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​Prologue
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205 Years Ago



Thea Frost stood at the crossroads and prepared to make a terrible mistake.

Moonlight filtered through ancient oak trees, casting shadows that moved wrong—too slow, too purposeful. This was a threshold place, where the living world brushed against the realm of death. The kind of place where bargains could be made with beings who should never be bargained with.

But Thea was desperate.

Her hand rested on her still-flat stomach, where a life was growing. A life that should have been impossible. A life that the prophecy had warned about for centuries.

The Stillborn Child shall be born of death and life, carried two hundred years, and in the birthing shall tip the balance. The world shall end in fire or be remade in truth. Destroyer or savior—the child born between cannot be both.

Thea had spent her entire adult life studying prophecies, interpreting visions, helping others understand their destinies. She'd never imagined she'd be the subject of one.

But three weeks ago, she'd had the vision. Clear and undeniable: her child, grown, standing over a world in ashes. The destroyer. The end of everything.

She couldn't let that happen.

"I summon you," Thea called out, her voice shaking. "Cailleach. Death goddess. I summon you to make a bargain."

The temperature dropped thirty degrees in an instant. Frost spread across the ground, crackling outward from where Thea stood. The shadows deepened until they were solid, tangible things.

And she appeared.

Cailleach was terrible and beautiful—wrapped in winter and endings, her eyes like frozen stars, her presence heavy with the weight of every death that had ever been and ever would be.

"Little seer," the goddess said, her voice like wind through a graveyard. "You call me for a bargain. What is it you wish?"

"My child." Thea forced the words out. "The prophecy says it will destroy the world. I can't—I won't let that happen. I need you to stop it."

"You want me to kill the child in your womb?"

"No!" The word tore from Thea's throat. Despite everything, despite her terror, she couldn't ask for that. "I want... I want you to stop time. To hold the pregnancy in stasis. Forever, if necessary. Until I'm sure the child won't become the destroyer."

Cailleach tilted her head, studying Thea with those ancient eyes. "You would carry this child indefinitely? Never birthing, never ending? That is a cruel fate you ask for."

"Crueler than ending the world?"

"Perhaps. Perhaps not." The goddess circled Thea slowly. "Such a bargain requires payment, little seer. What will you give me?"

"What do you want?"

"Your mortality. Give me your mortal life, and I will give you the immortality needed to carry this child indefinitely. You will not age. You will not die. You will walk the threshold between life and death for as long as the stasis holds."

Thea's breath caught. Immortality sounded like a gift, but she knew better. Watching everyone she loved age and die while she remained unchanged? That was punishment, not reward.

But if it saved the world...

"And?" Thea asked, because bargains with death goddesses always had hidden costs.

"And I will take your mate. The one you're destined for. Each time he reincarnates and finds you, he will die young. That is the price of stasis—life held in balance requires death to match it."

Tears streamed down Thea's face. She didn't even know who her mate was yet, but she felt the loss of him like a physical wound.

"Why?" she whispered.

"Because bargains require sacrifice. Because you must understand the weight of what you ask. Because immortality without love is the truest death I can offer." Cailleach stopped in front of Thea. "Do you accept my terms?"

Thea thought of the vision. Of the world in ashes. Of her child—her unborn child—becoming something so terrible that entire civilizations would fall.

She thought of her mate, whoever he was, condemned to die young again and again because of her choice.

She thought of spending centuries alone, immortal, carrying a child that could never be born.

And she thought: What choice do I have?

"I accept," Thea whispered.

Cailleach smiled. "Then the bargain is made."

The goddess touched Thea's forehead with one finger, and power exploded through her body. She felt her mortality ripping away, felt immortality settling into her bones like ice. Felt the pregnancy in her womb freeze, suspended in a moment that would stretch for centuries.

And she felt the bond to her unknown mate snap into place—and immediately begin to fray, death already reaching for him.

"What have I done?" Thea gasped, falling to her knees.

"What you thought was necessary," Cailleach said. "Whether you were right—that remains to be seen. Two hundred years, little seer. That is how long the stasis will hold. Use that time wisely."

The goddess vanished, leaving Thea alone at the crossroads with her terrible bargain sealed.

She pressed both hands to her stomach, where her child rested in frozen time. Where the prophesied destroyer waited, held in stasis by a mother's desperate fear.

"I'm sorry," Thea whispered. "I'm so sorry."

But sorry or not, it was done.

The Stillborn Child's prophecy had begun.



Present Day

Two hundred years later, a dying Alpha named Cormac Ashwell would stand before Thea Frost and ask for her help.

And everything would change.
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​Chapter 1: Death's Companion
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POV: Thea Frost



The dying always smelled the same.

Thea pressed her fingertips into the dried mugwort, crushing the brittle leaves between her palms as the late afternoon sun slanted through the curtains of the elder's bedroom. The scent released—sharp, medicinal, cutting through the heavier odors of pine resin and approaching decay. She'd learned centuries ago that scent mattered in this work. The right herbs could calm a panicking nervous system, could trick the body into accepting what the mind refused to acknowledge.

Death was coming. It always did. Her job was simply to make the journey bearable.

"How much longer?" The question came from Beatrice's son, hovering near the door like he couldn't decide whether to stay or flee. His name was Thomas, or perhaps Theodore. Thea had stopped bothering to remember the names of the living. They weren't her concern.

"Hours," Thea said without looking up. "Maybe less. Her breathing has changed—do you hear it? The pause between exhale and inhale is lengthening. Her body is making the choice, even if her mind hasn't caught up."

She heard him shift uncomfortably. They always did, when she spoke about death with the same clinical detachment other people reserved for discussing the weather. But Thea had performed last rites for over two thousand souls in two hundred years. Death was her weather.

The room was exactly what she'd expected: rough-hewn log walls typical of the Riverwood Pack's territory, a stone fireplace that probably roared to life on winter nights, windows that overlooked the dense forest of northern Washington. Practical. Functional. These wolves didn't waste resources on decoration when survival demanded efficiency.

She respected that.

Thea arranged her tools with practiced precision. Five river stones, smoothed by centuries of water, placed at the cardinal points and center of the bed. A bundle of white sage, waiting to be lit. The mugwort, now crushed and releasing its oils. A small clay bowl of spring water, blessed by a priestess Thea hadn't seen in seventy years but whose magic still held.

And her hands. Always her hands. The most important tool she possessed.

"You can leave if you'd like," Thea said, finally glancing at Beatrice's son. "Some people prefer not to watch."

"She's my mother."

"That doesn't mean you're obligated to witness her death. There's no virtue in suffering for suffering's sake." Thea's voice was matter-of-fact. "I'll call you when it's time for goodbyes. That moment hasn't arrived yet."

He hesitated, then fled. The door clicked shut behind him with the particular sound of relief.

Thea returned her attention to Beatrice.

The elder wolf was in her eighties—ancient for her kind, especially considering the violent history of pack conflicts in this region. Her face was weathered like driftwood, silver hair spread across the pillow in thin wisps, but her eyes, when they opened, were still sharp. Still present.

"You're younger than I expected," Beatrice said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Thea reached for the old woman's wrist, checking her pulse. Thready. Irregular. "People usually are when they hire a death doula. They picture some ancient crone, not someone who looks thirty."

"How old are you?"

"Old enough." Thea released Beatrice's wrist and moved to dip a cloth in the spring water. She pressed it gently to the elder's cracked lips. "How's the pain? On a scale of one to ten."

"Seven. Maybe eight." Beatrice's eyes tracked Thea's movements. "You've done this before."

"Yes."

"How many times?"

Thea paused, the wet cloth still in her hand. How many times. She could give the exact number—two thousand, one hundred and forty-seven souls guided through the veil—but that seemed like showing off. "Enough times that I know what I'm doing. You don't need to be afraid."

"I'm not afraid of dying." Beatrice's hand moved, trembling, to catch Thea's wrist. Her grip was surprisingly strong for someone so close to the end. "I'm afraid of not being remembered. Of my grandchildren forgetting my face. Of becoming just another name on a family tree."

Thea looked at the old woman's hand on her wrist—papery skin, age spots, knuckles swollen with arthritis. This was the part of her job she liked least. The living always wanted reassurance she couldn't give. They wanted meaning, significance, the promise that their existence mattered beyond the span of years they'd occupied space on earth.

Thea had no comfort to offer on that front. She dealt in biology, not philosophy.

"Your son will remember," Thea said finally, gently extracting her wrist. "He loved you enough to hire me. That's not nothing."

Beatrice made a sound that might have been a laugh or a sob. "You've seen a lot of death, haven't you? It shows in your eyes. You look at me like you're already cataloging the stages of my decline."

"I am." Thea didn't see the point in lying. "Your kidneys are failing. I can smell it. Your heart is struggling—the way you can't quite catch your breath, the slight blue tint to your fingernails. Your liver is toxic, which is why your skin has that yellow cast. These are just facts. They help me know which herbs to use, which pressure points to activate, how to ease your transition."

"You make dying sound so... practical."

"It is practical. It's the most natural thing in the world." Thea began her preparations in earnest now, pulling out the pouches of herbs she'd carry with her everywhere. Valerian root for the anxiety that would come. Willow bark for the pain. Lavender because it calmed the nervous system in ways even modern medicine couldn't quite explain.

She worked in silence for several minutes, grinding herbs with a mortar and pestle, the rhythmic sound filling the quiet room. Outside, she could hear the Riverwood Pack going about their evening routines—children laughing somewhere, the distant sound of someone chopping wood, the low murmur of adult conversation drifting through the trees.

Life, continuing despite death's presence. It always did.

"Have you traveled far?" Beatrice asked suddenly.

Thea didn't look up from her grinding. "Yes."

"Where?"

"Everywhere. Europe. Asia. South America. I go where I'm needed."

"That sounds lonely."

"It's efficient." Thea poured the ground herbs into a small sachet, then held it under Beatrice's nose. "Breathe this in. Slowly. It'll help with the tightness in your chest."

Beatrice inhaled, then coughed—a wet, rattling sound. Thea had heard it a thousand times before. Fluid in the lungs. Another sign the body was shutting down, prioritizing core functions, abandoning the periphery.

"Do you have family?" Beatrice asked when the coughing subsided.

"No."

"Children?"

Thea's hand moved to her abdomen before she could stop it. The gesture was so habitual after two centuries that she barely registered doing it anymore. Her palm pressed flat against the slight swell that had been there since 1823, unchanged, unmoving, a weight she carried like penance.

"I carry something," Thea said carefully, hearing the edge in her own voice. "But it refuses to be born. It's been that way for longer than you've been alive."

Beatrice's eyes sharpened with interest despite her dying state. "That sounds like a curse."

"It was a choice." But even as Thea said it, she felt the old familiar twist in her chest. Choice. Bargain. Curse. After two hundred years, the distinction felt meaningless.

"A choice to carry something that won't be born?" Beatrice's laugh was bitter. "What kind of choice is that?"

"The kind you make when you're terrified," Thea said, more to herself than to the dying woman. "When you see the future and it's so horrifying that you'll do anything—bargain with anything—to prevent it."

She shouldn't be saying this. She never talked about the pregnancy, about the bargain, about the 200 years of stasis. But there was something about Beatrice's clear-eyed gaze, about the way the dying sometimes saw through all pretense, that made Thea's carefully constructed walls crack just slightly.

"Did it work?" Beatrice asked. "Did you prevent the future you feared?"

"I prevented birth," Thea said. "Whether I prevented the future remains to be seen."

Beatrice was quiet for a long moment, her breathing growing more labored. Thea moved through the next stages of her ritual with practiced efficiency—lighting the sage, letting the smoke curl through the air, placing the river stones with precision that came from centuries of repetition.

This was the part she understood. The biology of dying. The way the body let go in stages, how consciousness flickered like a candle in wind, how the spirit loosened its grip on flesh degree by degree.

She could feel it happening now. Beatrice's energy signature—that ineffable thing that made a person themselves—was beginning to separate. Like oil on water, distinct layers that would soon pull apart completely.

"I'm afraid," Beatrice whispered suddenly, her hand reaching out blindly.

Thea caught it, held it firmly. "I know. But I'm here. I won't let you do this alone."

"What happens? After?"

"I don't know," Thea said honestly. "I stand at the threshold, but I don't cross it. I can only tell you that everyone I've guided has seemed... peaceful, at the end. Like they're recognizing something. Coming home, maybe."

"Maybe," Beatrice echoed. Her breathing was slower now, each exhale lasting longer than the inhale. The pause between breaths stretched from seconds to tens of seconds.

This was it. The final transition.

Thea leaned closer, her voice low and steady. "You can let go now, Beatrice. Your work here is done. Your son will be fine. Your grandchildren will remember you. You don't have to hold on anymore."

"Thank you," Beatrice breathed. So quiet Thea almost missed it.

Then the final exhale. Long. Slow. Complete.

The body went still.

Thea waited, counting heartbeats that no longer came, watching for the moment when Beatrice's spirit would fully release. She'd done this thousands of times. She knew every stage, every marker.

But something was wrong.

Thea's breath caught. She could still feel it—Beatrice's energy signature, still tethered to her body. The separation wasn't complete. There was a thread, thin as gossamer but present, still connecting spirit to flesh.

It was fraying, yes. Weakening. But not severed.

This had never happened before. Not once in two hundred years.

Thea pressed her fingers to Beatrice's neck, confirming what she already knew—no pulse. No breath. Clinically, biologically, Beatrice was dead. But magically, spiritually, some part of her remained anchored.

"What—" Thea started, then stopped.

She didn't know what this meant. Didn't know if it was dangerous, or temporary, or a sign of something larger wrong with the supernatural order itself.

A knock at the door made her jump.

"Is it done?" Beatrice's son. Theodore. Thomas. Whatever his name was.

"Yes," Thea managed, pulling herself together with effort. "You can come say your goodbyes."

She performed the closing rituals mechanically, her mind still spinning. Accepted payment—cash, always cash, she didn't leave paper trails—and packed her tools with hands that wanted to shake but wouldn't let themselves.

Something was wrong. Something fundamental had shifted, and she didn't understand what or why.

She needed to leave. Needed to get far away from the Riverwood Pack and this unsettling death and the questions it raised.

Thea moved through the pack house quickly, her bag slung over her shoulder, her eyes down. She'd learned long ago not to make eye contact with pack members. It invited conversation, curiosity, connection—all things she avoided.

But as she reached the main corridor leading to the exit, she felt it.

A presence. A consciousness. Something that made every instinct she possessed snap to attention.

Thea looked up.

A man leaned against the wall maybe ten feet away. Mid-thirties, dark hair falling over his forehead, sharp features that spoke of Celtic ancestry, dressed in worn jeans and a flannel shirt. He looked like any other pack wolf, except—

Except for his eyes. Dark brown, almost black in the dim hallway light, and completely focused on her.

And he was ill. Thea could see it immediately—the slight pallor to his skin, the way he held himself too carefully, the faint tremor in his hands that he was trying to hide. Dying, or close to it. She'd seen that particular configuration of symptoms enough times to recognize terminal illness when she saw it.

Their eyes met.

The world tilted.

Thea felt it in her bones, in her blood, in the marrow of her being. Recognition—not of his face, but of something deeper. Soul-deep. Ancient. Like her body remembered him even though her mind had no idea who he was.

It lasted less than a second. One heartbeat where everything else fell away and there was only him, only this connection, only this impossible sense of having found something she didn't know she'd lost.

Then Thea wrenched her gaze away and kept walking.

Her pulse hammered in her throat. Her hands were shaking now, and she shoved them into her jacket pockets so no one would see. She didn't look back. Couldn't look back.

Because she knew what this was. Knew what it meant.

The cycle was starting again.

Thea made it to her vehicle—an older sedan that had seen better decades—and threw her bag into the passenger seat. Her hands fumbled with the keys. The engine turned over with a reluctant cough.

She pulled out of the Riverwood Pack's territory too fast, tires kicking up gravel, not caring if anyone noticed her panic.

Only when she was five miles down the road, surrounded by thick forest and failing light, did she pull over to the shoulder and press her forehead against the steering wheel.

Her breath came in short, sharp gasps. Not panic. She didn't panic. She'd lived for two hundred years through impossible things and she didn't panic.

But her hand moved to her stomach, pressed flat against the familiar weight there.

And felt it.

Movement. For the first time in decades, the pregnancy moved.

A roll, like a baby turning in sleep. Like something waking up after a long dormancy. Like the universe itself realigning around some cosmic truth Thea had been desperately trying to outrun.

"No," Thea whispered into the empty car, her voice breaking on the word. "No, no, no. Not again. Please not again."

But the thing inside her—the entity, the curse, the choice she'd made 200 years ago—shifted again. Deliberately. As if responding to her fear.

As if saying: Yes. Again. Always again. Until you stop running.

Thea's eyes burned with tears she refused to let fall. She'd cried herself dry in the first fifty years. The second fifty had been rage. The third fifty had been numbness. The fourth fifty had been acceptance.

But now, feeling that man's eyes on her, feeling the pregnancy move for the first time in living memory, she felt something she'd almost forgotten:

Terror.

Because she knew what came next. She'd lived through it five times already.

The connection. The falling. The hope that maybe, this time, it would be different.

And then the death. Always the death.

She couldn't do it again. Couldn't watch another version of him die because of her, because of the curse, because of the choice she'd made when she was young and terrified and certain that preventing birth was the same as preventing catastrophe.

Thea sat up, wiped her face with the back of her hand, and forced herself to breathe normally.

She would leave. Tonight. Would pack up whatever life she'd built here and run, the way she'd run before. Would put continents between herself and that man with the dark eyes and the dying body and the soul she recognized.

Distance had worked before. It would work again.

It had to work again.

Because the alternative—staying, letting the cycle complete, watching him die one more time—would break her.

And Thea Frost had survived two hundred years by being very, very good at not breaking.

She put the car in gear, pulled back onto the road, and drove into the gathering darkness.

Behind her, in the Riverwood Pack's territory, something shifted in the supernatural order.

The incomplete death. The awakened pregnancy. The recognition between two souls caught in a cycle neither fully understood.

The pieces were moving into place.

The prophecy was waking up.

And whether Thea Frost ran or stayed, this time, the choice wouldn't be hers alone.
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​Chapter 2: The Curse Bearer
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POV: Cormac Ashwell



Cormac woke to the taste of copper and the certainty that he was dying.

Not today. Probably not this week. But soon enough that the distinction felt academic.

Dawn light filtered through the curtains of his bedroom—pale, gray, the particular quality of early November in Washington state. He could hear his pack stirring beyond the walls of the main house: the distant sound of someone starting a vehicle, the low murmur of voices from the kitchen below, the rhythmic thud of an axe splitting wood somewhere near the eastern boundary.

Normal sounds. Morning sounds. The world continuing despite his body's slow rebellion.

Cormac pushed himself upright and immediately regretted it. The room tilted, nausea rolling through him in a wave that left him gripping the bedpost with white-knuckled hands. He breathed through it—slow, controlled, the way he'd learned to breathe through pain over the past six months—and waited for his vision to clear.

When it did, he made the mistake of coughing.

The first cough was dry. The second brought up fluid. The third doubled him over, his body convulsing with the force of it, and when he finally pulled his hand away from his mouth, his palm was stained crimson.

Blood. Again.

Cormac stared at it for a long moment, watching the way it caught the morning light, the way it contrasted against the calluses and scars that marked his hands as a wolf who'd fought his way to Alpha and held the position through sheer stubborn will.

Six months ago, this would have terrified him. Three months ago, it would have sparked rage at the injustice of dying at thirty-four when he'd survived three territorial wars and countless challenges to his authority.

Now, it just felt inevitable.

He stood carefully, testing his balance, and made his way to the adjoining bathroom. The floor was cold beneath his bare feet—hardwood, worn smooth by decades of Ashwell Alphas pacing these same boards. His great-grandfather had built this house. His grandfather had died in the bedroom two doors down. His father had held pack meetings in the study downstairs until a rival's ambush had ended his life when Cormac was sixteen.

Legacy. Duty. Survival.

The Ashwell Pack didn't do sentiment. They did endurance.

Cormac turned on the faucet and washed the blood from his hands, watching pink water swirl down the drain. His reflection in the mirror looked like a ghost—skin too pale, shadows under his eyes like bruises, cheekbones too prominent. He'd lost weight. Not enough that most pack members would notice, but enough that his clothes hung differently, that his Beta watched him with increasing concern.

He needed to eat more. Needed to project strength. Needed to hide the tremor in his hands and the burning in his chest and the way every breath felt like dragging broken glass through his lungs.

Alphas didn't show weakness. Not if they wanted to keep their position. Not if they wanted to keep their pack safe from the vultures who circled any sign of vulnerability.

Cormac dressed with methodical care. Jeans that still fit relatively well. A flannel shirt that hid how his frame had thinned. Boots that grounded him, made him feel solid even when his body insisted otherwise. He finger-combed his hair—dark, unruly, badly in need of a cut but he'd been too exhausted to bother—and forced himself to stand straight.

There. He looked like an Alpha. Tired, maybe, but strong enough.

It was a lie, but it was a necessary one.

The stairs down to the main floor should have been easy. They weren't. Cormac kept one hand on the railing, moving carefully, grateful that no one was in the hallway to see him taking the steps one at a time like an old man.

He made it to his study without encountering anyone, closed the door behind him, and allowed himself exactly thirty seconds to lean against it and catch his breath.

Then he straightened, moved to his desk, and became what his pack needed: their leader.

The knock came at precisely 7:00 AM. Iris didn't believe in being late.

"Come in," Cormac called, shuffling papers on his desk into something resembling organization.

His Beta entered with the efficiency of someone who'd been managing pack operations since before Cormac had taken the Alpha position eight years ago. Iris was in her late forties, compact and muscular, with steel-gray hair cut brutally short and eyes that missed nothing. She'd been his father's Beta, and she'd stayed on after the ambush, helping a grief-stricken eighteen-year-old navigate the politics of suddenly being responsible for 156 wolves.

Cormac trusted exactly three people in the world. Iris was one of them.

"Morning," she said, setting a tablet on his desk and a travel mug of coffee beside it. "You look like hell."

"Good morning to you too." Cormac reached for the coffee, grateful. Black, no sugar, hot enough to burn. Perfect.

"I'm not being polite. I'm being accurate." Iris settled into the chair across from his desk, already pulling up reports on her own tablet. "You're paler than yesterday. The coughing is worse—I heard you from downstairs. How much blood?"

"Enough." Cormac took a long drink of coffee, felt it scald down his throat, welcomed the pain that proved he was still alive. "What's on the agenda?"

Iris studied him for a long moment, then sighed. "You're going to work yourself to death before the curse gets a chance to finish the job."

"Then the curse better hurry up." Cormac gestured to her tablet. "Report."

She knew better than to push when he used that tone. "Fine. Three items. First: the boundary dispute with the Clearwater Pack is escalating. They're claiming we encroached on the northern territory during last month's hunt. It's bullshit—we have GPS logs proving otherwise—but Alpha Torres is looking for an excuse to test us."

"He thinks I'm weak."

"He thinks you're distracted. Which you are." Iris scrolled through her notes. "I recommend a formal meeting. Bring documentation, bring witnesses, and bring enough fighters to make it clear we're not prey."

Cormac nodded. Torres was ambitious but not suicidal. A show of strength would settle things. "Arrange it. What else?"

"Supply chain issues. The timber contract we rely on for winter building materials is at risk because the humans processing it are dealing with labor disputes. I've got three alternative suppliers lined up, but they're all more expensive."

"Go with the most reliable, even if it costs more. We don't cut corners on winter preparation." Cormac made a note on his own tablet. "And third?"

"The Riverwood Pack requested aid last week—Elder Beatrice was dying. They hired a death doula to ease the transition." Iris glanced up. "She finished last night. Apparently leaving the territory this morning."

Cormac's hand stilled on his coffee mug. "Death doula?"

"Thea Frost. She's something of a legend in certain circles. Been doing this work for decades—some say longer. No one knows much about her background, but her reputation is solid. She specializes in difficult deaths, supernatural complications, that kind of thing."

The name rolled through Cormac like distant thunder. Thea Frost.

He didn't know her. Had never heard that name before in his life. But something about it—about the sound of it, the shape of it in the air—resonated in his chest like a tuning fork struck in exactly the right frequency.

"What does she look like?" The question came out before Cormac could stop it.

Iris raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

"Just curious. If she's that legendary."

"Right." Iris didn't believe him, but she answered anyway. "Silver-blonde hair. Pale eyes—gray, maybe blue, depending on the light. Moves like a ghost, according to the reports. Keeps to herself. Professional to the point of being cold. Takes cash only, doesn't do follow-ups, doesn't form attachments."

Silver-blonde hair.

Cormac's stomach dropped.

"I saw her," he said slowly. "Last night. I was in the corridor outside the elder's room, and she walked past."

"And?"

"And nothing. We made eye contact for maybe a second." But that wasn't true. It hadn't been nothing. It had been—

It had been like recognition. Like his body knew her even though his conscious mind insisted they'd never met. Like every cell in his body had snapped to attention and said: Her. That's her. The one we've been waiting for.

Which was insane. Cormac had never seen her before in his life.

Except.

Except he'd been dreaming of her his whole life.

"Cormac?" Iris's voice cut through his spiraling thoughts. "You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Maybe I have." Cormac set down his coffee mug with more force than necessary. "Tell me more about Thea Frost. Everything you know."

"There's not much. She travels constantly, never stays anywhere long. Shows up, performs her services, collects payment, disappears. No permanent address, no pack affiliation, no known family. She's been spotted in dozens of territories over the years, but no one's ever gotten close to her."

"Has anyone tried?"

"Probably. She's beautiful in a cold sort of way, and she's clearly got power. Death magic, most likely, given her work." Iris leaned back in her chair. "But she doesn't engage. Doesn't take contracts beyond the death work. Doesn't socialize. One Alpha tried to recruit her as pack healer a few years back, and she refused without even considering it."

"What about her past? Where she's from?"

"No idea. Some people say she's a death walker—one of those rare bloodlines that can stand at the threshold between life and death. Others say she's cursed. There are rumors she's immortal, or at least very long-lived, but those are probably exaggerated." Iris studied him carefully. "Why the sudden interest in a death doula?"

Because I've been dreaming of her since I was a child.

Because seeing her felt like finding something I didn't know I'd lost.

Because I'm dying and she deals in death and maybe that's not a coincidence.

"I want to hire her," Cormac said instead.

Iris went very still. "Cormac—"

"You said it yourself. I'm dying. The healers can't help. The witches can't break the curse. I've tried everything, and nothing works." He met her eyes. "If I'm going to die anyway, I'd rather die without this—" He gestured vaguely at his chest. "—this pain. This slow deterioration. I want her to help me die with some dignity left."

It was partially true. But it wasn't the whole truth, and Iris knew him too well to believe otherwise.

"You want to hire her because you saw her in a hallway for one second and felt something," Iris said bluntly. "That's not a reason to pursue a woman who clearly doesn't want to be pursued."

"I'm not pursuing her. I'm hiring her professionally."

"Bullshit." Iris stood, started pacing—always a sign she was working through something complicated. "You've been having those dreams again. The ones you won't talk about. They've gotten worse since the curse started, haven't they?"

Cormac didn't answer.

"And now you see this woman, and your instincts are screaming at you that she matters, and you're trying to logic your way into justifying bringing her back." Iris stopped pacing, turned to face him directly. "What if she says no?"

"Then she says no. But I have to try."

"Why? Because of dreams? Because of a feeling?" Iris's voice softened. "Cormac, you're dying. Your judgment might not be—"

"My judgment is fine." The words came out harder than intended. "And I'm still Alpha. Find her. Bring her back. Offer her whatever she wants—money, resources, protection, I don't care. Tell her the Alpha of the Ashwell Pack requests her services."

Iris looked like she wanted to argue, but she knew when Cormac had made up his mind. "And if she refuses?"

"Then I'll die the slow way. But at least I'll know I tried."

After Iris left—reluctantly, with promises to send scouts to track Thea's vehicle—Cormac returned to his desk and tried to focus on pack business.

He lasted maybe ten minutes.

The dreams wouldn't leave him alone.

He'd been having them his entire life. Fragments, really. Images that felt more like memories than imagination. A woman with silver hair that caught sunlight like water. Hands touching his face with impossible gentleness. A voice saying his name—not "Cormac," but something older, something that tasted like ancient magic when he tried to remember it.

And lately, blood. Always blood.

Last night's dream had been the clearest yet. Those hands again, but this time stained red. Reaching for him. Trying to catch him as he fell. A voice saying, "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean for this to happen."

He'd woken with his chest burning and the absolute certainty that he'd lost something precious.

Now, sitting in his study with morning light streaming through the windows, Cormac pressed his fingers to his temples and tried to think logically.

Dreams were just dreams. Neurons firing, the brain processing information, creating narratives from random stimuli.

Except these didn't feel random. They felt like remembering.

Like he'd lived through this before. Like he'd known that woman before. Like they had history that his conscious mind couldn't access but his soul remembered perfectly.

A coughing fit interrupted his thoughts—brutal, wracking, bringing up more blood that he swallowed rather than acknowledge. When it passed, Cormac gripped the edge of his desk and forced himself to breathe normally.

Six months. That's what the curse-breaker had told him. Six months, maybe less, before his body gave up entirely.

He'd made it to month six. Every day now was borrowed time.

But seeing Thea Frost in that corridor, feeling that jolt of recognition—it had done something to him. Had shifted something fundamental.

For the first time in months, dying felt like the wrong outcome. Like there was something he still needed to do, someone he still needed to find, a pattern he still needed to break.

And she was the key. He didn't know how or why, but he knew it with the same certainty he knew his own name.

The day passed in a blur of pack business and physical misery. Cormac met with his enforcers about the Clearwater dispute. Reviewed supply contracts. Mediated an argument between two wolves over hunting rights. Made decisions, gave orders, projected strength.

All while his body quietly screamed.

By evening, Iris still hadn't reported back. Thea Frost had apparently vanished—not surprising for someone who'd spent decades avoiding attachment and accountability.

Cormac stood at his bedroom window, watching the road that led through Ashwell territory toward the wider world beyond. The same road Thea had taken when she fled.

He didn't understand why she'd run. Didn't understand the fear he'd seen flash across her face in that one second of eye contact.

But he understood running. Had spent his whole life running from the dreams, from the feeling that he was incomplete, from the certainty that he was supposed to be something more than just an Alpha slowly dying of a curse no one could break.

Maybe she was running too.

Maybe they were both running from the same thing.

Find her, Cormac thought, pressing his palm against the cold glass. Iris, please. Find her and bring her back.

Because dying no longer felt like the worst outcome.

The worst outcome was never knowing why seeing her felt like coming home.

The worst outcome was never understanding why his soul recognized her when his mind insisted they were strangers.

The worst outcome was dying without ever finding out what the dreams had been trying to tell him his entire life.

Her. It's always been her.

Cormac closed his eyes, felt his body's slow betrayal, felt the curse eating him alive cell by cell.

And hoped—with a desperation that surprised him—that Iris would succeed.

That Thea Frost would come back.

That whatever connected them was stronger than her fear and his dying and the weight of histories neither of them consciously remembered.

Outside, the forest darkened. Stars emerged. The world kept turning.

And somewhere out there, a woman with silver-blonde hair was running.

But Cormac Ashwell was an Alpha. And Alphas didn't give up.

Not on their packs.

Not on themselves.

And not—he was beginning to realize—on the woman his soul had been searching for across impossible distances and inexplicable dreams.

Come back, he thought into the darkness. Please. Just come back.

The universe, as always, didn't answer.

But somewhere, in ways Cormac couldn't know and Thea refused to acknowledge, the pieces were moving into place.

The cycle was starting again.

And this time—though neither of them knew it yet—this time would be different.
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​Chapter 3: The Reluctant Return
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POV: Thea Frost



The coffee tasted like burnt rubber and broken promises.

Thea wrapped both hands around the chipped ceramic mug, letting the heat seep into her palms, and tried to convince herself she wasn't running. She was strategically relocating. There was a difference.

The roadside diner was the kind of establishment that existed in a temporal void—could have been built in 1952 or 1992 and looked exactly the same either way. Cracked red vinyl booths. Fluorescent lights that hummed with the particular frequency of imminent failure. A laminated menu offering breakfast all day and promising nothing would taste good but everything would be edible.

Fifty miles. She'd made it fifty miles from Ashwell territory before her hands started shaking too badly to drive.

Not fear. Thea didn't do fear anymore. She'd burned through that particular emotion in the first century of her curse.

This was something worse: recognition. The kind that lived in bone marrow and cellular memory, that bypassed rational thought entirely and spoke directly to the parts of her that remembered things her conscious mind had never experienced.

The map spread across the table was purely performative. Thea had memorized every territory in North America decades ago—knew which packs were stable, which were volatile, which borders were contested, which Alphas were reasonable and which were tyrants. She could navigate this continent blindfolded.

But the map gave her hands something to do other than press against her stomach, which had become an increasingly difficult impulse to resist.

Because
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