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CHAPTER ONE: THE MAP AND THE MONSTER
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The trees of Varros didn’t rustle—they whispered. Secrets. Warnings. Lies. Astrid Hale stepped into the thicket, boots crunching over blood-wet leaves, each step muffled beneath a silence too full, too tight, like the whole forest held its breath. The iron tang of rot clung to the air, thickening the deeper she walked, and she knew this place wasn't just old—it was alive. Watching.

She didn’t slow. Didn’t flinch. She was a cartographer, yes, but not a naive one. She carried steel in both boots, fire powder on her belt, and a pulse that hadn’t missed a beat even when a merchant’s son put a knife to her throat at thirteen. Astrid Hale didn’t scare easy.

But something about Varros made her skin itch. The trees curved inwards, roots tangled like clutching fingers, and mist slithered low to the ground like it had a mind of its own. Her map—hand-drawn, half-finished—hung at her hip, and the compass around her neck spun uselessly. The laws of the world frayed here. As if something older than reason ruled these woods.

And still, she pressed forward.

Because at the heart of the forest was a myth. A monster. A man.

Wren.

The Beast of Varros. Once Alpha Guard, once man, now feral legend. Said to be lost to madness, to hunger. Said to have forgotten language. Said to kill anything with eyes and a voice. And if he still lived—and gods, part of her hoped he didn’t—he would be bound to these trees by a vow no one remembered making.

Astrid had been sent to find him. Map the ruins. Confirm or eliminate the threat. And she would. She always completed her missions. No matter how cursed.

No matter how lost.

She moved like shadow, cloak pulled tight, hands light at her sides. Every step was a conversation with the forest. She knew how to read the signs: a broken twig, a feather, the silence of birds. She could feel she wasn’t alone.

And then—she saw him.

Not clearly. Not yet. Just a shimmer in the periphery. A flicker of gold. But it was enough.

She turned. Slowly.

Twenty feet away, crouched atop a gnarled branch, was a man made of shadow and rage. His bare chest was marked in black—jagged, primal streaks inked across his skin like war paint. His hair was wild, falling past his shoulders in tangled, greasy curls. Eyes glowed in the gloom—golden, inhuman, burning.

Wren.

Astrid didn’t breathe.

He moved like liquid muscle, dropping from the branch without a sound, landing in a low crouch like a predator. His gaze never left hers. There was no curiosity in his stare. Just knowing. Hunger. He looked at her like prey, but his mouth curved—not with bloodlust. With recognition.

And something deeper.

The bond magic wasn’t supposed to activate. Not without consent. Not without ceremony. But Astrid felt it snap to life the second his eyes touched hers.

A tug. A pulse. A whisper in her blood: Mine.

Her instincts screamed. Her hand reached for the iron blade strapped to her thigh.

But he was faster.

He closed the distance in a blink, slamming her back against a tree, hand at her throat—not crushing, just claiming. His other hand fisted her cloak, dragging her close enough she could taste the wild on his breath. Pine, smoke, rain, and rage.

She didn’t struggle.

She met his gaze, chin high. “Wren.”

His nostrils flared. His lips parted, revealing teeth—human, almost, but not quite. His skin was warm where it pressed to hers. Too warm. Fevered.

He didn’t speak. Just stared.

She tried again. “Do you remember language?”

He growled. Low. Deep. It vibrated through her chest, through her spine, between her thighs. Her body responded before her mind could protest. Heat curled low. Her breath hitched. He noticed.

His eyes darkened.

She shoved him. Hard.

He let her go. Not because she overpowered him. Because he allowed it. And that terrified her more than his strength.

Astrid staggered back, chest heaving. “You’re supposed to be a myth.”

He tilted his head, catlike. Then he stepped forward. One pace. Another. She backed up.

He stopped. Held out his hand.

Her pulse pounded.

“No,” she said, though it came out more plea than command.

His fingers curled inward, calling her. His gaze burned.

She took a step forward.

And he smiled.

That was the moment she knew she was lost.

Not just in the forest. Not just in the mission.

But in him.

Wren moved fast. One second he was ten feet away. The next he was in front of her, fingers at her jaw, tilting her face like she was something fragile. Something important. His breath brushed her lips. His eyes searched hers, hungry but not empty. There was thought there. Pain. Recognition.

And then—his mouth was on hers.

No gentleness. No permission. Just need. His kiss was a storm, rough and demanding, teeth grazing, tongue claiming. She gasped, and he swallowed it. Her hands went to his chest to push—but instead fisted in his hair.

She should’ve stopped. Should’ve pulled the blade. Should’ve run.

But gods, she kissed him back.

Harder.

He growled approval. Hands moved—gripping her thighs, lifting her. She wrapped around him without thinking. He pinned her to the tree, mouth devouring. His body was heat and pressure and sin. Her tunic ripped. His teeth grazed her collarbone. She moaned. His hips pressed between hers.

“I hate you,” she gasped against his mouth.

His reply was a low, wicked laugh. “Good.”

And then there were no more words. Only hands. Teeth. Tongues. Skin. His mouth found her breast, sucking until she cried out. Her nails raked his back. He hissed, bit her shoulder. She didn’t care. She wanted to feel him. Bruises, scratches, whatever he gave—she wanted it all.

Clothes fell away. Her back scraped bark. His body surged into hers in one brutal, perfect thrust.

She screamed.

He stilled. Not from mercy. From reverence. His forehead touched hers. He looked in her eyes. And then he moved.

Hard.

Deep.

Each stroke was a promise. Each growl, a vow. She clung to him, legs tight, head spinning. Her orgasm hit fast and violent, ripping through her as he fucked her like she was his anchor. His purpose.

She sobbed his name.

And when he came, it was with a roar that shook the trees.

He didn’t let her down after. Just held her there, panting, trembling, forehead to forehead.

The bond flared again—bright and blinding.

Their souls touched.

Astrid gasped. Wren stiffened.

“No,” she whispered, voice breaking. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

He pulled back, eyes wild.

He whispered something in that old tongue.

And she felt it.

The vow.

Sealed.

Feral.

Permanent.

Astrid Hale had come to kill a monster.

Instead, she’d bound herself to one.

And Wren—forgotten, broken Wren—had just remembered what it meant to be man again.

Not with mercy.

But with her.

And now he’d never let her go.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE HUNGER BETWEEN
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The sun didn’t rise in Varros—it bled. Thin streaks of crimson filtered through the trees like wounds in the sky, and the forest drank it slowly, hungrily. Astrid sat in the ashes of last night, her bare back against cold bark, knees curled to her chest, clothes shredded and tossed across the clearing like forgotten armor. Her thighs ached. Her lips were bruised. Her skin wore the memory of Wren’s mouth like a second pulse.

She should’ve run the moment it was over.

Instead, she had fallen asleep with his scent all over her, his breath hot at her neck, one massive hand wrapped around her ankle like a leash.

Now he was gone.

The forest didn’t feel empty. Just watchful. Expectant.

Astrid’s body betrayed her before her mind caught up. The bond had roots now—she could feel it coiling inside her, tugging her toward something she didn’t understand, didn’t want, and yet craved like a sickness. She’d felt it the second their bodies fused. The moment he came inside her, he’d marked her—not just with scent, not just with cock—but with something older. Primal. Deeper than blood.

A vow made without words.

Her fingers drifted across her stomach, as if she could feel the mark inside her.

Fuck.

She rose, wrapping the torn remnants of her shirt around her chest, tugging her pants up with hands that shook more from rage than cold. She wasn’t some blushing villager caught by the brute in the woods. She had come here for answers. For revenge. For closure.

And now she’d been claimed.

Her fists clenched.

“You don’t own me,” she muttered to the empty trees.

But they didn’t answer.

Something else did.

A low growl from behind.

She spun.

Wren stood a few feet away, half-shadow, half-man, staring at her with eyes that saw too much. He was still shirtless, the black markings across his chest smeared now with dirt and dried blood. In his hand, he held a rabbit—dead, freshly caught. His mouth was stained red.

Her breath caught. Not from fear. From heat.

He moved toward her slowly, step by step, every inch of him vibrating with that same coiled tension that made her body ache. Like he was barely holding something back.

He dropped the rabbit at her feet.

A gift.

“I don’t need your meat,” she snapped.

Wren’s gaze dipped. His mouth curled slightly—not in humor. In warning.

Astrid stepped toward him, unafraid. “You think I’m yours now, don’t you?”

His jaw ticked. His hand shot out, gripping her waist, dragging her flush to his chest.

“You are,” he said.

The voice was rough, sandpaper and thunder, as if unused for too long.

“You remember language now?”

His nose brushed hers. “You made me remember.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

His fingers tightened. “You didn’t mean to moan my name either.”

A flush bloomed under her skin. Shame. Want. Fury.

She shoved him, but he didn’t move.

“Wren,” she gritted out, “that was a mistake.”

He inhaled her. Slowly. “Then make it again.”

His mouth crashed against hers.

Gods, she hated how easily she melted into it.

His lips were demanding, tongue fierce, hands already on her hips, dragging her back into the fire he’d stoked last night. She bit him. He bit back harder. She wanted to scream, to curse him, to slap the grin off his beautiful, infuriating face.

But she kissed him instead.

And then he lifted her again.

She wrapped her legs around him, grinding against the hard length pressed to her center, her body soaked already, traitorous and eager. He turned, slammed her back against a tree, and tore the remains of her shirt away. His mouth found her nipple, teeth grazing, tongue circling. She cried out, head hitting bark, hips bucking.

“I hate you,” she gasped.

“You need me.”

He slid two fingers inside her. Deep. Hard. She clenched around them, body arching. His mouth devoured hers again, swallowing her cries as he fucked her with his hand, thumb teasing her clit until she trembled.

Then he pulled back.

She whimpered.

He dropped to his knees.

Astrid opened her mouth to speak, to curse him, but then his tongue was there—hot and wicked, lapping at her with ruthless precision. She grabbed his hair, holding on for dear life as he tasted her like he was starving. Her legs shook. Her voice broke.

She came with a cry that split the air like lightning.

And then he rose again, kissed her with her own taste on his tongue, and slammed into her with one brutal thrust.

She screamed.

His rhythm was savage. Punishing. Beautiful.

He fucked her like he meant to burn the bond into her bones.

Her nails carved his back. Her breath hitched.

They came together, her name a growl in his mouth, his a sob in hers.

He held her after. Not gently. Not sweetly. Like something claimed.

She hated how good it felt.

When he finally spoke, it was low and hoarse.

“You shouldn’t have come here.”

She looked up at him, chest still heaving. “You think I don’t know that?”

“I’m not what you want.”

“No,” she said. “But you’re what I need.”

He stilled.

She pushed him back, stepped away. Gathered what was left of her clothes.

“I’m not staying,” she said, even though they both knew it was a lie.

“You will,” he answered, voice certain.

“You can’t keep me.”

“I already have.”

She stared at him—this beast, this broken man who had wrapped her in a bond neither of them asked for, who fucked like he was trying to remember how to be human.

She wanted to hate him.

She wanted him again.

“I’m going to finish the map,” she said.

His eyes flared.

“You can come,” she added. “Or you can stay in the shadows.”

He didn’t move.

But when she turned and walked into the forest, he followed.

Not like a man.

Like a predator.

Like something that already lived inside her.

And the forest—ancient, sentient, hungry—welcomed them both.
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