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​Prologue
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THE FIRST BETRAYAL

1724, Outside Boston

The forest clearing smelled of spring wildflowers and approaching rain.

Ronan Ventriss knelt in the grass, holding Elara's hands while his wolf prowled beneath his skin, desperate to claim her, to bind her, to make her his in every way that mattered. But he forced himself to wait. To give her one more chance to refuse.

"You understand what this means?" he asked for the third time that hour. "The claiming is permanent, Elara. Soul-deep. You'll live decades longer than human—bound to me, to the pack, to a world you've only glimpsed."

Elara smiled, squeezing his hands. She was twenty-two and human and impossibly brave, with dark hair that caught moonlight and eyes that saw him—truly saw him—despite everything he was.

"I understand," she said. "And I choose you anyway. I choose this life. I choose us."

The mate bond flared between them, gold and inevitable, and Ronan finally let himself believe it was real. That she loved him. That they could actually have forever.

"Then I claim you," he whispered, pulling her close. "Elara Morrison, I claim you as mate and partner, from this moment until—"

"How touching."

The voice came from the tree line, dripping with venom and obsession.

Morrigan Ash stepped into the clearing, and Ronan's blood turned to ice.

He knew her—everyone in the territory knew her. Powerful witch, dangerous magic, fixated on Elara for months. He'd warned Elara away from her, had positioned guards, had done everything except tell Morrigan directly to stop because antagonizing a witch of her caliber was asking for catastrophe.

"Morrigan." Ronan stood slowly, positioning himself between her and Elara. "This is private property. Leave."

"Private property where you're stealing what's mine." Morrigan's eyes blazed with possessive fury. "I found her first, wolf. Courted her. Offered her power beyond your primitive bond. And she chose you."

"She chose freely—"

"She chose wrong." Morrigan raised her hands, magic crackling between her fingers. "And I'm going to make sure you both regret it for the rest of your unnaturally long lives."

Ronan shifted instantly—bones cracking, reforming into wolf. He lunged at Morrigan, going for her throat before she could complete whatever spell she was building.

He never made it.

The magic hit him mid-leap, slamming him back into human form and pinning him to the ground with invisible force. He couldn't move, couldn't shift, could only watch as Morrigan approached Elara with terrible purpose.

"Don't touch her," Ronan snarled. "Whatever you want—take it from me, not her—"

"Oh, I intend to take from both of you." Morrigan circled Elara, who stood frozen in terror. "You want to claim her? Complete your precious mate bond? Fine. Do it. Bind your souls. But know this, Ronan Ventriss: the moment that bond completes, I curse you. Every memory she has of you—every conversation, every touch, every moment of loving you—will transfer to you. She'll forget. Completely. Her mind will rationalize the gap however it can, but you? You'll remember everything. You'll carry the weight of her love while she looks at you like a stranger."

Horror crashed through him. "No. Morrigan, please—"

"Please?" She laughed. "You think begging moves me? I loved her. I love her. And you took her. So now you get to keep her—but she'll never keep you. That's the curse. Every claiming erases you from her memory. Every lifetime, you lose her. Again. And again. And again."

"Lifetime?" Ronan's voice cracked. "What are you—"

"Soul bonds don't break with death, wolf. She'll reincarnate. Come back. The mate bond will draw you together across centuries. And every time you claim her to save her life, to extend her time, to keep her with you—she'll forget." Morrigan's smile was cruel satisfaction. "You get to love her forever. And she gets to forget you exist."

"Don't do this." Elara found her voice, stepping forward despite her fear. "I love him. Whatever you feel for me—it's not this. It's not cruelty."

"Love is cruelty." Morrigan touched Elara's face with terrible gentleness. "You'll understand that eventually. When you wake up wondering why there's a gap in your memory. When you feel absence you can't explain. When you paint his face or dream his name without knowing why."

She stepped back, magic building to critical mass.

"Wait!" A new voice—young, desperate. "Wait, you can't—"

Darius burst into the clearing, seventeen years old and wild with panic. Ronan's younger brother, his Second-in-training, his closest friend.

Who'd been conspicuously absent all day.

Who looked at Morrigan with guilt and terror in equal measure.

Understanding crashed through Ronan like a physical blow. "You. You told her where we'd be."

Darius's face crumbled. "I didn't know she'd—I thought she'd just confront you, make you see reason—"

"Reason?" Ronan's voice was barely human. "You betrayed me to a witch?"

"You were choosing her over the pack! Over your responsibilities! Over me!" Darius's pain bled through every word. "I'm supposed to be your Second, your brother, your partner in leading. And you threw it all away for a human you've known three months!"

"So you thought cursing me was appropriate response?"

"I didn't know about the curse! I just told Morrigan where you'd be, I swear—" Darius moved toward them. "Please, stop this. Take it back. I'll do anything—"

"Too late." Morrigan released the spell.

Magic exploded outward, wrapping around Ronan and Elara like chains. The mate bond activated involuntarily—claiming mechanics triggering, souls binding together in the way they were meant to, except twisted now, corrupted, wrong.

Ronan felt it happen. Felt memories transferring—Elara's love pouring into him while hers were deleted. Felt the curse take root in the bond itself, permanent and absolute.

When the light faded, Elara blinked at him with confusion.

"I'm sorry," she said politely. "Who are you?"

Three words that destroyed him.

Ronan opened his mouth to explain, to fight it, to somehow break what Morrigan had done—

"No one," he heard himself say. "Just passing through."

Because what else could he say? I'm your soulmate, you loved me five minutes ago, we were about to build a life together? She'd think he was insane.

Better to let her go. Let her live without the weight of loving someone she couldn't remember.

Elara nodded slowly, touching her temple like it hurt. "I should go. I feel strange. Like I'm forgetting something important."

She left the clearing without looking back.

Ronan watched her go, the mate bond screaming at him to follow, to claim her again, to make her remember. But he knew—soul-deep, curse-confirmed—it wouldn't matter.

This was forever now.

Loving someone who would never love him back.

He turned to Darius, who stood frozen with horror at what he'd caused.

"Get out," Ronan said quietly.

"Brother, I didn't mean—"

"GET OUT!" The Alpha command crashed down, undeniable. "Leave this territory. Leave this pack. I don't care where you go, but if I see you again—" His voice broke. "Just go."

Darius fled.

Morrigan remained, watching Ronan with satisfaction. "You'll thank me eventually. When you realize that loving someone who can't love you back teaches you not to love at all. That's the real gift—freedom from weakness."

"This isn't freedom." Ronan's hands clenched. "This is torture."

"Precisely." She smiled. "Enjoy your curse, wolf. You've earned it."

She vanished in a swirl of too-cold air, leaving Ronan alone in the clearing where his forever had shattered in minutes.

The rain started falling.

Ronan shifted to wolf and ran—away from the clearing, away from the pack, away from everything. He ran until exhaustion forced him to stop, until the rain soaked through his fur, until the weight of what happened crushed down.

A curse that would last lifetimes.

A brother's betrayal.

A love that would forget him over and over.

And somewhere out there, Elara lived on—gap in her memory, absence in her heart, completely unaware she'd just lost her soulmate.

This was lifetime one.

There would be six more.

And Ronan Ventriss had just learned that three hundred years was both an eternity and nowhere near long enough when you were loving someone who couldn't remember your name.



Present Day

Ronan woke from the memory-dream with her name on his lips.

Not Elara's.

Iris's.

Lifetime seven.

The last chance.

And somewhere in Hallowmere, she was sketching his face from dreams, writing in journals she didn't remember keeping, and starting to ask questions that would change everything.

Again.
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​Chapter 1: Ghosts In My Handwriting
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POV: Iris Korren



The pencil moves across paper at 2 AM like it has a mind of its own.

I should be sleeping. Normal people sleep at this hour. But I stopped being normal somewhere around the time I lost ten years of my life to a blank space in my memory, so here I am instead: hunched over my drafting table in boxers and an oversized HPD academy shirt, sketching a dead man's face for the hundredth time this month.

Except he's not dead. He can't be. Dead men don't show up in your dreams six nights a week with warnings you can't quite remember when you wake.

My apartment is dark except for the desk lamp's focused pool of light. Hallowmere sleeps outside my window—or pretends to. This city never really sleeps. Even now I can hear distant sirens, the rumble of late-night delivery trucks, the occasional shout from the street below. My coffee's gone cold in its mug, but I take a sip anyway, barely tasting the bitterness as my hand continues its work.

Silver eyes take shape beneath my fingers. Sharp cheekbones. A jaw that could cut glass. Dark hair that falls just past his collar in waves I've somehow memorized despite never running my fingers through it. The expression I'm capturing tonight is the one from last night's dream: anguished. Like he's watching me die and can't do anything to stop it.

I've been having that dream since I was twenty-three. I'm thirty-three now.

The rational part of my brain—the forensic artist part trained to observe, document, never assume—knows this is obsessive behavior. Compulsive. I should probably talk to someone about the fact that I've filled three sketchbooks with variations of the same stranger's face, that I wake up with his name on my lips even though I've never heard anyone speak it aloud.

But I learned a long time ago that my brain doesn't work the way it should. There's a gap where my early twenties should be. Ten years, gone. The doctors called it dissociative amnesia, said trauma could do that—wipe whole chunks of your life clean like someone took an eraser to your memories. They asked what I remembered before the gap.

I remember being thirteen. I remember high school in fragments. Then nothing until I woke up in a Portland hospital at twenty-three with no ID, no memory of how I got there, and skills I couldn't explain.

Like knowing how to field-strip a Glock in under thirty seconds.

Like speaking Russian, Portuguese, and something that might be Gaelic when I'd barely passed high school Spanish.

Like understanding human anatomy well enough that the ER doctor asked if I was pre-med.

I wasn't. I'm not. I'm a forensic artist with the Hallowmere PD, and I'm good at my job because I see details other people miss. Microexpressions. The tiny inconsistencies in witness statements. The way shadows fall across a suspect's face that tells me they're lying.

What I can't see is my own past.

I set down the pencil, flexing my cramped fingers. The sketch is done—it's always done when I stop thinking about it and just let my hand move. He stares up at me from the paper with those impossible silver eyes, and something in my chest clenches tight.

I know this man.

I don't know this man.

Both things are somehow true at the same time, and it's driving me slowly insane.

My phone buzzes. I ignore it, standing to stretch. My apartment is small—studio, really, in Hallowmere's arts district because it's what I can afford on a city salary. Exposed brick walls I've covered with my own sketches. A kitchen alcove where I mostly make coffee. A bed I barely use shoved against the far wall. And this desk, this sacred space where I try to make sense of the nonsense my life has become.

The buzzing stops. Starts again.

I pick up on the third round of vibration. "Korren."

"We've got a body." Detective Sarah Chen's voice is tight. "Warehouse District, near the old textile factory. It's... Iris, it's bad."

I'm already reaching for my jeans. "How bad?"

"Bring your stomach. And maybe sage. This one feels wrong."

Sarah doesn't spook easily. We've worked together for five years—since I joined HPD as a civilian consultant. She's seen everything this city has to offer in terms of human depravity. If she's rattled, it's serious.

"Give me twenty minutes," I say, then pause. "Sarah? What do you mean it feels wrong?"

Silence on the other end, long enough that I check to see if the call dropped. Then: "You'll see when you get here. Just... be careful, okay? And Iris? Don't come alone if you can help it."

She hangs up before I can ask what that means.

I dress quickly—jeans, black turtleneck, boots with good tread. My go-bag is already packed: sketchbook, pencils, camera, evidence gloves, flashlight. I'm pulling on my leather jacket when I notice the journals.

They're stacked on my kitchen counter.

I didn't put them there.

My heart starts hammering against my ribs as I approach slowly, like they might bite. There are five of them, leather-bound, varying states of age and wear. The top one looks ancient—cracked leather, pages yellowed and brittle. I pick it up with careful fingers and open to a random page.

The handwriting stops my breath.

It's mine. Unmistakably mine, down to the way I cross my t's and loop my g's. But the date at the top of the entry reads April 3rd, 1828, and the ink is genuinely old, the paper textured in a way they don't make anymore.

My dearest R,

Today marks three months since our last meeting. I find myself counting hours like a miser counts coins, hoarding each memory of your voice, your touch, your impossible promises. You speak of forever as if time means nothing, but I am only human. My forever is measured in decades at most, while yours...

I should not think of such things. You warned me that loving you would be complicated. You did not warn me it would feel like drowning and flying at the same time.

I flip through more pages. Different dates, same handwriting, all addressed to "R." The entries are intimate—someone deeply in love, writing to a person they can't be with openly. There are references to secret meetings, to "the others who don't understand," to something called "the choice I must make soon."

The second journal is dated 1870-1912. The third, 1915-1957. The fourth, 1942-1985.

The fifth is recent. This year. Last six months.

My hands shake as I open it to the first entry, dated six months ago:

I'm writing this because I won't remember writing it. I know that sounds insane. Six months ago, I would have thought I was insane. But the gaps are getting worse—whole days gone now, not just hours. I wake up in places I don't remember going. I find evidence of a life I'm not living.

If you're reading this (and you are, because you're me, because this is how we're communicating now across our own fractured timeline), then you need to know: R is real. The dreams are real. The danger is real.

Trust R. He's kept you alive this long, even if you don't remember why you needed keeping alive in the first place.

Save him this time.

The entry ends there, but my hand moves before I can stop it—reaching for a pencil from the cup on my counter, flipping to a blank page near the back of the journal. I watch my own hand write in my handwriting:

Ronan.

Just the name. But seeing it in ink makes something inside me crack open like I've been holding my breath for ten years and finally remembered how to exhale.

"Ronan," I whisper to my empty apartment.

The window above my sink flies open.

I spin, pencil clattering to the floor, hand instinctively going to the knife I keep in my boot—another unexplained skill, knowing exactly how to draw a blade for maximum damage. The window is open all the way, curtains billowing in the cold October wind. I live on the fourth floor. There's no fire escape on this side of the building.

I didn't open that window.

A black feather drifts down from the sill, settling on my counter next to the journals.

It's huge—bigger than any bird I know that lives in Hallowmere. The vane is iridescent in my kitchen light, oil-slick colors shifting as I pick it up with trembling fingers. It's soft and impossibly real, and when I turn it over I see something that makes my breath catch:

A tiny symbol etched into the shaft. A thorned black rose.

My birthmark starts to burn.

I've had the mark since I can remember—a cluster of raised lines on my left shoulder blade that looks like claw marks. Four parallel scratches, silvery-white against my skin. Doctors called it a benign scar, probably from childhood. I don't remember getting it.

But right now it's burning like someone pressed a brand to my skin.

I drop the feather, yanking up my shirt to try to see over my shoulder in the reflection of my darkened window. The mark is glowing faintly, a silvery light pulsing beneath my skin in time with my hammering heart.

My phone buzzes again. Sarah: Where are you? We need you here NOW.

I grab my bag, shove the recent journal inside—evidence of my fracturing sanity—and head for the door. But I pause on the threshold, looking back at my apartment. At the sketch of the silver-eyed man still lying on my drafting table. At the ancient journals stacked impossibly on my counter. At the black feather that shouldn't exist.

At the window I didn't open, still gaping like a mouth waiting to swallow me whole.

"What the hell is happening to me?" I ask the empty room.

The only answer is the wind through the open window, carrying the scent of something wild and unfamiliar. Pine and rain and something else—something that makes my skin prickle with recognition even though I've never smelled it before in my life.

The birthmark on my shoulder blade pulses once more, sharp and insistent.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, in a voice that isn't quite my own but feels intimately familiar, I hear:

Run.

I lock the door behind me and take the stairs down to the street two at a time, my hand clutching the journal in my bag like a lifeline. Sarah said the scene feels wrong. My window opened itself. There's a feather from a bird that shouldn't exist sitting on my counter.

And my birthmark—my inexplicable, impossible birthmark—is trying to warn me of something.

The Warehouse District is on the east side of Hallowmere, where old industrial buildings decay slowly into the fog that rolls off the bay. It's a fifteen-minute drive in the middle of the night, and I make it in twelve. Red and blue lights paint the broken windows of the textile factory in nauseating colors.

I park behind Sarah's sedan, grabbing my bag and badge. The uniformed officer at the perimeter tape nods me through—I've been doing this long enough that most of the night shift knows my face.

Sarah meets me halfway across the cracked parking lot. She's a small woman, barely five-three, but she moves like she's six feet tall and made of steel. Tonight though, there's something off about her posture. She keeps glancing over her shoulder at the factory entrance like she expects something to come charging out.

"Tell me," I say.

She hands me a pair of evidence gloves without a word, then leads me toward the building. "Victim is male, late twenties, athletic build. Found by a homeless man around midnight. He's being treated for shock—kept screaming about 'wolves' and 'silver eyes.'"

My heart skips. "Silver eyes?"

"Yeah." Sarah gives me a sharp look. "Why? That mean something?"

Everything. Nothing. I don't know. "Just noting details. What else?"

"Cause of death appears to be massive trauma to the throat and chest. Like an animal attack, but..." She pauses at the entrance, hand on the rusted door. "Iris, I've seen animal attacks. Bears, mountain lions, even that case five years ago with the escaped tiger. This is different. The wounds are too precise. Too... calculated."

"Calculated how?"

"You'll see."

She pushes open the door, and the smell hits me first. Blood, obviously—copper-sharp and overwhelming. But underneath it there's something else. That same wild scent from my apartment. Pine and rain and predator.

The factory floor is a vast space, broken machinery casting jagged shadows in the portable lights the crime scene unit has set up. They're clustered around something in the center of the floor, their movements careful and reverent the way they get when a scene is particularly bad.

Sarah leads me through. I've learned to compartmentalize at scenes like this—pull back from the human horror and see only the evidence, the story written in blood and violence. It's a survival skill for this job. You can fall apart later. Right now, you observe.

But when I see the body, my carefully constructed walls crack.

He's young—maybe twenty-five, dark hair, wearing running clothes like he was out for a late-night jog when something found him. But it's the wounds that make my stomach clench. Four parallel gashes across his throat, deep enough to sever the carotid. More across his chest, tearing through his shirt and the flesh beneath.

Claw marks.

Exactly like the birthmark on my shoulder blade.

"Iris?" Sarah's voice comes from far away. "You okay? You're pale."

I'm not okay. I'm staring at a dead man torn apart by something that left marks identical to the scar I've carried my entire life, and my skin is burning like it's trying to warn me of something, and there's a journal in my bag telling me to trust someone named Ronan who I've never met but can't stop dreaming about, and—

"I'm fine," I lie, pulling out my sketchbook. Work. I can work. "Let me document the scene."

I spend the next hour doing what I do best: observing, recording, translating violence into clean lines and careful notes. The victim's face, frozen in terminal fear. The pattern of the wounds—four parallel marks, repeated. The way the blood spatter suggests the attack was fast, brutal, efficient.

Professional.

"These aren't random," I say finally, standing back from my sketches. Sarah and the lead crime scene tech, Marcus, look up from their evidence collection. "Look at the spacing. The depth. Each set of wounds is almost identical. Whatever did this wasn't frenzied or desperate. It was controlled."

"What the hell kind of animal attacks with control?" Marcus asks.

I don't have an answer. But something is tickling at the back of my mind—some knowledge I shouldn't have. I know these marks. Not from my training. From somewhere else. Somewhen else.

My birthmark burns hotter.

"Iris." Sarah's hand on my arm, her voice urgent. "You're bleeding."

I look down. My shoulder blade—the one with the mark—has bled through my shirt. Not a lot, just a small bloom of red soaking through the black fabric. But it shouldn't be bleeding at all. It's a scar. Scars don't bleed.

"I need to go," I say, and I can hear the edge of panic in my own voice.

"Like hell. You need a hospital—"

"I'm fine. I just—I need air."

I'm moving before she can stop me, out of the factory and into the parking lot. The October night is cold enough to make my breath fog, but I barely feel it. My shoulder is on fire. My heart is trying to escape my chest. And I can't shake the feeling that something is watching me from the shadows between the broken streetlights.

I make it to my car, fumbling with my keys, when I feel it:

A presence behind me. Close. Too close.

I spin, knife in hand before I consciously decide to draw it—more of those impossible skills asserting themselves. The parking lot is empty. The shadows are just shadows. There's no one there.

But the wild scent is stronger now, and my birthmark is screaming, and I know with absolute certainty that I'm being hunted.

"Show yourself," I say to the darkness, and I'm amazed my voice doesn't shake.

For a long moment, nothing.

Then, from somewhere above: "You shouldn't be here."

The voice is male, deep, rough with something that might be pain or anger or both. I look up and see him on the roof of the factory—just a silhouette against the city lights, but I'd know that profile anywhere. I've drawn it a hundred times.

Silver eyes gleam in the darkness as he looks down at me.

"Ronan," I breathe.

And then he's gone, melting into shadow like he was never there at all, leaving me alone in the parking lot with a bloody shoulder, a dead man in the building behind me, and the absolute certainty that my life just stopped being remotely normal.

If it ever was to begin with.
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