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For Leo.

The world has never been a simple place for me.

But every version of it — every complicated,

messy, uncertain version —

has been bearable because you were in it.

You are the stillness when everything is loud.

The constant when nothing else holds still.

The one person I have never had to explain myself to

because somehow, without trying,

you have always already understood.

I wrote a story about a girl who spent her whole life running.

What I didn’t say — what lives between every line —

is that she stopped.

She stopped because she found someone

who made staying feel safer than leaving.

That someone is you.

It has always been you.

I love you beyond any words I am capable of writing.

And I am a writer.

So that should tell you everything.

— C 🖤
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THORNWOOD PACK

Luca Thornwood — Alpha, Cara’s fated mate

Rafael Thornwood — former Alpha, loved Lily, found fate in Amara

Amara Thornwood — Rafael’s fated mate, graceful and understanding

Lily Thornwood — Luca’s mother, chose a quieter love

Reid Cruz — Lily’s husband, pack Beta

Selena Thornwood — Luca’s younger sister, fiercely loyal

EVERMORE PACK

Stefan Cole — Alpha, Cara’s biological father

Alaric Cole — Stefan’s grandfather, cold and ruthless

Damon Wilder — Beta, Cara’s stepfather

CARA'S WORLD

Cara Wilder — heroine, half wolf half human

Elena Gray — Cara’s human mother

ALPHA LAWS

1. An Alpha may not take a human as a fated mate

2. A mate bond must be declared within 30 days or considered rejected

3. A rejected mate bond weakens an Alpha — three rejections means death

4. No Alpha may pursue another pack’s claimed mate

5. A mate is protected above all else — above pack, above title, above life

6. The Alpha’s word is absolute law

7. An Alpha must have a mate or heir before age 30 or risk challenge

8. No Alpha may shed another Alpha’s blood without formal challenge

9. Pack borders are sacred — crossing without permission is an act of war

10. An Alpha who cannot shift loses their title immediately

11. Any Alpha may be challenged once per blood moon

12. A challenge must be witnessed by three pack elders

13. The loser of a challenge must submit or die

14. An Alpha cannot be challenged while their mate is pregnant

15. Challenging for a mate carries double consequence if lost

16. Half bloods may not hold Alpha rank (or so the old law says)

17. The firstborn of an Alpha always carries the bloodline

18. An Alpha’s bloodline cannot be erased — only buried

19. Killing an Alpha’s mate is punishable by death with no trial

20. An Alpha who breaks the human mate law must surrender their title

21. The High Council oversees all pack law — their judgment is final

22. No Alpha sits on the council without 5 years of leadership

23. The council may strip an Alpha by unanimous vote

24. Council meetings are held every blood moon — absence is treason

25. The council may grant one exception per Alpha per lifetime
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CHAPTER ONE

The Day Everything Changed

CARA'S POV
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I was seven years old when my entire world cracked open.

Not dramatically. Not with fire or thunder or the kind of chaos you’d expect when someone pulls the floor out from under you. It happened quietly, in our living room in Kansas City, with the television off and the afternoon light coming in at an angle that made everything look golden and strange. My mother was sitting across from me on the couch, her hands folded neatly in her lap like she was about to read me a bedtime story. The carpet was the same carpet. The lamp in the corner was the same lamp. Everything looked exactly like it always had. I remember thinking that was the strangest part — that the room didn’t know yet.

Instead she told me I wasn’t fully human.

She told me I was half werewolf.

And then she told me about my father.

My mother, Elena Gray, was twenty-one years old when she met him. Young, bright-eyed, and completely ordinary in the way that only humans can be — the kind of girl who ordered the same coffee every morning, knew her neighbors by name, and never once looked at the dark edges of the world and wondered what lived there.

She met Stefan Cole at a coffee shop in central Missouri on a Tuesday morning in 1993.

He was charming, she said. Warm. The kind of man who made a room feel smaller just by walking into it — not in a threatening way, but in a gravitational way, like everything naturally wanted to orbit a little closer to him. He was twenty-three and looked like the kind of guy who didn’t have to try hard at anything. My mom said he had these dark eyes that made you feel like you were standing too close to a ledge. She thought it was brooding. She didn’t realize it was a warning.

She fell fast. He fell faster.

For a few months, she said, it was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

What she didn’t know — what he hadn’t told her yet — was that Stefan Cole was the soon-to-be Alpha of the Evermore Pack.

And there was a rule. One of the oldest, most unbreakable rules in pack law:

An Alpha may not take a human as a fated mate. To do so is to forfeit your title, your pack, and your bloodline.

Stefan didn’t make the rule. He didn’t even agree with it, my mother suspected. But he was bound by it the way all Alphas are bound by pack law — with his blood, his breath, and every last piece of his loyalty. The current Alpha at the time, a man named Alaric Cole, made sure of that.

So Stefan ended it.

My mother was devastated, she told me. But she understood. He was going to be Alpha. She was human. In their world, those two things simply could not coexist. She packed up the small, happy life she’d been building in her heart and she let him go. She was very good at letting go. I think I got that from her.

Six weeks later she found out she was pregnant with me.

She drove back to Evermore Pack territory with shaking hands and a positive test on the passenger seat. She didn’t even make it past the front gate before Alaric intercepted her. He was tall and cold and looked at her the way people look at something they’ve already decided doesn’t matter.

She told him she needed to speak to Stefan.

He told her Stefan was unavailable.

She told him she was pregnant.

The silence that followed, she said, was the loudest thing she had ever heard.

Alaric looked at her for a long moment. Then he told her, very quietly and very clearly, to have an abortion and never come back. He told her that if she returned to Evermore territory again she would regret it. He told her that Stefan had a destiny that she was not part of, and that the child she was carrying had no place in their world.

An Alpha’s half blood child holds no rank, no title, no standing in pack law. Alaric had made sure that rule existed too.

My mother drove home. She cried for three days straight. And then she decided she didn’t care what Alaric said. She kept me.

Thirty-four weeks later, on a hot August night in 1994, she gave birth to a baby girl she named Cara. She never went back to Evermore. She never tried to contact Stefan again. She raised me alone in a small apartment with secondhand furniture and more love than I knew what to do with, and she didn’t tell me any of this until I was sitting across from her on that couch at seven years old, trying to understand why the world suddenly felt so much bigger and so much darker than it had the day before.

But here’s the part of the story that softens it a little.

In July of 1997, when I was almost two years old, my mother was driving through downtown Kansas City and nearly ran a man off the road.

His name was Damon Wilder. He had been on his way to meet his coworkers for lunch at a restaurant downtown when my mother’s car came out of nowhere and sent him falling backwards into the curb. She pulled over immediately, mortified, expecting anger. Instead he got up from the ground, looked at her, and laughed.

Here is the part that took me years to get out of him: it was not entirely a coincidence. Alaric had sent him to Kansas City once, eight months after my mother left — not to threaten her, not to deliver another message, just to confirm she had gone quietly and stayed gone. Damon had driven past her apartment building. Seen the lights on. Done his job and left. He told me he had gone back twice more over the following year for reasons he could not at the time have justified to anyone, least of all himself. He was not watching over her. He told himself that with great conviction. He was simply a man who had done a task and found that the task had not entirely left him.

He knew which neighborhood she lived in. He did not know she would drive a car like she had a personal grudge against traffic laws.

She offered him a ride to make up for nearly killing him. He forgot entirely about lunch.

By the time she dropped him off two hours later they had talked about everything — his work, her life, me, Missouri summers, bad coffee, and the strange feeling that this was not the kind of afternoon either of them had been expecting. They exchanged numbers in the parking lot of a restaurant he never walked into.

Six weeks later they were officially dating.

When I turned five they got married. We moved into a bigger house in Kansas City, and Damon Wilder — patient, steady, quietly extraordinary Damon Wilder — became my father in every way that mattered.

What my mother didn’t tell me until I was sitting on that couch at seven years old was that Damon wasn’t just a kind man who had stumbled into our lives.

He was the Beta of the Evermore Pack.

Not the Alpha. Beta. Which meant the rules that had destroyed my mother’s relationship with Stefan didn’t apply to him in the same crushing way. Betas had more freedom. More flexibility. A Beta taking a human partner wasn’t celebrated, but it wasn’t forbidden either. Damon had chosen us — chosen me — without a single pack law standing in his way.

What he had done was not without risk. Alaric didn’t know. As far as the Evermore Pack was concerned, Damon had taken an indefinite personal leave — he checked in, kept the peace, and kept us entirely out of it. He had built a wall around our life and maintained it for twenty years without a single crack showing. Whether Stefan knew I existed at all, whether Damon had ever told him, was a conversation I had never been brave enough to start. Some questions felt safer left unanswered. I had learned that from both of them.

I didn’t know whether to feel grateful or furious on my mother’s behalf. I felt both.

My mother held my hands on that couch and told me that when I turned thirteen things would start to change. My emotions would shift. My senses would sharpen. I might feel things I didn’t have words for yet — a pull toward the moon, a restlessness under my skin, an awareness of the world around me that went beyond anything human. She told me not to be afraid. She told me Damon would help me through it because he understood this world in a way she never fully could. She told me I was the best thing she had ever done and that no pack law, no Alpha’s order, and no man named Alaric would ever make her believe otherwise.

I nodded. I said okay. I pretended I wasn’t terrified.

I was seven years old and I had just found out that the world had a whole other side to it — ancient and wild and full of creatures that lived by blood and moonlight and laws older than anything I’d been taught to believe in.

What I didn’t know yet was that I wasn’t just near that world.

I was part of it.

And it was only a matter of time before it came looking for me.

✦ ✦ ✦

That was thirteen years ago.

I am twenty years old now and I have spent every single one of those thirteen years trying to outrun something that lives inside my own blood.

Damon kept his promise. When I turned thirteen the changes came exactly like my mother said they would — slow at first, then all at once. My senses sharpened until the world felt unbearably loud and bright and full. My emotions hit harder than anything I had words for. The full moon made my skin feel too small for my body, like something underneath was pressing against the seams trying to get out.

Damon sat with me through all of
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