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I should’ve known better than to hope.

I should’ve known the moment Ryan King rejected me that it wasn’t just a random act. It wasn’t some temporary glitch. It wasn’t because he was angry or confused. It was because he didn’t want me. I never should’ve believed in the fairy tale, the dream of a perfect match.

But I did. And now I’m standing here, numb and shattered, trying to make sense of the mess that my life has become.

It was a stupid hope, wasn’t it? That he would see me, really see me, as more than the girl I’d been my whole life—the girl who never fit in, who was never good enough. I should’ve known that from the start. I should’ve listened to the warnings, the whispers from the pack. “She’s the Beta’s daughter, nothing more.” The rumors and the stares, the way everyone avoided looking me in the eye. But I didn’t listen. I was too caught up in the dream of being loved.

Ryan was supposed to be my mate. The one who would never leave me. The one who would choose me no matter what. But all that shattered the moment he opened his mouth and said, “I reject you.”

His words still echo in my head. They haunt me every waking second, every time I close my eyes. He rejected me, and it felt like the world crashed down around me. His gaze, the contempt in his eyes when he said it—like I was some kind of curse he couldn’t get rid of fast enough. His words weren’t just a rejection. They were a sentence. And I was the prisoner. I wanted to scream, to fight back, but all I could do was stand there, frozen in place, as he walked away, as if I didn’t matter. As if I was nothing.

What hurt more than the rejection was the truth behind it. I wasn’t good enough for him. Not just because I wasn’t strong enough or pretty enough. But because, to him, I wasn’t worthy of being loved. I was just a liability, a stain on the pack that he couldn’t wash away fast enough.

Ryan King, the future Alpha, had always been perfect in the eyes of everyone. Handsome, strong, powerful—everything I wasn’t. And I’d been foolish enough to think that because we were mates, he would look past my flaws and accept me. But I had nothing to offer him. I was just a burden. The memory of the night he rejected me still makes me sick to my stomach.

It wasn’t just that he rejected me, though. It was the way he did it. He didn’t even flinch, didn’t even hesitate. He didn’t even care. His words cut through me, but it was the emptiness in his eyes that shattered me.

“I reject you, Cassidy Steele. You’re nothing to me. I will never accept you as my mate. You’ll never be my Luna.”

Those words hit me like a freight train. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but stand there, feeling like the floor had just opened up beneath me. It was a bad dream, a nightmare, but I was awake. I was wide awake, and the pain in my chest told me it was real.

I wish I could say I understood why he did it. But I don’t. I don’t know why he did it. I don’t know if I’ll ever understand why a man who was supposed to be my mate, my other half, could look at me with disgust and throw me away like I was nothing.

But I know one thing for sure: it’s over.

I’m not his. I’m not anyone’s.

I spent years believing that one day, Ryan would see me. That maybe, just maybe, I would finally matter to someone. That I would have a place in this pack, a purpose. But now, I’m just a ghost. A shadow.

So now I’m here, standing on the edge of the pack’s border, the pack that has never truly accepted me. The pack that always saw me as nothing more than the Beta’s daughter, a reminder of past failures. I’m alone. The bond I thought would save me has only chained me to a life of rejection. And it’s killing me.

I tried to leave, to run away from the pain, but where do I even go? Where can I go when the world has turned its back on me? No one here will care. I’m nothing more than a weakling to them, someone who will never be enough.

Maybe this was what I deserved. Maybe I wasn’t meant for happiness, for love. Maybe I was always meant to be discarded, forgotten, like everyone else who never truly fit in.

But deep down, there’s a part of me that refuses to give up. That part of me is still screaming to fight, to run, to keep going, no matter how hard it gets.

I can feel it inside me—the fire that Ryan didn’t see. The strength that no one knows is there.

I don’t need him. I don’t need anyone to tell me I’m worth something. I’ll prove it to myself. Even if it means walking this road alone.

I can’t turn back now. Not after everything that’s happened.

The world won’t know what hit it.

I’m Cassidy Steele, and I’m done being invisible.
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I feel the cold before I see it.

The pack is laughing, talking, drinking, but all I can feel is that chill wrapping itself around my heart. Ryan’s eyes never meet mine as he stands across the room, surrounded by people who seem to adore him. I don’t even exist in his world anymore. And that’s the worst part.

His rejection still cuts through me like a knife, deep and unforgiving. I can’t even breathe without the memory of his words choking me: “I reject you, Cassidy Steele. You’re nothing to me.”

And what really gets to me, what really hurts, is that I believed him. I believed every word. Every cruel syllable. Because I’ve always been the outsider. Always been the one on the fringes. His rejection didn’t just confirm my worst fear—it made me realize that maybe I’d never really belonged anywhere at all.

I shift my weight from one foot to the other, trying to blend into the wall. I don’t want to be here, but I’m stuck. The pack is gathered for the annual celebration—the one where everyone is supposed to be happy, laughing, and in love. But I don’t fit into their perfect little world anymore. Not after what Ryan did to me.

I’m not even sure why I came. Maybe it’s the hope that one day, he’ll look at me the way he used to. That maybe one day, I’ll matter to him again. But deep down, I know that’s a stupid thought.

“Hey, Cassidy,” a voice calls out.

I turn to find Clara, a girl from the pack, smiling at me. She’s one of the few who still talks to me like I’m human.

“Hi,” I force a smile, trying to seem like I’m okay. But I’m not.

She doesn’t seem to notice the way my eyes flicker nervously toward Ryan, and for that, I’m thankful.

“Ryan looks good tonight, huh?” Clara says, her voice teasing, but there’s an edge to it, like she’s testing me.

I want to scream, to tell her that it doesn’t matter how he looks. It doesn’t matter that his hair is perfect, or that his smile still makes my heart skip a beat. Because he doesn’t want me. He doesn’t care.

But instead, I just nod. “Yeah, he does.”

Clara seems to buy it, offering a half-smile before turning to the others. And I’m left standing there, watching Ryan talk to another girl. A girl I don’t know. But I hate her. I hate how she laughs at everything he says, how she touches his arm like she’s allowed to.

I hate that I’m here, watching him move on, while I’m stuck in this hell of rejection.

I force myself to look away.

The party continues, but I can’t find the strength to join in. I’m not sure when it happened, but I’ve become invisible to the pack.

I used to be important—at least to Ryan, I thought. I was his mate, his equal. But now, I’m just the Beta’s daughter. The girl who doesn’t matter.

I know they talk about me. They whisper behind my back, eyes flicking to me before quickly turning away. I can hear the murmurs of “She’s the one Ryan rejected,” and “She’ll never be the Luna now.”

I’m used to the whispers. I’ve lived with them my whole life. But this feels different. The rejection is too loud, too painful. It echoes in every room, in every glance that lands on me.

I reach for my drink, trying to calm the shaking in my hands. But it doesn’t help. Nothing helps. I can’t escape the way the cold feels, or the way Ryan’s absence seems to fill every inch of the room.

I watch him again, my heart twisting. He doesn’t look at me once. Not even a glance. And I wonder, for the thousandth time, if I was ever really anything to him. If the bond we shared was ever real, or if it was just something I created in my head, hoping that maybe, just maybe, he’d see me.

But that’s not my reality anymore.

I’m a ghost. I’m the one no one talks to. The one everyone avoids. The one who’s left to pick up the pieces after everything falls apart.

“Cass,” someone says.

I blink, snapping out of my thoughts. It’s Damon. One of the pack warriors. He’s standing by me, his eyes kind, but I can see the sadness in them too.

“Hey,” I murmur, forcing another smile.

“You doing okay?” He asks, his voice soft.

I shrug, not trusting myself to speak. I want to tell him everything, to scream about how my heart is broken, how I can’t breathe, but I can’t. I don’t want to be that weak, needy girl. I don’t want to be the one who begs for attention, for affection that’s never coming.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” The words taste bitter in my mouth.

Damon doesn’t believe me, though. I can see it in the way he watches me, his brow furrowed in concern. But he doesn’t push me. He just stands there, offering me silent support.

I appreciate it. I really do. But right now, there’s nothing anyone can do for me.

I glance over at Ryan again, watching him laugh with the girl beside him. My stomach twists, and I quickly look away.

I need to leave.

But I don’t. I stay. Because I don’t know where else to go. The pack house feels like a maze, and every corner leads back to him. I can’t escape him. Not even here.

“Cass, you should get some air,” Damon says, as if he’s read my mind. “You don’t look so good.”

I nod, grateful for the suggestion. “Yeah. I think I will.”

I push through the crowd, ignoring the whispers and the stares. The cool night air hits me the second I step outside, and I take a deep breath, trying to calm the storm in my chest.

I find a spot near the edge of the woods, away from everyone else. The quiet is almost soothing, the rustling of the trees helping to drown out the noise in my head.

I sit down on the ground, hugging my knees to my chest. I close my eyes, allowing myself to feel the weight of everything—everything that’s happened, everything that’s gone wrong.

I wanted him. I wanted Ryan. I thought that maybe, just maybe, we could have it all. But now? Now I’m nothing.

The pack won’t accept me. Ryan won’t accept me. And I don’t know if I can keep pretending I’m okay.

I feel the tears before they come, and I wipe them away quickly, angry with myself for being weak. But I can’t stop it. I can’t stop the pain.

I thought I’d be okay. But I’m not.

I’m so far from okay.
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I remember the night my life was broken into pieces. Not just the night Ryan rejected me, but the night everything before that became nothing more than shadows of a girl who never really existed.

I never asked for much. I never expected anyone to give me anything more than the scraps of affection I could scrounge together. But even scraps would have been enough.

It was the night of the fire. I can still hear it, the crackle of burning wood, the desperate cries, and the stench of smoke that filled the air as if the world itself was being torn apart. But what I remember most clearly is the face of my father as he charged into the flames, telling me to run, to hide, to stay safe.

It was supposed to be a simple patrol. A small mission. Nothing more than a routine check. But nothing was ever simple in this world.

My father, Beta Wilson Steele, the strongest man I ever knew, ran into that fire without a second thought, without a single hesitation. He didn’t even look back to see if I was okay. He just ran, and I stood there, frozen, watching him become nothing more than a silhouette in the flames. I should’ve followed him. I should’ve done something. But I didn’t.

I was a child, scared and helpless, just watching the destruction unfold. But that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was the guilt that gnawed at my soul afterward.

I didn’t save him. I didn’t stop the fire. I didn’t protect him. I couldn’t.

And when I finally found the courage to look around, when I saw the fire trucks and the warriors scrambling, I learned that my father was gone. The fire had claimed him, just like it had claimed everything else that mattered in my life.

I was only eight years old.

I was supposed to be protected. I was supposed to be loved. But instead, I was the one who was left behind. I watched as the pack gathered around, whispering about how my father had died protecting me. They never said it out loud, but I could feel their eyes on me, like I was some kind of curse.

I wasn’t allowed to cry. I wasn’t allowed to mourn the way a child should. I wasn’t allowed to be weak.

Because I was the Beta’s daughter, and I was supposed to be strong. But what use is strength when it’s hollow? When it only makes you feel more alone in the world?

That night, I learned that love wasn’t something you could rely on. Love was something that could be taken away in an instant, leaving you standing there, a broken shell of who you once were.

And so, I became that broken shell. I didn’t know how to be anything else.

As the years passed, I learned to put on a mask. A mask of strength. A mask of indifference. But inside, I was still that scared little girl, trapped in the flames. And every time I looked at my reflection, I saw the same emptiness staring back at me.

I became an afterthought to the pack. My mother was never around, and after my father’s death, she barely looked at me. I don’t know if it was grief or if she had just checked out of life entirely, but the woman who was supposed to care for me was gone in every way that mattered.

And that’s when I started to feel it. The loneliness. The silence that no one ever spoke about. It was always there, waiting for me when I woke up in the morning and when I went to bed at night.

I tried to make friends, tried to fit in, but every time I did, they would either laugh or ignore me. It was as if I were invisible. I was the Beta’s daughter, but I wasn’t anything more than a reminder of the past. The reminder of a hero who had died protecting his daughter, but no one seemed to care about the girl left behind.

But there was one person who always seemed to care, even if it was in a strange way.

Ryan.

Ryan King.

Ryan, the future Alpha of the pack. Ryan, my mate.

He was the one who made me believe in love. He was the one who made me feel like I wasn’t a ghost. But that was before. Before everything fell apart. Before I became nothing more than a distant memory to him.

I used to think Ryan was different. I thought he was the one who would save me from the darkness that I felt inside. But when I needed him the most, when I needed him to understand me, to see me for who I truly was, he rejected me.

And those words… “I reject you, Cassidy Steele.” They burn in my mind like fire.

I’ve tried to bury them. Tried to forget them. But every time I close my eyes, every time I breathe, they come back. His words, like a curse, haunting me.

When I was a little girl, I used to dream about finding my mate. I thought it would be the answer to everything. The one thing that would make everything better. That would fix the gaping hole in my chest.

But it didn’t. It only made it worse.

Ryan didn’t see me. He never saw me. Not as Cassidy, not as his mate, just as the girl who was always in the way.

Maybe that’s what I deserve. Maybe that’s the punishment for not being able to save my father. Maybe the world was just teaching me that I wasn’t worth anything. That I would never be worthy of love.

I wish I could say I’ve moved on from that day, from the rejection, from the heartbreak. But I haven’t. I can’t.

Every time I look at Ryan now, every time I see the disgust in his eyes when he looks at me, I feel like that little girl again. The one who couldn’t save her father. The one who’s not worthy of anything, not even love.

And yet, despite all the pain, I still feel the pull of the bond. The mate bond. It’s still there, like a flame that won’t go out, no matter how many times I try to extinguish it.

I hate it. I hate that it’s still there, that despite everything, I still want him. I still want Ryan King.

But I can’t keep doing this. I can’t keep torturing myself with someone who doesn’t care. Someone who has already chosen to let me go.

So, I have to let go too.

But letting go isn’t easy. It’s not something you can just decide to do. It’s a process. A painful, heartbreaking process.

I’ll never stop feeling the weight of that rejection. I’ll never forget the moment Ryan turned his back on me. But maybe, just maybe, I’ll find a way to stop letting it control me.

Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned from my past, it’s that I can’t keep running from my pain. I have to face it. And maybe, if I’m strong enough, I can find a way to move forward. Even if that means doing it without him.
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I couldn’t breathe.

My heart was pounding in my chest, the rhythm so loud I thought it would give me away. I tried to keep my head down as I walked into the pack meeting room, praying that if I ignored Ryan long enough, he would just forget I was even here. That he wouldn’t see me. That maybe—just maybe—I could get through one more damn meeting without him tearing me apart with his icy stare.

It was a stupid hope. Because the second I stepped in, I felt it—the weight of his eyes on me. The sharpness of his gaze, like a blade cutting through the air, made my skin crawl. I didn’t want to face him, not after what he did. Not after the way he rejected me so easily. But here we were.

I walked straight to the back of the room, trying to make myself as small as possible, blending in with the shadows. As usual, I wasn’t important enough to stand at the front with the other higher-ranking pack members. The Beta, the Gamma, and the warriors took their seats, but I—well, I was just the outcast. The unwanted.

I could feel Ryan’s presence, even without looking at him. It was suffocating, like being trapped in a box with no air. Every time I shifted, I could sense him. I could almost feel his anger radiating off him. Was I really that much of a burden to him now? Or was it just my own guilt that made me feel like I was suffocating?

Cass, get a grip.

I shook my head, trying to push away the thoughts. I wasn’t going to let him have that power over me. I wasn’t going to crumble like I did last time. I could handle this. I could do this.

“Everyone, take a seat,” Alpha Benjamin said, his voice commanding and firm.

Ryan was standing by his side, his back straight and his face unreadable. He didn’t even glance at me. Maybe he didn’t want to. Maybe he was pretending I didn’t exist. Whatever it was, it stung. It always did. The pain of being invisible was a constant ache in my chest.

I tried to focus on the meeting, but the whispers, the stares, they were too much. I could hear the low murmurs around the room, their eyes flicking toward me every few seconds. They didn’t even try to hide it. The pack had been avoiding me ever since Ryan rejected me. Hell, most of them had probably been waiting for it to happen. I could see it in their eyes when they looked at me—like I wasn’t good enough. Like I wasn’t worthy.

I didn’t belong here. Not with them. Not with any of them.

“Ryan, can you lead the discussion on the upcoming border patrol?” Alpha Benjamin’s voice broke through my thoughts.

I didn’t need to look up to know Ryan’s answer. I could hear the confidence in his tone, even from across the room. “Of course,” he said, his voice smooth, calm, but distant. Like he didn’t care. Like he was already over it.

Over me.

It was hard to breathe, harder to keep my eyes from stinging. I hated how easily he had let go. I hated how easily he had discarded me.

Ryan stepped forward, moving to the front of the room, his presence commanding attention. I could feel every movement he made, every step he took. It was like he was a magnet, pulling everyone’s focus toward him. But it wasn’t just the pack members that were drawn to him. It was me, too. Even though I hated him, even though I wanted to hate him with every ounce of my being, I still felt that pull.

And I hated myself for it.

I forced myself to focus on the conversation at hand, to try and block out the constant tension in the air. But it wasn’t working. The more I tried to ignore him, the more his presence seemed to suffocate me. Every word he said, every time his gaze swept across the room, it felt like he was looking straight at me. Like he could see straight through me.

“Now, the new patrol schedule needs to be finalized,” Ryan continued, his eyes scanning the room, but his gaze never lingered on me. “We’ll divide the borders into two sections. The west and east borders will be assigned to different teams. I’ll handle the west. Mason, you’re on the east.”

It wasn’t his words that bothered me, but the way he said them. He was so damn cold. So fucking indifferent. His eyes barely flickered in my direction, and I hated it. I hated that I still wanted him to look at me. To see me. To apologize.

But he wouldn’t. He wasn’t going to.

I knew that. He had made his decision. He had made it clear the moment he rejected me, the moment he told me I wasn’t worth his time.

I wanted to stand up and scream at him. To tell him how much he hurt me, how much it stung. I wanted to throw it all in his face—every little bit of pain he caused, every tear I had cried, every broken piece of my heart. But I couldn’t. Because that wasn’t me. I wasn’t the girl who made a scene. I wasn’t the girl who let her emotions run wild.

I was the girl who hid in the shadows. Who let the world pass by without ever saying a word.

And it was killing me.

Ryan’s voice broke through my thoughts again, his tone sharper this time. “Cassidy, can you confirm the new patrol schedule with the team? I need it finalized by tomorrow.”

I froze. My blood ran cold.

I didn’t want to respond. I didn’t want to speak to him, didn’t want to acknowledge him. But I had no choice. I couldn’t avoid him forever. Not in this pack. Not when he was the Alpha in training.

I stood up slowly, my hands shaking as I made my way to the front. Every eye in the room was on me, some curious, some judgmental. I could feel their stares like daggers piercing my skin. I hated it. I hated that I had to walk into that spotlight. That I had to stand in front of the pack, knowing that everyone was whispering behind my back.

But I did it. I pushed through it, even though my heart was screaming at me to turn and run.

I reached the front, standing a few feet away from Ryan. His eyes flickered toward me for a split second, and I saw it. The coldness. The disinterest. The rejection all over again. It was as if he couldn’t even bring himself to care.

“Yes, Alpha,” I said quietly, trying to keep my voice steady. But I could hear the cracks. I could feel the tremble in my words.

Ryan didn’t respond. He didn’t even acknowledge me. He just turned back to the map on the table, as if I wasn’t even there.

And that’s when it hit me.

He didn’t care. He had never cared.

I was nothing to him.

I turned quickly, walking back to my seat, trying to keep the tears from spilling. The pain in my chest was unbearable, but I refused to let it show. I refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing me break.

I sat down, but it felt like the whole room was closing in on me. The whispers grew louder, the stares heavier. And I couldn’t escape it. I couldn’t escape him.

Ryan King had made sure of that.

And I had no choice but to live with it.















