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brielle

The purple wildflower died the moment Luna touched it.

I watched my daughter’s small fingers brush against the petals, and the life just… left. The vibrant color drained to ash-gray, then the whole stem crumbled into dust. Luna stared at her hand like it belonged to someone else.

“Mama, I did the bad thing again.”

My heart squeezed tight. I knelt in the dirt beside her, ignoring the mud soaking through my worn pants. “Hey, look at me, baby.”

Her silver eyes—so much like her father’s—filled with tears. She was only two and a half, but sometimes she looked at me with the weight of centuries in her gaze.

“It’s not bad,” I whispered, even though my stomach twisted with fear. “You’re just… special. That’s all.”

“The flowers don’t like special.” Her bottom lip trembled. “They die when I love them.”

I pulled her into my arms, breathing in her scent—wildflowers and something else, something electric that made my wolf stir uneasily. Luna had been doing things like this for months now. Small things at first. Making candles flicker without wind. Knowing when someone was coming before they arrived. But lately, the power was getting stronger.

Deadly.

“We’ll practice control,” I said, smoothing her dark curls. “Just like we’ve been doing, remember? Gentle touches. Soft thoughts.”

She nodded against my shoulder, but I felt her fear. A child shouldn’t be afraid of her own hands.

“Brielle.”

Maren’s voice cut through the morning air. I looked up to see her standing at the edge of our small garden, her healer’s bag slung over one shoulder. Her expression told me this wasn’t a social visit.

“Luna, sweetheart, go inside and wash up for breakfast.” I kissed her forehead. “Use the lavender soap, okay? The pretty purple one.”

“The dead flower color,” Luna said softly, then walked toward our tiny cottage without another word.

I waited until the door closed before standing. “How bad?”

Maren stepped closer, her eyes scanning the garden. Her gaze landed on the pile of ash that used to be a flower. “When did this start?”

“Last week. Before that, it was just wilting. Now they…” I gestured helplessly at the remains.

“Her aura is too strong.” Maren’s voice dropped low. “I can feel it from here. It’s like standing next to a bonfire.”

“I’m hiding it the best I can.” I’d been using every concealment spell I knew, every trick Maren had taught me. “No one’s sensed her yet.”

“Yet.” Maren’s green eyes bore into mine. “But they will. Power like that doesn’t stay hidden forever.”

My hands clenched into fists. “What am I supposed to do? She’s a baby.”

“A baby who killed three chickens yesterday by accident.”

I flinched. I’d told Maren about that. Luna had been playing in the yard when the neighbor’s chickens wandered over. She’d wanted to pet them. They’d dropped dead the second she made contact.

“She cried for an hour,” I said quietly. “She didn’t mean to.”

“I know.” Maren’s expression softened. “But intention doesn’t matter if someone sees. You know what they do to rogue children with uncontrolled power.”

I knew. They killed them. Called them abominations. Said they were too dangerous to live.

“I’ll keep her hidden.” My voice came out harder than I intended. “We’ve made it three years. We can make it longer.”

“Can you?” Maren asked. “Because I’m not the only one who’s noticed something off about this area. There have been… questions. Wolves passing through who sense something unusual.”

Ice slid down my spine. “What kind of wolves?”

“Scouts. Trackers.” She paused. “One of them had the Ironclaw mark.”

The name hit me like a physical blow. I hadn’t heard it spoken aloud in years. Hadn’t let myself think about—

“Don’t,” I said sharply. “Don’t say his name.”

“I wasn’t going to.” Maren’s tone gentled. “But Brielle, if his pack is sniffing around—”

“They won’t find anything.” I turned away, staring at our cottage. Small. Isolated. Safe. “I’ve been careful. Luna doesn’t go into town. I do all the supply runs. We keep to ourselves.”

“That’s what concerns me. Isolation draws attention too.”

“Then what do you want me to do?” The words burst out louder than I meant. “Go back? Crawl to the pack that exiled me? Let them see what I’ve been hiding? They’d take her, Maren. You know they would. A child with Alpha blood and this kind of power? They’d either weaponize her or kill her.”

Maren was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, “I want you to be ready. That’s all. Just… be ready.”

“For what?”

“For whatever’s coming.” She squeezed my shoulder. “I can feel it. Something’s shifting. The air tastes wrong.”

I wanted to argue, but I’d felt it too. For days now, an uneasiness that sat heavy in my gut. My wolf pacing restlessly inside me. Dreams that felt more like memories, except they weren’t mine.

“I need to check on the Hendersons’ newborn,” Maren said. “But I’ll be back tomorrow. If anything happens—”

“I’ll send word.” I forced a smile. “We’ll be fine.”

She didn’t look convinced, but she nodded and headed down the path toward the main road. I watched until she disappeared into the tree line, then went inside.

Luna sat at our small wooden table, her hands folded in her lap. She’d washed them—I could smell the lavender—but she wouldn’t touch anything.

“Hungry?” I asked, keeping my voice light.

“Will I hurt the food?”

My chest ached. “No, baby. Food isn’t alive like that. It’s safe.”

She nodded slowly, and I served her porridge from the pot I’d made earlier. I watched her eat carefully, using the spoon like it might explode. Every movement controlled. Precise.

No child should have to live like this.

I sat across from her, pretending to eat my own breakfast, but my stomach was too knotted. The conversation with Maren kept replaying. Ironclaw scouts. Something coming. Be ready.

I’d spent three years building this life. Three years hiding. Running. Protecting.

Three years since Kade Ironclaw stood in front of his entire pack and said I wasn’t worthy to be his mate.

The memory still burned. His cold silver eyes. The formal words of rejection spoken in front of hundreds of wolves. The bond between us snapping like a broken bone, the pain so intense I’d collapsed. I’d been pregnant then—just barely, didn’t even know it yet. By the time I’d dragged myself away from Ironclaw territory, I’d been bleeding and broken and utterly alone.

Except I hadn’t been alone. Not really.

I’d had Luna.

I looked at my daughter now, this beautiful, terrifying miracle. She had his eyes. His stubborn chin. His power, magnified into something I didn’t understand.

“Mama?” Luna’s small voice pulled me back. “Your face is sad.”

“Just thinking, sweetheart.”

“About the bad man?”

My breath caught. “What bad man?”

“The one in your dreams.” She tilted her head, and for a second, her eyes glowed faintly silver. “The wolf who smells like smoke and metal. You cry when you dream about him.”

I didn’t know what to say. Luna had always been perceptive, but this was different. She was seeing things she shouldn’t be able to see.

“Finish your breakfast,” I said quietly.

The day passed slowly. I worked in my small clinic attached to the cottage, treating minor ailments from the few rogues and wanderers who knew where to find me. A sprained ankle. A fever. A deep cut that needed stitches. I was good at healing—it was the one gift I’d kept from my former life.

Luna played quietly in the corner, drawing pictures with charcoal on scraps of paper. I glanced over occasionally, and each time my unease grew. She wasn’t drawing flowers or animals like normal children.

She was drawing symbols.

Ancient ones. Spirals and crescents and patterns I’d seen only once before, in the forbidden texts my grandmother had shown me when I was young.

“Luna, where did you learn those?”

She looked up, confused. “Learn what?”

“Those symbols.”

“Oh.” She studied her drawing. “The moon lady teaches me.”

Cold washed over me. “What moon lady?”

“The one who visits at night. She has white hair and glowy hands. She says I’m special.” Luna smiled. “She says I’m going to change everything.”

My hands shook as I set down the bandage I’d been holding. “Does… does this moon lady have a name?”

“She says I can call her Grandmother.”

The world tilted. My grandmother had been dead for fifteen years. But if Luna was seeing spirits, if her power was that strong already—

A sharp pain lanced through my chest.

I gasped, grabbing the table for support. It felt like someone was driving a blade between my ribs. My wolf surged forward, panicked, and I could feel her clawing at my insides.

“Mama!” Luna’s voice seemed far away.

The pain intensified. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. And then, suddenly, I wasn’t in my clinic anymore.

I was somewhere else.

A massive bedroom with stone walls. Firelight casting shadows. And there, in a huge bed, was a man I hadn’t seen in three years.

Kade.

He was dying.

I could see it in the gray pallor of his skin, the sweat soaking his dark hair, the way his body convulsed. Someone stood over him—a beautiful woman with long black hair. She pressed a cloth to his forehead, but I could tell it wasn’t helping.

“Please,” the woman whispered. “Please don’t leave me.”

But he was leaving. I could feel it through the bond I thought was dead. It had been dormant for so long, severed and silent, but now it screamed to life. Every fiber of my being pulled toward him.

Mate. Dying. Save him.

“No,” I choked out. “No, I don’t care. I don’t—”

The vision shattered.

I was back in my clinic, on my hands and knees on the floor. Luna crouched beside me, her small hand on my back. The touch didn’t hurt—it never hurt when she touched me. I was the only one immune to her power.

“The sad wolf is sick,” Luna said softly. “He’s calling for you.”

“He’s not calling for me.” I forced myself to breathe. “He rejected me. He doesn’t want me.”

“But you want him.”

“No.” The lie tasted bitter. “I don’t.”

Luna said nothing, just looked at me with those too-old eyes.

I pulled myself up, my chest still aching. The bond was awake now. I could feel it humming beneath my skin, a constant pull toward the north. Toward Ironclaw territory.

He’s dying, my wolf whispered. Our mate is dying.

“He’s not our mate anymore,” I told her. “He gave that up.”

But she didn’t listen. She never did when it came to Kade.

That night, I couldn’t sleep. I lay in bed listening to Luna’s soft breathing from her small cot across the room. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw him. Dying. Gray. Broken.

Let him die, I told myself. He deserves it for what he did to you.

But my traitorous heart wouldn’t let me believe it.

Around midnight, I heard footsteps on the porch.

I was up instantly, a knife in my hand. No one came to my cottage at night unless something was wrong. I crept to the door, every sense on high alert.

Three soft knocks.

“Brielle Northwind.” The voice was male, cultured, old. “I mean you no harm. I bring a message.”

I didn’t open the door. “Who are you?”

“My name is Orion Blackfen. I’m a historian from the Ironclaw Pack.”

My blood turned to ice. “I don’t accept messages from that pack.”

“Not even one concerning your mate’s life?”

“He’s not my mate.”

“The bond disagrees.” There was a pause. “I can hear your wolf from here. She’s howling for him.”

Damn it. He was right. My wolf was going insane, throwing herself against my mental walls, desperate to get to Kade.

“What do you want?” I asked through gritted teeth.

“Open the door. This isn’t a conversation for barriers.”

Against every instinct, I unlocked the door and pulled it open a crack. A man stood on my porch—ancient, with a long silver beard and eyes that glowed faintly gold in the darkness. He wore simple robes and carried a wooden staff, but power radiated from him in waves.

“You’re no simple historian,” I said.

“No.” He smiled faintly. “But I do keep the records. Including the record of your rejection three years ago.”

I started to close the door. His staff blocked it.

“Alpha Ironclaw is dying,” Orion said bluntly. “Poisoned with wolfsbane and dark magic. No healer in the pack can save him. He has perhaps three days left.”

“Good.” The word came out cold. “Let him die.”

“And what of your daughter?”

Everything in me went still. “What about her?”

Orion’s golden eyes seemed to see right through the walls, right to where Luna slept. “Did you truly think you could hide her forever? A child with that much power? We’ve known about her for months.”

Terror clawed up my throat. “If you touch her—”

“We don’t want to touch her. We want to understand her.” He leaned on his staff. “But there are others who aren’t so curious. Others who would see a rogue child with uncontrolled power as a threat to be eliminated.”

“Who?” I demanded. “Who knows?”

“Scouts from three different packs have reported unusual energy in this region. It’s only a matter of time before they trace it to your door.” He paused. “The only thing that’s kept them away so far is the residual protection of your mate bond. Weak as it is, it still marks you as an Ironclaw wolf. But if Kade dies, that protection dies with him.”

I couldn’t breathe. “You’re lying.”

“Am I?” He tilted his head. “You’ve felt them watching, haven’t you? Sensed the scouts circling? Your friend Maren warned you today. She felt it too.”

“What do you want from me?” My voice shook.

“Come back to Ironclaw territory. Heal your mate. In exchange, we offer sanctuary for you and the child. Full pack protection.”

“He rejected me. The pack exiled me. Why would they—”

“Because everything has changed.” Orion’s expression grew grave. “The rejection was based on a false prophecy. We’ve discovered evidence that it was manufactured, manipulated. Kade was deceived into casting you out.”

The world spun. “What?”

“The Elder who pushed for your rejection—Viona Nightmere—she lied. The prophecy that you would bring death to the pack? False. Created to achieve her own ends.”

“Why?” The word came out as barely a whisper.

“That’s what we’re trying to discover. But we need Kade alive to investigate. And we need you to save him.” Orion stepped closer. “You’re the only one who can. True mate bonds are powerful magic. The poison in his system is dark, but the bond can burn it away. Your touch, your healing, your connection—it’s the only cure.”

I wanted to laugh. Or scream. Or both. “You want me to save the man who destroyed me?”

“I want you to save your daughter’s future.” His voice hardened. “If Kade dies, the pack falls into chaos. Viona will seize control. And her first act will be to hunt down and eliminate any threats to her power. That includes children with unusual abilities.”

Luna.

He was talking about Luna.

“You’re saying if I don’t heal him, my daughter dies.”

“I’m saying if you don’t heal him, your daughter becomes a target for forces you cannot fight alone.” Orion’s eyes blazed. “But if you return, if you save the Alpha, you’ll have the full might of the Ironclaw Pack at your back. You’ll have protection. Resources. Safety.”

“And what does Kade get?”

“His life. His mate. And the truth about why he lost both three years ago.”

I looked back toward Luna’s room. She was still sleeping, small and fragile and so terrifyingly powerful. I’d do anything to protect her. Anything.

Even face the man who shattered my heart.

“How long do I have?” I asked quietly.

“Three days. Maybe less.” Orion reached into his robes and pulled out a small vial of silver liquid. “This will suppress the poison temporarily. It’ll buy you travel time. But once you arrive, you must act quickly.”

I took the vial with shaking hands. “If this is a trap—”

“It’s not.” His expression softened. “I know you have no reason to trust us. But I swear on the old magic, on the moon herself—this is real. Kade is dying. And despite everything, I believe he never stopped loving you.”

The words hit harder than any blow.

“Love doesn’t reject,” I said bitterly.

“No. But fear does. And Kade was very, very afraid of what Viona’s prophecy promised.” Orion turned to leave, then paused. “Brielle Northwind. You asked me what I want. I want the truth. I want justice for the wrongs done to you. And I want that little girl in there to grow up in a world where her power is celebrated, not feared. But none of that happens if Kade dies.”

He walked into the darkness and vanished like smoke.

I stood on my porch, clutching the vial, my mind racing. Behind me, I heard small footsteps.

“Mama?”

Luna stood in the doorway, rubbing her eyes. “We’re going to see the sad wolf, aren’t we?”

“I… I don’t know, baby.”

“We have to.” She walked over and slipped her small hand into mine. Her touch was warm, solid, safe. “The moon lady says it’s time. She says everything changes now.”

I looked down at my daughter. At her silver eyes—Kade’s eyes—glowing faintly in the moonlight.

“If we go,” I said slowly, “things will be different. Dangerous. There are people there who might hurt us.”

“But there are people here who might hurt us too.” Luna’s voice was too wise, too old. “At least there, we fight together with the sad wolf.”

“He’s not sad. He’s—” I couldn’t finish. What was he? The man who rejected me? The father who’d never met his daughter? The mate who was dying?

All of it. None of it.

“Three days,” I whispered.

I had three days to decide if I could forgive enough to save him.

Or if I’d let him die and face whatever came after alone.

Luna squeezed my hand. “The moon lady says you already know what you’ll choose.”

“Yeah?” I looked down at her. “What will I choose?”

She smiled, small and knowing. “You’ll choose love. You always do.”

And as the words left her lips, the bond in my chest flared hot and desperate.

Come back to me, it seemed to say. Please. Come back.

I closed my eyes.

Damn him.

Damn me.

Damn this whole impossible situation.

But Luna was right.

I already knew what I had to do.
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kade

the pain hit me first—sharp, like claws raking through my insides.

i opened my eyes, but the room spun. ceiling beams twisted into shapes that didn’t make sense. my wolf howled somewhere deep inside, weaker than he’d ever been. dying, maybe.

“don’t move.” seraphina’s voice cut through the fog. cool fingers pressed against my forehead. “your fever’s worse.”

i tried to speak, but my throat burned. tasted copper. blood.

“how long?” i managed to rasp out.

“three days since the attack.” she pulled her hand away, and i saw the worry lines around her eyes. seraphina never worried. not about anything. “three days since someone poisoned you at the border patrol.”

three days. felt like three years.

my muscles screamed when i tried to sit up. seraphina pushed me back down, gentle but firm. she’d make a decent alpha someday. better than me, probably. better than this broken thing i’d become.

“the healers?” i asked.

her jaw tightened. that told me everything.

“they’ve tried everything, kade. wolfsbane mixed with something else. something dark.” she stood, moved to the window. sunlight made her hair glow gold. beautiful. cold. we’d been engaged for six months, and i’d never touched her beyond what politics demanded. “magic they can’t identify.”

“lucan?”

“organizing patrols. hunting for whoever did this.” she didn’t look at me. “he’s been here every day. worried sick.”

my beta. my best friend since we were kids. if anyone could find the bastard who poisoned me, lucan could.

another wave of pain crashed through me. i bit down hard, tasted more blood. my wolf whimpered. actually whimpered. alphas don’t whimper.

“there’s a council meeting in an hour,” seraphina said quietly. “viona insists she has answers.”

viona. the elder seer who’d guided our pack for decades. if she had answers, why wait three days?

“help me up.”

“kade—”

“now.”

seraphina’s eyes flashed, but she obeyed. took my arm, hauled me to sitting. the world tilted sideways. i gripped the bedpost until my knuckles went white.

“you’re being stubborn,” she said.

“i’m being an alpha.”

“you’re being stupid.”

i almost smiled. almost. “those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

she handed me a shirt. i struggled into it, hating how weak i’d become. three days ago, i could’ve shifted and run fifty miles. now i could barely dress myself.

“the pack’s scared,” seraphina said, watching me fumble with buttons. “they need to see you strong.”

“then they’re going to be disappointed.”

“fake it.”

i met her eyes. she wasn’t wrong. perception mattered almost as much as reality in pack politics. show weakness, and the challenges started. show too much weakness, and you got civil war.

“what aren’t you telling me?” i asked.

her mouth opened. closed. she looked away.

“seraphina.”

“viona says…” she took a breath. “she says only your true mate can heal you.”

the words hung in the air like poison themselves.

my true mate.

brielle.

the woman i’d rejected and exiled three years ago. the woman whose face still haunted my dreams. whose scent i could still smell on certain nights when the wind blew right. whose absence carved holes through my chest that never healed.

“that’s impossible,” i said flatly.

“that’s what viona claims.”

“i rejected her. the bond is severed.”

“apparently not completely.” seraphina crossed her arms. “viona says the mate bond can’t be fully broken. not really. it just… sleeps.”

sleeping. right. that’s why i woke up some nights with phantom pain where brielle’s mark should’ve been. why my wolf still searched for her in crowds. why three years later, i still couldn’t complete the bond with the woman i was supposed to marry.

“she won’t come,” i said. “even if we could find her.”

“orion already left to track her down.”

my head snapped up too fast. the room spun again. “you sent orion? without asking me?”

“you were unconscious. someone had to make decisions.” her voice softened slightly. “we’re running out of time, kade. whatever’s killing you, it’s getting worse. the healers give you maybe a week.”

a week.

seven days to find the woman i’d destroyed. convince her to save the man who’d publicly humiliated her. somehow persuade her that the mate bond she probably hated could heal poison that was killing me.

“she’ll refuse,” i said.

“probably.”

“she has every right to.”

“yes.”

“i wouldn’t come either if i were her.”

seraphina moved closer. placed her hand on my shoulder. the touch felt wrong. friendly, but wrong. my wolf didn’t respond to her at all.

“then you’d better hope orion’s persuasive,” she said. “because pride isn’t worth dying over.”




the council chamber felt like a tomb.

lucan helped me to my seat at the head of the table. my beta’s face looked drawn, tired. guilt flickered in his eyes when he met mine.

“you should be resting,” he muttered.

“i’ll rest when i’m dead.” i slumped into the chair, trying not to show how much even that small walk had cost me. “apparently that won’t be long.”

“don’t say that.”

“why not? it’s true.”

twelve council members filled the other seats. older wolves, mostly. warriors who’d served my father. elders who remembered better days. they all stared at me with varying degrees of concern and calculation.

alphas died. successors rose. that was the way of things.

“thank you for coming,” i said, hating how weak my voice sounded. “i know there are concerns about—”

“you’re dying.” council member marcus didn’t bother with pleasantries. never did. “we need to discuss succession.”

lucan growled low in his throat. “show some respect.”

“respect doesn’t change facts.” marcus leaned forward. “if alpha ironclaw dies without an heir, this pack falls into chaos. we need contingencies.”

“i’m not dead yet.”

“but you will be.” viona nightmere spoke from the shadows. the old seer moved forward, her white hair gleaming in the lamplight. her eyes—one blue, one brown—fixed on me with that unsettling intensity she always carried. “unless we act quickly.”

“then act,” i snapped. “you said you had answers.”

viona’s gaze swept the council. “what i have to say is… delicate.”

“everything’s delicate lately,” lucan said. “just tell us what you know.”

the seer pulled out a worn leather journal. flipped through pages covered in symbols i didn’t recognize. “the poison killing our alpha is called nightshade embrace. wolfsbane mixed with shadow magic. very rare. very illegal.”

“who would have access to it?” seraphina asked from her position behind my chair.

“very few. which means this wasn’t random.” viona’s mismatched eyes found mine. “someone wants you dead specifically, kade. someone with resources and knowledge of dark arts.”

“zarek,” marcus said immediately. “has to be. he’s been pushing for territory concessions for months.”

“zarek fights with claws and teeth,” lucan countered. “not poison. this isn’t his style.”

“then who?”

silence fell.

i thought about enemies. rivals. packs that resented ironclaw’s power. the list was long. too long.

“it doesn’t matter who yet,” i said. “first, we need to figure out how to stop it. you said there’s a cure?”

viona hesitated. rare for her.

“speak, elder.”

“the cure is… complicated.” she closed the journal. “nightshade embrace binds itself to the victim’s life force. their wolf. it feeds on both until there’s nothing left.”

“so how do we kill it?”

“you don’t kill it. you transfer it.”

the room erupted in voices.

“transfer it where?”

“to another host?”

“that’s dark magic!”

viona raised her hand. the council fell silent.

“not to another host,” she said quietly. “back through the mate bond.”

my blood went cold.

“explain,” i forced out.

“the bond between true mates is the strongest magic in our world. stronger than pack ties. stronger than bloodline. when you rejected brielle northwind three years ago, you severed the active bond but not the root.” viona’s gaze never wavered. “the root remains. dormant. sleeping. but still there.”

“what does that mean?” lucan asked.

“it means if brielle touches kade’s mark, if she channels her life force through that dormant bond, she can draw the poison out.” viona paused. “it will hurt. badly. she’ll suffer. but she’ll survive. and so will he.”

marcus laughed. harsh, bitter. “you want us to find the woman our alpha publicly humiliated and ask her to suffer to save him? that’s your plan?”

“that’s not a plan,” another council member said. “that’s suicide.”

“she’ll refuse,” someone else added.

“she should refuse,” lucan said quietly. all eyes turned to him. my beta’s face looked pained. “what kade did to her… it was necessary, but it was cruel. we can’t expect her to—”

“we can offer compensation,” marcus interrupted. “gold. territory. whatever she wants.”

“you think she can be bought?” seraphina’s voice dripped ice. “you really know nothing about women, do you?”

“then what do you suggest?” marcus shot back.

“i suggest we acknowledge reality. brielle northwind has every reason to watch kade die slowly and painfully.” seraphina moved around the table, each step deliberate. “we rejected her. exiled her. called her unworthy in front of five packs. if she has any pride at all—and i believe she does—she’ll tell us to go to hell.”

“so you agree,” marcus said. “it’s hopeless.”

“i didn’t say that.” seraphina smiled, cold and calculating. “i said it would be hard. but not impossible.”

“what’s your angle?” lucan asked.

“guilt.” seraphina looked at me. “brielle’s a healer. it’s not just her profession. it’s who she is. down to her bones. she saves people. even people who don’t deserve it.”

“you’re betting on her nature,” i said slowly.

“i’m betting on her being better than us.”

the words stung. mainly because they were true.

“orion will find her,” viona said. “the question is whether she’ll come. and if she does come, whether she’ll actually help.”

“why wouldn’t she?” marcus asked. “if she comes, she’s already agreed.”

“not necessarily.” viona’s expression darkened. “she might come for other reasons. revenge, perhaps. closure. the chance to watch her enemy suffer.”

“brielle’s not like that,” i said.

“you don’t know what she’s like anymore,” lucan said quietly. “it’s been three years, kade. people change.”

he wasn’t wrong.

three years was a long time. long enough to heal. long enough to harden. long enough to turn love into hate.

“there’s something else,” viona said.

of course there was.

“the prophecy that caused the rejection in the first place,” she continued. “i saw that brielle northwind would bring death to this pack. that vision hasn’t changed.”

marcus stood. “then we can’t let her come here! if the prophecy still stands—”

“the prophecy is why we need her,” viona interrupted. “death comes regardless. but with brielle here, kade lives. without her, he dies. the pack needs its alpha for what’s coming.”

“what’s coming?” i asked.

viona’s eyes went distant. that look she got when visions took her.

“shadow,” she whispered. “blood. a child with eyes like silver moons. choices that tear the world apart.” she blinked, came back. “we need kade alive for it.”

“that’s not ominous at all,” lucan muttered.

a knock interrupted us.

“enter,” i called.

a young warrior stepped in. nervous. his eyes darted to me, then away.

“alpha, there’s… we have a visitor. zarek coldwell. he’s at the border with fifty warriors and demands an audience.”

the council exploded again.

“i knew it!”

“he’s here to finish the job!”

“we should attack first!”

“silence!” my voice cracked like a whip. they all froze. “lucan, status of our defenses?”

“solid. we can hold against fifty if we need to.” my beta’s hand rested on his blade. “want me to turn him away?”

i thought about it. zarek coldwell. alpha of the northern packs. ambitious. ruthless. but also honorable in his own way. he didn’t use poison. never had.

“no,” i said finally. “let him in. but keep warriors ready.”

“kade—”

“do it.”

lucan nodded, left with the young warrior.

“you’re making a mistake,” marcus said.

“probably.” i stood, ignoring the pain that lanced through me. “but if zarek wanted me dead, sending fifty warriors as an announcement is a strange way to do it.”

“maybe he’s arrogant enough to think we’ll welcome him.”

“or maybe he’s not behind this at all.”

seraphina touched my elbow. steadying me. “if you collapse during this meeting, you’ll look weak.”

“i am weak.”

“then don’t let them see it.”




zarek coldwell looked exactly like his reputation.

tall. scarred. built like he’d been carved from stone and violence. his gray eyes swept the council chamber, missing nothing. the warriors flanking him looked ready for war.

“alpha ironclaw.” zarek’s voice rumbled like distant thunder. “you look like death.”

“funny. i was about to say the same about you.”

his mouth twitched. might’ve been a smile. “i heard interesting news. thought i’d see for myself if it was true.”

“what news?”

“that someone finally got tired of your self-righteous posturing and poisoned you.” zarek moved closer. his warriors tensed. so did mine. “wanted to see if the great kade ironclaw really was dying.”

“satisfied?”

“disappointed, actually.” he tilted his head. “i was hoping for more dignity. this is just… sad.”

lucan’s growl filled the room. “watch your mouth.”

“or what? you’ll defend your alpha’s honor?” zarek laughed. “bit late for that, beta. word is he can’t even shift anymore.”

“what do you want, zarek?” i asked, too tired for posturing.

“to make an offer.”

“we’re not interested in—”

“my healers for territory concessions.” he cut me off. “i have three healers trained in shadow magic. they might be able to slow the poison.”

the council stirred.

“might?” marcus repeated.

“can’t promise a cure. but they could buy you time.” zarek’s gaze locked on mine. “time to find whoever did this. time to arrange your affairs. time to say goodbye.”

“how generous,” seraphina said dryly. “and what territory would you want in exchange?”

“the eastern forests. the river lands. and access to your southern trade routes.”

“that’s a third of our territory!” marcus exploded.

“that’s what an alpha’s life is worth.” zarek shrugged. “take it or leave it. my healers are waiting.”

i studied him. looking for deception. for traps. but all i saw was cold calculation. business.

“why?” i asked. “why offer this at all?”

“because the northern packs are dying too.” for the first time, something like real emotion crossed zarek’s face. “not from poison. from a plague. something worse than wolfsbane. my people are suffering, and i think whatever’s killing them is connected to whatever’s killing you.”

viona stepped forward. “what kind of plague?”

“starts with fever. then seizures. then they turn.” zarek’s jaw clenched. “into something that’s not wolf anymore. not human. just… shadow and teeth and hunger.”

“shadow wolves,” viona breathed.

“you know of them?”

“only in legends. creatures cursed by ancient magic.” the seer’s face went pale. “if they’re real, if they’re spreading…”

“then we’re all in trouble,” zarek finished. “which is why i need ironclaw strong. why i need you alive, kade. hate you as i might.”

“how touching,” i said.

“accept my offer. let my healers help. we’ll discuss territory after.”

“after?”

“after we figure out who’s behind this and kill them slowly.”

it was tempting. gods, it was tempting. time. even just a few more days could make the difference.

but my father’s voice echoed in my head. never make deals when you’re desperate. desperation makes you stupid.

“no,” i said.

the room went silent.

“no?” zarek repeated.

“your healers might slow it. might buy me days. but viona says there’s only one cure.” i met his eyes. “and trading a third of my territory for a few extra days of suffering isn’t worth it.”

“then you’re a fool.”

“probably. but i’m a fool who knows his limitations.”

zarek studied me for a long moment. then, surprisingly, he nodded. “your father would be proud. stupid, but proud.” he turned to leave.

“zarek,” i called.

he stopped.

“if you find out anything about your plague, share it. we’ll do the same with the poisoning.”

“cooperation?” he glanced back. “from the high and mighty ironclaw pack?”

“from one alpha to another.”

something shifted in his expression. respect, maybe. or just surprise that i wasn’t completely useless.

“deal,” he said. then he left, warriors following.

lucan exhaled slowly. “that was either very brave or very stupid.”

“both,” seraphina said. “definitely both.”

“he’s not behind it,” i said, slumping back in my chair. the meeting had drained what little energy i had left. “zarek’s a bastard, but he’s honest about it. this isn’t his style.”

“then who?” marcus demanded. “who has the skill, the resources, and the motive to kill you with shadow magic?”

“someone close,” viona said softly. “someone who knows kade’s routines. his guard schedules. his weaknesses.”

we all looked at each other.

the implications hung in the air like smoke.

a traitor.

in the pack.

in this room, maybe.

“meeting adjourned,” i said. “lucan, double the patrols. trust no one.”

“even me?”

“especially you. you’re my beta. that makes you a prime suspect.”

he flinched. but nodded. “understood.”

the council filed out. whispered conversations already starting. suspicion spreading like poison itself.

only viona remained.

“you know something,” i said when we were alone. “something you’re not sharing.”

“many things, alpha.”

“stop playing games. if i’m dying, i deserve the truth.”

viona’s mismatched eyes studied me. weighing. measuring.

“three years ago,” she said finally, “when i told you to reject brielle northwind, i saw death. rivers of blood. the pack torn apart. all because of her.”

“i remember.”

“what i didn’t tell you was what i saw after the rejection.” she moved closer. “i saw the same death. the same blood. the same destruction.”

my blood turned to ice. “what are you saying?”

“i’m saying the rejection didn’t change fate. it only delayed it.” viona’s voice dropped. “brielle northwind will bring death to this pack, kade. whether you rejected her or not. whether she comes back or stays away. death follows her.”

“then why bring her back now?”

“because the vision showed me something else. something worse.” her hand gripped my arm. tight. urgent. “if you die now, the death she brings is absolute. total. the entire pack destroyed. but if you live…”

“if i live?”

“there’s a chance. a small one. that some survive.” her eyes pleaded. “i’m trying to save who i can, kade. even if it means damning us all eventually.”

“you’re asking me to trade my death now for everyone’s death later.”

“i’m asking you to live long enough to fight what’s coming.”

before i could respond, pain exploded through my chest.

i collapsed.

viona caught me, lowered me to the ground. shouted for healers.

but i barely heard her.

because my vision went dark. then bright. then… strange.

fever dreams. had to be.

i saw a room i didn’t recognize. modest. simple. a window with moonlight streaming through.

and a child.

small. maybe two years old. with wild dark curls and eyes that glowed silver in the darkness.

she turned. looked directly at me. like she could see me through the dream.

“papa,” she said. her voice small but clear. “wake up. mama’s coming.”

“who…” i tried to speak, but the dream wavered.

“wake up, papa. she’s almost here. don’t die. please don’t die.”

tears ran down her cheeks.

impossible. this was impossible. fever dreams. nothing real.

but those eyes.

silver like the moon.

silver like… like mine.

“who are you?” i whispered.

she smiled. sad. too sad for someone so young.

“i’m luna. and i’ve been waiting so long to meet you.”

the dream shattered.

i gasped, came back to reality. healers surrounded me. viona’s face above mine.

“easy,” she said. “don’t move.”

“i saw…” my voice cracked. “a child. silver eyes. she called me papa.”

viona went very still.

“what did you say?”

“a little girl. two years old maybe. dark curls. she said her name was luna.” i grabbed viona’s wrist. “what does it mean?”

the seer’s face had gone chalk white.

“orion,” she whispered. “we need orion. now.”

“why? what—”

“because if what you saw was real, if that child exists…” she met my eyes, and i saw fear there. real, genuine fear. “then brielle northwind didn’t just leave three years ago. she left pregnant.”

the words didn’t make sense.

couldn’t make sense.

pregnant.

a child.

my child.

“that’s impossible,” i said. “i would’ve known. she would’ve told me.”

“would she?” viona asked quietly. “after you rejected her publicly? called her unworthy? exiled her in front of five packs?” she shook her head. “why would she tell the man who destroyed her that she carried his child?”

the room spun again. but not from poison this time.

from the weight of what viona was saying.

a daughter.

somewhere out there, i had a daughter i’d never met. never held. never even knew existed.

and in three years, i’d never once wondered. never once looked for brielle beyond the first few months. i’d let her go. let her vanish. convinced myself it was better that way.

“if this is true,” i said slowly, “if brielle has been raising my child alone for three years…”

“then she has even more reason to refuse to help you,” viona finished. “and if that child is who i think she might be, if she carries the power your vision suggests…”

“what power?”

“the first moonborn in five hundred years.”

before i could ask what that meant, footsteps echoed.

fast. urgent.

orion burst through the doors. his face flushed from running.

“found her,” he panted. “brielle northwind. she’s in neutral territory. maren holloway’s sanctuary.”

“and?” seraphina appeared from somewhere. “will she come?”

orion’s eyes found mine.

“she said no.”

my heart sank.

“but,” he continued, “i told her you were dying. that only she could save you. she still refused. said you made your choice three years ago.”

“then it’s over,” marcus said from the doorway. half the council had returned, drawn by the commotion. “we’ve lost.”

“i wasn’t finished.” orion straightened. “she refused. until i mentioned the mate bond could kill her too.”

“what?”

“i lied.” orion didn’t look apologetic. “told her that if you died, the severed bond would backlash through her. that she’d die too. slowly. painfully.”

“that’s not true,” viona said.

“i know. but she doesn’t.” orion smiled grimly. “she’s coming. she’ll arrive tomorrow. not to save you, kade. but to save herself.”

“and the child?” viona asked urgently. “did you see a child?”

orion’s smile faded. “yes. a little girl. maybe two and a half. dark hair. and the strangest eyes i’ve ever seen. they glowed. actually glowed silver when she looked at me.”

the council erupted.

“a child!”

“alpha ironclaw has an heir!”

“this changes everything!”

but i barely heard them.

because in my mind, i saw her again. that little girl in my fever dream.

luna.

my daughter.

and tomorrow, i’d meet her for the first time.

if i lived that long.

another wave of pain crashed through me. stronger this time. the poison spreading. my wolf whimpered again, weaker than before.

“get him to bed,” viona ordered. “prepare the healing chamber. brielle arrives tomorrow, and we need kade alive until then.”

healers helped me up. half-carried me toward my chambers.

but as we passed a window, i caught my reflection.

gray skin. sunken eyes. barely alive.

what would brielle think when she saw me like this? would she feel satisfaction? would she help despite hating me? and what would i say to the daughter i never knew existed?

i’m sorry didn’t seem like enough.

in my chambers, they laid me on the bed. seraphina dismissed the healers, stayed behind.

“you should rest,” she said.

“can’t. too much to think about.”

“like the fact that you’re a father?”

“among other things.”

she sat on the edge of the bed. “are you scared?”

“of dying? or of meeting them?”

“both.”

i thought about it. “yeah. terrified.”

“good.” she stood. “fear means you still care. that’s something, at least.”

she left me alone in the darkness.

and i lay there, feeling the poison eat away at me bit by bit. feeling my wolf fade. feeling everything i’d built crumble.

but through it all, one thought kept circling.

tomorrow, brielle comes.

tomorrow, i see my daughter.

tomorrow, everything changes.

if i survived the night.
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brielle

The gates of Ironclaw Keep loomed before me like the mouth of some great beast. Three years. Three years since I’d last seen these iron bars, these stone walls, this cursed place that still haunted my nightmares.

My arms tightened around the bundle pressed against my chest. Luna stirred beneath the spelled wrappings, her tiny fingers clutching at my shirt. I could feel her heartbeat against mine. Fast. Too fast. She sensed my fear.

“Shh, baby,” I whispered against the fabric. “Mama’s here. Mama’s got you.”

The guards at the gate stepped forward. Both wore the Ironclaw crest—a silver wolf against black. I recognized neither of them. Good. That made this easier.

“State your business,” the taller one said. His hand rested on the sword at his hip.

I lifted my chin. “I’m here to see Alpha Ironclaw. He sent for me.”

“The Alpha isn’t seeing anyone.” The shorter guard moved to block my path. “He’s—”

“Dying?” I finished. “I know. That’s why I’m here.”

They exchanged glances. The tall one’s nostrils flared. “You’re that healer from the neutral territories. The rogue.”

“I have a name.”

“Don’t care what your name is.” He stepped closer. “Alpha’s orders are clear. No rogues past the gate.”

Luna shifted again. The wrappings slipped an inch. I caught them quickly, adjusting the fabric to hide her completely. My heart hammered. If they sensed her, if they caught even a hint of her bloodline—

“Please.” I hated the desperation in my voice. “Orion Blackfen came to me personally. Said the Alpha needs a healer. Said I’m the only one who can save him.”

The guards hesitated. The tall one pulled out a small communication stone. Whispered something into it. Waited.

A voice crackled back. Female. Sharp. “Let her through. But search her first.”

My blood turned to ice.

“You heard the order,” the short guard said. “Arms out. Let’s see what you’re hiding.”

“I’m not hiding anything.” I took a step back. “I’m a healer. I have herbs, supplies—”

“Then you won’t mind showing us.”

Luna’s power pulsed against my chest. A warning. She was scared. When she got scared, bad things happened. Plants died. Animals fled. Last week, she’d accidentally shattered every glass in Maren’s kitchen.

“I don’t have time for this,” I said through clenched teeth. “Your Alpha is dying. Every second you waste—”

“Search her.” The female voice came again, closer now. Footsteps on stone.

A woman emerged from the gatehouse. Tall, elegant, with midnight hair that cascated down her back. She wore a deep red dress that hugged every curve. Her eyes—cold and assessing—swept over me from head to toe.

Seraphina Vale. Kade’s chosen mate.

My stomach twisted. The mate bond, dormant for three years, suddenly flared to life. Pain lanced through my chest. Not my pain. His. Kade was suffering, and every cell in my body screamed to go to him.

I locked my knees. Refused to show weakness.

Seraphina’s lip curled. “So you’re the one who abandoned him.”

“I didn’t abandon anyone.” The words came out sharper than intended. “He rejected me. Exiled me. Remember?”

“And yet here you are.” She descended the steps slowly, deliberately. “Crawling back the moment he needs you.”

“I’m here because Orion asked me to come. Not for him.”

“Liar.” Seraphina stopped three feet away. “I can smell it on you. The mate bond. Still there, still pulling at you. You came because you can’t help yourself.”

Luna squirmed. Her tiny hand pushed against the wrappings. I pressed the bundle tighter to my chest, praying the spelled fabric would hold.

“Are you going to let me see him or not?” I asked.

“That depends.” Seraphina’s eyes narrowed. “What are you carrying?”

“Healing supplies.”

“Show me.”

“No.”

The word hung in the air between us. The guards moved closer, hands on their weapons. Seraphina’s power rippled outward—she was stronger than I remembered. Alpha-adjacent. Kade had chosen well, politically speaking.

My wolf stirred for the first time in months. A low growl building in my chest. Protective. Dangerous.

“You dare refuse?” Seraphina took another step. “I could have you dragged back to the border. Beaten. Killed for trespassing.”

“Then you’d be killing your Alpha’s only chance at survival.” I met her gaze. Didn’t blink. “Orion said I’m the only healer who can draw out the poison. You want to test that theory?”

Silence. Long and heavy.

Then Seraphina laughed. Cold. Bitter. “You always were bold. I’ll give you that much.”

She turned to the guards. “Let her pass. But she goes straight to the Alpha’s chambers. Nowhere else. And if she tries anything—anything at all—you have my permission to end her.”

The guards stepped aside. I moved forward, keeping Luna pressed tight against me. Each step felt like walking through water. The bond pulled harder the closer I got to him.

Three years. Three years of silence. Three years of convinced myself I hated him.

But the bond didn’t lie. And right now, it was screaming.

“One more thing,” Seraphina called after me.

I stopped. Didn’t turn around.

“When you’ve healed him, you leave immediately. No goodbyes. No explanations. You’re still exiled. Nothing’s changed.”

Everything’s changed, I thought. But I didn’t say it.

I just kept walking.


The Keep was exactly as I remembered. Stone corridors. Torches casting dancing shadows. The scent of pine and wolf musk everywhere. Memories assaulted me with every step.

That corner—where Kade had first kissed me.

That tapestry—where I’d hidden during a game of chase, and he’d found me anyway.

That door—where he’d whispered he loved me.

I shoved the memories down. Locked them away. They didn’t matter anymore.

A young wolf appeared at my side. Couldn’t be more than sixteen. Her eyes were wide, frightened. “This way, healer. Quickly.”

She led me through twisting hallways. Up stairs. Past guards who watched with suspicious eyes. Finally, she stopped before a heavy oak door.

“He’s in there,” she whispered. “But miss—it’s bad. Real bad. I don’t think—”

“Thank you.” I cut her off gently. “I’ll take it from here.”

She hesitated, then fled down the corridor.

I stood alone before the door. Luna had gone still in my arms. Sleeping, or pretending to. Smart girl. She always knew when to be quiet.

My hand touched the door handle. Cold metal. The bond pulsed. Pulled. Begged.

I pushed it open.

The smell hit me first. Sickness. Death. Wolfsbane mixed with something darker. Magic. Dark magic. My healer senses flared, analyzing, categorizing.

Then I saw him.

Kade lay on a massive bed in the center of the room. Shirtless. His skin had turned gray—the color of ash, of death. Black veins spiderwebbed across his chest, pulsing with poison. His breathing came in shallow gasps.

He looked nothing like the powerful Alpha who’d rejected me. He looked… broken.

The bond yanked. Hard. I stumbled forward before I could stop myself.

“No,” I whispered. “No, no, no.”

His eyes were closed. His chest barely moved. How long had he been like this? Days? Weeks?

“You came.” A voice from the shadows.

I spun. An old man sat in a chair by the window. White hair. Ancient eyes. Orion Blackfen.

“You said he was dying,” I said. “You didn’t say he was already dead.”

“He’s not dead yet.” Orion stood, moved closer. “But he will be by dawn. Unless you save him.”

“Why me? There are dozens of healers in this pack.”

“None with your… unique connection.” His gaze dropped to Kade. “The poison is mixed with rejection magic. It feeds on the broken mate bond. Only you can reach deep enough to pull it out.”

My jaw clenched. “That’s cruel. Using the bond to force me—”

“I’m not forcing you to do anything.” Orion’s voice gentled. “I’m simply stating facts. You can save him. Or you can let him die. The choice is yours.”

I looked at Kade again. At the man who’d destroyed me. Who’d stood before the entire pack and declared me unworthy. Who’d ripped out my heart and left me bleeding.

I should let him die. Should turn around and walk away. Let him suffer the way I’d suffered.

But the bond wouldn’t let me. And beneath the hatred, beneath the pain, something else stirred. Something I’d tried to kill for three years.

Love. Damn it. Still love.

“If I do this,” I said slowly, “I want something in return.”

Orion raised an eyebrow. “A bargain?”

“My exile is lifted. Permanently. And I get sanctuary here. Protection.”

“You want to stay? After everything?”

“Not for me.” I glanced down at Luna. “For someone else.”

Understanding dawned in his eyes. “I see. And does the Alpha know about this… someone else?”

“Not yet.”

“He will. The moment you heal him, he’ll sense it.”

“I know.”

Orion studied me for a long moment. Then nodded. “I’ll speak to the Council. But understand—even if they agree, there will be consequences. Questions. You’ll have to explain where you’ve been. What you’ve been doing.”

“I’ll deal with that when the time comes.”

“Very well.” He moved toward the door. “I’ll leave you to your work. But hurry, healer. Dawn comes faster than you think.”

The door closed behind him. Leaving me alone with Kade. And Luna. And three years of unspoken words.

I set Luna down in a corner chair, arranging pillows around her so she wouldn’t fall. She stayed asleep, her small chest rising and falling peacefully. Safe. For now.

Then I turned to Kade.

“I hate you,” I told his unconscious form. “I hate you so much it hurts.”

He didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond.

I approached the bed slowly. Set my healing bag on the nightstand. Pulled out herbs, crystals, a small silver knife. This was going to hurt. For both of us.

The healing ritual for rejection-poisoning required physical contact. Lots of it. Skin to skin. Life force to life force. I’d have to press my chest to his. Put my mark—the faded scar where he’d once bitten me—against his. Let the bond reconnect, if only temporarily.

It would feel like being rejected all over again. Every moment of pain. Every second of heartbreak. Relived.

“You better be worth it,” I muttered.

I removed my cloak. My outer shirt. Left only the thin undergarment between my skin and the world. Then I climbed onto the bed.

His body radiated heat. Fever. The poison was close to his heart now. Maybe minutes left, not hours.

I straddled him, careful not to put my full weight down. Placed my hands on his chest. The black veins pulsed under my palms. Angry. Alive.

“This is going to hurt,” I told him. “For both of us. I hope you’re ready.”

I closed my eyes. Reached for my healing gift. Felt it rise up from somewhere deep inside—warm, golden, powerful. Maren said I had the strongest healing gift she’d ever seen. I’d need every bit of it now.

The energy flowed down my arms. Into my hands. Into his chest.

And the bond exploded to life.

Pain. Searing, blinding pain. I gasped, nearly pulled away. But forced myself to hold on. To push deeper. The rejection wound opened like a fresh cut. Three years of grief poured out.

I saw it all. Felt it all. The night he’d rejected me. His cold eyes. His harsh words. “You are unworthy to bear the Ironclaw mark.” The pack’s judgment. Their whispers. Their pity.

And































































































