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  Chapter 1: The Harvest Moon Gathering
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alina pov

My hands won’t stop shaking.

I press them flat against the rough wood of my dresser and stare at my reflection in the cracked mirror. The girl looking back at me has hollow eyes and skin too pale for someone who’s supposed to be celebrating tonight. Three weeks ago, I would’ve been excited. Three weeks ago, everything was different.

Three weeks ago, Draven Holt touched my face and called me his.

“You look like you’re about to throw up,” my roommate Cassie says from the doorway. She’s already dressed for the Gathering—leather pants, a dark red top that shows off her pack mark. “Nervous about tonight?”

“Something like that.” I force myself to breathe slowly through my nose. The nausea has been getting worse every morning. Every evening too, if I’m honest.

I’m late. Five days late now. Maybe six.

“Come on, Lina. This is supposed to be fun.” Cassie moves into the room and grabs my arm, pulling me toward the bed where she’s laid out a dress. “The Harvest Moon Gathering only happens once a year. All five packs together, the feast, the rituals—”

“The politics.” I finish for her. My stomach twists again, and this time it has nothing to do with the maybe-baby I’m too terrified to confirm.

Cassie makes a face. “Okay, yeah. The alphas posturing at each other is boring as hell. But there’s also dancing and food and—” She grins. “—unmated males from four other packs. You might finally find your mate.”

The words hit like a punch to the chest.

I have found my mate. He’s just not ready to tell anyone yet.

“Maybe,” I manage to say. The lie tastes bitter.

Cassie throws the dress at me. “Get changed. We’re supposed to be at the clearing in an hour, and you know how Luna Vera gets when people are late.”

She bounces out of the room, and I’m left alone with my reflection and my secrets.

The dress is simple—deep green, long sleeves, falls to my knees. Nothing fancy. I’m not high-ranking enough for fancy. My parents died when I was twelve, leaving me with no title, no family connections, no real place in the pack hierarchy. I’m just… here. One of dozens of mid-level pack members who work and train and try not to attract attention.

At least, that’s what I was until Draven pulled me into the shadows behind the training center four weeks ago.

I remember every second. The way he’d been watching me during drills. The heat in his amber eyes when I finally met his gaze. How he’d grabbed my wrist and tugged me into the darkness between buildings, pressing me against the wall with his body.

“I can smell you,” he’d growled against my ear. “Sweet. Like honey and rain. It’s driving me insane.”

“Alpha, I—”

“Don’t. Don’t call me that when we’re alone.” His nose had traced my throat, and I’d felt the sharp edge of teeth that weren’t quite human. “Tell me you feel it too. This pull.”

I’d felt it. God, I’d felt it for months—this ache low in my belly every time he was near, the way my wolf whined and scratched inside me whenever he walked past. Mate instinct. The thing every shifter dreams about and fears in equal measure.

“Yes,” I’d whispered.

He’d kissed me then. Hard and hungry and claiming. And when he pulled back, his eyes had been more wolf than man.

“Mine,” he’d said. “You’re mine, Alina Fairborne.”

That was four weeks ago. Since then, we’ve stolen moments—hidden kisses, desperate touches, whispered promises. But nothing public. Nothing official. Because Draven is the Alpha of Bloodstone Pack, and I’m nobody.

And now I might be pregnant with his child.

I press my hand to my flat stomach and close my eyes. If I am—if this nausea and exhaustion and emotional chaos means what I think it means—everything is about to change. Draven will have to acknowledge the bond. He’ll have to claim me publicly, make me his Luna.

He’ll have to choose me.

The thought should make me happy. Instead, it just makes the nausea worse.




The clearing at the heart of Shadowpine Territories is already packed with wolves when Cassie and I arrive. Lanterns hang from tree branches, casting warm light over the crowd. Long tables are loaded with food—roasted meat, fresh bread, bowls of fruit and vegetables. The smell should make my mouth water. Instead, my stomach lurches.

“There’s the Ironpaw delegation,” Cassie says, nodding toward a group of wolves in gray and silver. “And Stoneclaw over there. Damn, Ronik looks even scarier in person.”

I follow her gaze. Ronik Stoneclaw stands at the edge of the gathering, arms crossed over his massive chest. He’s ancient by wolf standards—maybe sixty or seventy—but he looks like he could tear through stone with his bare hands. His eyes scan the crowd constantly, missing nothing.

“He’s the enforcer,” I murmur. “He’s supposed to look scary.”

“Mission accomplished.” Cassie shivers. “Come on, let’s get drinks before the ceremony starts.”

We weave through the crowd. I catch bits of conversation as we pass—gossip about inter-pack mating, speculation about alliances, complaints about territory disputes. Normal Gathering stuff. But there’s an undercurrent of tension I can’t quite name. Wolves keep glancing toward the center of the clearing, where a raised platform has been built.

That’s where the alphas will stand. Where they’ll make announcements and settle disputes and show off their power.

Where Draven will be.

My heart starts racing before I even see him. The mate bond thrums under my skin like a second pulse, pulling me toward him like gravity. And then the crowd parts slightly, and there he is.

Draven Holt looks like violence wrapped in human skin. He’s not the biggest alpha here—that honor goes to Tarek Bloodwyn of Ironpaw—but he’s the most dangerous. You can see it in the way he moves, all controlled power and barely leashed aggression. His dark hair is pulled back from his face, showing off sharp cheekbones and a jaw that could cut glass. And his eyes—amber shot through with gold, wolf eyes even in human form—are scanning the crowd.

Looking for me.

When our gazes lock, the bond flares so hot I gasp. Across thirty feet of space, I feel him. The tension in his shoulders. The clench of his jaw. The way his wolf rises to the surface, wanting to come to me, to claim me, to—

He looks away.

Just like that, the connection breaks, and I’m left standing in the crowd with Cassie chattering beside me about something I can’t hear over the rushing in my ears.

He looked away.

“—Lina? Hello, earth to Alina?”

I blink and focus on Cassie. “What?”

“I said, do you want mead or wine?” She’s holding two cups, looking at me with concern. “You okay? You look really pale.”

“I’m fine. Mead.” I take the cup and drink too fast, trying to calm the panic rising in my chest.

Maybe he didn’t see me. Maybe he was looking at something else. Maybe—

“Attention, all packs!” The voice booms across the clearing, magically amplified. Luna Vera, the eldest wolf present, stands on the platform. Her white hair gleams in the lantern light. “Welcome to the Harvest Moon Gathering. Let us begin with the traditional greetings.”

What follows is a carefully choreographed dance of pack politics. Each alpha steps forward to greet Luna Vera, demonstrating respect for tradition and the old ways. Draven moves with lethal grace, his voice carrying clearly when he speaks the ritual words.

“Bloodstone Pack honors the Harvest Moon and the bonds that tie us to our brothers and sisters of fur and fang.”

Polite applause. Then Tarek Bloodwyn steps forward.

He’s huge—easily six-foot-five, with shoulders like a bull and hands that look like they could crush skulls. His black hair is shot through with silver, and his face is all hard angles and cold calculation. When he speaks, his voice is like gravel.

“Ironpaw Pack honors the Harvest Moon. And honors the alliances that keep our people safe and strong.”

The emphasis on “alliances” makes several wolves shift uncomfortably. I see Draven’s jaw tighten.

“Indeed,” Luna Vera says smoothly. “Alliances are the foundation of peace. Speaking of which, I believe Alpha Bloodwyn has an announcement?”

My stomach drops.

Tarek smiles, and it’s not a friendly expression. “I do, honored elder. As you all know, Ironpaw and Bloodstone have had… tensions over territorial boundaries. Small disputes that could easily escalate into something more serious. To prevent bloodshed and ensure lasting peace, I have proposed a solution.”

He pauses for effect. The clearing has gone silent.

“A union between our packs. My daughter, Tamsin Valehart, and Alpha Draven Holt.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. I actually stagger back a step, and Cassie grabs my arm.

“Holy shit,” she breathes.

Around us, the crowd erupts into whispers. Some wolves look excited. Others shocked. A few—the ones who understand pack politics—look resigned.

My eyes find Draven on the platform. He’s standing completely still, his face carved from stone. But I can feel his rage through the bond, hot and violent and barely contained.

“This union,” Tarek continues, “will solidify our alliance and create a stronger future for both packs. We propose a formal mating ceremony within the month.”

“No,” I whisper. “No, no, no—”

Cassie is talking, but I can’t hear her. All I can hear is the rushing in my ears and my own ragged breathing. All I can see is Draven’s face, showing nothing, revealing nothing.

Luna Vera looks at Draven. “Alpha Holt, do you accept this proposal?”

Say no. The words scream through my head. Say no, tell them about me, tell them we’re mates—

“The proposal has merit,” Draven says. His voice is flat. Empty. “I will consider it.”

The bond between us twists like a knife.

“Wonderful,” Tarek says, and his smile is sharp. “Then let us celebrate this step toward peace.”

Wolves start moving again, talking, heading toward the food tables. But I’m frozen in place, my entire world cracking apart.

“Lina.” Cassie squeezes my arm. “Hey, breathe. You look like you’re going to pass out.”

“I need—” I can’t finish the sentence. I need to talk to Draven. I need to understand what just happened. I need—

A hand lands on my shoulder, and I jump. When I turn, Kael Rook is standing there. Draven’s Beta, his second-in-command. He’s handsome in a friendly way—sandy hair, easy smile, green eyes that usually sparkle with humor. Right now, those eyes are serious.

“Alina,” he says quietly. “The Alpha wants to see you.”

My heart stops. Then starts again, too fast. “When?”

“Now.” He glances at Cassie apologetically. “Alone. If that’s alright.”

Cassie looks between us, confused but not suspicious. “Um, sure? Lina, you okay?”

“Fine,” I lie. “I’ll find you later.”

Kael leads me away from the crowd, into the shadows at the edge of the clearing. We walk in silence for maybe two minutes, following a narrow path between ancient trees. The sounds of the Gathering fade behind us.

Finally, we reach a small clearing lit by moonlight. And there he is.

Draven stands with his back to us, hands clenched into fists at his sides. Even from here, I can see the tension in every line of his body.

“She’s here,” Kael says softly.

Draven turns. When his eyes meet mine, the bond surges between us—pain and need and fear and anger all tangled together. For a moment, neither of us moves.

Then Kael clears his throat. “I’ll, uh, give you two some privacy. Yell if you need me.”

He disappears into the trees, and suddenly I’m alone with my mate. The male who just stood on a platform and agreed to consider mating another woman.

“Alina—” Draven starts.

“Don’t.” The word comes out sharp. Angry. “Don’t you dare try to explain that.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Really? Because what I think is that you just told five packs you’re going to mate Tarek’s daughter.” My hands are shaking again. I ball them into fists. “What I think is that you stood there and didn’t say a single word about me.”

He crosses the space between us in three long strides, grabbing my arms. “You think I wanted that? You think I had a choice?”

“There’s always a choice!”

“No.” His grip tightens. “There’s not. Tarek came to me three days ago with this proposal. He made it very clear—either I agree to the mating, or he takes our border dispute to the Council. He has allies there, Alina. He has proof we’ve been hunting in contested territory. He can make a case for war.”

The word hangs between us like smoke.

“War,” I repeat.

“War,” Draven confirms. His voice is raw. “Dozens of wolves dead, maybe hundreds. Families torn apart. Children orphaned. All because of a strip of forest that neither pack really needs.”

“So you’re going to mate her to prevent it.” I’m not asking. I’m stating fact.

“I’m going to consider it,” he says. “I told them I’d consider it, which buys us time to find another solution—”

“There is no other solution!” The words burst out of me. “You’re the Alpha. You can’t mate her and keep me. That’s not how this works.”

“I know that,” he growls. And god help me, even angry and breaking my heart, he’s beautiful. “Don’t you think I know that?”

“Then what are we doing here?” I try to pull away, but he won’t let go. “Why did you bring me out here? To let me down easy? To tell me it was fun while it lasted?”

“To tell you I love you.”

The words stop me cold.

Draven’s eyes are wild now, more gold than amber. His wolf is right at the surface. “I love you, Alina. You’re my mate. My true mate. The only one I’ll ever want. But I’m also responsible for every wolf in Bloodstone Pack. Three hundred and forty-two people who trust me to keep them safe.”

“And what about me?” My voice breaks. “What about keeping me safe?”

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to do.” He pulls me closer, until we’re almost touching. Until I can feel the heat of him, smell his scent—pine and smoke and something uniquely Draven. “If I refuse this mating, Tarek will push for war. And in war, people die. Including you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.” His voice drops to barely above a whisper. “Because he knows, Alina. About us. He knows.”

The world tilts.

“What?”

“He didn’t say it outright, but he knows. He made comments about my ‘distraction,’ about how young wolves sometimes make foolish choices. He was warning me.” Draven’s hands slide up to cup my face. “If I refuse the mating, you become a target. He’ll use you against me, hurt you to prove a point—”

“So you’re doing this to protect me.” The laugh that comes out of me is sharp and bitter. “That’s noble, Draven. Really noble. Except you’re forgetting something.”

“What?”

I take a shaky breath. This isn’t how I wanted to tell him. I wanted it to be romantic, special. Not standing in a dark clearing while he tells me he’s going to mate someone else.

“I’m late,” I say.

He blinks. “Late for what?”

“My cycle. I’m late. Five days now, maybe six.” I watch understanding dawn in his eyes. “I think I’m pregnant, Draven.”

For a long moment, he just stares at me. Then his gaze drops to my stomach, and something fierce and possessive flashes across his face. His hands move from my face to my hips, holding me like I might disappear.

“You’re—” He can’t seem to finish the sentence.

“I don’t know for sure. But all the signs are there. The nausea, the exhaustion, the way my wolf feels… different.” I swallow hard. “If I am, this changes everything. You can’t mate Tamsin if I’m carrying your child.”

“No,” he agrees. His voice has gone rough. “I can’t.”

Hope flares in my chest. “So you’ll tell Tarek—”

“I need you to leave.”

The hope dies.

“What?”

Draven’s hands tighten on my hips. “Go to my cabin. The one by the eastern border, you know the one. Pack a bag and go there tonight. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going. Wait for me.”

“Draven, I don’t understand—”

“Please.” And there’s something in his voice I’ve never heard before. Desperation. Fear. “Please, Alina. Trust me. Give me time to handle this, to find a way out that doesn’t end in war or your death. Can you do that?”

I want to say no. I want to demand he choose me right now, publicly, consequences be damned. But when I look into his eyes, I see real terror.

He’s not afraid for himself. He’s afraid for me.

“How long?” I ask.

“A week. Maybe two. I’ll figure something out, I swear.” His forehead drops to mine. “I’ll fix this.”

“And if you can’t?”

He doesn’t answer. We stand there, wrapped around each other, as the sounds of the Gathering filter through the trees. Music has started—drums and flutes, the traditional Harvest Moon celebration.

“I should get back,” Draven finally says. “Before someone notices I’m gone.”

“Right. Can’t have them thinking you’re off with your secret mate.” The bitterness is back in my voice.

He winces. “Alina—”

“Go.” I push at his chest. “Go play politics with Tarek. I’ll go to your cabin like a good little secret.”

“Don’t.” His hands catch mine. “Don’t do that. Don’t make this about you not being enough, because that’s not—”

“Then what is it about?” I challenge. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks a lot like you choosing pack politics over me.”

“I’m choosing all of us,” he says. “That’s what being Alpha means. I don’t get to just think about what I want.”

“Even if what you want is your mate? Your child?”

“Especially then.” He brings my hands to his mouth, kisses my knuckles. “Go to the cabin. Please. Let me try to fix this before everything explodes.”

I should say no. I should march back to that Gathering and tell everyone that Draven Holt is my mate, that I might be carrying his baby, that Tarek’s precious alliance can go to hell.

But I don’t. Because despite everything, I trust him. I love him. And I’m terrified of what might happen if I force his hand too soon.

“One week,” I say. “If you don’t come for me in one week, I’m coming back. And I won’t stay quiet anymore.”

“Deal.” He kisses me then—hard and desperate and claiming. When he pulls back, his eyes are glowing gold. “Mine,” he growls. “You’re mine, Alina. No matter what happens, no matter who else tries to claim me. You’re mine.”

“Then prove it,” I whisper.

He closes his eyes like I’ve hurt him. Maybe I have.

“I will,” he promises. “I will.”

Then he’s gone, disappearing into the shadows between the trees. I stand alone in the clearing, my hands pressed to my stomach, and try not to cry.

I should leave. Go back to my room, pack my things, head for his cabin like he asked. But something pulls me back toward the Gathering. Maybe I’m a masochist. Maybe I just need to see what happens next.

The celebration is in full swing when I slip back into the crowd. Wolves are dancing, drinking, laughing. Cassie finds me almost immediately.

“There you are! Where did you—” She stops, studies my face. “Okay, what happened? You look terrible.”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

“You’re a terrible liar.” She links her arm through mine. “Come on, let’s get more drinks and you can tell me all about it.”

But before we can move, a hush falls over the crowd. I look toward the platform and feel my heart stop.

Draven stands there, straight-backed and expressionless. Beside him is a woman I recognize from earlier—Tamsin Valehart. She’s beautiful in a cold way, with long black hair and sharp features. Her hand rests lightly on Draven’s arm.

Possessive. Claiming.

Tarek steps forward, that awful smile on his face again. “Friends, fellow wolves. What a joyous night this has been. And now, to make it even more memorable, Alpha Holt has an announcement.”

No. The word is a scream in my head. No, Draven, don’t. You promised me time. You promised—

Draven’s eyes scan the crowd. They find me almost immediately, and for one heartbeat, I see everything in his face. The pain. The regret. The love.

Then it all disappears behind his Alpha mask.

“I have considered Alpha Bloodwyn’s proposal,” he says. His voice carries across the clearing, clear and cold. “And I accept.”

The crowd erupts into cheers. Wolves howl their approval. Tamsin smiles, beautiful and victorious.

And I stand frozen, feeling like my chest has been ripped open.

“Furthermore,” Draven continues, and something in his tone makes everyone quiet again. “To demonstrate my commitment to this alliance, I wish to formally sever any prior attachments.”

My breath stops.

“Alina Fairborne.” He’s looking right at me now. “Approach.”

The crowd parts. Wolves turn to stare at me. I hear whispers starting—confusion, curiosity, speculation. Cassie’s hand tightens on my arm.

“Lina, what’s happening?”

I don’t answer. Can’t answer. I walk forward on numb legs, climbing the steps to the platform. Each step feels like walking to my execution.

When I reach him, we’re close enough that only I can see the agony in his eyes. Only I can feel the bond between us, screaming and writhing like a living thing.

“Alina Fairborne,” he says again. His voice is steady. Mine won’t be. “For weeks now, you have harbored inappropriate feelings toward me. Made unwelcome advances. Placed me in uncomfortable positions.”

Lies. All lies. But spoken in front of five packs, they become truth.

“As Alpha of Bloodstone Pack,” he continues, “I must think of political necessity before personal comfort. I must think of alliances and peace before individual feelings.”

My vision is starting to blur. I will not cry. I will not give them that.

“Therefore, in front of these witnesses, under the light of the Harvest Moon, I reject any bond—imagined or otherwise—between us.”

The words hit like knives. Each one draws blood.

“You were a mistake,” Draven says. His amber eyes are dead. Empty. “An inconvenience I can’t afford. Consider yourself released from any delusions of attachment.”

My wolf howls inside me. The bond between us twists, stretches, begins to tear. Magic flares across my skin—hot and painful and wrong. The rejection is a formal one, spoken with intent before witnesses. It has power.

And that power is killing me.

I feel it start at my chest—a burning sensation that spreads outward like poison. My knees buckle, but I lock them. I will stand. I will not fall.

The burning intensifies, focused over my heart. When I look down, I see it happening through the thin fabric of my dress. My skin is marking, silver lines spreading across my chest in intricate patterns. Beautiful and terrible.

A rejected mate mark. Rare enough that most wolves go their whole lives without seeing one. The magical scar of a bond torn apart before it could fully form.

“No,” someone gasps in the crowd. Maybe Cassie. Maybe someone else.

The silver lines finish spreading, settling into a permanent mark over my heart. A brand. A reminder.

Draven’s face hasn’t changed. He stands there like stone while I bleed magic and pain.

“You’re dismissed,” he says.

Something in me snaps.

I meet his eyes one last time, and I let him see everything. The betrayal. The heartbreak. The fury. And underneath it all, the secret I’m carrying. His child. Our child.

The child he just rejected along with me.

Then I turn and walk off the platform. Down the steps. Through the crowd of staring wolves. I hear the whispers starting—shock, pity, schadenfreude. I hear Cassie calling my name.

I keep walking.

Past the tables laden with food. Past the dancers and the drinkers and the wolves who are already gossiping about what they just witnessed. Past the edge of the clearing and into the dark forest beyond.

I walk until I can’t hear the Gathering anymore. Until I’m alone with the trees and the moon and the agony in my chest.

Then I run.

My wolf surges forward, and I let the shift take me. Bones crack and reform. Fur sprouts across my skin. The world sharpens into scents and sounds and instincts. And I run.

I run from the male who just destroyed me. From the pack that just watched it happen. From the future I thought I’d have.

The Whispering Woods loom ahead—forbidden territory, cursed and dangerous. Every wolf is taught to avoid it. The trees there are ancient and strange. Time moves differently. Wolves who go in don’t always come out.

I don’t care.

I cross the boundary at full speed, and the world shifts around me. The air grows thick and sweet. The moonlight takes on a silver quality, brighter and colder. Behind me, I hear howls—my pack, calling me back.

I howl in return. Not a call for help. A goodbye.

Then the mist closes in, and I’m alone in the Whispering Woods with my broken heart and my shattered bond and the tiny spark of life growing inside me that deserves so much better than this.

I run until I can’t run anymore. Until my legs give out and I collapse in a clearing I don’t recognize. The shift releases me, leaving me naked and shaking on the forest floor.

And finally, finally, I let myself cry.

I cry for the love I thought I had. For the future I’d imagined. For the male I trusted who just stood in front of everyone we know and called me a mistake.

I cry until there’s nothing left.

Then I press my hand to my stomach and whisper to the life that might be growing there.

“I’ll protect you,” I promise. “I don’t know how, but I will. You’ll never have to beg for someone to choose you. You’ll never have to wonder if you’re enough. I swear it.”

The forest around me hums with ancient power. And somewhere in the darkness, I hear a voice—soft and otherworldly.

“The Silver Moon does not abandon its daughters.”

I look up. A woman stands at the edge of the clearing, her silver hair glowing in the moonlight. Her eyes are ancient and knowing.

“Who—” My voice is hoarse from crying. “Who are you?”

She smiles. “Someone who’s been waiting for you, Alina Fairborne. Waiting for you to become what you were always meant to be.”

She holds out her hand.

And with nothing left to lose and nowhere else to go, I take it.
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draven

Three days before I destroyed everything, Tarek Bloodwyn cornered me in the war room.

I should’ve known something was wrong when he dismissed my guards. Should’ve scented the trap the moment his smile stretched too wide across his face. But I was thinking about Alina. About the way she’d looked at me that morning, soft and sleepy, with my mark still fresh on her throat.

Stupid. I was so damn stupid.

“Alpha Holt.” Tarek’s voice scraped like claws on stone. “We need to discuss your… recent indiscretion.”

I turned from the territory maps spread across the oak table. My wolf bristled beneath my skin, sensing threat. “I don’t have indiscretions, Bloodwyn. I have a mate.”

“Yes. About that.” He moved closer. Too close. His scent carried something off—burnt copper and rot. Dark magic. “You mated with Alina Fairborne. A nobody. A wolf with no pack status, no political value, and no strategic worth.”

My hands curled into fists. The mate bond hummed in my chest, warm and right and mine. “She’s worth everything.”

“Everything?” Tarek laughed. Cold. Empty. “Then you’ll sacrifice everything for her. Is that what you want, boy? War?”

“Don’t threaten me in my own territory.”

“No threat. A fact.” He pulled out a scroll, dropped it on the maps. “The Ironpaw Clan grows restless. They see your pack’s strength. Your resources. Your land. They want it.”

I didn’t touch the scroll. “So let them want.”

“They’re not alone. Stonefang Pack sides with them. Ravenwood wavers. Your precious peace hangs by a thread, Draven.” His eyes glinted yellow. Wolf close to the surface. “One thread. And that thread is my daughter.”

Everything in me went cold. “Tamsin.”

“She’s of mating age. Beautiful. Well-trained. A proper alpha’s mate.” He tapped the scroll. “This is a treaty. Alliance through blood. Your mating with Tamsin ensures peace between four packs. Prosperity. Safety for your wolves.”

“I already have a mate.”

“You have a mistake.” Tarek’s voice dropped low. Deadly. “Fix it, or I fix it for you. And trust me, Alpha Holt—my methods are far less gentle.”

The threat sat between us like a blade. My wolf snarled, wanting blood. Wanting to rip his throat out for even suggesting I abandon Alina. But alpha instincts warred with mate instincts. I saw the paths forward, both soaked in red.

Fight. Watch my pack burn in a war we couldn’t win. Watch Alina die in the crossfire because Tarek’s wolves would target her first.

Or surrender. Break the bond. Save everyone except the two people it would destroy.

“You’re asking me to reject my true mate.”

“I’m asking you to be a leader.” Tarek moved to the door, paused. “You have three days to decide. Choose your pack’s future, or choose your personal happiness. But know this—if you choose wrong, Alina Fairborne dies first. I’ll make sure her death is slow enough for you to hear it across the territory.”

He left. The door clicked shut.

I stood there, staring at the treaty scroll, feeling my world crack apart.




The next two days passed like a nightmare I couldn’t wake from.

I couldn’t tell Alina. Every time I opened my mouth to explain, the words stuck in my throat like glass. How do you tell someone you love them more than breathing, but loving them might kill them? That being together puts a target on their back?

She knew something was wrong. Of course she did. The mate bond carried emotions both ways.

“Draven?” Her hand touched my shoulder that second night. We were in my chambers, her body warm against mine in the darkness. “You’re so tense. What’s happening?”

“Pack business.” The lie tasted like ash.

“Don’t shut me out.” Her fingers traced the bond mark on my chest. The twin to hers. Connected. Forever. Except forever was about to end. “We’re mates now. Your burdens are mine.”

“Not this one.” I caught her hand, pressed my lips to her palm. Memorizing the taste of her skin. The scent of her—wildflowers and moonlight. “I need you to trust me.”

“I do trust you.” She shifted, straddling my lap. Her eyes caught the moonlight through the window. So beautiful it hurt. “I trust you with everything.”

That’s what killed me. Her trust. Her faith. The way she looked at me like I was something good instead of the coward I was about to become.

I kissed her. Poured everything I couldn’t say into that kiss. Desperation. Grief. Love so fierce it burned. She kissed me back, confused but matching my intensity. When we finally broke apart, both breathless, her thumb brushed my cheek.

It came away wet.

“Draven—”

“I love you.” The words ripped out of me. “Whatever happens, remember that. I love you more than anything in this world.”

“You’re scaring me.”

“I’m sorry.” I held her tighter. “I’m so sorry.”

She fell asleep in my arms that night. I didn’t sleep at all. Just memorized the weight of her. The sound of her breathing. The way she fit perfectly against me like we were carved from the same stone.

When dawn came, I had to move her gently to slip away. She mumbled, reaching for me in her sleep. I almost broke then. Almost said fuck the treaty, fuck the peace, let’s run. Disappear. Let someone else lead the pack.

But I could see their faces. Every wolf in my territory. The pups playing in the square. The elders who’d lived through the last war. The families who trusted me to keep them safe.

One life. Or hundreds.

It was never really a choice.




Kael found me in the training yard that afternoon, destroying a practice dummy with my bare hands.

“Boss.” His voice was careful. Cautious. “You’re bleeding.”

I looked down. My knuckles were split open, bone showing through torn flesh. Didn’t feel it. Couldn’t feel anything past the howling in my chest.

“Talk to me.” Kael moved closer. Beta instincts overriding self-preservation. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing you can fix.”

“Try me.”

I turned on him. Fast. Had him pinned against the yard fence before he could blink, my forearm across his throat. My wolf surged up, all rage and pain with nowhere to go. “You want to help? Then stay out of my way tomorrow night.”

Kael didn’t fight back. Just met my eyes, steady and sad. “This is about Alina.”

I released him. Staggered back. “I’m rejecting her at the Harvest Moon Gathering.”

Silence. Then—

“You’re what?”

“I’m ending it. The bond. Everything.”

“Draven.” Kael’s hand gripped my shoulder. “Think about what you’re saying. Rejection kills most wolves. Survivors are never the same. And that’s for normal bonds. You two are true mates. The backlash—”

“Will be worth it if she survives.”

“If?” Kael shook me. Hard. “Listen to yourself. You’re willing to risk killing her?”

“I’m trying to save her!” The words exploded out. “Tarek gave me an ultimatum. Mate his daughter or watch my pack burn. And Alina dies first. You understand? They’ll kill her, Kael. Make it slow. Make it hurt. Make me watch.”

Understanding crashed across his face. “Fuck.”

“Yeah.”

“There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t. I’ve spent three days looking for one.” I pulled away from him, wrapped my arms around myself like I could hold the pieces together. “This is the only path where she lives.”

“But at what cost?” Kael’s voice cracked. “You’ll destroy her, Draven. Break her heart. Brand her with rejection. Everyone will see it. The mark. The shame. Is that really saving her?”

“She’ll hate me. Good. Hatred keeps you alive.” I forced myself to say it. “Better she hates me and breathes than loves me and dies.”

“And you? What about you?”

I looked at him. Felt the emptiness already spreading through my chest. “I’m already dead.”




The Harvest Moon Gathering started at sunset.

Five packs converged on Shadowpine’s sacred ground. Hundreds of wolves in human form, dressed in ceremonial clothing, gathering for the seasonal celebration. Music played. Food cooked over open fires. Pups chased each other between the adults, laughing.

I stood on the raised platform with the other alphas, watching. Not seeing. My wolf clawed at my ribs, begging me to stop this. To find Alina and run.

She arrived with a group of younger wolves, wearing a simple blue dress that made her eyes shine. She didn’t see me at first. Was laughing at something someone said, her face open and bright and so damn trusting.

My chest caved in.

Kael appeared at my elbow. “It’s not too late. We can fight. Rally allies. There’s always—”

“No.” I couldn’t look away from her. “We do this now.”

“Draven—”

“Now, Kael. Before I lose my nerve.”

Tarek watched from across the platform, Tamsin at his side. His smile was victorious. He knew he’d won. Knew I’d chosen the pack over my heart.

I signaled the drummers. The music stopped. Everyone turned toward the platform, confused but attentive. This wasn’t on the ceremony schedule.

Alina’s eyes found mine. She smiled. Started to wave.

Then she saw my face. The smile died. Her hand dropped.

She knew. The bond told her. I felt her fear spike through the connection, sharp and cold.

“Brothers and sisters of the five packs.” My voice carried across the clearing. Strong. Empty. “I call witness to an alpha’s right of rejection.”

Gasps. Whispers. Shock rippling through the crowd.

Alina moved forward, pushing through wolves who suddenly couldn’t look at her. Her face had gone white. “Draven?”

I forced myself to meet her eyes. “Alina Fairborne, approach the circle.”

“What are you doing?” Her voice shook. “This isn’t funny.”

“It’s not meant to be.” I stepped down from the platform. Every movement felt like walking through broken glass. “The circle. Now.”

She climbed the steps. Slow. Like she was heading to her execution. Smart girl. That’s exactly what this was.

Up close, I could see her pulse hammering in her throat. Smell her fear. The bond between us thrummed, confused and desperate. Her wolf reached for mine. Mine wanted to answer. To protect. To never let go.

I shoved it down. Buried it deep.

“You’re my mate.” Alina’s hand reached for me. “We completed the bond. You marked me. I marked you. You said—”

“I was wrong.” The words cut my throat on the way out. “I made a mistake. One I’m correcting now.”

“No.” She shook her head. “No, this is pack politics. Someone’s pressuring you. We can fight it together. We can—”

“There is no together.” I stepped back, broke the contact before I shattered. “You’re not strong enough to be an alpha’s mate. Not connected enough. Not useful enough.”

Her face crumbled. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do.” Lie. Lie. Fucking lie. “You were convenient, Alina. A warm body. Good enough for a quick bond but not for anything permanent. Surely you didn’t think this was real?”

Tears spilled down her cheeks. The sight of them nearly brought me to my knees. My wolf roared, demanding I stop. Demanding I fix this. Hold her. Tell her the truth.

I couldn’t. If she knew the real reason, she’d argue. Refuse. Put herself in danger trying to protect me from the consequences. That’s who she was. Selfless. Loyal. Everything good I didn’t deserve.

“Say the words.” Tarek’s voice cut through my hesitation. “Or I will.”

I looked at Alina one last time. Memorized her face. The hurt there. The betrayal. The love dying in her eyes as she realized I meant this.

“I, Draven Holt, Alpha of Bloodstone Pack, reject you, Alina Fairborne, as my mate before the moon and witnesses gathered.”

The words hung in the air. Heavy. Final.

“No.” Alina grabbed my arm. “Don’t do this. Please. Whatever’s wrong, we can fix it. I love you. You love me. I know you do. I feel it through the bond—”

“You feel nothing.” I peeled her fingers off, gentle despite everything. “The bond is broken.”

“It’s not. It’s still there. I can still feel you. Draven, please—”

“By my alpha right and moon magic granted, I sever this bond. I sever this claim. I reject you completely and without question.”

The magic gathered. Old. Powerful. Moon-blessed and absolute.

Alina gasped. Her hand flew to her chest. “No. No no no—”

“I cast you from my pack. From my protection. From my life.” Each word was a nail in my coffin. “You are nothing to me. Less than nothing. A mistake I’m correcting.”

“Draven—”

“GO!” The word came out as a roar. My alpha command hit her like a physical blow. Every wolf in the clearing flinched. “Get out of my sight.”

The magic snapped into place. Vicious. Brutal. The mate bond TORE, shredding through both of us like claws through flesh.

Alina screamed. Fell to her knees. The mark on her chest—my mark, my claim—began to burn. Silver light crawled across her skin, over her heart, leaving a scar in its wake. The sign of a rejected mate. Permanent. Visible. Undeniable.

I felt it too. The bond ripping out of my chest, leaving a hole that bled and bled and wouldn’t stop. My wolf howled. The sound echoed in my skull, mournful and broken. I swayed but locked my knees. Couldn’t show weakness. Not now.

Alina looked up at me. Blood dripped from her nose. Her eyes were wild with pain and shock. “How could you?”

I said nothing. Couldn’t risk speaking. Couldn’t risk the truth spilling out.

“You coward.” Her voice cracked. “You fucking coward.”

Yes. That’s exactly what I was.

She tried to stand. Fell. Tried again. Someone moved to help her—I didn’t see who. My vision was graying at the edges, the bond’s destruction trying to pull me under.

Kael appeared. Gripped my elbow. “Hold on. Just a little longer.”

I watched Alina stagger down the platform steps. Watched the crowd part for her, sympathy and disgust mixing in their faces. A rejected mate. Marked. Shamed. The wolf equivalent of being branded unworthy.

She looked back once. Just once. Her face was streaked with tears and blood, her dress torn where she’d clawed at the burning mark. She opened her mouth. Closed it.

Then she ran. Disappeared into the crowd, heading for the tree line.

Every instinct I had screamed to follow. To bring her back. To undo what I’d just done.

I stayed frozen on the platform.

“Are you satisfied?” Kael’s voice was pure venom. “She’s destroyed. You’re destroyed. Everyone’s destroyed. Was it worth it?”

Before I could answer—couldn’t answer—Tarek joined us. Clapped me on the shoulder like we were friends. “Well done, Alpha Holt. Painful, I’m sure, but necessary. Now, let’s discuss your mating ceremony with my daughter. I’m thinking three weeks?”

I looked at him. Really looked at him. Saw the satisfaction there. The pleasure in my pain. He’d enjoyed watching me break Alina. Had gotten off on forcing this choice.

Hatred filled me. Cold and deep and patient.

One day, I’d kill him for this. Slowly.

But today, I just nodded. “Three weeks.”

“Excellent.” He glanced toward the woods where Alina had vanished. “Someone should check on the girl. Make sure she doesn’t do anything… permanent.”

Kael’s hand tightened on my arm. Warning. Keeping me from launching myself at Tarek’s throat.

“I’ll send wolves.” My voice sounded like gravel. “She’ll be escorted to the border. Banned from returning.”

“Efficient.” Tarek smiled. “I knew you’d make the right choice.”

He walked away. Left me standing there with Kael and the wreckage of everything that mattered.

“Boss.” Kael’s voice was soft. Broken. “What have you done?”

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Just stood there while the mate bond’s ghost screamed in my chest, feeling like I’d cut my own heart out and thrown it away.

Because I had.




Two hours later, my wolves reported that Alina had disappeared into the Whispering Woods. They’d tracked her to the border but lost her trail where the magic grew thick.

“Should we keep searching?” the scout asked.

“No.” I stared at the report, not seeing the words. “She’s made her choice.”

Gone. She was gone. Somewhere in those cursed woods where time moved wrong and wolves went mad. Either she’d survive or she wouldn’t. Either way, she was away from Tarek’s reach.

Away from me.

Safe.

The word tasted like blood.

I dismissed the scouts. Locked myself in my chambers. The room still smelled like her. Wildflowers and moonlight. Her scent clinging to my sheets, my pillow, my skin.

I couldn’t stand it.

Couldn’t stand the emptiness where the bond used to be. The howling silence in my head. My wolf had retreated deep inside, refusing to surface. Grieving. Raging. Blaming me for destroying our mate.

He was right to.

My fist hit the wall before I realized I’d moved. Stone cracked. Pain bloomed up my arm. I hit it again. Again. Again. Until my knuckles split and blood ran down my fingers and the wall caved in.

It didn’t help. Nothing helped.

I collapsed against the destroyed stone, sliding down until I sat in the rubble. My hands hung useless between my knees, dripping red onto the floor.

“What have I done?” The words came out raw. Broken. “Moon help me, what have I done?”

But the moon didn’t answer. Just hung full and heavy in the sky outside my window, witnessing my destruction in silence.

I’d saved my pack. Secured peace. Done my duty as alpha.

And lost everything that made life worth living.

The door opened. Kael, of course. He never knew when to leave me alone.

“Get out.”

“No.” He crossed the room, sat down beside me in the wreckage. “Not this time.”

“Kael—”

“She’s pregnant.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. “What?”

“Selis told me. Alina came to her two days ago, asking questions. Symptoms that lined up.” Kael’s voice was quiet. Devastated. “The healer was going to confirm today, but… Draven. You rejected your pregnant mate.”

No. No no no no—

“It’s early. Maybe two weeks along. Maybe she doesn’t even know yet.” Kael grabbed my shoulder. Shook me. “But you need to find her. Now. Before—”

I was already moving. Running for the door. Down the hall. Out of the compound. Shifting mid-stride, clothes shredding as my wolf surged forward.

We had to find her. Had to bring her back. Pregnant. Moon above, she was carrying my child and I’d thrown her away. Rejected her in front of everyone. Scared her with a mark that—

The bond spot in my chest throbbed. Empty. Silent.

But underneath it, buried so deep I’d missed it before—something else pulsed. Faint. Fragile. Not the mate bond.

A pack bond. Father to child. The one connection rejection couldn’t sever.

My paws hit the earth, carrying me toward the Whispering Woods. Toward Alina. Toward the family I’d just destroyed before it even began.

The trees loomed ahead, mist curling between ancient trunks. Magic hummed in the air, warning me back. Nothing good lived in these woods. Nothing sane.

I crossed the threshold anyway.

“ALINA!” My howl echoed through the strange quiet. “ALINA, PLEASE!”

Nothing answered. Just the woods, watching. Waiting. Keeping their secrets.

I searched until dawn. Found her torn cloak near a runestone, stained with blood. Found tracks that led nowhere. Found evidence she’d been here, and then… nothing.

Like she’d been swallowed by the earth itself.

When I finally emerged from the woods, Kael was waiting.

“Anything?”

I shifted back to human form. Naked. Exhausted. Empty. “She’s gone.”

“Gone gone? Or—”

“I don’t know.” I stared at the blood-stained cloak in my hands. Her scent still clung to it, fading but there. “The woods took her. Or she let them. Either way…” My voice broke. “She’s gone.”

Kael said nothing. Just stood there while I fell apart, the mate bond’s ghost screaming and screaming and screaming.




Two weeks passed.

The political mating to Tamsin was set for the next full moon. I went through the motions. Planning. Preparing. Pretending this was what I wanted.

At night, I held Alina’s cloak and tried not to think about her. About where she was. If she was alive. If the baby—our baby—survived.

The pack bond remained. That faint flutter of life, impossibly distant. She lived. They both lived. Somewhere beyond my reach, Alina and our child existed.

I told myself it was enough. That knowing they breathed was all I deserved.

It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.

But it was all I had left.

Tamsin visited three days before the ceremony. Found me in my office, staring at territory maps I wasn’t seeing.

“You don’t have to pretend with me.” Her voice was soft. Sad. “I know this is a cage for us both.”

I looked up. Really looked at her for the first time. Saw the resignation in her eyes. The disappointment. She hadn’t wanted this either.

“I’m sorry.” The words felt inadequate. “You deserve better.”

“So did she.” Tamsin moved to the window, silhouetted against the setting sun. “The one you rejected. Alina. I heard she was pregnant.”

My hands fisted on the desk. “Who told you that?”

“My father. He was… pleased.” She turned, and something like pity crossed her face. “I’m not him, Draven. I don’t take pleasure in others’ pain. What he forced you to do… I’m sorry.”

“Why tell me this?”

“Because I want you to understand. This mating—it’s political. Required. But it doesn’t have to be cruel.” She straightened. “We’ll maintain separate quarters. Fulfill our duties in public but live our own lives in private. I won’t demand what you can’t give.”

It was more kindness than I deserved. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” Tamsin headed for the door, paused. “The blood plague is spreading. Three wolves went feral last night in Ravenwood territory. My father says it’s just beginning. Whatever he’s planning, Draven… I think we’re all just pieces in his game.”

She left. I sat alone in the darkening office, her words circling my thoughts.

Blood plague. Tarek’s satisfaction. His manipulation of my mating. His ultimatum that destroyed everything.

Something wasn’t right. This went deeper than politics.

But I was too broken to figure it out. Too empty to care.

I pulled Alina’s cloak from my desk drawer. Pressed it to my face. Her scent was almost gone now, fading like everything else.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to the empty room. To the ghost of her. To our child I’d never meet. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

The moon rose outside my window. Full and bright and accusing.

It didn’t answer. Didn’t forgive.

Just watched me drown in what I’d done.
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I don’t remember deciding to run.

One moment I’m standing in that circle with every wolf in five packs staring at me. The next I’m crashing through underbrush so thick it tears my dress to ribbons. Branches claw at my arms. My bare feet slip on wet leaves. I taste blood in my mouth.

Behind me, voices shout. Someone calls my name.

I run faster.

My wolf howls inside my chest. Not the proud sound of a hunt. This is broken glass scraping bone. This is dying. She claws at my insides, trying to reach something that isn’t there anymore. Trying to find the bond that was ripped away.

He severed us. He severed us. He severed us.

The words pound with my heartbeat.

I break through the tree line into the Whispering Woods. Every wolf knows these woods are forbidden. The old laws say so. Children grow up hearing stories about wolves who go in and never come out. About time that moves wrong. About things that live between the trees and hunger for pack blood.

Right now I don’t care.

I want the woods to take me. I want to disappear into the mist and never be found.

The moment I cross into the forest proper, everything changes. The sounds behind me—the shouts, the running feet—they cut off like someone slammed a door. Silence drops over me so complete my ears ring with it.

I stumble to a stop. Gasp for air.

My chest burns. Not from running. From the mate bond tearing itself apart inside me.

I press my hand to my sternum and feel heat. When I look down, I see silver light glowing beneath my torn dress. It pulses once. Twice. Then blazes so bright I have to close my eyes.

When I open them again, the light is gone.

In its place, a scar cuts across my skin. Right over my heart. Silver. Raised. Still warm.

“No,” I whisper. “No, no, no.”

I’ve heard of these. Every wolf has. A rejection scar. When a mate bond is severed before it’s complete, it leaves a mark. The worse the bond could have been—the stronger the connection—the brighter the scar.

Mine looks like lightning frozen in my skin.

My legs give out. I hit the ground hard. Dead leaves cushion nothing.

The sob that tears out of me doesn’t sound human. It doesn’t sound wolf either. It’s something in between. Something wounded.

“I thought—” My voice cracks. “I thought he felt it too.”

I did. These past few weeks since the bond snapped into place, every time Draven looked at me, I felt his wolf recognize mine. When we touched—even just brushing fingers—electricity sang between us. He’d smile at me in that secret way. Hold my gaze too long. Find excuses to be near me.

It was real. I know it was real.

“Then why?” I dig my fingers into the earth. Dirt packs under my nails. “Why would he—”

I reject you as my mate before the moon and witnesses.

His voice in my memory feels like swallowing knives.

My wolf whimpers. She’s curled up inside me, shaking. Normally she’s all fire and teeth. Now she feels small. Broken.

We weren’t good enough, she whispers. He looked at us and found us wanting.

“Stop.” I wrap my arms around myself. Rock back and forth. “Stop, stop, stop.”

But she won’t stop. She keeps showing me memories. The first time Draven touched my face. The night we ran together under the full moon. The morning he brought me coffee before dawn just because he knew I’d be awake.

All lies, my wolf says. All lies.

Something inside my stomach twists. Hard.

I barely make it to my knees before I throw up. It’s just bile. I haven’t eaten since yesterday. But my body heaves like it’s trying to turn itself inside out.

When it finally stops, I’m shaking. Weak.

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and notice for the first time how the forest has changed around me.

The trees are different. Older. Their trunks are so wide three wolves couldn’t circle them. The bark looks almost black in the dim light. And the mist—there’s mist everywhere now. It curls around the roots. Drifts between the branches. Glows faintly silver like it’s lit from within.

This deep in the Whispering Woods, the sky disappears. The canopy overhead is so thick I can’t see moon or stars. Just leaves. Just darkness.

A normal wolf would be terrified.

I feel nothing. Just empty.

I force myself to stand. My legs shake. My dress hangs in tatters. Blood from a dozen scratches runs down my arms and legs. I probably look like I fought something and lost.

That’s accurate.

I start walking. No direction. No plan. Just moving because staying still means thinking. Thinking means feeling. Feeling means that burning hole in my chest gets bigger.

The woods accept me without question. The mist parts where I walk. Closes behind me. After a while, I realize I can’t hear my own footsteps. The silence has weight now. Pressure. Like walking underwater.

Time does something strange. I think I’ve been walking for hours, but when I glance at my hands, the blood on them is still wet. Still fresh.

Or maybe I’ve only been walking for minutes, but my feet ache like I’ve crossed miles.

“This place wants to confuse me,” I say out loud. My voice sounds wrong. Too flat. Like the forest swallows the sound before it can travel.

My wolf stirs. Danger, she whispers.

For the first time since the rejection, I feel her wake up a little. Not much. But enough to make my senses sharpen.

I stop walking. Close my eyes. Breathe.

The forest smells like earth and rain and something else. Something old. Like stone that’s been wet for centuries. Like bones buried deep.

When I open my eyes, I see the runestone.

It rises out of the mist about twenty feet ahead. Taller than me. Covered in symbols I don’t recognize. The stone itself is gray, but the symbols glow. That same silver light that marked my scar.

My feet move on their own. Drawn forward.

The closer I get, the more I see. This isn’t just one stone. It’s a circle of them. Twelve altogether. Each one carved with different symbols. They form a perfect ring around a small clearing where the mist pools thick as water.

At the center of the circle, the ground dips down. Like something pressed into the earth and left an impression. The grass there is darker. Greener. Too alive for the dead feeling everywhere else.

I step between two stones into the circle.

The moment my foot crosses the threshold, sound rushes back. I hear my own breathing. My heartbeat. The rustle of leaves overhead. Somewhere far away, a bird calls.

“Finally,” I whisper.

I walk to the center. To that depression in the ground. Up close, I see it’s shaped like a wolf print. Massive. Bigger than any wolf that exists now.

I kneel beside it. Press my hand into the impression.

The earth is warm. Not hot. Just warm. Like something living sleeps underneath.

My wolf pushes forward. 






































































































































































































