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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,




Thank you for choosing this book. If you crave stories where fated bonds burn brighter than rejection, where shifter romance dares to be both achingly tender and deliciously dangerous, then you’ve found your pack.

Writing this book meant diving deep into the raw emotions of love that refuses to be silenced—the kind that howls back at rejection and emerges stronger, fiercer, and absolutely untamed. If this story made your pulse quicken, shattered your heart only to rebuild it stronger, or left you breathless with a happily-ever-after that felt worth every tear, I would be endlessly grateful for a positive review.

Your reviews are the lifeblood that helps other readers discover these passionate worlds and gives me the strength to keep crafting stories where love doesn’t just conquer—it transforms, heals, and sets souls ablaze.

Thank you for stepping into this world with me, for championing stories that celebrate love in all its wild glory, and for believing that even the most broken hearts can find their way to an unbreakable bond.

Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit
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Seraphina’s POV




The violent pounding on my cottage door ripped me from sleep like a physical blow. My heart slammed against my ribs as I bolted upright, the thin cotton of my nightgown clinging to skin suddenly slick with cold sweat. The urgent hammering continued, each strike echoing through my small home like gunshots.

“Seraphina! Open up! We need you now!”

Jason’s voice carried a desperation I’d never heard from our pack’s most steadfast guard. My bare feet hit the cold wooden floor, and I stumbled toward the door, my mind still foggy with sleep but my body already responding to the crisis in his tone.

“I’m coming!” I called back, my voice rough and breaking.

The pounding stopped, but I could hear heavy breathing on the other side of the door. Multiple heartbeats. Multiple scents of fear and blood that made my wolf pace anxiously in my chest.

I fumbled with the lock, my hands shaking as adrenaline flooded my system. When I finally wrenched the door open, Jason’s face was the first thing I saw—pale as moonlight, his usual calm shattered into jagged pieces of panic.

Behind him stood two other guards, their clothes torn and stained with dark patches that could only be blood. The metallic scent hit me like a wall, so thick and overwhelming that I had to grip the doorframe to keep from swaying.

“What happened?” The words tumbled out before I could stop them. “Who’s hurt?”

“No time to explain,” Jason said, his eyes wild. “Get your supplies. Now. Someone’s dying.”

The word ‘dying’ hit me like ice water. I spun around, my bare feet slapping against the floor as I rushed to my bedroom. My hands moved without conscious thought, grabbing my worn leather satchel from beside my bed and stuffing it with everything I might need. Bandages, healing salves, my grandmother’s ancient remedies that worked better than anything modern medicine could offer.

My mind raced through possibilities. Who could be hurt badly enough to send three guards to my door in the middle of the night? Elder Matthias was old but strong. Luna Elena was protected by the finest warriors in our pack. Unless…

“Seraphina, hurry!” Jason’s voice cracked like a whip from the doorway.

I grabbed a thick sweater from my chair and pulled it over my nightgown, not caring how I looked. My hands were steady now, moving with the practiced efficiency of someone who had been training as a healer since childhood. But inside, my wolf was howling with an anxiety I couldn’t name.

“I’m ready,” I said, slinging the satchel across my shoulder and following Jason into the cool night air.

The moon hung full and bright above us, casting everything in silver light that should have been beautiful but felt ominous instead. Our footsteps echoed off the cobblestone path as we half-walked, half-ran through the pack grounds. Other windows were starting to light up as word of whatever had happened began to spread.

“Jason, please,” I gasped, struggling to keep up with his long strides. “Tell me what happened. How bad is it?”

He glanced back at me, his face grim in the moonlight. “Shadowmere Pack. They attacked the northern border patrol.”

My blood turned to ice in my veins. The Shadowmere Pack had been our enemies for generations, but they’d never been bold enough to launch a direct attack on our territory. Border skirmishes, yes. Stolen livestock, occasionally. But never this.

“How many casualties?” I asked, though part of me didn’t want to know the answer.

“Three injured, but they’ll live.” Jason’s pace quickened. “It’s him you need to worry about.”

Him. He didn’t need to say the name. There was only one ‘him’ that would cause this level of panic, this desperate midnight summons. Only one person whose injury would shake our entire pack to its core.

Darius.

My destined mate. The future Alpha. The man who could barely stand to be in the same room as me.

My steps faltered for just a moment, but Jason was already pulling me forward, his grip firm on my elbow. “He’s bad, Seraphina. Really bad. Lost a lot of blood before we could get him back.”

The healing chambers came into view ahead of us, warm light spilling from every window. I could see shadows moving inside, hear raised voices and the sound of someone giving sharp orders. My wolf pushed against my consciousness, demanding to be let out, to run faster, to reach our mate before it was too late.

But he wasn’t really my mate, was he? Not in any way that mattered. He was my destined mate, chosen by the Moon Goddess before either of us could walk. But destiny meant nothing if it was one-sided.

Jason pushed open the heavy wooden door and the scent hit me immediately—blood, fear, and underneath it all, that distinctive scent that belonged to only one person. Pine trees after rain. Wood smoke and something wild and untamed that made my heart race for reasons that had nothing to do with the emergency.

The healing chamber was packed with people. Pack members pressed against the walls, their faces tight with worry. Warriors still in their torn and bloody clothes from the battle. Elders murmuring prayers to the Moon Goddess. And in the center of it all, on the raised stone platform that served as our operating table, lay Darius.

Even unconscious and covered in blood, he was magnificent. Dark hair matted against his forehead, strong jaw clenched even in unconsciousness. His shirt had been torn away, revealing the broad chest and powerful shoulders that came from years of training to be our Alpha. But it was the wounds that made my breath catch in my throat.

Three deep gashes ran from his left shoulder to his ribs, parallel claw marks that could only have come from a werewolf in full shift. Blood seeped from the wounds despite the hasty bandages someone had applied, pooling on the stone beneath him and dripping steadily to the floor.

“Move back!” I commanded, my voice ringing with more authority than I knew I possessed. “Everyone out except the Elders and two assistants. Now!”

The crowd began to shuffle toward the door, their whispers following them like shadows. I could hear fragments of their conversations—speculation about the attack, worry about their future Alpha, questions about whether I was skilled enough to save him.

I pushed their doubts aside and focused on what I could control. My hands moved over my supplies, selecting what I needed with the calm precision my grandmother had drilled into me. Clean water. Fresh bandages. The special healing salve that had been passed down through generations of pack healers.

“Bring me more light,” I said to one of the assistants. “And clean towels. As many as you can find.”

My hands were steady as I approached the table, but inside I was falling apart. This was Darius. The boy who had been my closest friend until the day we learned we were destined mates. The man who had spent the last ten years treating me like a burden he couldn’t wait to shed.

The man I loved more than my own life, even though he clearly felt nothing for me in return.

I pushed those thoughts away and focused on the wounds. They were deep but clean—no sign of infection yet, though that could change quickly if I didn’t work fast. My fingers traced the air above his chest, feeling for the damage I couldn’t see. Broken ribs. Internal bleeding. His body was fighting to heal itself, but the wounds were too severe for even werewolf healing to handle alone.

“Hold the light steady,” I murmured to the assistant beside me, then placed my hands directly on Darius’s chest.

The moment my skin touched his, electricity shot through me. Not just the physical awareness that always sparked between us, but something deeper. The mated bond that had been forged the day we were born, the connection that linked our souls whether he wanted it or not.

Through that bond, I could feel his pain. Feel his body struggling to repair itself. Feel the weakness spreading through him as blood loss and trauma took their toll. But I could also feel his strength, the fierce will to live that made him the leader our pack needed.

My hands began to glow with soft silver light—the mark of a true healer. I closed my eyes and let my power flow into him, guiding his natural healing abilities, helping his body knit itself back together. The work was exhausting, drawing on reserves of energy I’d built up over years of training, but I didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. This was Darius.

The wounds began to close slowly, tissue regenerating under my touch. The bleeding slowed, then stopped entirely. His breathing grew stronger, more even. The worst of the damage was healing, but it was taking everything I had to make it happen.

“That’s it,” I whispered, sweat beading on my forehead despite the cool air. “Come back to me. Come back to us.”

His eyes fluttered open.

For one heart-stopping moment, I thought I saw something soft in those silver depths. Something that might have been gratitude, or relief, or even… affection. His gaze met mine and held, and I felt my heart skip with hope I’d thought long dead.

Then his expression changed. The softness vanished, replaced by something cold and hard and angry. His eyes, which had been looking at me like I might matter, suddenly looked at me like I was the last person he wanted to see.

“Don’t.” His voice came out as a rough growl, and he jerked away from my touch so violently that he nearly fell off the table. “Don’t touch me.”

The words hit me like physical blows. I stumbled backward, my hands falling to my sides as if he’d burned me. Around us, the room had gone completely silent. Every pack member, every Elder, every assistant—they were all staring at us with expressions ranging from shock to pity to carefully hidden curiosity.

“Darius, you’re still injured,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You need—”

“I said don’t touch me!” The command rang out with all the authority of a future Alpha, making several pack members flinch. His silver eyes blazed with an anger so intense it made my wolf whimper and press herself low in submission. “Get away from me. Get away from me right now.”

Heat flooded my cheeks as shame washed over me in waves. The healing chamber felt like it was closing in around me, the stares of my packmates burning into my skin like brands. Whispers started up immediately—hushed, urgent conversations about what they’d just witnessed.

“Did you see that?”

“He can’t stand her touch…”

“Poor girl, how humiliating…”

“Maybe the prophecy was wrong…”

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything but stand there while the man I’d just saved, the man I’d poured my energy and power into healing, looked at me like I disgusted him.

My healing supplies scattered as I turned and ran. The leather satchel bounced against my hip as I pushed through the crowd of onlookers, their faces blurring together through the tears that threatened to fall. I heard someone call my name, but I didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.

The cool night air hit my face as I burst through the doors of the healing chamber. My bare feet slapped against the cobblestones as I ran through the pack grounds, past the houses where families slept peacefully, past the gardens where I’d played as a child, past everything that had once felt like home.

I didn’t stop running until I reached my cottage. My hands shook as I fumbled with the lock, the simple mechanism suddenly seeming impossibly complex through my tears. When I finally got inside, I slammed the door behind me and leaned against it, sliding down to sit on the floor with my knees pulled up to my chest.

The tears came then, hot and fast and unstoppable. Great, heaving sobs that shook my entire body and made my chest ache like my heart was physically breaking. Because maybe it was. Maybe ten years of hoping, of waiting, of believing that someday he might see me as more than just an obligation had finally broken something inside me that couldn’t be repaired.

I’d saved his life tonight. Poured my own energy into healing wounds that could have killed him. And his first response upon waking had been to reject my touch, to order me away from him like I was something unclean.

In front of our entire pack.

The humiliation burned almost as much as the rejection. By tomorrow, everyone would know what had happened. Everyone would be talking about how their future Alpha couldn’t stand the touch of his destined mate. How she’d run from the healing chamber in tears after he’d publicly spurned her.

I pulled my knees tighter to my chest and let myself cry until there were no tears left. Outside my window, the moon continued its journey across the sky, bright and beautiful and indifferent to the breaking of my heart.

When the tears finally stopped, I stood on shaking legs and walked to my bedroom window. The moon hung there like a silver coin, watching over our pack lands with ancient, knowing eyes. She was the one who had chosen our bond, who had decreed that Darius and I were meant to be together. She was the one who had marked us as mates before we could even speak.

So why did it feel like she’d cursed me instead of blessing me?

“Why?” I whispered to the moon, my voice hoarse from crying. “Why did you choose him for me if he can’t stand the sight of me? Why did you bind me to someone who looks at me like I’m his worst nightmare?”

The moon offered no answers. She just continued her silent journey across the star-filled sky, as beautiful and unreachable as the love I’d been chasing for ten years.

I pressed my forehead against the cool glass of the window and closed my eyes, trying to understand what I’d done wrong. Trying to figure out how to fix something that felt fundamentally, irreparably broken.

But deep in my heart, in the place where hope used to live, I was starting to wonder if some things were too broken to ever be whole again.
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Seraphina’s POV




The emptiness hits me before I even open my eyes.

I stretch my arm across the bed, already knowing what I’ll find. Cold sheets. No warmth. No scent of pine and earth that should linger from Darius’s presence. The cottage feels hollow, like a shell with its soul scraped clean.

I sit up slowly, my nightgown tangling around my legs. Through the window, dawn paints the forest in soft gold, but inside our bedroom—his bedroom, really—everything feels gray. The pillow beside mine hasn’t been slept on. Again.

“Darius?” I call softly, even though I know he’s not here.

The silence echoes back at me.

I pad to the bathroom on bare feet, the wooden floors cold against my skin. His toothbrush sits dry in its holder. The shower stall is bone dry too. He never came home last night. Or if he did, he left before I woke up. Again.

My reflection in the mirror looks tired. Dark circles shadow my eyes, and my brown hair hangs limp around my shoulders. When did I start looking so… defeated?

I splash cold water on my face and braid my hair back. Maybe today will be different. Maybe today he’ll want to share breakfast with me like normal couples do. Like we used to do when we were children, racing each other to the kitchen to see who could make the better pancakes.

The memory makes my chest tight.

I pull on a simple blue dress—his favorite color, though he probably doesn’t remember telling me that when we were twelve—and head to the kitchen. The morning light streams through the windows as I pull eggs and bacon from the refrigerator. Fresh berries from the pack’s gardens. Honey from our own hives. All of Darius’s favorites.

“He has to eat breakfast somewhere,” I murmur to myself as I crack the eggs into a bowl. “Maybe today he’ll eat it here.”

I whisk the eggs until they’re light and fluffy, the way his mother taught me years ago when she still hoped I’d be her daughter-in-law. The bacon sizzles in the pan, filling the kitchen with rich, smoky scents. I arrange the berries in a perfect pattern on his plate and drizzle honey over fresh bread just the way he likes it.

Two place settings. Mine and his.

I sit down to wait.

The eggs grow cold.

The bacon congeals in its own fat.

The honey crystallizes on the bread.

Still, I wait.

By the time the grandfather clock in the hallway chimes nine, my stomach is gnawing at itself with hunger. But I can’t eat his food. That would make this real. That would mean accepting he’s not coming home for breakfast. Again.

I finally give up at nine-thirty and eat my portion standing at the sink, looking out at the forest where he’s probably running patrol with the other wolves. The eggs taste like sawdust in my mouth.

As I wash the dishes, memories flood my mind like water through a broken dam. I can’t stop them when they come. They pour over me, drowning me in what we used to be.

I remember when we were six, racing through these same woods in our human forms because we were too young to shift. Darius always let me win, even though his legs were longer. He’d stumble dramatically right before the finish line, throwing himself to the ground with theatrical groans while I collapsed in giggles beside him.

“You beat me again, Sera,” he’d say, using the nickname only he was allowed to use. “You’re the fastest girl in the whole pack.”

“I’m the fastest girl in the whole world!” I’d declare, and he’d nod seriously like this was an undeniable fact.

When we were eight, I fell out of the old oak tree behind the schoolhouse and broke my arm. Darius cried harder than I did. He carried my books for two weeks after the cast came off, even though the other boys teased him about helping a girl.

“They’re just jealous,” he told me confidentially as we walked home from school. “Jealous because you’re brave enough to climb that high. Girls can do anything boys can do. Sometimes better.”

At ten, he taught me how to fish in the stream that runs through our territory. I was terrible at it, too impatient to sit still long enough for the fish to bite. But Darius would bait my hook again and again, never losing his temper when I tangled the line or scared away the fish with my chatter.

“Fishing isn’t about catching fish,” he explained seriously as we sat on the mossy bank. “It’s about sitting quiet with someone you like. The fish are just extra.”

When we were twelve, I got my first period during the summer festival. I was wearing a white dress, and when I stood up from the picnic blanket, there was blood on the back of my skirt. I wanted to die of shame right there in front of the entire pack. But Darius simply took off his jacket and tied it around my waist.

“Let’s go find your aunt,” he said quietly, like nothing embarrassing had happened at all. He walked behind me all the way to the healer’s cottage, shielding me from curious eyes.

Later that night, he left a bag of chocolate on my doorstep with a note that said, “For being brave today. -D”

I was thirteen when everything changed.

The prophecy came during the Autumn Equinox ceremony. Elder Evangeline stood before the entire pack, her ancient eyes milky with visions, and spoke the words that would destroy my childhood:

“Two souls bound by starlight, destined to lead when the old ways fade. The daughter of healing and the son of strength shall unite the pack under the moon’s eternal blessing.”

Everyone knew she meant Darius and me. There was no doubt. He was the Alpha’s son, destined for strength and leadership. I was the daughter of the pack’s most gifted healer, my abilities already manifesting in small ways. The Moon Goddess had chosen us for each other.

I remember the joy that flooded through me in that moment. Darius was my best friend, my closest companion, the boy who made me laugh until my sides hurt. Of course we were meant to be together. It felt like the most natural thing in the world.

But when I looked at him across the ceremonial circle, expecting to see my own happiness reflected in his face, I found only shock. And something that looked dangerously close to horror.

That was the beginning of the end of us.

The memory makes my hands shake as I scrub at a plate that’s already clean. I force myself to stop dwelling on the past and finish the dishes. The kitchen sparkles when I’m done, every surface spotless. Maybe when Darius comes home tonight, he’ll notice. Maybe he’ll say something kind about the effort I put into keeping our home nice.

Maybe.

I need to get out of this cottage before the walls close in on me completely.

The pack school is only a ten-minute walk through the village center. I used to volunteer there three days a week, helping the younger children with their reading and teaching them about medicinal plants. It was something to do with my time, a way to feel useful while I waited for my real life to begin.

I haven’t been back since the disaster at the healing chambers last week. Since Darius rejected my help in front of half the pack. Since the whispers started.

But today I need to be around other people. I need to remember that I exist beyond these four walls where Darius pretends I don’t live.

The schoolhouse is a cheerful yellow building with flower boxes under every window. Children’s laughter drifts through the open doors as I approach. For a moment, the sound lifts my spirits. Children don’t care about pack politics or prophetic destinies. They just care about being happy.

“Seraphina!” Mrs. Holloway, the head teacher, spots me from across the playground. Her smile seems genuine, but there’s something careful in her eyes. “What a lovely surprise. We’ve missed you.”

“I thought I might help with reading circle today,” I say, trying to project confidence I don’t feel. “If you need me, that is.”

“Of course, dear. The children will be delighted.”

But as she leads me inside, I catch the quick glance she exchanges with another teacher. The way they both go quiet when I enter the room. The subtle shift in the atmosphere that tells me I’ve interrupted something.

They were talking about me.

The children, bless them, don’t notice any adult tension. They swarm around me like puppies, eager for attention and stories. Little Emma tugs on my dress with flour-dusted hands.

“Miss Seraphina! Will you read us the story about the moon princess?”

“Please, Miss Seraphina!” joins Tommy, a gap-toothed six-year-old with his father’s warrior build already showing. “You do all the voices!”

Their enthusiasm warms something cold inside my chest. Here, at least, I’m wanted. Here I have value beyond being someone’s rejected mate.

We settle into our reading circle, children arranged around me like flower petals. I open the book of old pack legends and lose myself in familiar stories of brave wolves and magical forests. For thirty blissful minutes, I forget about cold breakfast plates and empty beds.

But even the children can’t shield me completely.

“My mama says the Alpha’s son doesn’t want to marry Miss Seraphina,” whispers Lucy, loud enough for everyone to hear. “She says maybe the prophecy was wrong.”

The other children turn to look at me with curious eyes, waiting for my response. My cheeks burn with embarrassment, but I keep my voice steady.

“Prophecies are complicated things,” I tell them gently. “Sometimes we have to wait to understand what they really mean.”

“But you’re supposed to be our Luna,” says Emma with the brutal honesty only children possess. “How can you be Luna if the Alpha doesn’t like you?”

The question hits like a physical blow. How indeed?

“Why don’t we finish our story?” I suggest, turning pages with hands that only shake a little.

When reading circle ends, Mrs. Holloway walks me to the door. Her kindness is genuine, but I can feel her pity too. It clings to her like perfume, sweet and suffocating.

“You know you’re always welcome here,” she says, patting my arm with the same gentleness she’d use on a wounded animal. “The children love you so much.”

“Thank you,” I manage. “I’ll… I’ll try to come back soon.”

As I walk away from the school, I hear the whispers start behind me. The teachers don’t even wait until I’m out of earshot.

“Poor thing.”

“I don’t understand what Alpha Darius is thinking.”

“Maybe she’s done something to offend him.”

“Or maybe the Moon Goddess made a mistake.”

Each word is a little cut, death by a thousand tiny wounds. By the time I reach the pack gardens, my composure is hanging by threads.

The gardens are my refuge, the place I come when the world feels too heavy. Rows of healing herbs stretch in neat lines, their leaves rustling softly in the afternoon breeze. Lavender and chamomile, echinacea and willow bark—all the plants my mother taught me about before she died, all the knowledge I’ve spent years perfecting.

I kneel beside the chamomile bed and begin weeding with methodical precision. The repetitive motion soothes my frayed nerves. Dig, pull, toss. Dig, pull, toss. The rhythm is meditative, grounding.

“Found you.”

I look up to see Elder Matthias approaching through the garden paths. He’s not really my father, but he raised me after my parents died in a rogue attack when I was seven. He’s the closest thing to family I have left in this pack.

“Matthias.” I sit back on my heels, wiping dirt from my hands. “I didn’t hear you coming.”

“You were deep in thought.” He settles beside me on an overturned crate, his old bones creaking with the effort. “Troubling thoughts, judging by the state of that chamomile bed.”

I look down to see I’ve been yanking plants instead of weeds. Half the herb bed is destroyed.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—”

“Peace, child.” His voice is gentle, tinged with the accent of his homeland across the mountains. “Plants grow back. Hearts… hearts take longer to heal.”

We sit in comfortable silence for a while. Matthias has always understood when I need quiet and when I need to talk. He waits, patient as the mountains, while I find my words.

“He won’t even look at me,” I finally whisper. “Not really. It’s like I’m a ghost haunting his life.”

“And how long has this been true?”

“Since the prophecy. Five years of hoping he’ll change his mind, and if anything, he’s gotten colder.”

Matthias nods slowly. “Love forced is no love at all.”

“But the Moon Goddess chose us—”

“The Moon Goddess gives us potential, child. What we do with her gifts is up to us.”

His words settle over me like a blanket. Heavy and warm and somehow reassuring.

“What if he never chooses me?” The question has haunted my dreams for months. “What if I wait forever for something that will never come?”

“Then you’ll have your answer,” Matthias says simply. “And you’ll decide what to do with that knowledge.”

“The pack expects—”

“The pack expects many things. Some reasonable, some not.” He touches my shoulder with a weathered hand. “But you are not responsible for meeting every expectation others place upon you. You are only responsible for being true to your own heart.”

“I don’t know what my heart wants anymore,” I admit. “I’ve wanted Darius for so long, I can’t remember who I am without that wanting.”

“Perhaps,” Matthias suggests gently, “that’s something worth exploring.”

Before I can ask what he means, the sound of voices drifts over from the training grounds. Afternoon practice is starting. Despite everything, my heart still leaps at the possibility of seeing Darius.

“Go,” Matthias says, reading my expression perfectly. “But watch with eyes unclouded by hope. See what is, not what you wish were true.”

I brush the dirt from my dress and walk toward the training fields, Matthias’s words echoing in my mind. The wooden bleachers are mostly empty—just a few pack members watching their sons and daughters practice combat forms.

Darius stands in the center of the field, magnificent in his authority. His dark hair gleams in the afternoon sun as he demonstrates a complex fighting sequence. Every movement is fluid power, controlled strength. He was born for this, bred for leadership the way I was bred for healing.

My breath catches as he moves through the forms. Even angry with him, even hurt by his coldness, I can’t deny the attraction that pulses between us. The mated bond recognizes its other half whether we want it to or not.

He’s explaining something to the younger trainees, his voice carrying across the field. Patient, encouraging. This is the Darius I remember from childhood, the boy who taught me to fish and tied his jacket around my waist when I was embarrassed. He’s still in there somewhere, buried under years of duty and expectation.

“Beautiful, isn’t he?”

I turn to find Sarah, one of the pack’s unmated females, settling beside me on the bleachers. Her smile is friendly but her eyes are calculating.

“He’s a good teacher,” I reply carefully.

“He’d make a wonderful father someday,” Sarah continues, her gaze fixed on Darius. “Strong, protective. The kind of man who’d do anything for his family.”

The comment hits its mark. Sarah knows exactly what she’s doing.

“Yes,” I agree quietly. “He would.”

“Of course, he’d need the right mate for that. Someone who brings out his softer side.” Sarah’s voice is casual, but every word is deliberate. “Someone who makes him happy.”

I don’t answer. There’s nothing to say that wouldn’t reveal how deeply her words cut.

On the field, Darius calls for a water break. The trainees scatter, but he remains in the center, toweling sweat from his face. For just a moment, his gaze sweeps the bleachers. It passes over me like I’m not even there.

“It must be hard,” Sarah says softly, “loving someone who can’t love you back.”

“Excuse me,” I stand abruptly, my face burning. “I need to get home.”

“Of course,” Sarah’s voice follows me as I hurry away. “Give my regards to Alpha Darius.”

I practically run from the training grounds, her pity stinging worse than outright cruelty. Behind me, I hear the murmur of voices as others watch my retreat. More whispers to add to the collection.

The walk home feels endless. Every step takes me back to the empty cottage, the cold breakfast, the bed that smells only of my own loneliness. But where else do I have to go?

As I reach our front door, voices drift from the neighboring cottage. Mary and Susan, two pack wives, are hanging laundry on the line between their houses.

“I just don’t understand it,” Mary is saying, her voice carrying clearly in the still air. “They were so close as children.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” Susan replies, snapping a sheet with more force than necessary. “Maybe he sees her as a sister instead of a mate.”

“Or maybe he’s just not ready for the responsibility. Taking a Luna is different from playing with a childhood friend.”

“Well, he better figure it out soon. The pack needs certainty. We need to know our future leaders are united.”

“Do you think they’ll call off the engagement?”

My hand freezes on the door handle. Call off the engagement?

“They can’t,” Susan says firmly. “Not without rejecting the prophecy entirely. But something has to change. This cold war between them is affecting pack morale.”

“Maybe she’s the problem. Maybe she’s not what he needs in a Luna.”

“Seraphina’s a sweet girl, but sweet isn’t always enough. An Alpha needs a strong mate, someone who can challenge him and support him equally.”

“Someone like that Sarah girl. Have you seen the way she looks at him?”

“And the way he doesn’t look away.”

Their laughter feels like knives between my ribs. I fumble with the door handle, desperate to escape inside before they see me. The lock finally turns and I practically fall through the doorway, slamming it shut behind me.

The cottage is still empty. Still cold. Still echoing with the ghost of a life that might have been.

I collapse at the kitchen table and put my head in my hands. The tears come finally, hot and bitter and tasting of failure. How did I become this pathetic creature, waiting for scraps of attention from a man who can barely stand my presence?

The grandfather clock chimes five o’clock. Darius might come home for dinner. He usually does, though he eats quickly and retreats to his study afterward. Sometimes we go days without speaking beyond “pass the salt” and “good night.”

But maybe tonight will be different.

I wipe my eyes and start preparing his favorite meal. Roasted chicken with herbs from the garden. Honey-glazed carrots. Fresh bread with butter and jam. I set the table with our good china, light candles, even pick wildflowers for a centerpiece.

By six o’clock, everything is ready.

By seven, the chicken is dry.

By eight, the candles have burned low.

By nine, I blow them out and put the food away.

He’s not coming home.

I sit in the darkened kitchen and stare at the cold fireplace. Somewhere in the village, Darius is having dinner with the pack council. Or patrolling the borders. Or doing any of a hundred things that are more important than sharing a meal with his intended mate.

The house creaks around me like an old ship. Settling into the foundation, Matthias would say. But it sounds like sighing to me. Like the cottage itself is tired of housing this broken excuse for a relationship.

At ten-thirty, I give up and go to bed.

But I don’t fall asleep immediately. Instead, I lie in the darkness and listen for the sound of his motorcycle on the gravel drive. For the quiet click of the front door. For footsteps in the hallway that might pause outside our bedroom door.

Instead, I drift off to the silence.

I wake sometime after midnight to the soft rumble of his bike pulling up outside. My heart leaps before I can stop it. He’s home. Maybe he’ll check on me. Maybe he’ll notice the plate I left for him in the refrigerator.

I hear the front door open quietly. His boots on the hardwood floor. The refrigerator opening and closing—he found the plate. The microwave beeps softly as he heats up the food I saved for him.

For twenty minutes, I lie in bed listening to him eat alone in the kitchen. I imagine going out there, sitting with him while he finishes his late dinner. We could talk about his day, about pack business, about anything except the growing chasm between us.

But I don’t move. And eventually, I hear him climb the stairs to the guest room where he’s been sleeping for the past month.

When morning comes, I find the empty plate in the sink. Washed and put away like always. No note, no acknowledgment. Just the evidence that he was here and chose not to wake me.

I stand at the kitchen window in my nightgown, watching the sun paint the forest gold. Somewhere out there, Darius is probably already starting his day. Running patrol or meeting with the council or doing any of the important things that fill his life.

The plate feels like a small victory. He ate what I made for him. He took care of it afterward, washing it clean. Maybe that’s his way of saying thank you. Maybe it’s the closest thing to affection I’m going to get.

I make coffee and step out onto the front porch, wrapping my robe tight against the morning chill. The village is waking up around me. Smoke rises from chimneys as families start their day together. Children’s laughter drifts on the wind as they play in their yards before school.

Normal life. Happy life. The kind of life I thought prophecy guaranteed me.

Above the forest canopy, the sky is the color of pearls. Soft and luminous and somehow hopeful despite everything. I breathe in the crisp air and make myself a promise.

I won’t give up. Not yet.

Maybe Darius doesn’t love me the way I love him. Maybe he never will. But I am still his intended mate, still destined to be Luna of this pack. If he won’t fight for us, then I’ll fight for us both.

The Moon Goddess chose us for a reason. I have to believe there’s wisdom in that choice, even when I can’t see it. Even when every day feels like walking through broken glass.

I’ll keep trying. I’ll keep hoping.

I’ll keep leaving him plates of food and lighting candles for dinners he might not come home for and believing that somewhere underneath his coldness, the boy who taught me to fish is still waiting to be found.

The coffee grows cold in my hands as I stand there watching the world wake up. But I don’t go inside. Not yet.

Because out here, under the morning sky with the forest spreading green and wild before me, I can still believe in possibilities. I can still imagine a future where Darius looks at me the way other men look at their mates.

I can still hope.





OEBPS/66e8fbcb788edd7e0bd004d17b25e1cc27c46722_smallRaw.jpg
ROMANCE

REJECTED B,

AURORA BENOIT















