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lune’s pov

The forest smells like death tonight.

I pull Vael closer against my chest, his small body trembling beneath the thick blanket I wrapped around him three hours ago. My arms ache. Everything aches. But I don’t stop moving through the dark trees, my bare feet silent against the moss-covered ground.

“Mama,” Vael whispers. His voice is weak. Too weak for a four-year-old. “It hurts.”

“I know, baby. I know.” My throat tightens. I kiss the top of his head, feeling the fever burning through his skin. “We’re almost there.”

Lie. We’re not almost anywhere. The border is still two miles ahead, and once we cross it, the real danger begins. But what choice do I have? Stay in the rogue territories and watch my son die, or go back to the place that nearly destroyed me and pray I can save him?

Not really a choice at all.

“The voices are loud tonight,” Vael mumbles against my shoulder. His fingers clutch my worn jacket. “They’re scared, Mama. The dead wolves. They’re all so scared.”

Ice runs down my spine. I force my legs to move faster.

“Don’t listen to them, Vael. Remember what I taught you? You have to push them away.”

“I try.” His breath hitches. “But they won’t stop talking. They say something bad is coming. They say the Shadow King doesn’t know—”

“Enough.” The word comes out sharper than I mean it to. I soften my voice. “No more tonight. You need to rest.”

He goes quiet, but I feel his heart racing against mine. The Eclipse Mark on his left shoulder blade is burning. I know without looking. I can smell the strange mix of silver and ash that always comes when his power activates.

My son can talk to the dead. My son is dying because of it.

And I’m bringing him straight into the jaws of the wolf who rejected me five years ago.

The memory hits me like a physical blow. I stumble, catching myself against a tree trunk. Vael whimpers.

“Sorry, baby. Mama just tripped.”

But I didn’t trip. I’m drowning in the past, in the moment when Aurelian Moonveil stood before me in front of the entire pack and spoke the words that shattered everything.

“I, Aurelian Moonveil, Alpha King of the Silverpeak Territory, reject you, Lune Starrow, as my fated mate. May the Moon Goddess sever this bond and free us both.”

The pain had been instant. Bone-deep. Soul-crushing. Like someone reached into my chest and ripped out everything that made me whole. I collapsed on the ceremonial stones, screaming, while the pack watched. While he watched with those cold golden eyes.

I should have died that night. Rejected mates don’t survive. The bond breaks, and the wolf dies.

Except I didn’t die.

I woke up three days later in a rogue healer’s tent, my body broken but alive. And four weeks after that, I realized I was pregnant.

“Mama, you’re crying.”

Vael’s small hand touches my cheek. I didn’t even realize tears were falling. I wipe them away quickly.

“I’m fine. Just dust in my eyes.”

“You’re a bad liar.”

Despite everything, I almost smile. My son is too smart. Too observant. He inherited that from his father.

I push away from the tree and keep walking. The forest grows denser here. Darker. The air tastes different—charged with pack magic. We’re close to the border now.

My wolf stirs inside me, anxious. She’s been restless since we left the rogue settlement two days ago. She knows where we’re going. She knows who we’re going to see.

And despite the rejection, despite five years of surviving alone, she still wants him.

Stupid wolf.

“I can walk,” Vael says suddenly. “You’re tired.”

“I’m fine.”

“Mama.”

I stop and look down at him. Even in the darkness, I can see his eyes—those bright gold eyes that mirror his father’s perfectly. The eyes that give away exactly who his father is.

“I’m not putting you down, Vael. Not until we’re safe.”

“When will we be safe?”

The question hangs in the air between us. I don’t have an answer.

A branch snaps somewhere to our left.

I freeze. My wolf surges forward, all my senses sharpening. I slowly lower Vael to the ground behind me, putting my body between him and whatever is out there.

“Stay quiet,” I breathe.

Another snap. Closer this time. Then voices.

“Border patrol just reported movement in sector seven.”

“Could be deer.”

“Could be rogues.”

My heart hammers. Border guards. Which means we’re right at the edge of Silverpeak Territory.

I place my hand on Vael’s shoulder, feeling the Eclipse Mark burning beneath his shirt. I close my eyes and reach for the power I’ve kept hidden for five years—the shadow magic that shouldn’t exist, that no wolf should have.

The magic that kept me alive when the rejection should have killed me.

Darkness seeps from my fingertips, wrapping around Vael and me like a living cloak. We become shadows ourselves, hidden from sight, scent, and sound. It’s forbidden magic. Old magic. The kind that gets you executed if the wrong wolves find out.

But I’ll use every forbidden thing in existence to protect my son.

The guards walk past, so close I can see the Silverpeak crest on their armor. One of them pauses, his nose lifting to scent the air.

“You smell something?”

“Nothing. Come on, let’s finish the patrol.”

They move on, their footsteps fading into the forest.

I hold the shadow magic for another minute, making sure they’re truly gone. Then I release it, gasping as the power drains from me. My knees buckle.

“Mama!” Vael catches my arm with surprising strength. “You used too much.”

“I’m okay.” I’m not okay. The magic takes something from me every time I use it. I can feel it eating away at my life force, piece by piece. But what choice do I have?

I pull Vael close again, lifting him despite my shaking arms.

“We need to cross now, while the patrol is gone.”

“But they’ll know we’re here. The border has wards.”

He’s right. The moment we cross, every wolf with authority in Silverpeak Territory will know. Including Aurelian.

My stomach twists at the thought of seeing him again. Will he be angry? Indifferent? Will he even remember me?

Of course he’ll remember. You were his fated mate. That doesn’t just disappear.

I shake my head, clearing the thoughts. It doesn’t matter what he feels or doesn’t feel. I’m not here for him. I’m here for the Moonstone Scepter, the only thing powerful enough to save Vael’s life.

I step forward, and the air shimmers as we cross the invisible border.

Immediately, Vael screams.

“Vael!” I nearly drop him as he convulses in my arms, his back arching, his eyes rolling back to show only whites.

“No, no, no!” I fall to my knees, laying him on the ground. His whole body is rigid, the Eclipse Mark glowing so bright I can see it through his shirt—a twisted spiral of silver and shadow that pulses with otherworldly light.

“Baby, stay with me! Vael!”

His mouth opens, but the voice that comes out isn’t his. It’s layered, ancient, like a thousand wolves speaking at once.

“The Moon King walks in shadows he does not see. The blood debt comes due. Three deaths, three choices, one crown drowned in red.”

“Vael, stop! Come back!”

“She watches from the mist. She smiles with silver teeth. Trust nothing that breathes behind your back, little wolf. Even love wears a dagger’s face.”

His body convulses harder. Foam flecks his lips. I’m losing him.

I do the only thing I can think of. I pull him against my chest and flood our connection with every ounce of love I have, pushing it through the thin thread that binds us as mother and child.

“Vael Lunaris, you listen to me. Come back. Come back right now. I need you. Do you hear me? I need you!”

The glowing mark flickers. Once. Twice.

Then Vael gasps, his eyes clearing, his body going limp in my arms.

“Mama?”

“I’m here, baby. I’m right here.” I rock him, my tears falling onto his face. “You scared me.”

“I saw them. All of them. The wolves who died in this place.” His voice is barely a whisper. “They’re angry, Mama. They say the Alpha King betrayed them. They say he’ll betray us too.”

Before I can respond, a howl splits the night.

Not just any howl. An Alpha’s howl. It rolls across the forest like thunder, making the trees themselves tremble. My wolf responds involuntarily, my head tilting back, a whine building in my throat.

I fight it. I won’t submit. Not to him. Not ever again.

“Someone’s coming,” Vael whispers. His fingers dig into my arms. “Something big.”

I hear it then. Footsteps. Heavy, measured. The sound of a massive predator moving through the forest with absolute confidence.

I struggle to my feet, holding Vael tight. There’s nowhere to run. We’re too deep in pack territory now. Using shadow magic again might kill me.

The footsteps grow closer.

Then he steps out of the darkness.

A wolf. The biggest I’ve ever seen. Black as midnight with a coat that seems to absorb the light around it. His eyes are molten gold, burning with intelligence and power.

Those eyes. I’d know them anywhere.

Aurelian.

He stops ten feet away, his massive head level with my chest even on all fours. We stare at each other across the distance. Five years of pain and longing and rage compress into a single moment.

I should run. I should fight. I should do anything except stand here, frozen, as my treacherous wolf whines with joy at seeing her mate.

Aurelian’s nostrils flare. He’s scenting us. Scenting me.

Then his eyes drop to Vael in my arms.

The air changes. Something dangerous and electric crackles between us.

Slowly, deliberately, Aurelian shifts. Bones crack and reform. Fur recedes. In seconds, a man stands where the wolf was.

I forgot how beautiful he is. How unfair it is that someone who hurt me so badly can still make my heart stutter.

He’s taller than I remember. Broader. His black hair is longer now, falling past his shoulders. He’s wearing simple clothes—black pants and a loose shirt—but he wears them like a crown. Everything about him screams power. Authority.

Alpha King.

His golden eyes lock onto mine. I see the recognition there. The shock.

“Lune.” My name sounds like gravel in his throat. Like he hasn’t spoken it in years. “You’re alive.”

“Disappointed?” The words come out bitter. Good.

He flinches. Actually flinches. But he doesn’t answer. Instead, his gaze drops to Vael again.

Vael, who has his father’s eyes. His father’s jawline. His father’s nose.

I watch as understanding crashes over Aurelian’s face. Watch as his eyes widen, his breath catches, his entire body goes rigid.

“How old is he?” His voice is deadly quiet.

“That’s none of your business.”

“How. Old.”

“Four.” I lift my chin, defiant. “He just turned four.”

The math is simple. Four years old. Five years since the rejection. I was pregnant when he destroyed me.

Aurelian takes a step forward. I take a step back.

“Don’t.” My voice shakes. “Don’t come near us.”

“Is he—” He can’t finish the question. Can’t even say the words.

“Is he yours?” I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “What do you think? Look at him, Aurelian. Look at those eyes and tell me what you think.”

Vael chooses that moment to lift his head from my shoulder. He stares at Aurelian with those unmistakable golden eyes.

Father and son see each other for the first time.

The moment stretches. Breaks.

“I have a son.” Aurelian’s voice cracks. He looks at me, and for the first time since he stepped out of the darkness, I see emotion on his face. Raw, devastating emotion. “I have a son, and you never told me.”

“You rejected me!” The words explode out of me. “You stood in front of the entire pack and threw me away like I meant nothing! You think I was going to come crawling back and tell you I was carrying your child? So you could reject him too?”

“I never would have—”

“You rejected your fated mate!” I’m screaming now, five years of pain pouring out. “You destroyed me! I should have died! Do you understand that? The rejection should have killed me, but somehow I survived, and then I found out I was pregnant, and I had to raise him alone while you sat on your throne!”

“Lune—”

“No! You don’t get to say my name like that. You don’t get to look at me with those sad eyes. You made your choice five years ago, Aurelian. You chose your crown over me.”

Silence falls. We’re both breathing hard. Vael trembles against me.

When Aurelian speaks again, his voice is careful. Controlled.

“Why are you here?”

I almost don’t answer. But Vael shifts in my arms, and I remember why I swallowed my pride and came back to this cursed place.

“I need the Moonstone Scepter.”

His eyes narrow. “Why?”

“Because our son is dying.”

The words hit him like a physical blow. He staggers back a step.

“What?”

“He’s dying, Aurelian. He has the Eclipse Mark. Do you know what that means? Do you know what it does to a child?”

“The Eclipse Mark,” he breathes. “That’s impossible. The last Eclipse-born died a thousand years ago.”

“Well, apparently fate has a sick sense of humor, because our son is marked.” I adjust Vael in my arms. “He can see the dead. Talk to them. And it’s killing him. The only thing that can stabilize his power is the Moonstone Scepter.”

Aurelian stares at Vael, something like horror and wonder mixing on his face.

“Show me.”

“No.”

“Lune, if he has the Eclipse Mark—”

“I said no!” I back away. “You don’t get to touch him. You don’t get to be his father. You gave up that right.”

“Please.” The word is barely a whisper. “Please, let me see him.”

There’s something in his voice. Something broken. It almost makes me waver.

Almost.

“The Moonstone Scepter. That’s all I came for. Give it to me, and we’ll leave. You’ll never see us again.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then my son dies, and it’s on you.”

We stare at each other. A standoff. The wind picks up, carrying the scent of rain.

Finally, Aurelian speaks.

“Come to the palace. Bring him. My healers will examine him. If he truly has the Eclipse Mark, if he’s truly dying, we’ll use the scepter. But you’ll stay in the palace where I can protect you both.”

“I don’t need your protection.”

“Yes, you do.” His voice hardens. “You have no idea what’s happening in this territory, Lune. Packs are going feral. There’s a curse spreading. And if the other Alphas find out about your son, about what he is, they’ll kill him. Or worse, they’ll use him.”

Fear lances through me. “What curse? What are you talking about?”

“I’ll explain everything. But not here. Not in the open.” He takes a slow step toward us. “Please, Lune. I know you hate me. You have every right to. But let me help him. He’s my son too.”

The words sound genuine. They sound true.

But I’ve been fooled before.

Vael stirs in my arms. When he speaks, his voice is strange again. Distant.

“The Shadow King speaks truth wrapped in thorns. Three paths open, all lead to blood. Choose, little wolf. Choose quickly.”

Then his eyes roll back, and he goes limp.

“Vael!” I shake him, panic clawing up my throat. “Vael, wake up!”

Aurelian moves fast. Too fast. Suddenly he’s right there, his hands reaching for my son.

“Don’t touch him!”

“He needs help! Lune, let me—”

“No!” I stumble backward, clutching Vael’s unconscious body. “Stay away from us!”

But my legs give out. The shadow magic, the exhaustion, the fear—it’s all too much. I’m falling, and Vael is falling with me.

Strong arms catch us both.

Aurelian’s scent washes over me—pine and midnight and something uniquely him. My wolf howls with joy, pressing against my ribs, desperate to get closer to our mate.

Our rejected mate.

I try to push him away, but I have no strength left.

“I’ve got you,” he murmurs. His voice is soft. Gentle. Nothing like the cold Alpha who rejected me. “I’ve got you both.”

“I hate you,” I whisper.

“I know.”

He lifts us both easily, cradling Vael between us. My son’s head lolls against Aurelian’s chest. The Eclipse Mark glows faintly through his shirt.

“Put us down.”

“No.”

“Aurelian—”

“No.” He starts walking, carrying us deeper into pack territory. “You came here for help. You’re getting it. Whether you want it from me or not.”

I should fight. Should use my shadow magic to escape.

But Vael’s breathing is shallow. His heartbeat is weak. And I’m so, so tired.

So I let the Alpha King carry us through the forest, toward a palace I swore I’d never see again, toward a future I can’t predict.

Toward the man who destroyed me and the only chance I have to save our son.

The trees thin ahead. Through the branches, I see lights. The capital.

We’re almost there when Aurelian stops suddenly.

His whole body goes tense. His head lifts, scenting the air.

“What?” I manage to ask.

“We’re being watched.”

I follow his gaze to a ridge above us. For just a moment, I see a figure standing there. Tall. Hooded. Silver eyes gleaming in the darkness.

Then they’re gone, vanished like smoke.

“Who was that?”

Aurelian’s arms tighten around us. When he speaks, his voice is grim.

“Trouble.”
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aurelian pov

The nightmare always starts the same way.

I’m standing in the ceremonial circle, silver moonlight cutting through the ancient trees. Every pack elder watches. Waiting. Judging. And there she is—Lune, wearing that white ceremonial dress, her dark hair falling past her shoulders like water. Her eyes hold mine, full of trust. Full of love.

Then I open my mouth and destroy everything.

“I, Aurelian Moonveil, Alpha King of Silverpeak, reject you—”

I wake up gasping.

Sweat soaks through my shirt. My wolf claws at my insides, furious. He’s been like this for five years. Angry. Broken. Blaming me for what I did to our mate.

She wasn’t our mate, I tell him. She betrayed us. Remember?

But even as I think it, doubt creeps in. It always does now, in the quiet hours before dawn.

I push off the silk sheets and walk to the window. The capital sprawls below my tower—stone buildings with carved wolves on every corner, market squares that’ll fill with vendors in a few hours, the training grounds where my warriors drill from sunrise to sunset. Beyond the walls, the Silverpeak mountains rise like jagged teeth against the sky.

Five years I’ve ruled this kingdom. Five years of fighting wars, crushing rebellions, making impossible choices. And every single night, I dream of her face when I rejected her.

The way her eyes went wide. Disbelieving.

The way she collapsed when the bond shattered.

The way she looked at me right before she ran—like I’d ripped her heart out and showed it to her.

I press my forehead against the cold glass. My reflection stares back. Golden eyes with shadows underneath. Jaw tight enough to crack teeth. The crown I earned sits on the dresser behind me, but some days it feels more like a chain.

“You made the right choice,” I say to my reflection. “You protected the kingdom.”

My wolf snarls. Liar.

A sharp knock interrupts my spiral.

“Enter.”

The door swings open. Ardis Silverfall strides in—my cousin, my Beta, my best warrior. She’s already dressed for the day in fitted combat leathers, her silver hair braided back from her scarred face. She took a blade meant for me three years ago. The mark runs from her temple to her jaw.

“You look like hell,” she says.

“Good morning to you too.”

“It’s not morning. It’s four in the damn morning, and you’re awake. Again.” She crosses her arms. “The dreams?”

I don’t answer. I don’t need to.

Ardis sighs. “Aurelian, maybe you should talk to Elyra. She could—”

“No.” I turn away from the window. “What do you need?”

She studies me for a long moment. Then she pulls out a rolled parchment. “Border patrol sent this an hour ago. There was a disturbance near the eastern checkpoint.”

My spine straightens. “What kind of disturbance?”

“The magical kind. Someone used shadow magic to hide their scent. Whoever it was, they’re strong. Really strong.” She hesitates. “And there’s something else.”

“Tell me.”

“Before the concealment spell kicked in, the guards caught a scent signature.” Her jaw tightens. “Female. Omega class. And…”

“And what?”

Ardis meets my eyes. “And a child. Four, maybe five years old.”

The room tilts. I grip the windowsill to steady myself.

“Aurelian?”

“Did they identify the Omega?” My voice comes out rough.

“No clear ID. The shadow magic was too thick. But Garrett—you know him, the tracker with the sensitive nose—he swears the scent felt familiar.” She pauses. “He said it reminded him of jasmine and moonlight.”

My heart stops.

Jasmine and moonlight. That’s—that can’t be—

“Lune.” Her name tears out of me.

Ardis goes still. “That’s impossible. Lune Starrow disappeared five years ago. No one’s seen her. Most wolves think she died from the rejection.”

“Most wolves are wrong.” I’m already moving, grabbing clothes from the wardrobe. “If the bond killed her, I would’ve felt it. I would’ve known.”

“You severed the bond. How would you feel anything?”

“I don’t know, but I would. Trust me.” I yank on pants, then a shirt. “Where exactly was this disturbance?”

“Near the old border cottages. The abandoned ones by Whispering Hollows.”

Those cottages. My chest constricts. Lune and I used to meet there, back when we were just two wolves who couldn’t stay away from each other. Before I became King. Before everything went to hell.

“Get me a horse. Now.”

“Aurelian, wait. Think about this.” Ardis steps in front of me. “Even if it is her—and that’s a big if—why would she come back? She has every reason to hate you.”

“I know that.”

“And if she has a child…” Ardis trails off, but I hear what she’s not saying.

If Lune has a child, it’s not mine. We only had one night together. One perfect, reckless night before the elders started demanding I choose a stronger mate. Before Theron showed me those documents proving she’d been conspiring with rival packs.

The memory of those papers flashes through my mind. Lune’s signature at the bottom. Evidence she’d been selling pack secrets to our enemies. Theron’s voice, smooth as poison: “I know she’s your fated mate, my King, but you cannot let emotion cloud your judgment. The kingdom needs a Luna who will strengthen us, not destroy us from within.”

I’d wanted to rip Theron’s throat out for even suggesting Lune was a traitor. But the evidence was there. Documents. Witness testimonies. A pattern of meetings with wolves from hostile territories.

So I’d made my choice. Kingdom over heart.

“If she’s back, I need to know why,” I tell Ardis. “Get the horse.”

She doesn’t move. “What if it’s a trap? Cyren Nightbloom has been probing our defenses for months. This could be a distraction.”

“Then I’ll handle it.”

“Aurelian—”

“That’s an order, Beta.”

Her eyes flash, but she nods. “Yes, Alpha King.”

She leaves. I finish dressing, strapping on my weapons. Knife at my hip. Sword across my back. The familiar weight grounds me.

My wolf paces frantically. Mate. Our mate. She’s here. Go to her.

She betrayed us, I remind him. Remember?

But he doesn’t care. He never has. From the moment the bond snapped into place two years before my coronation, he’s been obsessed with her. Even now, broken and incomplete, he strains toward her presence like a compass needle pointing north.

I head down to the throne room, knowing I won’t be able to ride out immediately. There are always matters that need the King’s attention. Always something pulling me in different directions.

The throne room is already occupied. Theron Skysunder stands near the massive fireplace, studying a map spread across the strategy table. He’s been my chief advisor since I took the crown—a thin man with silver eyes and perfectly groomed dark hair. Smart as hell. Ruthless when necessary. Loyal.

Or so I thought.

Lately, something about him sets my teeth on edge. The way he watches me. The way he always has a reason why I shouldn’t investigate certain matters. The way he subtly steers every conversation away from the past.

“You’re awake early,” Theron says without looking up.

“Border disturbance.” I move to the map. Red markers show where the Shadowrot Curse has spread. Three new packs added since yesterday. “What’s the latest count?”

“Fifteen packs fully infected. Another twenty showing early symptoms. At this rate, the curse will reach our outer territories within a month.” Theron’s voice is grim. “We need a solution, Aurelian. Fast.”

“I know.”

“The pack leaders are getting restless. They’re questioning whether you can protect them.” He finally looks at me. “Cyren Nightbloom is exploiting that fear. Her messengers have been spreading propaganda. Saying you’re weak. Saying she would be a better ruler.”

“Let her try.” I plant my hands on the table. “She sends her little messages, but she doesn’t have the forces to challenge me directly.”

“Not yet. But if the curse continues spreading, she’ll gain support.” Theron taps a marker near our eastern border. “There’s also the matter of the prophecy.”

“What prophecy?”

“Elyra had a vision last night. She’s been trying to decipher it all evening.” He straightens. “She mentioned something about an Eclipse-born child. A wolf who walks between worlds. She seemed… disturbed.”

Eclipse-born. The words trigger something in my memory. An old legend my father told me once, about a child marked by both moon and shadow. A child with the power to save or destroy all wolf-kind.

“Where’s Elyra now?”

“Her chambers. She refused to see anyone until she finished her divination ritual.”

Of course she did. Elyra takes her oracle duties seriously. Sometimes too seriously.

Before I can respond, the main doors burst open. Ardis rushes in, and her expression stops my heart.

“We have a situation.”

“What kind of situation?”

“The kind where I was wrong, and you were right.” She crosses the distance between us. “Our patrols just brought in two wolves they found trying to sneak through the northern pass. One of them matches the scent signature from the eastern border.”

My mouth goes dry. “Where are they?”

“Holding cells. But Aurelian, there’s more.” She glances at Theron, then back to me. “The female… she’s not alone. She has a child with her. A boy. And when we tried to separate them, the kid started glowing. Silver and shadow, mixed together. The guards are terrified.”

Eclipse-born.

No. That’s not possible.

“Take me to them. Now.”

Theron steps forward. “My King, perhaps we should discuss protocol before—”

“Now, Ardis.”

She nods and leads the way. We move through the palace corridors, past tapestries showing the history of Silverpeak, past guards who snap to attention as I pass. My heart pounds against my ribs. Every step feels too slow and too fast at the same time.

The holding cells are deep beneath the palace, carved into the mountain itself. Torches flicker along stone walls. Two of my best guards stand outside the last cell, and they both look shaken.

“Alpha King,” they say in unison, bowing.

“Open it.”

One guard fumbles with the keys. “Sir, the child, he—he did something. Made the shadows move. We’ve never seen—”

“I said open it.”

The lock clicks. The door swings inward.

And there she is.

Lune Starrow stands in the center of the cell, her body positioned protectively in front of a small figure huddled behind her. She’s thinner than I remember. Her clothes are worn and patched. But her eyes—those incredible dark eyes—still burn with the same fierce determination that first drew me to her.

She’s alive.

She’s real.

And she’s looking at me like I’m her worst enemy.

“Hello, Aurelian.” Her voice is colder than winter. “Long time no see.”

I can’t speak. Can’t breathe. My wolf is going absolutely insane, howling and throwing himself against my control. Mate mate mate MATE.

Then the small figure behind her shifts, and I see him properly for the first time.

A boy. Maybe four years old. Dark hair that matches Lune’s. But his eyes—

His eyes are gold. Like mine.

And on his small neck, just visible above his collar, there’s a mark. Silver and shadow, swirling together in a pattern that seems to move in the torchlight.

The Eclipse Mark.

“Is there something you want to say?” Lune asks. Her voice shakes slightly. “Or are you just going to stand there staring?”

“Who…” I have to clear my throat. “Who is he?”

She laughs, but it’s bitter. Broken. “You don’t get to ask me questions. Not after what you did.”

“Lune—”

“Don’t.” She holds up a hand. “Don’t say my name like you have any right to it. You rejected me. You shattered our bond. You looked me in the eyes and told me I was nothing to you.” Her voice cracks. “So no. You don’t get to ask about him.”

The boy whimpers. Lune immediately drops to her knees, wrapping her arms around him. “Shh, baby. It’s okay. Mama’s here.”

Mama.

The word hits me like a physical blow.

Ardis touches my shoulder. “Aurelian. We need to talk. Outside.”

I can’t move. I’m trapped, staring at this impossible scene. Lune with a child who has my eyes. A child marked by ancient prophecy. A child who shouldn’t exist.

Unless—

No. We only had one night. And that was weeks before the rejection. If she’d been pregnant, I would’ve… she would’ve…

“Outside. Now.” Ardis’s grip tightens.

I let her pull me into the corridor. Theron follows, closing the cell door behind us.

“That child,” Theron says slowly, “has the Eclipse Mark. Do you understand what that means?”

“I don’t care about prophecies right now.” My voice comes out harsh. “I need to know—”

“If he’s yours?” Ardis finishes. “Aurelian, look at him. Really look. The eyes. The jaw. The way he tilts his head.” She pauses. “That’s your son.”

The words hang in the air.

My son.

I have a son.

And Lune never told me.

“This changes everything,” Theron says. “If that child truly bears the Eclipse Mark, he could be the key to stopping the Shadowrot Curse. The prophecy speaks of—”

“I don’t care about the prophecy,” I snap. “I care about why she came back. Why she hid him from me. Why—”

A scream cuts through my words.

It’s coming from inside the cell.

I shove past the guards and throw open the door. Lune is on the ground, the boy convulsing in her arms. Silver and shadow explode from his small body, swirling around the cell like a storm. The temperature drops until I can see my breath.

“What’s happening?” I demand.

“He needs the Moonstone Scepter!” Lune’s eyes are wild with fear. “That’s why I came back. He’s dying, Aurelian. My son is dying, and you’re the only one who can save him.”

My son.

Not our son. My son.

The boy’s eyes snap open. They’re completely white, glowing with unnatural light. When he speaks, his voice sounds wrong. Ancient. Layered with echoes.

“The Shadow King stands at the crossroads. Three paths before him. One leads to redemption. One leads to ruin. One leads to a truth that will shatter everything he believes.”

Then he goes limp.

Lune sobs, pressing her face against his hair. “Please. Please, I’ll do anything. Just help him.”

I look at Theron. “Get Elyra. Now.”

“But—”

“NOW!”

He runs.

I kneel beside Lune, reaching for the boy. She flinches away.

“Don’t touch him.”

“I’m trying to help.”

“You? Help?” She laughs hysterically. “You’re the reason we’re in this mess. You’re the reason I had to run. You’re the reason I’ve been hiding for five years, terrified you’d find us and—” She stops. “Just get me the scepter. That’s all I need. Then we’ll disappear, and you’ll never have to see us again.”

Something inside me breaks at those words.

“What’s his name?” I ask quietly.

She hesitates. Then, so softly I almost miss it: “Vael. His name is Vael.”

Vael. It means “light in darkness” in the old tongue.

“Vael,” I repeat. The name feels right. Important. “How old is he?”

“Four and a half.”

I do the math. Four and a half years. Nine months before that would be…

Five years and one month ago.

The night before Theron showed me those documents. The night I promised Lune we’d figure out a way to be together, consequences be damned. The night I held her and swore I’d never let her go.

“He’s mine,” I say. Not a question. A statement.

Lune’s eyes blaze. “He’s mine. I carried him. I birthed him alone in a rogue settlement with no healer, no pack, nothing. I’ve kept him alive for four years while you sat on your throne and—”

“I didn’t know!” The words explode out of me. “You think I would’ve—if I’d known you were pregnant—”

“You would’ve what? Rejected me anyway? Because that’s what you did, Aurelian. You looked me in the eyes and destroyed me. You don’t get to pretend you would’ve done anything different.”

She’s right. And that’s what kills me.

I would’ve rejected her anyway. Because I believed she’d betrayed me. Because I believed the kingdom came first.

Because I’m a fool.

“I’ll get the scepter,” I tell her. “But you’re not disappearing. Not this time.”

“You can’t keep me here.”

“I’m the Alpha King. I can do whatever I want.” I stand. “And what I want is answers. About where you’ve been. About why you came back now. About—”

“Mama?” Vael’s small voice interrupts. His eyes flutter open—normal again, just gold like mine. “Mama, I saw the dead wolves again. They’re scared. They say something bad is coming.”

Lune pulls him close. “Shh, baby. It’s okay.”

But it’s not okay. Nothing about this is okay.

I look at Ardis. “Put them in the guest wing. The blue room overlooking the gardens. Post guards, but make sure they have everything they need.”

“The guest wing?” Theron appears in the doorway with Elyra. “My King, shouldn’t they be kept under tighter security—”

“The guest wing,” I repeat. “That’s an order.”

Elyra pushes past Theron. She’s ancient, her face lined with years of service. When she sees Vael, she goes completely pale.

“By the First Moon,” she whispers. “The prophecy is real. The Eclipse-born has returned.”

“Can you help him?” Lune asks desperately.

Elyra kneels, studying Vael with experienced eyes. She touches his Eclipse Mark, and the boy flinches. “The mark is active. His power is consuming him. Without proper anchoring, he’ll burn through his life force in a matter of weeks.”

“The Moonstone Scepter?” I ask.

“Will stabilize him temporarily. But we’ll need a permanent solution.” Elyra looks at me meaningfully. “The prophecy speaks of blood bonds and sacrifices. This child… he’s connected to something ancient. Something that could either save us or destroy us all.”

Lune clutches Vael tighter. “I don’t care about prophecies. I just want my son to live.”

“Our son,” I correct quietly.

She glares at me. “You lost the right to call him that five years ago.”

The words land like a blade between my ribs.

Ardis clears her throat. “I’ll have the blue room prepared. Elyra, can you accompany them? Make sure the boy is comfortable?”

“Of course.” Elyra helps Lune stand. “Come, child. Let’s get you both some food and rest.”

Lune doesn’t look at me as she carries Vael out. But the boy does. His gold eyes—my eyes—study me with an intensity that’s unsettling for someone so young.

“You’re the Shadow King,” he says. “The dead wolves told me about you. They said you’re broken inside. They said…” He yawns, exhaustion taking over. “They said you can’t fix yourself until you fix what you broke.”

Then his head drops onto Lune’s shoulder, and he’s asleep.

The cell door closes. Footsteps fade down the corridor.

I stand there, unable to move.

“Aurelian.” Theron’s voice is careful. “We need to discuss this situation rationally. That woman—”

“Don’t.” I turn on him. “Don’t you dare say one word against her.”

“I’m merely suggesting that her sudden reappearance is suspicious. With Cyren Nightbloom threatening our borders, with the curse spreading—”

“Get out.”

“But—”

“Get. Out.”

He leaves, though I can feel his displeasure.

Ardis stays. She leans against the wall, arms crossed. “So. You have a son.”

“Apparently.”

“And your ex-mate—who you rejected in front of the entire pack—just showed up with said son who happens to be prophesied to either save or destroy the world.”

“That about sums it up.”

“Just a normal Tuesday for the Alpha King.”

Despite everything, I almost smile. “Something like that.”

She’s quiet for a moment. Then: “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” I run my hands through my hair. “She hates me, Ardis. And she has every right to.”

“Yes, she does.”

“Thanks for the support.”

“You want support or honesty?”

“Both would be nice.”

Ardis pushes off the wall. “Honest truth? You messed up. Badly. You rejected your fated mate based on evidence that now seems… questionable, at best. You didn’t even give her a chance to defend herself.”

The accusation stings because it’s true. “Theron showed me documents. Witness statements. I had proof—”

“Did you? Or did you have what Theron wanted you to see?”

The question hits me like cold water. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I’ve never trusted that snake, and you know it. I’m saying maybe you should ask yourself why he was so eager to show you evidence against Lune. Why he pushed so hard for you to reject her.” She meets my eyes. “I’m saying maybe you should investigate what really happened five years ago. Before you lose Lune and your son forever.”

She leaves me alone with that thought.

I slump against the wall, my mind racing.

Could Theron have fabricated the evidence? Why would he? What would he gain?

But the more I think about it, the more details don’t add up. The way Theron always had the documents ready exactly when I was wavering. The way the witnesses all disappeared after giving their statements. The way Lune looked at me during the rejection—not guilty, but utterly shattered and confused.

“What did I do?” I whisper to the empty cell.

My wolf has no answer. He’s too busy mourning the mate we lost.

I need to see the Moonstone Scepter. I need to help Vael. And then I need to find out the truth about what happened five years ago.

Even if that truth destroys me.

I head for the throne room. The scepter is kept there, locked in an enchanted case that only responds to the Alpha King’s blood.

But as I round the corner, I hear voices. Angry voices.

I slow, pressing against the wall.

“—can’t let her stay,” Theron is saying. “She’s a threat to everything we’ve built.”

“The boy has the Eclipse Mark.” That’s Elyra. “The prophecy—”

“Damn the prophecy! We control the King. We control the kingdom. That woman will ruin everything.”

My blood turns to ice.

We control the King.

I step into view. “Is that so?”

Theron spins around. His face goes white. “Aurelian. I—we were just—”

“Discussing how you control me?” My voice is deadly quiet. “Tell me, Theron. How long have you been pulling my strings?”

“My King, I can explain—”

“Then explain. Now.”

And that’s when I notice the paper in his hand. A document with Lune’s signature at the bottom. The same signature from five years ago.

“Give me that,” I order.

He hesitates. Then, slowly, he hands it over.

I study it closely. The signature looks perfect. Too perfect. No variation in pressure. No natural tremor. It’s a forgery. A damn good one, but a forgery nonetheless.

“You lied to me.” The realization crashes through me. “You fabricated evidence. You made me reject my mate.”

“I saved you!” Theron’s composure cracks. “She would’ve made you weak. Would’ve distracted you from your duties. I did what was necessary—”

I have him by the throat before he can finish. Slammed against the wall, my hand crushing his windpipe.

“You destroyed my life,” I snarl. “You destroyed her life. You’re the reason I have a son I never knew about. You’re the reason—”

“Aurelian, stop!” Ardis appears, pulling at my arm. “You’ll kill him!”

“He deserves it.”

“Maybe. But you need answers first. Kill him later.”

She’s right. I release him. He collapses, gasping.

“Arrest him,” I tell Ardis. “Maximum security. I want him questioned. I want every detail of what he did, why he did it, and who else was involved.”

“With pleasure.” Ardis hauls Theron to his feet.

As they leave, Elyra approaches me. Her expression is grave.

“The boy is sleeping now. But his condition is worsening. You need to perform the first ritual tonight.”

“I will.”

“And Aurelian?” She places a hand on my arm. “The prophecy is clear. That child’s fate is tied to yours. And to Lune’s. Whatever happened between you five years ago, you need to fix it. Because if you don’t…” She trails off. “The Shadowrot Curse isn’t natural. It’s searching for something. And I fear it’s searching for him.”

Her words send chills down my spine.

I head to my chambers to prepare for the ritual. But as I pass the blue guest room, I hear crying. Soft, broken sobs that tear at my heart.

I should keep walking. Give her space. But I can’t.

I knock softly. “Lune?”

The crying stops. “Go away.”

“I need to talk to you.”

“No.”

“Please.”

Silence. Then: “What do you want?”

“To tell you the truth.” I lean my forehead against the door. “About what happened. About why I—why I did what I did.”

More silence. Then the door opens a crack.

Lune’s face is streaked with tears. Her eyes are red and puffy. And she’s never looked more beautiful.

“Make it quick,” she says. “Vael needs me.”

So I tell her. About Theron’s documents. About the witnesses. About how I believed she’d betrayed me. And then I tell her about what I just discovered. About the forgery. About the lies.

When I finish, she’s staring at me like I’m a stranger.

“Let me make sure I understand,” she says slowly. “You rejected me—destroyed our bond—because you believed some papers over me. You didn’t ask me. Didn’t give me a chance to defend myself. You just… decided I was guilty.”

“I know. I know I—”

“And now you find out those papers were fake, and what? You expect me to forgive you? To just forget the last five years?”

“No. I don’t expect forgiveness. I just wanted you to know the truth.”

She laughs bitterly. “The truth is that you didn’t trust me. The truth is that when it mattered, you chose to believe I was a traitor rather than fight for me. That’s the truth, Aurelian. And it doesn’t matter if the evidence was fake. You still made that choice.”

The words cut deeper than any blade.

“You’re right,” I say quietly. “And I’ll spend the rest of my life regretting it. But right now, I need to focus on Vael. On saving him. Can we… can we at least agree on that?”

She studies me for a long moment. Then she nods. “For Vael. Only for Vael.”

“Understood.” I turn to leave, then stop. “Lune? What happened after the rejection? How did you survive? The bond severance should’ve—”

“Killed me?” She smiles sadly. “It almost did. I was dying. Bleeding internally, fever that wouldn’t break. But then… something strange happened. I started glowing. Silver light, like moonfire. And when it faded, I was healed. Changed.” She touches her chest. “I found out later I’m descended from Osyth Moonforge. The First Luna. Her blood is in my veins. That’s why I survived.”

Osyth Moonforge. The ancient Luna who created the Moonstone Scepter. Who possessed power beyond any modern wolf.

“And Vael?” I ask.

“Inherited both our bloodlines. Yours and mine. Moon King and First Luna, combined for the first time in a thousand years.” Her expression darkens. “Which means he’s either going to save the world or end it. No pressure for a four-year-old, right?”

Before I can respond, a guard runs up. “Alpha King! Urgent message from the border. It’s from Cyren Nightbloom.”

He hands me a scroll. I unroll it, and my blood runs cold.

“I know about the child. I know about the Eclipse Mark. Give him to me, and I’ll spare your pathetic kingdom. Refuse, and I’ll burn everything you love to the ground. You have three days to decide. - C.N.”

I look up at Lune. Her face has gone pale.

“She knows,” she whispers. “How does she know?”

“I don’t know. But we’re going to find out.” I crush the scroll in my fist. “And then we’re going to stop her.”

From inside the room, Vael starts screaming.
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lune’s pov

The cottage smells like memories I’ve tried to forget.

Dust covers everything. The wooden table where we used to sit. The fireplace where Aurelian would light fires on cold nights. The window where I’d watch for him, my heart racing every time I saw his shadow approaching through the trees.

I hate that I remember. I hate that it still hurts.

“Mama, I’m cold.”

Vael’s voice pulls me back. He’s shaking in my arms even though I’ve wrapped him in every blanket I could find in my pack. His skin burns against mine, hot enough to scald.

“I know, baby. I know.” I press my lips to his forehead. The Eclipse Mark on his shoulder blade pulses with dark light. Silver and shadow, mixing together like oil and water. “We’re safe now. You can rest.”

“The voices won’t stop.” His eyes roll back, showing only whites. “They’re screaming, Mama. So many wolves. They can’t find their way home.”

My chest tightens. This is getting worse. Three days ago, he could go hours between episodes. Now they come every few minutes.

“Vael, look at me.” I cup his face, forcing his gaze to focus. “Come back to me. Don’t listen to them.”

“But they’re so sad.” Tears stream down his cheeks. “There’s a woman. She says… she says the Shadow King took her mate. She wants revenge. She’s coming for him, Mama. She’s


































































































































































































































































