my veins with sand instead of blood.

“You’re awake.”

The voice comes from my left. Soft. Careful. I turn my head and see a woman sitting in a chair beside the bed. Her hair is the color of honey, pulled back in a braid. She’s wearing healer robes—pale green fabric that smells like herbs and something sharper. Medicine, maybe.

“Ophelia?” My throat feels raw when I speak.

She nods. Her face is kind, but her eyes are sharp. She’s watching me the way you watch a wild animal that might bolt. “You collapsed at the border. Holt carried you here himself.”

The mention of his name sends a spike of pain through my chest. Not physical. Worse.

I try to sit up, but Ophelia’s hand presses gently against my shoulder. “Easy. You’ve been out for almost twelve hours.”

Twelve hours. Panic floods through me. “I need to—”

“You need to rest.” Her voice is firm now. “Whatever you’re running from can wait until you’re strong enough to stand without falling over.”

I’m not running from something. I’m running to protect something. Someone. But I can’t tell her that. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

My hand goes to my neck, touching the spot where a mate mark should be. The skin there is smooth. Empty. It’s been three years, but the absence still feels fresh, like a wound that never healed right.

Ophelia sees where I’m touching. Her expression softens. “He never took another mate. In case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t.” The lie tastes bitter.

She gives me a look that says she knows better. Then she stands, moving to a table covered with bottles and dried plants. “I’m going to make you something to drink. It’ll help with the exhaustion.”

While her back is turned, I let myself remember. I don’t want to. But the memories come anyway, uninvited and sharp.

Three years ago. The mating ceremony.

Flowers everywhere. White and silver, woven through the trees around the Bloodstone Circle. The full moon overhead, so bright it almost hurt to look at. Pack members gathered in a circle, their eyes glowing with reflected light. Everyone was there. Everyone was watching.

I wore a dress made of soft fabric that moved like water. Holt’s mother had made it for me herself before she died. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever worn.

Holt stood at the center of the circle, waiting. He looked like something out of a dream—tall and broad, his dark hair catching the moonlight. When he smiled at me, I felt like I could do anything. Be anything.

I walked toward him. Each step felt like coming home.

But then his father appeared. The old Alpha, already dying from the sickness that was eating him from inside. He put a hand on Holt’s shoulder and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

Holt’s face changed. The warmth in his eyes went cold.

I reached him anyway. Took his hands. “I’m ready,” I said.

He pulled away.

The rejection happened in front of everyone. In front of the whole pack.

“I can’t do this.” His voice was hard. Empty. “My father is right. You’re not strong enough to be Luna. You’ll make me weak. Make the pack weak.”

I stood there, frozen. Everyone was staring. I could feel their eyes on me like physical things, pressing down.

“Holt, please—”

“Go home, Anwen.” He wouldn’t even look at me. “This was a mistake.”

The memory breaks apart when Ophelia puts a cup in my hands. The liquid inside is dark green and smells like earth.

“Drink,” she says.

I do. It tastes awful, but I force it down. The warmth spreads through my chest, pushing back some of the exhaustion.

“Thank you.”

Ophelia sits again. She’s quiet for a moment, then asks, “Why did you come back?”

“I need protection.”

“From what?”

I don’t answer. Can’t answer. How do I explain that I need protection for a child Holt doesn’t know exists? A child who has power running through her veins that could get her killed by half the Alphas in the region?

Ophelia leans forward. “Listen. I don’t know what happened between you and Holt. Well, I know some of it. Everyone does. But whatever brought you back here after three years—it must be serious.”

“It is.”

“Then you should know something.” She pauses, like she’s deciding how much to say. “Holt isn’t the same as he was. Something’s wrong with him. I’ve been healing this pack for twenty years, and I’ve never seen anything like it.”

My stomach drops. “What do you mean?”

“He gets these episodes. Blackouts. Sometimes he disappears for hours and doesn’t remember where he went. Last week, he destroyed half his study and had no memory of it.” She shakes her head. “Beckett thinks it’s connected to—”

The door opens.

Holt fills the doorway. He’s changed clothes since last night, but he looks worse. There are dark circles under his eyes. His jaw is tight, like he’s been clenching it for hours. When his gaze lands on me, something flickers across his face. Relief? Anger? Both?

“Out,” he says to Ophelia.

“She needs rest—”

“Out. Now.”

Ophelia shoots me an apologetic look, then leaves. The door closes behind her with a soft click. Suddenly the room feels very small.

Holt doesn’t move from the doorway. He just stands there, staring at me. The silence stretches between us like a living thing.

I break first. “If you came here to yell at me, get it over with.”

“I’m not here to yell.” His voice is low. Controlled. Which is somehow worse than if he were shouting. “I’m here to get answers.”

“I already told you—”

“You told me nothing.” He takes a step into the room. Then another. “You show up at my border after three years. Three years, Anwen. No word. No message. Nothing. And then you collapse and expect me to just accept that you need protection without explaining why?”

I swing my legs over the side of the bed. Standing feels important right now. I need to meet him on equal ground. But when I stand, the room tilts a little. I grab the edge of the bed to steady myself.

Holt moves fast. His hand is on my elbow before I can blink, holding me up. “Sit down before you fall down.”

“Don’t touch me.” I jerk away from him. The contact burned, even through the fabric of the shirt someone must have put me in.

He pulls back like I slapped him. “Fine. But sit.”

I lower myself back onto the bed, hating that he’s right. Hating that I’m weak right now when I need to be strong.

Holt crosses his arms. “Start talking.”

“There’s someone after me.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know their name.” Not a complete lie. I don’t know all the names of everyone who might want Lyra. “But they’re dangerous.”

“Dangerous how?”

“Does it matter?” I meet his eyes, trying to keep my voice steady. “You’re the Alpha. Protecting pack members is literally your job.”

“You’re not pack anymore.” The words come out flat. “You left. Remember?”

“You threw me away first.”

Silence. Heavy and thick. Holt’s jaw works like he’s chewing on words he doesn’t want to say.

Finally, he speaks. “That night—”

“I don’t want to talk about that night.”

“Too bad. We’re talking about it.” He moves closer. Not threatening, but intense. “I need to understand why you ran.”

“You rejected me in front of the entire pack!” My voice rises despite my best efforts. “You humiliated me. Called me weak. Told me I wasn’t good enough. What exactly did you expect me to do? Stay and smile while everyone pitied me?”

“I expected you to fight!” Now his voice rises too. “I expected you to stay and prove everyone wrong. Including me. But you just disappeared like—” He stops. Takes a breath. “You gave up.”

The accusation hits like a physical blow. Rage floods through me, hot and sharp. “I gave up? You destroyed me and I gave up? How dare you—”

“Then why did you leave?” He’s right in front of me now. Close enough that I can see the gold flecks in his brown eyes. “If you were so angry, why run? Why not stay and make me regret it?”

Because I was pregnant. Because I couldn’t stay in a place where my child would grow up knowing her father chose duty over her mother. Because I was terrified and alone and—

“That’s none of your business anymore.” I force the words out cold. Hard. “I came back because I need your protection. That’s all you need to know.”

“Not good enough.”

“Then kick me out. Send me away. But do it fast, because whoever’s coming for me won’t wait.”

Holt stares at me. Something passes over his face—something that looks almost like pain. “I can’t.”

“Can’t what?”

“Send you away.” He says it quiet. Almost like a confession. “Even after everything. Even though I should. I can’t.”

The air between us changes. Gets heavier. I can feel my heart beating too fast.

“Holt—”

“You still smell the same.” His voice drops lower. “Like rain and wild roses. I used to dream about that smell.”

This is dangerous territory. I need to shut this down. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what? Don’t tell you that I haven’t stopped thinking about you for three years? Don’t admit that seeing you last night almost brought me to my knees?” He leans closer. “Or don’t tell you that I was wrong?”

I wasn’t expecting that. “What?”

“I was wrong. About you. About that night. About everything.” His hand lifts like he wants to touch my face, but he stops himself. “I chose duty over you, and it was the worst mistake of my life.”

For a second—just one second—I almost believe him. Almost let myself soften. But then I remember standing at that altar. Remember the way he looked through me like I was nothing.

“Too late.” I push past him, heading for the door. My legs are steadier now. Good. “You don’t get to apologize your way out of this. You don’t get to make me feel things just because you have regrets.”

“Anwen, wait—”

I yank the door open. “I’ll stay until the threat passes. Then I’m gone. Don’t make this more complicated than it needs to be.”

I step into the hallway before he can respond. My chest feels tight. I need air. Space. Somewhere he isn’t.

The stronghold looks the same as I remember. Stone walls covered with tapestries showing pack history. Torches burning in iron brackets. Windows that let in thin streams of morning light.

I’m heading toward the stairs when someone calls my name.

“Anwen!”

I turn and see Rafe Colter jogging toward me. He’s wearing training clothes, covered in a light sheen of sweat. His blonde hair is pushed back from his face, and when he smiles, it reaches his blue eyes.

“Rafe.” Relief washes through me. At least one friendly face in this place.

He pulls me into a quick hug. “I heard you were back. I couldn’t believe it.”

“Believe it.” I step back, suddenly aware that hugging him might not be smart. Not with Holt nearby.

But Rafe doesn’t seem concerned. “You look good. Tired, but good.”

“Liar. I look terrible.”

“Okay, yes. You look terrible.” He grins. “But it’s good to see you anyway.”

This is the Rafe I remember. Easy. Kind. He was one of the only pack members who was nice to me from the start, back when everyone else was deciding whether I was worthy of being here.

“How have you been?” I ask.

“Better now that you’re back.” His smile fades a little. “I wanted to reach out after you left. Find you. Make sure you were okay. But Holt forbid it. Said if you wanted to be found, you wouldn’t have run.”

That sounds like Holt. Proud even in his pain.

“It’s fine. I managed.”

“Managed where?” Rafe asks. “Where have you been all this time?”

The question is casual, but my guard goes up immediately. I need to be careful. One wrong word and everything falls apart.

“Around. Moving mostly. I couldn’t stay in one place too long.”

“Why not?”

“Like I said. There are people looking for me.”

Rafe’s expression darkens. “What kind of people?”

“The kind I don’t want to find me.”

He studies my face. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“No.”

“Does Holt know?”

“Holt knows what he needs to know.”

Rafe shakes his head. “He’s going to push until you tell him everything. You know how he is. Once he decides he wants something, he doesn’t stop.”

I do know. That’s what scares me.

“Let him push. I can handle it.”

“Can you?” Rafe’s voice goes soft. Concerned. “Because you look like you’re barely holding it together, Anwen. And whatever brought you back here—it must be bad if you came to the one place you swore you’d never return to.”

Tears prick at my eyes. I blink them back hard. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not. But that’s okay.” He touches my shoulder gently. “I’m here if you need anything. Anything at all. Just say the word.”

“Thank you.”

Someone clears their throat behind us. We both turn to find Holt standing in the doorway of the healer wing. His expression is carefully blank, but his eyes are locked on Rafe’s hand on my shoulder.

Rafe drops his hand immediately. “Alpha.”

“Beta.” Holt’s voice is cold. “Don’t you have patrol duty?”

“In an hour, yes.”

“Make it now.”

Tension crackles between them. I can feel it in the air, thick and uncomfortable. Rafe’s jaw tightens, but he nods. “Of course.”

He gives me one last look—something apologetic in it—then walks away. His footsteps echo down the stone hallway.

Holt watches him go. When he looks back at me, there’s something dark in his expression. “You two seem close.”

“He was kind to me. Back when no one else was.”

“Including me?”

“Especially you.”

Holt flinches. Good. Let him hurt. Let him feel a fraction of what I felt.

But then his expression changes. Shifts. His eyes lose focus for a second, and he sways on his feet.

“Holt?”

He doesn’t answer. His hand goes to the wall, bracing himself. His breathing gets rough. Fast.

“Holt!” I move toward him without thinking.

When I touch his arm, his skin is burning hot. Fever hot. His eyes snap to mine, and for just a second—less than a heartbeat—they’re not his eyes anymore. They’re something else. Something animal and wild and wrong.

Then he blinks, and they’re normal again.

“What was that?” I whisper.

Holt pulls away from me. Straightens. “Nothing.”

“That wasn’t nothing—”

“Drop it, Anwen.” His voice is sharp. Final.

But I can’t drop it. Because whatever I just saw pass over his face, whatever made his eyes change like that—it looked like the beginning of something terrible.

“You’re sick.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. Ophelia told me you’ve been having episodes. Blackouts. Is that what just happened?”

His whole body goes rigid. “Ophelia needs to learn to keep her mouth shut.”

“She’s worried about you.”

“She doesn’t need to be.” He starts to turn away.

I grab his wrist. “Holt, please. Just tell me what’s wrong.”

He looks down at my hand on his wrist. When he speaks, his voice is so quiet I almost don’t hear it. “You don’t get to care anymore. You gave up that right when you left.”

The words hurt more than they should. I let go of him like his skin burned me.

He walks away without another word. Disappears around a corner. Leaves me standing alone in the hallway with my heart pounding and questions multiplying in my head.

What’s happening to him?

And why do I still care so much?

I press my hand to my chest, trying to calm the anxiety crawling under my skin. I need to get out of here. Need to check on Lyra. Make sure she’s safe.

I head for the stairs that lead to the lower levels, then slip out a side entrance. The forest is just beyond the stronghold walls. I know these paths. Used to walk them every morning when I lived here.

It takes me twenty minutes to reach the cabin. It’s hidden deep in the trees, warded with protective magic that Junia’s mother taught me before I left. The wards should keep Lyra’s scent contained. Should keep her hidden.

But as I approach, something feels wrong.

The door is open.

My heart stops. I break into a run. “Lyra!”

I burst through the door and find Junia Snowe standing in the middle of the small living space, sword drawn. Her dark hair is pulled back tight, and her stance is defensive.

“Someone was here,” she says immediately.

Cold fear floods through me. “Where’s Lyra?”

“Safe. I hid her the moment I sensed the intruder.” Junia points to a section of floorboards. “But whoever it was, they were looking for something. Or someone.”

I rush to the floor, pulling up the hidden panel. Lyra is curled in the small space beneath, her gray eyes wide and frightened. When she sees me, she reaches up.

“Mama!”

I pull her out, holding her tight. She’s shaking. “It’s okay, baby. I’m here.”

“There was a scary smell,” Lyra whispers against my neck. “Like old things and mean magic.”

My blood runs cold. Lyra’s too young to lie. If she smelled magic, then someone with power was here. Someone who could track through wards.

Junia sheathes her sword. “We need to move her. This place isn’t safe anymore.”

“Where? I can’t take her to the stronghold. Not yet. If Holt sees her—”

“If Holt sees her, what?” Junia’s voice is sharp. “She’s his daughter, Anwen. He has a right to know.”

“He rejected me!”

“Three years ago. People change. You haven’t even given him a chance—”

“I don’t need to give him a chance. I need to keep my daughter safe.”

Lyra pulls back to look at my face. “Daddy?” Her voice is small. Hopeful.

My heart breaks. I’ve told her stories about her father. About how strong he is. How brave. But I never told her what he did to me. Never wanted her to carry that pain.

“Not yet, sweetheart. Soon.”

“You promised.” Lyra’s bottom lip trembles. “You said when we came home, I could meet him.”

“I know, baby. I know. But—”

A sound outside makes us all freeze. Footsteps. Heavy. Deliberate.

Junia’s hand goes to her sword again. I push Lyra behind me.

The door swings open wider.

Holt stands in the entrance.

His eyes go straight to Lyra. Then to me. Then back to Lyra.

The silence that follows is deafening. I can see his mind working. See him taking in the storm-gray eyes that match his own. The wild dark hair. The shape of her face.

“No.” His voice comes out hoarse. Broken. “No, that’s not—you didn’t—”

Lyra peeks around my legs, curious despite her fear. “Mama? Who’s that?”

Holt’s knees hit the floor like someone cut the strings holding him up. He’s staring at Lyra with an expression I’ve never seen on his face. Wonder. Horror. Devastation.

“How old?” He can barely get the words out.

I don’t answer.

“How old, Anwen?”

“Two and a half.”

He does the math. The color drains from his face. “You were pregnant. When you left. You were already pregnant.”

Still, I say nothing.

“That’s my daughter.” Not a question. A statement. A truth he can see written in every line of Lyra’s face. “You kept my daughter from me.”

The rage in his voice makes Lyra whimper. She buries her face against my leg.

“You need to leave,” I say quietly. Firmly. “You’re scaring her.”

“I’m scaring her?” Holt’s voice rises. “You kept her from me for over two years and I’m scaring her?”

“Lower your voice—”

“Don’t tell me what to do!” He stands, and for a second, I see that shadow pass over his eyes again. That wrongness. “You let me search for you. You let me tear apart half the territory looking for you. And the whole time, you were carrying my child?”

Lyra starts to cry. The sound cuts through everything.

Holt freezes. All the anger drains from his face when he hears her crying. He takes a step forward. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Stay back.” Junia moves between him and us, blade half-drawn.

But something is happening. Something none of us expected.

Lyra pulls away from me. She walks toward Holt with her small hand outstretched. “Don’t be sad.”

“Lyra, no—” I reach for her, but she’s already touching Holt’s hand.

The moment their skin makes contact, light explodes through the cabin. Silver and bright and powerful. It knocks me back a step. Junia raises her arm to shield her eyes.

Holt gasps. His whole body goes rigid. The dark shadow I saw in his eyes earlier—it surges to the surface. His teeth lengthen. His fingers start to curl into claws.

He’s shifting. Losing control.

“Holt!” I scream.

But Lyra doesn’t let go. Instead, she does something impossible. The silver light intensifies, and I feel it—a bond snapping into place. Not a mate bond. Something different. Something primal and absolute.

A father-daughter bond.

The darkness in Holt’s eyes recedes. Slowly. Fighting against it. But Lyra’s light is stronger.

When the glow finally fades, Holt is on his knees again. Lyra is still holding his hand. Tears are streaming down his face.

“What…” His voice breaks. “What are you?”

Lyra tilts her head, considering him with those too-knowing gray eyes. “I’m your baby.”

Then, as if nothing extraordinary just happened, she wraps her small arms around his neck.

Holt looks at me over her shoulder. The expression on his face is beyond words. There’s love there. Wonder. But also something else.

Fear.

Because whatever just happened—whatever power Lyra just displayed—it’s not normal. Not even for wolves.

And I realize, with sickening clarity, that by coming back here, I haven’t protected her at all.

I’ve just shown everyone exactly how powerful she is.








  
  Three

  
  
  Chapter 3: The Alpha's Affliction

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




holt pov

I wake up on the floor.

Cold stone presses against my cheek. My head pounds like someone took a hammer to my skull. I try to move, but my body doesn’t respond right away. Everything feels wrong. Heavy. Disconnected.

When I finally push myself up, I see the blood first.

My knuckles are raw and split open. Red covers both hands, dried and cracking across my skin. The wall beside my bed has a dent in it. No, not a dent. Five dents. Each one shaped like my fist.

I stare at my hands. At the wall. At the broken pieces of a chair scattered near the window.

I don’t remember any of it.

“What the hell?” My voice comes out rough. Wrong.

The last thing I remember is sitting at my desk. Reading reports about the rogue attacks near the eastern border. Dane had just left my office. That was maybe an hour after sunset.

I look at the window now. The sky is turning pink. Dawn.

I lost an entire night.

My heart starts pounding. Not the good kind of pounding. The kind that means something is very, very wrong. I stand up too fast and the room spins. I grab the edge of my desk to steady myself.

That’s when I notice the scratches on the wood. Deep gouges that look like claw marks.

“No.” The word barely comes out. “No, no, no.”

I didn’t shift. I would know if I shifted. I’d feel it in my bones, in my muscles. But these marks… they’re too deep for human nails. Too deliberate.

A knock at the door makes me jump.

“Alpha?” Dane’s voice. Cautious. “You in there?”

I look down at myself. I’m still wearing yesterday’s clothes. My shirt is torn at the shoulder. Blood—my blood—stains the collar.

“Give me a minute,” I call out.

“It’s been more than a minute,” Dane says. “It’s been all night. You missed the morning patrol briefing.”

I never miss briefings.

I move to the washbasin and splash water on my face. The cold helps clear my head a little. I scrub the blood off my hands, watching it turn the water pink. My knuckles sting, but they’re already starting to heal. Wolf healing is fast. Too fast. By tonight these cuts will be gone completely.

Which means no one will believe me if I tell them I lost control.

“Holt.” Dane’s voice is sharper now. “I’m coming in.”

“Don’t—”

The door opens. Dane stops in the doorway, his eyes going wide. He takes in the destroyed chair. The dented wall. The scratches on my desk. Then his gaze lands on me, and I see the concern flash across his face before he hides it.

“What happened?” he asks quietly.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.” I turn away from him, grabbing a clean shirt from my wardrobe. “I don’t remember. I sat down to work, and then I woke up on the floor just now.”

Dane closes the door behind him. Locks it. That simple action tells me everything. He’s worried someone else might see this. Might see me weak.

“How long have the blackouts been happening?” he asks.

I freeze with my shirt halfway on. “What makes you think there’ve been others?”

“Because you’re not surprised enough.” Dane crosses his arms. “And because three days ago, I found claw marks on the training room wall. You said a new recruit got carried away. But I checked the roster. No one trained that day except you.”

Damn. I thought I’d covered that one better.

“Twice,” I admit. “This is the third time.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“What was I supposed to say?” I snap, yanking my shirt down. “That I’m losing my mind? That I’m blacking out and waking up with no memory? That maybe I’m not fit to lead anymore?”

“Yes.” Dane doesn’t flinch. “You’re supposed to say exactly that. To me. I’m your enforcer. Your friend. I can’t protect you if I don’t know what I’m protecting you from.”

The anger drains out of me as fast as it came. He’s right. Of course he’s right.

I sink down onto the edge of my bed, suddenly exhausted. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Then we find out.” Dane moves closer. “Together. Like we always do.”

Before I can respond, another knock echoes through the room. Different from Dane’s. Slower. More deliberate.

“Alpha Redgrave.” The voice is ancient. Creaky. Like old trees bending in wind. “We need to speak. Now.”

Dane and I exchange a glance. He mouths the name: Beckett Rowan.

The Sage. The oldest wolf in our pack. Maybe the oldest wolf alive. He’s been advisor to my family for four generations. When Beckett says we need to speak, we speak.

Dane unlocks the door and steps aside. Beckett walks in without waiting for permission. He’s tall and thin, with white hair that falls past his shoulders. His eyes are pale blue, almost colorless. Those eyes have seen more than I can imagine.

Right now, they’re fixed on me with an expression that makes my stomach drop.

“You felt it last night,” Beckett says. Not a question.

“Felt what?”

“Don’t play games with me, boy. I’m too old and you’re too desperate.” He walks over to my desk, running one gnarled finger along the claw marks. “The Nightveil Curse is awakening.”

The room goes very still. Very quiet.

“That’s a myth,” Dane says, but his voice lacks conviction.

“Myths don’t leave claw marks.” Beckett turns to face me fully. “How many blackouts?”

“Three.”

“Memory loss?”

“Complete.”

“Physical changes?”

I hold up my hands. The cuts are already half-healed. “I didn’t shift. I’m sure of it.”

“You didn’t shift fully,” Beckett corrects. “But your wolf is leaking through. The curse breaks down the barrier between man and beast. Slowly. Painfully. Until there’s nothing left but the monster.”

“Stop.” The word comes out harder than I mean it. “Just stop. Tell me what this is. No riddles. No stories. Facts.”

Beckett studies me for a long moment. Then he nods.

“Three hundred years ago, your ancestor Matthias Redgrave was set to mate with a woman named Elska Hartmoor. She was his true mate. The bond was strong, undeniable. But Matthias was ambitious. He wanted power, not love. So on the night of their mating ceremony, he rejected her. Publicly. Brutally.”

“I know this story,” I interrupt. “Every Redgrave knows it. Matthias chose power, built this pack into what it is today.”

“You know half the story,” Beckett says. “The half your family likes to tell. What you don’t know is what happened to Elska after the rejection. She didn’t just leave quietly. She cursed the bloodline. Every Redgrave Alpha who rejects his true mate will face the same fate. The wolf inside them will turn savage. Mindless. They’ll transform into something neither man nor beast, but a creature of pure instinct and rage.”

My mouth goes dry. “And when does this transformation complete?”

“That depends on the individual. For some, it takes months. For others, weeks.” Beckett’s expression darkens. “You’ve already had three blackouts in a span of days. The curse is moving fast.”

“How do I stop it?”

“You already know the answer to that.”

I do. God help me, I do.

“Anwen,” I whisper.

“Your true mate.” Beckett nods. “Her presence is the only thing that can anchor you. The bond between true mates is powerful enough to counteract the curse. But your bond is severed. Broken by your own hand.”

The weight of those words hits me like a physical blow. I rejected Anwen. I stood in front of our entire pack and told her she wasn’t good enough. Wasn’t strong enough. That I couldn’t complete the mating bond.

Because my father told me to.

Because I was too weak to stand up to a dying man’s last command.

Because I chose duty over the only woman I’ve ever loved.

“There has to be another way,” Dane says. “Some kind of ritual. Medicine. Something.”

“There is no other way.” Beckett’s voice is final. “The curse was born from rejection. It can only be broken by acceptance. Holt must complete the mating bond with Anwen. Fully. Permanently. Or the curse will consume him.”

“How long do I have?” My voice sounds distant even to my own ears.

Beckett walks to my window. Looks out at the forest below. “The winter solstice is forty-two days away. The curse will complete its transformation on that night, when the veil between worlds is thinnest. After that, there’s no coming back. You’ll be lost forever.”

Forty-two days.

Six weeks to fix three years of mistakes.

“And if Anwen refuses?” I ask quietly. “If she won’t forgive me? Won’t complete the bond?”

“Then you’ll die,” Beckett says simply. “Or worse, you’ll live as a monster. And your pack will have no choice but to put you down.”

Silence fills the room. Heavy. Suffocating.

Dane speaks first. “Does anyone else know about this?”

“Not yet. But they will soon. The signs are already showing. The blackouts will get worse. More frequent. Violent.” Beckett turns back to me. “You need to tell the pack council. Today.”

“No.” The word comes out sharp. Certain. “If the pack knows I’m compromised, they’ll lose faith. We’re already dealing with rogue attacks. Knox Everhart is sniffing around our borders. This isn’t the time to show weakness.”

“This isn’t weakness,” Beckett argues. “This is reality. And reality doesn’t care about timing.”

“He’s right,” Dane adds. “The council needs to know. We can help you through this.”

“Can you?” I round on him. “Can you help me convince the woman I destroyed to forgive me? Can you help me earn back trust I shattered? Can you help me explain to her that I need her to save my life after I threw hers away?”

Dane flinches. “Holt—”

“Anwen came back yesterday,” I continue, my voice rising. “After three years of silence. Three years of me searching for her. And now I’m supposed to go to her and say what? That I need her? That I’m sorry? That I’ve been cursed because I was too much of a coward to stand up to my dying father?”

“Yes,” Beckett says quietly. “You say exactly that. Because it’s the truth. And truth is the only thing that might save you.”

I want to argue. Want to rage. Want to punch another hole in the wall.

Instead, I sink back down onto the bed and put my head in my hands.

“I saw her last night,” I admit. “Before the blackout. I was watching her from the window. She was standing in the courtyard, looking up at the moon. She looked… free. Lighter than I’ve ever seen her. Like leaving me was the best thing that ever happened to her.”

“Then you have to give her a reason to stay,” Dane says.

“I don’t have anything to give her except more pain.”

“You have the truth.” Beckett moves closer. “You have honesty. Vulnerability. The thing you were too afraid to show her three years ago. That’s what she needs now. Not the Alpha. Not the leader. Just the man who made a mistake.”

A knock interrupts us again. Softer this time. Hesitant.

“Alpha?” A young voice. One of the patrol scouts. “There’s a messenger at the gates. From the Everhart Pack.”

My blood runs cold. Knox Everhart































































































































