
Jia Hart

The Feral Alpha’s Rejected Mate & Secret Baby 


A Rejected Returns With His Heir Werewolf Romance





  
    First published by Jia Hart 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Jia Hart


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. Chapter 1: Ghosts Come Home
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter 2: The Monster He Became
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter 3: Blood Knows Blood
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter 4: The Silvered One Prophecy
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter 5: The Hollow's Secrets
        
      

    
      	
        6. Chapter 6: Feral
        
      

    
      	
        7. Chapter 7: The Reclamation Begins
        
      

    
      	
        8. chapter 8: sins of the father
        
      

    
      	
        9. Chapter 9: Wounds Reopened
        
      

    
      	
        10. Chapter 10: The Alpha's Trial
        
      

    
      	
        11. Chapter 11: Silver Blood Awakens
        
      

    
      	
        12. Chapter 12: The Voice in the Dark
        
      

    
      	
        13. Chapter 13: The Moonstone Collar
        
      

    
      	
        14. Chapter 14: The Beta's Bargain
        
      

    
      	
        15. Chapter 15: Pack Politics
        
      

    
      	
        16. Chapter 16: The Ceremony of Chains
        
      

    
      	
        17. Chapter 17: Blood in the Moonlight
        
      

    
      	
        18. Chapter 18: The Darkest Hour
        
      

    
      	
        19. Chapter 19: Into the Shadowveil
        
      

    
      	
        20. Chapter 20: Silver and Shadow
        
      

    
      	
        21. Chapter 21: Brother vs. Brother
        
      

    
      	
        22. Chapter 22: The Blood Binding
        
      

    
      	
        23. Chapter 23: Reforged
        
      

    
      	
        24. Chapter 24: The Luna Rises
        
      

    
      	
        25. Chapter 25: Running Wild
        
      

    
    


  




  
  One

  
  
  Chapter 1: Ghosts Come Home

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




elara pov

The pine trees got thicker the closer I drove to the border.

My hands wouldn’t stop shaking on the steering wheel. I gripped it harder, knuckles going white, but it didn’t help. Nothing helped. Not the deep breaths I kept taking. Not the励志songs playing low on the radio. Not even checking the rearview mirror every thirty seconds to make sure Caelum was still sleeping.

He was. Thank God, he was.

My son looked so small curled up in his car seat, his dark hair falling across his forehead. Four years old and he already had his father’s stubborn chin. His father’s sharp cheekbones. But his eyes—when they were open—they were all wrong. All impossible.

Gold and silver, swirling together like melted metal.

No wolf had eyes like that. No wolf should have eyes like that.

“We’re not staying long,” I whispered to myself. My voice sounded too loud in the quiet car. “We get Grandma Althea, we leave. That’s it. In and out.”

Liar.

I pressed harder on the gas pedal. The old Honda groaned but obeyed. Trees blurred past the windows, thick and ancient. This forest remembered things. It remembered me running through it as a child, laughing. It remembered me running through it five years ago, bleeding and broken.

It remembered the night Kaelen Drayke ripped my heart out and told me I meant nothing.

My chest tightened. I couldn’t breathe right. The rejection scar over my heart throbbed, hot and sharp, even though it was invisible to human eyes. In wolf form, it showed up black as burnt flesh. A brand. A reminder.

You are nothing to me. I reject you, Elara Wynne, as my mate, my equal, my destiny.

His voice in my memory was so cold. So final.

I jerked the wheel, nearly driving off the road. Focus. I had to focus.

The phone buzzed in the cup holder. I glanced down. Another text from Grandma Althea’s number, but the words were garbled, desperate.

Come home now. No time. He’s dying. You’re dying. The boy is the key. COME HOME.

She’d been sending messages like that for three days. Getting worse each time. More frantic. Less coherent.

I should’ve ignored them. Should’ve stayed in The Hollow where we were safe. Where the old magic protected us from pack bonds and Alpha commands and everything that wanted to hurt us.

But Althea was all I had left. The only family who didn’t turn their back on me.

“Mama?”

I nearly jumped out of my skin. My eyes flew to the mirror.

Caelum was awake. His eyes—those impossible eyes—blinked sleepily at me. Gold dominated today. That meant he was calm. When the silver took over, bad things happened. Things a four-year-old shouldn’t be able to do.

“Hey, baby.” I tried to smile. It felt wrong on my face. “Did you have a good nap?”

“I had the dream again.”

My stomach dropped. “Which dream?”

“The one with the man and the lady and the moon.” His little voice was too serious. Too old. “They were happy. Then they were sad. Then the lady screamed.”

He was dreaming about the rejection. About something that happened before he was even born. How was that possible?

“It’s just a dream, Cal. Dreams can’t hurt you.”

“This one does.” He rubbed his eyes. “It hurts here.” He put his small hand over his heart, right where my rejection scar burned.

I couldn’t answer that. Couldn’t explain that he was carrying my pain, his father’s pain, all of it coded into his very existence.

“We’re almost there,” I said instead. “Remember what we talked about? About staying close to Mama?”

“Because the bad wolves might try to take me.”

“No one’s taking you.” The words came out fierce. Sharper than I meant. “No one. Ever. You understand?”

He nodded, but his eyes had gone distant. Unfocused. The gold started swirling with silver.

No. Not now.

“Cal, look at me. Stay with me, baby.”

“There’s someone coming,” he whispered. “Lots of someones. They smell like… like…”

“Like what?”

“Like home. But wrong.”

Then I saw them.

Wolves. Five of them, melting out of the tree line on both sides of the road. Huge. Massive. Their eyes glowed in the dying afternoon light. One howled, long and low, and my wolf stirred inside me for the first time in years.

She wanted to run. Wanted to submit. Wanted to roll over and show her belly to the pack.

I shoved her down hard. “No. We don’t belong to them anymore.”

“Mama, I’m scared.”

“It’s okay. Just stay in your seat. Don’t get out no matter what.”

I eased off the gas. Stopping would be suicide. But plowing through wolves would start a war.

The largest one—a massive grey beast with scars across his muzzle—stepped into the road. He shifted mid-stride, bones cracking and reforming. By the time he stood fully in my path, he was a man. Naked, muscled, and radiating Alpha dominance so thick it made my skin crawl.

I didn’t recognize him. That was good. Maybe he wouldn’t recognize me.

I rolled down the window. Cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of pine and wolf and danger.

“You’re on Shadowpine territory,” he said. His voice was gravel. “State your business.”

“I’m here to see Althea Crowen. She’s sick. She asked me to come.”

“Althea’s granddaughter died five years ago.” His eyes narrowed. “Everyone knows that.”

Died. They told everyone I died.

My hands clenched on the wheel. “Well, I’m feeling pretty lively for a corpse.”

One of the other wolves—still in beast form—started circling my car. Sniffing. Getting too close to Caelum’s window.

“Back off,” I snapped. Power leaked into my voice. Not Alpha power. Something else. Something that made the wolf yelp and skitter back.

The grey wolf’s eyes widened. “What are you?”

“A mother who’s had a really long drive. Now, are you going to let me through, or do I need to make you?”

It was a stupid bluff. I was one wolf against five. I was exhausted, scared, and I had my son in the backseat. But I’d learned something in five years of exile—never show weakness. Never let them see you break.

He studied me for a long moment. Then his nostrils flared. He was scenting me. Trying to place my bloodline.

His face went pale.

“You’re an omega.”

“I’m a lot of things.”

“No.” He stepped closer. Too close. His hand moved toward the door handle. “No, you’re the omega. Elara Wynne. The one who—”

“Who what? Who got rejected by your precious Alpha?” I smiled, and it wasn’t pretty. “Yeah. That’s me. Surprise. Now move.”

“You can’t be here. The Alpha gave orders—”

“I don’t care about his orders. I’m here for my grandmother. That’s it. You can tell Kaelen Drayke that I’ll be gone before he even knows I’m here.”

“Too late for that.”

The new voice made my blood turn to ice.

It came from behind my car. Deep. Rough. Familiar in a way that made every nerve ending in my body light up.

I looked in the rearview mirror.

He stood in the middle of the road. Tall. Broader than I remembered. His dark hair was longer, wild, like he’d stopped caring about things like haircuts. He wore jeans and nothing else despite the cold. His chest was bare, covered in new scars I didn’t recognize.

But it was his eyes that made me stop breathing.

They weren’t the warm brown I remembered. They weren’t even the amber-gold of a shifted wolf.

They were ringed in black. Like someone had taken charcoal and smudged it around his irises. The gold in the center was too bright. Too wild.

Feral.

Kaelen Drayke had gone feral.

“Elara.” My name in his mouth sounded like a prayer and a curse at the same time. “You came back.”

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Five years of running, of hiding, of building walls around my heart, and one word from him shattered everything.

“Mama?” Caelum’s voice was small. Scared. “Who’s that?”

Kaelen’s head snapped toward the backseat. His nostrils flared.

Oh no.

“You brought someone.” His voice dropped lower. Dangerous. “You brought a child to my territory.”

“We’re leaving.” I turned the key. The engine sputtered. Died. “No. No, no, no. Come on.”

I tried again. Nothing.

Kaelen started walking toward the car. Slow. Predatory. Like he had all the time in the world.

“Get out of the car, Elara.”

“No.”

“That wasn’t a request. I’m the Alpha here. You’re on my land. You obey me.”

“I don’t obey anyone. Especially not you.”

He was at my window now. So close I could see the black veins spreading from his eyes down his temples. Smell the wrongness coming off him in waves—pine and smoke and something rotten underneath.

“Get. Out.”

“Touch this car and I’ll rip your throat out.”

He smiled. It was terrible. “You always were brave. Stupid, but brave.”

Then he grabbed the door handle and ripped it clean off.

I had half a second to react. I shoved my door open, ramming it into his chest. He stumbled back—not much, but enough. I was out of the car, putting myself between him and Caelum.

“Stay away from him.”

Kaelen’s eyes tracked past me to the backseat. To Caelum, who was pressed against the opposite door, eyes wide with terror.

“Him?” Kaelen’s voice went soft. Deadly. “You brought a male child here? Whose is he, Elara? Whose pup are you raising?”

“None of your business.”

“Everything in my territory is my business.” He moved to step around me.

I blocked him. “I said stay back.”

“Or what? You’ll fight me?” He laughed, bitter and sharp. “You couldn’t beat me five years ago when I was sane. You definitely can’t beat me now.”

“Try me.”

We stood there, inches apart, both breathing hard. His eyes kept flicking between me and the car. Between me and Caelum.

Then the wind shifted.

Kaelen went completely still. His nostrils flared once. Twice. The black around his eyes spread, crawling down his face like ink in water.

“What is that scent?” His voice was barely human now. More growl than words.

“I don’t know what you—”

“Don’t lie to me!” The Alpha command hit me like a physical blow. My wolf whimpered, wanting to submit. I shoved her down harder. “That child. That scent. It’s…”

He trailed off. His face went from predatory to confused to horrified in the span of a heartbeat.

“No.” He backed up a step. “That’s not possible.”

“Kaelen—”

“How old is he?”

My mouth went dry. “That’s none of your—”

“HOW OLD IS HE?”

The words exploded out of him with such force that the wolves around us whined and dropped to their bellies. Even the grey one, who’d been trying to look tough, submitted.

I’d never seen an Alpha command that powerful.

I’d never seen Kaelen lose control like this.

“Four,” I whispered. “He’s four years old.”

Kaelen’s eyes closed. His hands clenched into fists. When he opened his eyes again, they were pure black.

“Let me see him.”

“No.”

“Elara, I swear to God—”

“I said no. You lost the right to make demands from me five years ago. Remember? When you stood in the Moonstone Circle and told me I was nothing. When you severed our bond. When you married someone else.”

“This is different.”

“How? How is this different?”

He looked at me then. Really looked at me. And for just a second, I saw past the feral madness. I saw the man I’d fallen in love with. The one who’d held me under the stars and promised forever.

“Because,” he said quietly, “if that child is who I think he is, everything changes.”

“He’s not yours.”

“You’re lying.”

“You rejected me. You made it very clear I meant nothing. That child in that car? He means everything. And I will die before I let you hurt him.”

“I would never—”

“You already did!” The words ripped out of me. Five years of pain, of rage, of heartbreak. “You hurt him when you destroyed me! When you threw me away like garbage! When you chose your pack over—”

I cut myself off. Too much. I’d said too much.

Kaelen’s face had gone white. “Elara. Tell me the truth. Right now. Is that boy mine?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters more than anything in this world. Is. He. Mine.”

I opened my mouth. Closed it. The lie wouldn’t come. It stuck in my throat like glass.

Before I could figure out what to say, Caelum’s car door opened.

“No! Cal, stay in the—”

But he was already climbing out. My brave, stupid, impossible boy. He walked right up to me on his little legs and grabbed my hand.

“It’s okay, Mama. He won’t hurt us.”

“Cal, get back in the car.”

“He smells sad.” Caelum tilted his head, studying Kaelen with those swirling gold-and-silver eyes. “Really, really sad. Like you when you have the bad dreams.”

Kaelen dropped to his knees.

Just collapsed right there in the middle of the road like his legs couldn’t hold him anymore. His eyes—those terrible black-ringed eyes—were locked on Caelum’s face.

“What’s your name?” His voice cracked.

Caelum looked up at me. I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. Could barely breathe.

“Caelum,” my son said. “My name is Caelum. What’s yours?”

“Kaelen.” He said it like he was in a dream. Or a nightmare. “Your name is Caelum?”

“Mama says it means ‘heaven’ because I’m her angel.” He smiled, proud of himself.

“Caelum,” Kaelen repeated. Then he looked at me. “You named him—”

“Don’t.” My voice shook. “Don’t you dare.”

But he’d already figured it out. I could see it in his face. Caelum. So close to Kaelen. Close enough that anyone who knew would understand.

The boy was named after his father.

“How long have you known?” Kaelen’s words came out strangled.

“Since the night you rejected me. I was already pregnant. I didn’t know it yet, but he was there. Growing inside me while you told me I meant nothing.”

One of the wolves behind us whimpered. The grey one started backing away slowly.

Kaelen didn’t seem to notice. He was staring at Caelum like the world had just ended and reformed around him.

“I have a son.” Not a question. A statement of fact. “This is my son.”

“No. He’s my son. You gave up any rights—”

“Look at his eyes, Elara.”

“I know what his eyes look like.”

“No wolf has eyes like that. Gold and silver. Alpha gold and…” He trailed off, face going even paler. “What is he?”

“He’s a four-year-old boy who’s scared and tired and wants to see his great-grandmother.”

Kaelen stood up slowly. Carefully. Like he was afraid any sudden movement would make us disappear.

“Show me your wolf form,” he said to Caelum.

“He doesn’t shift yet. He’s too young.”

“Show me.” Not a command. A plea.

Caelum looked up at me again. “Can I, Mama? He asked nice.”

“Cal, I don’t think—”

But my son was already closing his eyes. His little face scrunched up in concentration. I’d seen him do this a hundred times in The Hollow, practicing in secret even though he was years too young.

His bones didn’t crack. Didn’t break and reform like a normal shift. One second he was a boy. The next, he was a wolf pup.

A perfect, impossible wolf pup with fur that shifted between black and silver depending on how the light hit it.

The wolves around us started howling. Not in challenge. In shock. In recognition.

Kaelen made a sound I’d never heard before. Broken. Raw. He reached out with shaking hands toward Caelum’s wolf form.

“Don’t touch him,” I warned.

“I just… I need to…” He pulled his hand back. “When did he first shift?”

“Six months ago. We were in The Hollow. He was scared because of a nightmare and he just… changed.”

“Six months old?”

“Six months ago. When he was three and a half.”

“That’s impossible. Pups don’t shift until they’re at least eight. Some not until puberty.”

“I know what’s possible. I also know what I saw.”

Caelum shifted back to human form, stumbling a little. I caught him before he could fall. He burrowed into my arms, suddenly shy.

Kaelen watched us with those horrible black-ringed eyes. The feral madness seemed to be getting worse by the second. The veins in his temples were throbbing, black and twisted.

“You need to leave,” I said quietly. “Now. Before you lose control.”

“I can’t. Not until—” He cut himself off, pressing his palms to his temples. “There’s a voice. It won’t stop. It’s telling me to… to…”

“To what?”

His eyes snapped to mine. For just a second, they were pure black. Completely gone.

“To take him. To take the boy and run and never let you have him back because you kept him from me. You stole four years and I want them back. I want—”

He stopped. Blinked. The gold fought its way back to the surface.

“I’m sorry. That wasn’t me. That was the—” He backed up several steps. “You need to go. Get back in your car. Drive to Althea’s house. Lock the doors. Don’t come out until I send someone for you.”

“The car won’t start.”

“Then I’ll have it towed.” He turned to the grey wolf. “Get them to the Crowen house. Now. Anyone who tries to stop them, you tear their throat out. Understand?”

The grey wolf—still in human form—nodded quickly. “Yes, Alpha.”

“Kaelen—” I started.

“Don’t.” He held up a hand. Wouldn’t look at me. Wouldn’t look at Caelum. “Just don’t. Not right now. I can’t… I need to go before I do something we’ll all regret.”

He shifted mid-sentence. Bones cracking, reforming. His wolf was bigger than I remembered. Darker. Wrong.

He threw his head back and howled.

It was the most heartbroken sound I’d ever heard.

Then he ran. Disappeared into the trees so fast I barely saw him go.

The grey wolf cleared his throat. “I’ll, uh, arrange for a tow truck. You and the boy can ride with me to your grandmother’s house.”

I couldn’t answer. I was shaking too hard.

Caelum tugged on my shirt. “Mama? Why did the sad man run away?”

“Because sometimes people run when they’re scared, baby.”

“What’s he scared of?”

I looked down at my son. At his impossible eyes and his too-early wolf and all the power he carried that he didn’t understand yet.

“Us,” I whispered. “He’s scared of us.”

But that wasn’t the whole truth, and I knew it.

Kaelen wasn’t just scared. He was falling apart. Going feral. Losing his mind.

And somehow, some way, it was connected to the rejection. To me. To Caelum.

Grandma Althea’s last coherent message flashed through my mind: He’s dying. You’re dying. The boy is the key.

What if we were all connected? What if the rejection had done more than just break a bond? What if it had cursed all three of us?

The grey wolf was talking on his phone, arranging the tow truck. Other wolves had started appearing from the tree line. Word was spreading fast.

Elara Wynne was back. And she’d brought the impossible child with her.

I climbed back into my dead car and pulled Caelum onto my lap. He was shivering, whether from cold or fear I couldn’t tell.

“Is that man my daddy?” he whispered against my neck.

My throat closed up. I’d known this question would come eventually. I’d prepared answers. Lies. Half-truths.

But sitting there in the fading light, surrounded by wolves who wanted us gone, I couldn’t make myself say anything but the truth.

“Yes, baby. That’s your father.”

“Why doesn’t he love us?”

The question hit harder than any rejection, any Alpha command, any pain I’d ever felt.

“It’s complicated.”

“That’s what you always say when you mean ‘yes but I don’t want to tell you.’”

Smart kid. Too smart.

“He didn’t know about you,” I said carefully. “We were… we weren’t together when you were born.”

“Because he made you cry?”

I looked down at him, surprised. “How did you—”

“I dream about it. The moon and the stones and the crying. You’re always crying in my dreams.”

He was dreaming about the rejection. About the worst night of my life. How was that possible?

Before I could answer, the grey wolf knocked on the window. “Tow truck’s on its way. Should be here in ten minutes. In the meantime, Alpha Kaelen has ordered the entire pack to stay away from this location. You’re… safe.”

Safe. Right.

I was sitting in broken-down car in enemy territory with the son my mate—my rejected mate—had just discovered existed.

Safe was the last thing we were.

But I nodded anyway. “Thank you.”

He walked away, but he kept glancing back at us. At Caelum specifically.

Everyone was going to be looking at Caelum now. Everyone was going to want to know what he was. Why his eyes swirled gold and silver. Why he could shift years before he should be able to.

They were going to figure out he wasn’t just an ordinary wolf pup.

They were going to realize he was something more. Something powerful. Something dangerous.

And when they did, they’d want to take him from me.

I held my son tighter, breathing in his scent—milk and honey and something wild underneath. Pack magic. Alpha bloodline. Moonborn power mixing together into something new.

“Mama?” Caelum’s voice was sleepy now. The shift had worn him out. “Are we gonna be okay?”

I kissed the top of his head. “Always, baby. I promise. No matter what happens, I’ll keep you safe.”

“Even from the sad man?”

“Even from him.”

But as I said it, I watched the tree line where Kaelen had disappeared. Somewhere in those dark woods, the father of my child was losing his mind. Going feral. Becoming a monster.

And according to Grandma Althea’s warnings, he wasn’t the only one.

He’s dying. You’re dying. The boy is the key.

I didn’t understand what it meant yet. But I had a horrible feeling I was about to find out.

The tow truck’s headlights appeared in the distance.

Caelum fell asleep in my arms, his breathing evening out.

And in the shadows between the trees, I could’ve sworn I saw eyes watching us. Black-ringed eyes that promised everything was about to change.

Whether I was ready for it or not.








  
  Two

  
  
  Chapter 2: The Monster He Became

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




kaelen pov

The scent hit me first.

Pine needles. Rain on stone. Wild honey.

Elara.

My wolf exploded inside my chest. Five years of silence shattered in a single heartbeat. The beast clawed at my ribs, howling, screaming one word over and over.

Mate. Mate. MATE.

I gripped the stone railing of the Alpha’s Den balcony hard enough to crack it. My vision blurred red, then black, then that sickening gold that meant I was losing control again. The voice—the one that wasn’t mine, the one that whispered poison in the dark—started laughing.

She came back. After all this time. Isn’t that interesting?

“Shut up,” I growled.

My Beta, Nyra, stood three feet away. She took a step back.

“Alpha?” Her voice was careful. Too careful. Like she was talking to a wild animal. “Your eyes—”

“I know.” I forced myself to breathe. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Human thoughts. Human control. “How many sentries saw her cross the border?”

“Six. They’re holding position at the east gate. She’s in a silver Honda. Alone.”

Alone. The word should’ve made me feel better. It didn’t.

“Tell them not to approach. I’ll handle this.”

“Kaelen—” Nyra moved closer, her hand reaching for my arm. She’d been doing that more lately. Touching me. Like she thought she could anchor me when the madness came.

She was wrong.

I pulled away before her fingers made contact. “Stay here. That’s an order.”

I didn’t wait for her answer. I was already moving, taking the stairs three at a time, my wolf pushing so close to the surface my bones ached. The compound blurred past me. Pack members scattered as I ran. They smelled my rage, my lack of control.

They were right to run.

The east gate appeared through the trees. Six sentries in a semi-circle, weapons drawn but not raised. And there—parked just inside our territory line—was a beat-up silver car that had seen better days.

She was here. After five years of searching, of sending Selene to track her, of lying awake wondering if she was alive or dead or happy or broken—

She was here.

I slowed as I approached the car. My heart slammed against my ribs. The windows were tinted, but I could see movement inside. A shadow. Her shadow.

“Stand down,” I told the sentries. My voice came out rough, barely human.

They obeyed immediately. Smart wolves.

I walked to the driver’s side door. Raised my hand. Knocked on the glass.

For a long moment, nothing happened.

Then the window rolled down.

And there she was.

Elara.

Five years. Five years since I’d seen those storm-gray eyes, that wild dark hair, that mouth I’d kissed a thousand times in dreams I couldn’t control. She looked older. Tired. There were shadows under her eyes that hadn’t been there before. A scar on her collarbone I didn’t recognize.

She was still the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

She was also looking at me like I was a stranger.

No. Worse.

Like I was a monster.

“Kaelen.” Her voice was flat. Cold. Nothing like the way she used to say my name, breathless and warm and full of something I’d destroyed.

“Elara.” I couldn’t manage anything else. My wolf was going insane, wanting to shift, to claim, to—

A small sound from the backseat stopped my heart.

A child’s sleepy murmur.

My gaze snapped to the rearview mirror. There was a car seat back there. Small sneakers. A blue blanket.

“Who—” I started.

“None of your business.” Elara’s hand moved to the gearshift. “I’m here to see Althea. That’s all. I’ll be gone by morning.”

“The hell you will.” The words came out as a snarl. Several sentries shifted nervously.

Her eyes flashed. “You don’t give me orders anymore. You lost that right the night you looked me in the eyes and told me I meant nothing.”

The memory hit me like a physical blow.

Five years ago. The Moonstone Circle. Her face in the moonlight, confused, hurt, not understanding yet what was about to happen.

My father’s voice in my head: “Reject her or I’ll slit her throat myself. The Ironwood alliance is worth more than some omega’s feelings.”

The words I’d spoken, each one a knife in my own chest: “I, Kaelen Drayke, reject you, Elara Wynne, as my mate. You are nothing to me. You will never be my Luna. Leave this pack and never return.”

The bond snapping. The agony. Her scream. The way she’d collapsed—

I shoved the memory away before it could drag me under. “Things were complicated.”

“Complicated.” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

“Elara—”

“Move away from my car, Alpha.” She said my title like it was poison. “Or I’ll drive through you.”

She would, too. I could see it in her eyes.

But then the wind shifted.

And I caught the scent from the backseat.

My entire world stopped.

The child—the boy, I could tell from the scent—he didn’t just smell like pack. He didn’t just smell like wolf.

He smelled like me.

“No.” The word came out strangled. “No, that’s not—”

“Not what?” Elara’s voice was sharp as broken glass.

I stared at her. At the defiance in her eyes. At the way her hand had moved protectively toward the backseat even though the child was still asleep.

“How old?” I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. “How old is he?”

“Go to hell.”

“ELARA.” The wolf in my voice made the sentries drop to their knees. Made the trees shake. “How. Old.”

She didn’t flinch. She’d never been afraid of my wolf. Not even now.

“Four and a half,” she said quietly. “He’ll be five in six weeks.”

The math was simple. Brutal.

Six weeks from now would be the Blood Moon. The same Blood Moon that had shone the night we’d—

The night before I’d rejected her.

“You were pregnant.” My voice sounded like it was coming from somewhere far away. “When I—when we—”

“When you destroyed me?” She smiled, and it was the cruelest thing I’d ever seen. “Yes. I was pregnant when you told me I was nothing. When you severed our bond in front of the entire pack. When your father’s sentries dragged me to the border and told me they’d kill me if I ever came back.”

Wait.

What?

“My father did what?”

But Elara was already rolling up her window. The engine started.

“Don’t.” I slammed my hand against the car door. The metal dented under my palm. “Don’t you dare run from me again.”

“I didn’t run the first time. I was exiled.” Her eyes met mine through the glass. “By your order.”

“That’s a lie. I never—”

The car jerked forward. I had to jump back or get hit.

I watched her drive toward the compound, toward Althea’s cottage on the north side. My claws had extended without permission. My vision was doing that thing again where everything looked too bright and too dark at the same time.

Exiled. She said exiled. Father never told me—

“Alpha?” Nyra’s voice behind me. She must’ve followed despite my order. “What just happened?”

I couldn’t answer. The pieces were slamming together in my head, and I didn’t like the picture they were making.

“Get me my father’s private papers. Everything from five years ago.”

“Your father’s been dead for three years. His office was cleared—”

“Then un-clear it.” I turned to face her. She flinched. My eyes must’ve gone full black. “Find. The. Papers.”

She nodded and ran.

I stood there in the road, breathing hard, trying to hold myself together.

I had a son.

Elara had been pregnant with my child when I’d rejected her.

And my father had apparently exiled her without telling me.

The voice in my head laughed louder.

Oh, this is going to be fun.




I made it back to the Den before the episode hit.

It was getting worse. The episodes. They used to happen once a month, around the full moon. Now they came every few days. Sometimes multiple times a day.

I barely got the door to my private rooms closed before my bones started breaking.

Not a shift. Worse.

A partial shift that went nowhere. Got stuck. My spine tried to curve into wolf shape while my human bones fought to stay upright. Claws punched through my fingertips. Fur rippled down my arms then retreated. My jaw cracked and reformed and cracked again.

The pain was unimaginable.

I’d stopped screaming months ago. Didn’t have the energy anymore.

Let me in, the voice whispered. Let me take control, and the pain stops. You know this.

“No.” I hit the floor, convulsing.

You’re dying, pup. Slowly. Rejecting your true mate poisoned you from the inside out. Only a matter of time before you go fully feral. Before you kill everyone you love.

“Shut—up—”

But I can fix it. I can make you strong. Make you whole. All you have to do is stop fighting me.

“I said—” Another convulsion. Blood in my mouth. “—NO.”

The episode lasted fifteen minutes. When it finally ended, I was on the floor in a pool of my own sweat and blood, shaking like a newborn pup.

This was my life now.

This was what happened when you rejected your true mate.

The mate bond was sacred. Ancient. Written into our DNA by the Moon herself. When you found your true mate—not a chosen mate, not a political match, but the one—you either accepted them or you died slowly.

I’d chosen option two.

I hadn’t known. Nobody had told me the rejection would do this. My father had said it would hurt for a while, then fade. “Like losing a girlfriend,” he’d said. “You’ll get over it.”

He’d lied.

The rejection had started killing me the moment the bond severed. First came the insomnia. Then the rage. Then the memory gaps. Then the voice.

The voice that called itself the First Feral.

According to pack legend, the First Feral was the original wolf who’d rejected his goddess-given mate thousands of years ago. His punishment was eternal madness, endless hunger, immortal suffering. He lived in the space between wolf and human, forever stuck in the partial shift I’d just experienced.

And somehow, through the broken bond, he’d found a doorway into my head.

Not a doorway, the voice corrected. A wound. You made a wound when you rejected her. I just crawled inside.

I dragged myself to the bathroom. Looked in the mirror.

Black veins spider-webbed from my eyes down my cheeks. My irises had a gold rim that pulsed like a heartbeat. When I opened my mouth, my canines were too long. Wolf teeth in a human jaw.

I was becoming something that shouldn’t exist.

And now Elara was back. With our son.

A son I’d never met. Never held. Never even known about.

You could’ve known, the voice said. If you’d gone after her. If you’d disobeyed your father. If you’d chosen love over duty.

For once, the voice and I agreed.

I’d made a choice five years ago. The wrong choice.

And everyone was paying for it.




I found Elara at Althea’s cottage an hour later.

I’d showered. Changed. Made sure my eyes were mostly back to normal. Put on the mask of Alpha that I wore for the pack. Strong. In control. Definitely not falling apart from the inside out.

The cottage door was open. I could hear voices inside.

“—told you not to come back, child.” Althea’s voice, thin with age and sickness.

“You sent me the summons.” Elara sounded exhausted. “You said it was urgent. Life or death.”

“It is. But not yours.”

I stepped into the doorway.

The cottage was small, warm, filled with herbs and candles and things that smelled of old magic. Althea sat in her chair by the fire, looking like a strong wind would break her. She’d been ancient when I was a pup. Now she looked like she was made of paper.

Elara stood next to her, one hand on the old woman’s shoulder.

And on the couch—

My breath stopped.

A boy.

Dark hair like Elara’s. Skin a shade between her olive tone and my golden tan. He was sleeping, curled under a blanket that looked homemade.

I couldn’t see his face.

“Kaelen.” Althea’s voice was sharp despite her frailty. “You weren’t invited.”

“It’s my territory. I don’t need invitations.”

“It’s my home. Yes, you do.”

Fair point.

I stepped inside anyway. Closed the door behind me.

Elara moved immediately, putting herself between me and the couch. Between me and the boy.

Our son.

“Don’t,” she said quietly.

“I just want to see him.”

“No.”

“Elara—”

“I said no.” Her eyes were fierce. A mother protecting her child. “You don’t get to waltz in here and pretend you care. You gave up that right.”

The words hit like claws.

“I didn’t know.” I kept my voice level. Calm. “About him. I swear on the Moon, I didn’t know.”

“Would it have mattered?” She crossed her arms. “Would you have chosen differently if you’d known I was pregnant? Or would you have rejected me anyway because Daddy said to?”

I opened my mouth. Closed it.

Because I didn’t know the answer.

Five years ago, I’d been a different person. Weaker. More concerned with duty than with what was right. My father had spent my whole life grooming me to be the perfect Alpha. To put pack before everything. Even my own happiness.

“I would like to think—” I started.

“Thinking isn’t the same as doing.” Elara’s voice was soft now. Sad. “You made your choice, Kaelen. I’ve made mine. We don’t need you.”

“The boy—”

“His name is Caelum.”

Caelum. Sky in the old tongue.

“Caelum,” I repeated. The name felt important. Heavy. “That’s—”

“A good name for a boy who’ll never be trapped by pack politics.” She glanced at Althea. “We’re leaving in the morning. As soon as I know Gran is okay.”

“I’m dying, child,” Althea said bluntly. “That’s why I called you home. I needed to see you one last time. And I needed to warn you.”

The temperature in the room dropped.

“Warn me about what?” Elara’s voice was tight.

Althea’s gaze shifted to me. Her eyes—milky with cataracts—somehow seemed to see right through me.

“The Blood Moon rises in six weeks,” she said. “And the prophecy is coming to pass.”

Oh no.

“Gran, we’ve talked about this.” Elara’s tone was gentle but firm. “The old prophecies are just stories. They don’t—”

“They’re real.” I cut in. “The Blood Moon prophecy is real.”

Both women looked at me.

“How do you know that?” Elara demanded.

Because I’d been researching obsessively for three years. Ever since the episodes started. Ever since I’d realized the rejection was killing me.

“The Alpha archives have records,” I said. “Going back a thousand years. Every few generations, a pair of true mates with Lunar Magic is born. If they complete their bond, they can wield power that shouldn’t exist. But if they reject each other—”

“The Feral Curse spreads,” Althea finished. “Starting with the one who made the rejection.”

Elara’s face went pale. “You’re saying—”

“I’m dying, Elara.” I forced the words out. “The rejection is killing me. Has been for five years. I’m going feral. Slowly. But it’s happening.”

She stared at me. For a long moment, she didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

Then she laughed.

It was a horrible sound. Broken and bitter.

“Good,” she said. “You deserve it.”

The words should’ve hurt. They didn’t. I agreed with her.

“Elara—” Althea started.

“No.” Elara shook her head. “No, you don’t get to make this my problem. He made his choice. He can live—or die—with it. We’re leaving.”

“You can’t.” Althea’s voice was suddenly strong. Alpha-strong, which shouldn’t have been possible for an omega elder. “The boy is part of this.”

The room went silent.

“What?” Elara’s whisper was barely audible.

“Caelum,” Althea said. “Show them.”

For a second, nothing happened.

Then the boy on the couch stirred.

He sat up slowly, rubbing his eyes with small fists. The blanket fell away.

And I saw his face for the first time.

My heart stopped.

He had Elara’s face shape. Her nose. But his eyes—

His eyes were mine. That exact shade of amber-gold that marked the Drayke bloodline.

But that wasn’t what made me freeze.

His eyes were also silver.

Not gray like Elara’s. Silver. Like moonlight made solid.

And as I watched, they shifted. Gold to silver to gold again, like a heartbeat.

“Hello, Papa,” the boy said softly.

Then he smiled.

And every candle in the cottage exploded into white flame.
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The silence in the Alpha’s den felt like a living thing. Heavy. Suffocating. I could hear my own heartbeat thundering in my ears, could smell the pine smoke from the fireplace mixing with something darker. Something wild.

Kaelen stood ten feet away, but it might as well have been miles. His chest rose and fell too fast. His eyes—God, his eyes—they weren’t the amber I remembered. Black bled into the gold like ink spreading through water. Wrong. Everything about him was wrong.

“Who is he?”

His voice came out rough. Broken glass and gravel.

I shifted my weight, putting myself between him and the couch where Caelum slept. My son’s small chest rose and fell in that peaceful way only children could manage. Completely unaware that his whole world was about to shatter.

“That’s none of your business.”

“None of my—” Kaelen’s laugh was ugly. Sharp. He dragged a hand through his dark hair and I watched the muscles in his forearm flex. Watched the way his fingers trembled. “You show up on my territory after five years with a child who smells like pack, who smells like—”

He stopped. Went completely still.

I’d seen Kaelen hunt before. Watched him track prey through the forests with that eerie focus Alphas had. But this was different. This was him trying to hold himself together while his wolf tore at him from the inside.

“How old is he?”

“Four.”

The number hung between us like a blade.

Kaelen’s eyes slid shut. His jaw clenched so tight I heard his teeth grind. When he opened them again, the black had spread further.

“Let me see him.”

“No.”

“Elara—”

“I said no.” I took a step forward, felt my own wolf rise to the surface. She’d been quiet for so long, beaten down by pain and exile. But threaten my son? She’d burn the whole world down. “You don’t get to make demands. Not anymore.”

“If he’s pack, I have every right—”

“You gave up your rights five years ago.” The words came out cold. Flat. “In the Moonstone Circle. Remember? When you looked me in the eyes and told three hundred wolves that I was nothing to you.”

Something flickered across his face. Pain, maybe. Or regret. I didn’t care which.

“You said I was broken,” I continued, taking another step. My hands shook but I kept them steady at my sides. “You said our bond was a mistake. You said—”

“I know what I said.”

“Then you know why you don’t get to be near my son.”

“Your son.” He repeated the words like they tasted bitter. “Just yours?”

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t.

Because Caelum chose that exact moment to stir.

It started small. A soft sound from the couch. The rustle of his jacket as he shifted. I should have moved. Should have scooped him up and run. But my feet had grown roots and all I could do was watch as my baby’s eyes opened.

Gold.

Pure, bright gold.

For one heartbeat, relief flooded through me. His normal eyes. His human eyes. Maybe we’d get lucky. Maybe—

Then they changed.

The gold didn’t fade. It sharpened. Brightened. And silver bled through like moonlight cutting through clouds. His pupils split and reformed, caught between wolf and human in a way that shouldn’t be possible for a child his age.

Kaelen made a sound I’d never heard before. Something between a gasp and a growl.

“That’s not possible.”

Caelum sat up slowly, rubbing his eyes with small fists. When he dropped his hands, the gold-silver was still there. Swirling. Alive.

“Mama?”

His voice was sleep-soft. Confused. He looked at me first, then his gaze drifted to Kaelen.

And my son went perfectly still.

I knew that look. Had seen it once before, when a bear had wandered too close to our cabin in The Hollow. Prey recognizing predator. Every instinct screaming danger.

“It’s okay, baby.” I moved to the couch, sat beside him and pulled him against my side. His little body was rigid. “Everything’s okay.”

“Who is that?”

Kaelen flinched like he’d been struck.

“Just… someone from before,” I said carefully. “Before we lived in The Hollow.”

“He smells like us.” Caelum’s nose wrinkled. “But wrong. Like he’s sick.”

Out of the mouths of children.

Kaelen’s face went blank. Carefully blank. The kind of expression you wore when you were bleeding internally and didn’t want anyone to see.

“I’m not sick,” he said quietly. Slowly. Like he was talking to a spooked animal. “My name is Kaelen. What’s yours?”

Caelum pressed harder against me. “Mama says I shouldn’t talk to strangers.”

“Smart mama.” Kaelen’s lips twitched. Almost a smile. Almost. “But I’m not really a stranger. I’m… I knew your mother a long time ago.”

“Before you hurt her?”

The question came out innocent. Simple. A child connecting dots he didn’t fully understand.

But it landed like a physical blow.

Kaelen’s eyes shot to mine. Wide. Stricken. His mouth opened but no sound came out.

“Caelum,” I warned softly.

“You cry sometimes,” my son continued, oblivious to the grenade he’d just thrown. “At night when you think I’m sleeping. And you say a name. Kay-len. That’s him, right?”

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think.

Kaelen took a step forward. Then another. Moving slow and careful like the floor might give way beneath him.

“I did hurt her,” he said, and his voice cracked. “I hurt her very badly. Worse than anything.”

“Why?”

Such a simple question. The hardest question in the world.

Kaelen sank down until he was kneeling on the floor in front of us. Eye level with Caelum. And I saw something I’d never seen before.

The great Alpha Kaelen Drayke, future leader of the Northern Packs, had tears streaming down his face.

“Because I was scared,” he whispered. “And stupid. And I thought I was protecting her but I was really just protecting myself.”

Caelum studied him with those too-old eyes. Eyes that had seen his mother cry. Eyes that glowed with impossible colors.

“Mama says scared people do bad things sometimes.”

“Your mama’s right.” Kaelen’s hand lifted like he wanted to touch Caelum’s face, but he stopped himself. Let it fall back to his side. “She’s right about everything.”

“Are you still scared?”

“Terrified.”

The honesty in that one word made my chest ache.

Caelum looked up at me. “Can I trust him?”

And what was I supposed to say? That this man had destroyed me? That he’d ripped out my heart and left me bleeding? That I’d hated him for so long the feeling had carved grooves into my bones?

Or that he was Caelum’s father and my son deserved to make his own choices?

“I don’t know, baby,” I said honestly. “I really don’t know.”

Kaelen’s eyes closed. More tears tracked down his face and he didn’t bother wiping them away.

Caelum squirmed out of my arms before I could stop him. Slid off the couch. Stood in front of Kaelen with all the fearlessness of a child who’d been protected his whole life.

“You’re really tall,” Caelum observed.

Kaelen’s laugh was wet. Broken. “You’ll be tall too, probably. When you’re grown.”

“How do you know?”

The question hung there. Loaded. Dangerous.

Kaelen’s eyes met mine over Caelum’s head. And in them I saw the question. The plea.

Can I? Please. Let me.

I should have said no. Should have grabbed Caelum and run. But something in Kaelen’s face—the raw desperation, the grief, the hope—it cracked something inside me.

I gave the smallest nod.

Kaelen’s breath shuddered out.

“Because,” he said softly, reaching out to brush Caelum’s dark hair back from his forehead. The same gesture I’d done a thousand times. “You have your mother’s spirit. But you have my eyes.”

Caelum’s head tilted. “Your eyes are gold.”

“Look again.”

And I watched my son’s face as understanding dawned. As he looked at his reflection in the window, saw the gold-silver swirl. Looked back at Kaelen’s amber-gold.

“We match?”

“We match.”

“Are you…” Caelum’s voice got smaller. Younger. “Are you my daddy?”

The word—daddy—it destroyed something in Kaelen. He crumbled. Went from Alpha to broken man in the space of a heartbeat.

“Yes.” His hands shook as they framed Caelum’s small face. “Yes. I’m your father. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there. I’m so sorry I didn’t know. I’m—”

Caelum threw his arms around Kaelen’s neck.

Just like that. No hesitation. The way only children could forgive.

And Kaelen—the fearsome Alpha, the cold leader, the man who’d rejected me in front of hundreds—he wrapped his arms around our son and sobbed.

I stood there watching them. Father and son. Both crying. Both holding on like the other might disappear.

And I felt everything at once. Rage that Kaelen got this moment after abandoning us. Relief that Caelum would know his father. Fear of what this meant. Grief for all the moments they’d already lost.

“Mama?” Caelum’s voice was muffled against Kaelen’s shoulder. “Why are you crying too?”

I touched my cheeks. Wet. When had that happened?

“Because I’m—” My voice broke. “I don’t know, baby. I don’t know what I am right now.”

Kaelen pulled back enough to look at Caelum’s face. Studied every feature like he was memorizing them.

“You’re four?” he asked.

Caelum nodded proudly. “Almost five. My birthday’s in six weeks.”

Kaelen went very still. “Six weeks.”

“Mama’s planning a party. We’ve never had a party before. Just us. But she said this year would be special.”

“Special,” Kaelen repeated. His eyes found mine and something passed between us. Some silent communication.

Six weeks. Blood Moon. The deadline.

“What’s your name?” Kaelen asked. “Your full name?”

“Caelum Frost. Mama says Frost was her mother’s name. Before—” He stopped, suddenly uncertain.

“Before she was killed,” I finished quietly. “When I was seven.”

Kaelen’s face twisted. “Elara, I didn’t—I never knew—”

“There’s a lot you don’t know.”

“Then tell me.” He stood, lifting Caelum with him like he weighed nothing. My son settled on his hip naturally. Too naturally. “Please. Tell me everything.”

“Why should I?”

“Because he’s my son.” Steel entered his voice. Alpha command. “And according to pack law—”

“Pack law?” I laughed and it came out sharp. Mean. “You want to talk to me about pack law? The same law that let you reject me? The same law that exiled omegas for being ‘unworthy’?”

“I never exiled you—”

“Your father did!” The words exploded out of me. “He came to me the night after the rejection. Said if I stayed, he’d kill me. Said I was a stain on pack honor. So don’t you dare stand there and talk to me about pack law like it ever protected anyone but Alphas.”

Shock rippled across Kaelen’s face. “My father… he threatened you?”

“Threatened?” I stepped closer, let him see the fury in my eyes. “He promised. Said he’d make it look like an accident. That no one would question the death of a rejected omega.”

Kaelum’s arms tightened around Caelum. “I didn’t know. God, Elara, I swear I didn’t know.”

“Would it have mattered?”

The question sat between us like broken glass.

“Yes,” he said finally. Firmly. “Yes, it would have mattered.”

“Liar.”

“I’m not—”

“You made your choice!” My hands curled into fists. “You stood in that circle and you chose duty over everything. Over us. Over the bond. Over any future we might have had. So don’t pretend you would have changed your mind if you’d known about some threat.”

“I was trying to protect you—”

“By destroying me?”

“Mama,” Caelum whispered. “You’re scaring me.”

I stopped. Breathed. Unclenched my fists and made myself step back.

“I’m sorry, baby.” I reached for him but he stayed in Kaelen’s arms. That stung more than I wanted to admit. “I’m not mad at you.”

“You’re mad at him.”

“Yes.”

“Because he hurt you.”

“Yes.”

Caelum looked at Kaelen. “You should say sorry.”

“I have,” Kaelen said softly. “A thousand times in my head. But your mama deserves more than words.”

“Then what?”

Good question. What could possibly make up for five years of exile? Five years of raising Caelum alone, jumping at every shadow, wondering if Kaelen’s father would make good on his threat?

Before I could answer, the door to the den slammed open.

A woman stood in the doorway, breathing hard. Blonde hair wild. Eyes wide with panic.

Nyra. Kaelen’s Beta. His best friend since childhood.

“Alpha, we have a problem. The sentries found—” She stopped. Stared at Caelum in Kaelen’s arms. At the gold-silver eyes.

Her face went white.

“What is that?”

“Not ‘that,’” Kaelen growled. Low and dangerous. “Him. His name is Caelum. And he’s my son.”

Nyra’s mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

“Your… but that’s impossible. You rejected her. The bond was severed. There’s no way—”

“And yet here he is.” Kaelen’s arms tightened protectively. Something in his posture shifted. Less broken man. More Alpha. “What did the sentries find?”

Nyra seemed to shake herself. “Tracks. Fresh. Someone’s been watching the territory border. And there’s… there’s magic residue. Dark magic. The kind that—”

A scream cut through the night.

High. Terrified. Coming from the direction of the pack houses.

Kaelen moved fast. Handed Caelum to me in one smooth motion.

“Stay here. Lock the door. Don’t open it for anyone but me.”

“What’s happening?”

“I don’t know.” He was already moving toward the door. Nyra fell into step beside him. “But I’m going to find out.”

“Kaelen—”

He looked back. And for just a second, I saw the boy I’d fallen in love with. The one who’d held me under the stars and promised forever.

“I will protect you,” he said. “Both of you. I swear it.”

Then he was gone. The door slammed shut and I heard the lock click from the outside.

Caelum squirmed in my arms. “Mama? What was that screaming?”

“I don’t know, baby.”

Another scream. Closer this time.

The lights in the den flickered. Once. Twice.

And went out completely.

Darkness swallowed us whole.

“Mama, I’m scared.”

“It’s okay. I’ve got you.” I held him close, tried to slow my















































































