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They did not knock when they came for me.

They never did.

The door splintered inward with a crack sharp enough to jolt me upright in bed, my heart slamming against my ribs as though it wanted out of my body. Cold air rushed in behind the sound, carrying the smell of damp earth and iron. Torches flared, throwing jagged shadows across the walls of my small room, and suddenly it was crowded with men who would not meet my eyes.

I knew what that meant.

I sat up slowly, dragging the thin blanket to my chest. My fingers trembled, but I forced them still. Fear was expected. Panic was entertainment. I would give them neither.

“It’s time,” one of them said.

His voice was flat. Dutiful. As if he were announcing the weather instead of my death.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed. The stone floor bit into my bare feet, grounding me. “You’re early.”

No one answered.

They never did when the chosen spoke. It was considered bad luck to respond—to acknowledge us as anything other than already gone.

A woman stepped forward then, her gray hair bound tightly at the nape of her neck, her mouth pressed into a line that might once have been kind. Elder Maelin. She held a length of red cord in her hands, coiled neatly like a sleeping serpent.

“The Blood Moon rises tonight,” she said, eyes fixed on my throat. “You have been marked.”

I almost laughed.

Marked. As if this had happened by chance. As if I hadn’t known since the day I was born how this would end.

“Let me dress,” I said.

The elder hesitated. Just for a moment. Then she nodded.

They turned their backs as I stood, the illusion of privacy offered like a mercy. I pulled on the dark shift laid out at the foot of the bed—rough wool, unadorned, the color of ashes. No shoes. No jewelry. Nothing that might suggest I was meant to return.

When I turned back to them, Elder Maelin lifted the cord and tied it around my wrist, the knot firm and ceremonial. The cord pulsed faintly, warm against my skin, as if it recognized me.

The room seemed to exhale.

“It is done,” she murmured.

I followed them out into the night.

The village had gathered in the square, just as it always did, faces pale in the torchlight, eyes shining with a mixture of relief and guilt. Relief that it was not them. Guilt that it was me.

No one spoke my name.

Children were pulled behind skirts. Doors were shut softly as I passed. I walked with my head high, my spine straight, even as my pulse thundered in my ears. The red cord burned now, a constant reminder of what waited beyond the treeline.

The forest.

The wolves.

Every decade, the Blood Moon rose full and crimson over the valley, and every decade, a woman was offered to appease the ancient laws that bound our land. It was said the wolves protected us—kept the old evils at bay, guarded the borders between worlds.

All they asked in return was blood.

I had heard the stories all my life. How the chosen never screamed. How the ritual was quick. How the sacrifice ensured peace.

I did not believe any of it.

At the edge of the square, my mother stood rigid, her hands clenched in her shawl. She did not cry. She had used all her tears years ago, when the mark first appeared on my skin—a faint sigil at the base of my throat that no one else could see but everyone knew was there.

Our eyes met.

I gave her a small nod.

She pressed her hand to her mouth.

That was all we were allowed.

The guards escorted me past her, their boots crunching against frost-hardened dirt as we moved toward the forest path. The torches flickered wildly now, as though the fire itself was uneasy.

The air changed as soon as we crossed beneath the first trees.

It grew heavier. Older. The scent of pine and damp earth thickened, layered with something sharper beneath it—animal, wild, unmistakably alive. The forest swallowed sound, muffling footsteps, swallowing whispers. Even the guards walked more carefully here, their shoulders tight.

I felt it then.

The pull.

It started low in my stomach, a slow, steady tug that had nothing to do with fear. My breath caught as the sensation deepened, threading through my veins like heat.

“What is this?” I whispered.

No one answered.

We walked for what felt like hours, the path winding deeper into darkness until the trees finally parted, revealing the clearing.

The ritual ground.

Stone pillars rose from the earth in a wide circle, etched with symbols worn smooth by time and blood. At the center stood the altar—a slab of black rock streaked with old rust-colored stains. Chains lay coiled atop it, waiting.

The moon was already climbing the sky.

It was enormous. Full. Red.

The Blood Moon.

A murmur rippled through the assembled figures at the edge of the clearing—wolves in human form, their presence unmistakable even without the fangs and fur. Their eyes gleamed unnaturally bright, reflecting the moonlight in shades of gold and silver.

Predators.

I was led to the altar and guided onto the stone. The cold seeped through the thin fabric of my shift, leaching warmth from my bones. The chains were lifted, their weight settling against my wrists and ankles with a finality that stole my breath.

This was it.

Elder Maelin stepped forward, her voice rising in a chant older than the village, older than the forest itself. The words curled around me, heavy and oppressive, pressing down on my chest until breathing felt like a conscious effort.

I stared up at the sky.

The moon burned.

A sound cut through the chant.

Footsteps.

Slow. Deliberate.

The air shifted instantly, as if the forest itself had drawn back in deference. The chanting faltered, then fell silent altogether.

I felt it before I saw him.

Power rolled across the clearing like a physical force, sharp and commanding, raising goosebumps along my arms. The wolves straightened, some lowering their heads instinctively, others bristling as though bracing for impact.

A man emerged from the shadows between the trees.

He was tall—taller than any man I had ever seen—with broad shoulders and a presence that seemed to bend the space around him. Dark hair framed a face carved in hard lines, his expression unreadable, his gaze fixed on me with an intensity that made my skin prickle.

Alpha Kael Dravenmoor.

I knew him instantly. Everyone did.

The ruler of the wolves.

The executioner.

The chanting did not resume.

Kael stepped closer, boots silent against the earth, his eyes never leaving mine. I expected hunger in that gaze. Cruelty. Indifference.

What I saw instead made my breath hitch.

Recognition.

As though he had been looking for me.

“This ritual stops,” he said.

His voice was low, resonant, carrying easily across the clearing. It was not loud. It did not need to be.

Elder Maelin stiffened. “Alpha, the law—”

“I know the law.”

He reached the altar and placed one hand on the stone beside my shoulder. Heat radiated from him, startling after the cold.

“For ten generations,” he continued, “you have offered blood to bind what was never meant to be bound.”

The wolves murmured, unease spreading through the ranks.

Kael’s gaze dropped to the red cord around my wrist. His jaw tightened.

“She is not a sacrifice,” he said.

My heart pounded. “Then what am I?”

His eyes met mine again, dark and unyielding.

“My wife.”

The word fell like a blade.

Gasps tore through the clearing. Elder Maelin staggered back as if struck. The chains around my wrists heated suddenly, glowing faintly as something ancient and powerful surged to life.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, panic flaring sharp and bright. “You can’t—”

“I can,” Kael said quietly. “And I have.”

He straightened and raised his voice, addressing the wolves gathered around us.

“By ancient mating law, I claim Ravenna Vale as my bride. By blood and bond, she is under my protection.”

The moon flared brighter.

The chains shattered.

I screamed—not in fear, but in shock—as energy surged through me, hot and relentless, wrapping around my heart, my soul, my very breath. The red cord burned away, leaving a mark in its place, seared into my skin like living fire.

Kael caught me as the world tilted, his grip iron-strong, unyielding.

The last thing I saw before darkness claimed me was his face above mine—grim, resolute, and utterly certain.
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I wake to heat.

Not the gentle warmth of a hearth fire or the dull ache of fever, but something sharper—alive—coiling through my veins like molten metal. My breath stutters as consciousness claws its way back, my senses crashing over me in a rush too fast to process.

The first thing I register is movement.

Strong arms locked around me, carrying me at a relentless pace. The ground beneath us rises and falls, uneven and wild. The air smells of pine, earth, and something darker—male, powerful, unmistakably wolf.

I try to move.

Pain lances through my skull, white and blinding. A groan slips past my lips before I can stop it.

Immediately, the arms tighten.

“Easy.”

The voice vibrates against my cheek, deep and steady, as though the world itself has learned how to speak. I know that voice. I would know it anywhere now.

Alpha Kael Dravenmoor.

Memory slams into me with brutal clarity—the altar, the moon, the chains shattering like glass, the way my name sounded on his tongue when he claimed me.

My stomach drops.

“Put me down,” I rasp.

He does not slow.

“You’re not steady enough to walk.”

“I don’t care,” I snap. “Put me down.”

His stride shortens slightly, a concession I did not expect. “You fainted.”

“I don’t faint.”

A corner of his mouth twitches. Not a smile. Something sharper. “You did.”

Anger flares hot and sudden, cutting through the lingering haze in my head. I brace a hand against his chest, intending to shove myself away—

And freeze.

His heart pounds beneath my palm, strong and unyielding, each beat echoing through my own body like an answering call. Heat blooms where we touch, spreading outward in a pulse that steals my breath.

What is this?

I jerk my hand back as though burned. “What did you do to me?”

Kael stops walking.

The forest around us looms close and dense, shadows threading between ancient trunks. Moonlight filters down in fractured shards, painting silver across his dark hair and hard features. He looks down at me, expression unreadable.

“I bound you to me,” he says.

My chest tightens. “You had no right.”

“I had every right.”

“You don’t get to decide my fate.”

His jaw flexes. “Neither did the altar.”

I laugh, sharp and humorless. “So instead of dying on a stone slab, I’m supposed to thank you for claiming me like property?”

His eyes flash—a sudden, dangerous glint that makes the air around us feel thinner. “You were moments from being slaughtered in the name of tradition.”

“And now?” I challenge. “What am I now?”

Silence stretches between us, taut as a drawn bowstring.

“My mate,” he says at last.

The word hits harder than the ritual ever did.

“No,” I whisper. “You don’t get to say that like it means something.”

He studies my face, as if searching for something beneath the defiance. “Whether you accept it or not, the bond has been sealed.”

A shiver ripples through me, unbidden. I feel it again—that strange pull, stronger now, humming beneath my skin like a living thing. My pulse stutters in response, traitorous and undeniable.

I hate it.

I hate him.

“Let me go,” I say, my voice low and shaking with fury. “Right now.”

He holds my gaze for a long moment, then bends and lowers me carefully to the forest floor. The moment his arms slip away, cold rushes in to fill the space he occupied, leaving me dizzy and off-balance.

I sway.

Kael’s hand shoots out, gripping my elbow. “You’re not well.”

“Don’t touch me.”

His fingers linger for a fraction of a second too long before he withdraws. “The bond is still stabilizing.”

“I didn’t ask for a bond.”

“No,” he agrees quietly. “You didn’t.”

That should have eased something in me. It doesn’t.

Footsteps approach from behind us—many of them. I turn sharply as several wolves emerge from the trees, their expressions a volatile mix of anger, disbelief, and barely restrained aggression.

“This is madness,” one of them snarls. “You cannot just claim a sacrifice.”

“She was chosen,” another adds. “The gods demand blood.”

Kael straightens, his presence shifting instantly. The forest seems to lean toward him, as though listening.

“The gods demanded obedience,” he says coldly. “And for centuries, you mistook cruelty for loyalty.”

Murmurs ripple through the group.

“She is human,” someone spits.

I lift my chin. “I’m standing right here.”

A few of them flinch at that.

Kael steps in front of me—not touching, but close enough that I can feel the heat of him at my back. The gesture is unmistakably protective, and it infuriates me almost as much as it unsettles me.

“She is mine,” he says, voice sharp as drawn steel. “Any challenge to her is a challenge to me.”

Silence crashes down.

Even the wolves who bristle with resentment do not speak. Whatever else they think, none of them are foolish enough to openly defy their Alpha here, beneath the Blood Moon’s fading light.

Kael turns slightly, addressing me without looking away from them. “We’re leaving.”

I cross my arms. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“You are.”

“I won’t be dragged into your fortress like a prisoner.”

His voice drops, meant for my ears alone. “If you stay here, they will kill you the moment I turn my back.”

I glance around at the wolves again—their tense stances, their barely leashed hostility—and my stomach twists.

“I won’t be safe with you either,” I say.

Kael finally looks at me then, something dark and resolute burning in his eyes. “You will be safer with me than you have ever been.”

Before I can argue further, he gestures sharply. “Move out.”

The wolves part reluctantly, and we begin walking again, this time with me on my feet, though every step feels like I’m learning how to walk all over again. The forest hums around us, alive with unseen movement, and I become acutely aware of Kael at my side—his stride measured to match mine, his attention constantly flicking to the shadows.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask.

“My stronghold.”

I snort. “Of course.”

“It’s the only place I can protect you.”

“I didn’t ask for protection.”

He glances at me. “You needed it.”

We walk in tense silence for a while, the weight of everything unspoken pressing in from all sides. My thoughts spiral, trying and failing to make sense of what has happened.

A sacrifice turned into a bride.

A bond I can feel thrumming beneath my skin like a second heartbeat.

A man who claims me with the same certainty others once condemned me.

Eventually, the forest begins to thin, and stone rises from the earth ahead of us—walls carved directly from the mountainside, massive and imposing, lit by flickering torchlight.

Kael’s stronghold.

As we approach, massive gates swing open, revealing a courtyard filled with wolves in human form. Conversations die mid-sentence as they spot us. Dozens of eyes lock onto me, curiosity and hostility warring openly on their faces.

I square my shoulders.

If they expect me to cower, they will be disappointed.

Kael leads me through the crowd without slowing, his hand hovering near my back—not touching, but close enough to remind everyone watching exactly where I stand.

Inside, the stronghold is all stone and shadow, corridors carved deep into the mountain, ceilings arching high above us. Torches line the walls, casting warm light that does nothing to ease the chill creeping into my bones.

He stops before a heavy wooden door bound in iron.

“This will be your chamber,” he says.

“My chamber,” I echo. “And yours?”

“Adjacent.”

I meet his gaze. “You planned this.”

Something flickers across his face—too quick to read. “I prepared for the consequences.”

I push past him and enter the room.

It’s large, far larger than any space I’ve ever been given, with a wide bed draped in dark fabric, a hearth already lit, and a window overlooking the forest below. The luxury feels surreal, almost obscene after the altar.

I turn back to him, anger rising again. “You think a fine room makes this acceptable?”

“No,” he says evenly. “I think it makes survival possible.”

“Why me?” I demand. “Why not just end the ritual altogether?”

“Because the curse is bound to blood,” he replies. “And yours awakened something that has been dormant for generations.”

My stomach twists. “What are you saying?”

Kael hesitates, then speaks carefully. “That you are more than a sacrifice.”

I laugh again, bitter and sharp. “That’s supposed to comfort me?”

“It should,” he says quietly. “Because it means you were never meant to die.”

The door closes behind him with a soft, final click.

I stand there, heart racing, the echo of his words reverberating through my mind.

Never meant to die.

I press a trembling hand to my chest, where the strange heat still coils and hums, undeniable and alive.

Whatever he has bound me into, whatever this bond truly means—

My life will never be my own again.















