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  Chapter 1: The Last Sunset in Moonridge
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aurora pov

The bonfire crackled so loud I could barely hear my own thoughts. Orange flames stretched toward the night sky like they were trying to touch the full moon hanging above us. Everything smelled like smoke and pine and the sweet wine someone kept passing around in wooden cups.

I shouldn’t have come tonight.

“Aurora, stop hiding in the shadows and dance with us!” Seraphine grabbed my hand, her locs swinging as she moved to the drums. The whole pack was here for the Harvest Moon celebration, bodies swaying, wolves howling in the distance.

“I’m not hiding,” I lied, pulling my shawl tighter around my shoulders. “I’m just… observing.”

“You’re always observing.” She rolled her eyes but smiled. “That’s why you’ll die alone with your herbs and your books.”

“Better than dying from embarrassment on the dance floor.”

She laughed and spun away, leaving me by the medicine tent where I’d been organizing supplies all evening. That was my job. Aurora Vale, the healer’s apprentice. The quiet one. The girl nobody really noticed.

I liked it that way.

Except tonight felt different. My skin felt too tight. My wolf, Selene, kept pacing inside my mind, restless and alert. Something in the air had changed, but I couldn’t figure out what.

Then I saw him.

Alpha Kael Thornhart stood on the other side of the bonfire, talking to his Beta and some of the senior pack members. He was tall—taller than anyone else here—with shoulders broad enough to block out the moon. His dark hair caught the firelight, and even from this distance, I could see the scar cutting through his left eyebrow.

Everyone knew the story. Rogues had killed his family when he was twenty-one. He’d hunted down every single one of them, then taken the Alpha title with blood still on his hands. That was eight years ago. Now he ruled Moonridge with iron discipline and zero mercy.

People feared him. Respected him. Nobody dared cross him.

I’d seen him around the pack, of course. At ceremonies, giving orders, handling disputes. But I’d never been close enough to really look at him. Never wanted to be.

Healers stayed in the background. Alphas lived in a completely different world.

“Stop staring,” Seraphine whispered, suddenly back at my side. “You’re being obvious.”

“I’m not staring.” But I couldn’t look away.

That’s when it happened.

Kael turned his head, and his eyes found mine across the fire. Ice blue. Sharp enough to cut. The world tilted sideways. Everything went silent—the music, the laughter, the crackling flames. All I could hear was my own heartbeat thundering in my ears.

My wolf howled inside my chest.

Mate.

No. No, no, no. This wasn’t possible.

“Aurora?” Seraphine sounded far away. “You okay? You look like you’re going to pass out.”

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. The bond snapped into place like a physical thing, a golden thread stretching from my heart to his, pulling tight. Heat flooded my body, need and recognition and something wild I’d never felt before.

Kael’s expression changed. His eyes widened slightly, then narrowed. He said something to his Beta without looking at him, never breaking eye contact with me.

Then he started walking around the fire. Toward me.

“Oh my God,” Seraphine breathed. “Is the Alpha coming over here?”

I couldn’t move. My feet were rooted to the ground. Every step he took made the pull stronger, made Selene go more feral with want.

He stopped three feet away. Up close, he was devastating. Sharp jaw, full lips, those impossible eyes that seemed to see straight through me. He smelled like cedar and night air and something uniquely him that made my knees weak.

“What’s your name?” His voice was deep, rough, like he didn’t use it for small talk very often.

“Aurora.” It came out as a whisper. “Aurora Vale.”

“The healer’s apprentice.”

“Yes, Alpha.” I dropped my gaze, the way you were supposed to with someone so far above your rank. But he reached out and gently tilted my chin up with two fingers.

The touch sent electricity racing across my skin.

“Don’t look away.” It wasn’t an order. It was almost… pleading. “Please.”

Seraphine made a squeaking sound and disappeared into the crowd. I barely noticed.

“You feel it too,” Kael said quietly, searching my face. “Don’t you?”

“I don’t… I don’t understand what’s happening.” But I did. Every wolf knew about the mating bond. The legends said when you met your true mate, your soul recognized theirs instantly. It was rare. Precious. Permanent.

And completely impossible for someone like me.

“I need to talk to you.” He glanced around at the curious pack members watching us. “Somewhere private.”

I should have said no. Should have made an excuse and run far away. Instead, I heard myself say, “Okay.”

He took my hand—his was so much bigger, calloused and warm—and led me away from the bonfire, down the path toward the forest. Nobody stopped us. Nobody dared question the Alpha.

My heart was beating so fast I thought it might explode.

We walked in silence until we reached a small cabin at the edge of the pack territory. His cabin, I realized. Simple and isolated, surrounded by tall pines that blocked out most of the moonlight.

Kael opened the door and gestured for me to go inside. The space was sparse—a bed, a table, shelves full of books and maps. It smelled like him, concentrated and intoxicating.

He closed the door and leaned against it, watching me with an intensity that made me shiver.

“I’ve never believed in the mate bond,” he said finally. “I thought it was a story. Something weak wolves used to justify bad decisions.”

“And now?” I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to stop shaking.

“Now I’m standing here looking at you, and my wolf is losing his mind. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to—” He cut himself off, jaw clenching. “I can’t think straight.”

“Me neither.” The confession slipped out. “My wolf… she’s never acted like this before.”

“What’s her name?”

“Selene.”

Something softened in his expression. “Ragnar won’t shut up. He wants…” Kael took a step closer. “He wants to claim you. Mark you. Make sure everyone knows you’re ours.”

The possessive word sent heat pooling low in my stomach.

“I’m nobody,” I whispered. “Just a healer’s apprentice. You’re the Alpha. This doesn’t make sense.”

“None of it makes sense.” Another step. He was close enough now that I could feel the warmth radiating from his body. “But I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life. You’re mine, Aurora. My mate.”

“Kael…” I didn’t know what I was asking for.

He reached up slowly, giving me time to pull away, and cupped my face in both hands. His thumb traced my cheekbone with a gentleness that contradicted everything I’d heard about him.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured, his face inches from mine. “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll walk away right now.”

I should have told him to stop. Should have protected myself from the heartbreak I could already see coming. Instead, I grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him down to me.

The kiss exploded between us like lightning. Desperate and hungry and absolutely right. He made a rough sound in the back of his throat and pulled me flush against him, one hand tangling in my hair, the other gripping my waist.

I’d never been kissed before. Never let anyone touch me like this. But with Kael, it felt natural. Necessary. Like I’d been waiting my whole life for this exact moment.

“Aurora,” he breathed against my lips. “God, you’re perfect.”

“I’m not—”

“Yes, you are.” He kissed me again, slower this time, thorough. “Perfect. Beautiful. Mine.”

The word made my wolf purr with satisfaction. I pressed closer, my hands sliding up his chest, feeling the hard muscle beneath his shirt. He was so solid, so strong, and the way he held me made me feel cherished.

Protected.

Safe.

“I want you,” he admitted roughly, his forehead resting against mine. “So badly it’s killing me. But I need you to be sure. Need you to want this too.”

“I want it.” The truth came easily. “I want you.”

What happened next was a blur of sensation and emotion. Gentle hands removing my clothes. Whispered words against my skin. The feel of him moving over me, inside me, like we were made to fit together. He was careful, attentive, watching my face for any sign of discomfort.

“You’re so beautiful,” he kept saying, like he couldn’t believe I was real. “So perfect for me.”

I’d never felt desired before. Never felt wanted. But Kael looked at me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered.

Afterward, we lay tangled together in his bed, my head on his chest, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on my bare shoulder. The bond hummed between us, warm and golden and right.

“What happens now?” I asked quietly.

“Now…” He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Now everything changes.”

“The pack won’t accept this. Me as your—” I couldn’t even say the word. Luna. It was too big, too impossible.

“They’ll accept it because I’m the Alpha and what I say goes.” His arms tightened around me. “You’re mine, Aurora. I’m not letting you go.”

I wanted to believe him. Wanted to sink into the fantasy that a low-ranking healer could actually end up with the most powerful Alpha in the region. But reality was already creeping in around the edges.

“I should go.” I started to sit up, but he pulled me back down.

“Stay. Please. Just for tonight.”

The vulnerability in his voice undid me. I curled back into his warmth and let myself pretend, just for a few hours, that this could actually work.

I fell asleep listening to his heartbeat, feeling safer than I ever had before.




When I woke up, the sun was barely peeking through the window. Soft gray light filled the cabin. I was still wrapped in Kael’s arms, his breath warm against my neck.

For a moment, everything felt perfect.

Then I heard voices outside.

“—told the council you’d make a decision by the end of the season.” That was Cassian, Kael’s Beta. His voice carried through the thin cabin walls. “Elder Mordric is getting impatient.”

“I know.” Kael sounded tense.

My body went rigid. He was awake. Had been awake, talking to Cassian while I slept.

“The Fenwick alliance would strengthen our borders,” Cassian continued. “And Liora is… well, she’s suitable.”

“I’m aware of her qualities.” Kael’s voice was cold, the warmth from last night completely gone.

“Then what’s the problem? You’ve been putting this off for months.”

Silence. My heart hammered against my ribs. I kept my eyes closed, pretending to still be asleep, even as everything inside me started to crack.

“Last night was a mistake,” Kael said finally. The words hit me like physical blows. “I let my guard down. Got distracted.”

“Distracted by the healer’s girl?” Cassian sounded amused. “She’s pretty enough, I suppose. But you can’t let one night derail pack politics.”

“I know that.” The irritation in Kael’s voice was clear. “It was just… I needed to get her out of my system.”

Out of his system.

Like I was a problem to be solved. A distraction to be eliminated.

“So you’ll announce the Fenwick betrothal?” Cassian pressed. “Elder Mordric wants it formalized before winter.”

A long pause. I dug my nails into my palms, willing myself not to move. Not to breathe. Not to let him know I was hearing every word of this conversation that was destroying me.

“Yes,” Kael said quietly. “Set up a meeting with Liora’s father. We’ll move forward with the alliance.”

“Good. That’s good.” Cassian sounded relieved. “The pack needs stability right now. We can’t afford emotional complications.”

Emotional complications. That’s what I was.

“I need to handle something,” Kael said. “Give me a few minutes.”

Footsteps crunched on the gravel outside, growing fainter. Cassian leaving. The cabin door opened and closed softly. Kael was back inside.

I kept my eyes shut, kept my breathing even, even as tears leaked from beneath my closed lids.

I felt him standing over the bed, watching me. Felt the weight of his gaze.

“Aurora,” he whispered, so quietly I almost didn’t hear it. “I’m sorry.”

Sorry for what? For last night? For making me believe I mattered? For the fact that I was about to have my heart ripped out?

But he didn’t say anything else. Just stood there for another moment, then left the cabin again.

The second I heard his footsteps fade, I moved. Grabbed my clothes from the floor, dressed with shaking hands. My wolf was howling inside my chest, confused and hurt and betrayed. The bond that had felt so perfect last night now felt like a noose around my neck.

I stumbled out of the cabin into the cold morning air. The Harvest Moon bonfire was just smoking embers now. Most of the pack was still sleeping off last night’s celebration.

Perfect.

I ran. Through the forest paths I’d known my whole life, past the healer’s cottage, past the borders of pack territory. My chest burned. My legs ached. But I couldn’t stop.

Had to get away. Had to think. Had to figure out what I was going to do now that my entire world had shattered.

How could I have been so stupid? How could I have believed for even a second that someone like Kael Thornhart would actually want someone like me for real? It was one night. One mistake, like he’d said. I was the fool who’d let it mean something.

I finally collapsed near the stream at the edge of Moonridge, gasping for air. Selene whimpered inside me, confused and hurt. She didn’t understand why our mate had rejected us.

Neither did I.

I sat there for hours, watching the sun rise, trying to put myself back together. Eventually, I made my way back to the small cottage I shared with Seraphine on the outskirts of town.

She took one look at my face and pulled me inside.

“What happened?” She made me sit on the couch, wrapped a blanket around my shoulders. “Aurora, you’re scaring me.”

“I need to leave,” I said numbly. “I need to leave Moonridge.”

“What? Why? Last night you left with the Alpha, I thought—”

“It was a mistake.” The same words he’d used. “All of it. I need to go somewhere he won’t find me.”

“You’re not making sense.” Seraphine gripped my shoulders. “Talk to me. What did he do?”

But I couldn’t explain it. Couldn’t put into words how it felt to have your mate—your true, destined mate—reject you before the bond was even fully formed. Couldn’t describe the pain of hearing him call you a distraction while planning his betrothal to someone else.

“I just need to go,” I whispered. “Will you help me?”

She searched my face for a long moment, then nodded. “Always. You know that.”




Two weeks later

I stared at the plastic stick in my shaking hands, watching the two pink lines appear like they were sealing my fate.

Pregnant.

I was pregnant with Kael Thornhart’s baby.

The Alpha who’d rejected me. Who’d called our night together a mistake. Who was probably engaged to Liora Fenwick by now.

A sob tore from my throat. I pressed my hand over my mouth, trying to muffle the sound. Seraphine was in the next room, getting ready for her shift at the diner. She couldn’t know. Not yet. Not until I figured out what I was going to do.

My wolf stirred weakly inside me. She’d been quiet ever since that morning, withdrawn and hurting. But now she perked up slightly, sensing the life growing inside us.

Pup, she whispered. Our pup.

His pup. The heir to the Thornhart bloodline, growing inside a nobody healer’s apprentice who’d fled pack territory like a coward.

What was I going to do?

I couldn’t go back to Moonridge. Couldn’t face Kael, couldn’t watch him with his perfect political bride while I carried his secret. The pack would never accept me. They’d probably accuse me of trying to trap the Alpha, of ruining his alliance marriage.

Or worse—they’d take the baby. Claim it belonged to the pack, not to me.

My hand moved instinctively to my still-flat stomach. Protective. Fierce.

“No,” I whispered to the empty bathroom. “No, this baby is mine. Mine.”

A knock on the door made me jump.

“Aurora? You okay in there?” Seraphine sounded concerned.

“Fine!” My voice cracked. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

I looked at my reflection in the mirror. Pale skin, dark circles under my eyes, hair a mess. I looked exactly like what I was—a girl whose entire life had just imploded.

But I had to be stronger than this. Had to figure out a plan. Had to protect the tiny life growing inside me, even if it meant running as far from Moonridge as I could get.

Even if it meant never seeing Kael again.

The bond ached at the thought, still connected despite everything. Could he feel it? Did he know something had changed? Or had he already blocked me out completely, too busy with his perfect bride and his political alliances to notice the mate he’d thrown away?

I wrapped the pregnancy test in toilet paper and shoved it deep into the trash. Then I splashed cold water on my face and practiced smiling in the mirror until it looked almost real.

When I opened the door, Seraphine was standing there with her arms crossed, suspicion written all over her face.

“Okay,” she said. “Now you’re going to tell me the truth. All of it.”

I opened my mouth to lie, to deflect, to do anything but admit the mess I’d gotten myself into.

But instead, tears started streaming down my face, and I whispered the words that would change everything:

“I’m pregnant. With the Alpha’s baby. And he doesn’t want me.”

Seraphine’s eyes went wide. Then she pulled me into her arms and held me while I broke apart completely.

Outside the window, storm clouds gathered over Moonridge. In the distance, I could have sworn I heard a wolf howling—deep and anguished and searching.

But it was probably just my imagination.

Probably just my broken heart, still hoping for something that would never come true.
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kael pov

The bottle hit the wall before I even realized I’d thrown it.

Glass shattered everywhere. Amber liquid dripped down the stone like blood. My chest heaved as I stared at the mess, my knuckles white where they gripped the edge of my desk.

“Alpha, the reports you requested—”

The pack member at my door froze. His eyes went wide, taking in the destruction around my office. Papers scattered across the floor. Claw marks gouged deep into the wood paneling. Three broken chairs stacked in the corner because Ragnar kept surging forward every time I tried to sit still.

“Get out,” I said.

My voice came out as more growl than words. The kid practically tripped over himself backing away. Smart. Everyone had learned to keep their distance these past six months.

Everyone except Cassian.

“Well, this is dramatic.” My Beta pushed past the retreating pack member and shut the door behind him. He surveyed the wreckage with raised eyebrows. “You know, most Alphas express their feelings with words. Not property damage.”

“I don’t pay you to be a therapist.”

“Good thing I do it for free.” He dropped into the one remaining intact chair, completely unbothered by the rage rolling off me in waves. “When’s the last time you slept?”

“I don’t need sleep.”

“Right. And I’m the Easter Bunny.” Cassian leaned forward, his expression shifting from sarcastic to serious. “Kael. Brother. You’re falling apart.”

I turned away, moving to the window that overlooked Moonridge. Dawn was breaking over the mountains. Purple and gold light spilled across the pine forests, the same colors that had painted the sky that morning six months ago.

The morning she left.

My wolf snarled inside my chest, clawing at my ribs. Demanding I shift. Demanding I hunt. Demanding I find what belonged to us.

“I’m fine,” I lied.

“You’ve rejected three political matches.” Cassian started ticking items off on his fingers. “Alienated half the council. Spent every spare moment organizing search parties. You’ve barely eaten. You don’t sleep. And yesterday, you nearly ripped Marcus’s throat out for suggesting we give up the search.”

“Marcus is an idiot.”

“Marcus is your Third. And he’s not wrong that we’ve searched everywhere within a hundred miles.”

I spun around so fast Cassian’s hand went to the knife at his belt. Instinct. But he didn’t draw it. He just watched me with those sharp green eyes that saw too much.

“Then we expand the search,” I said through gritted teeth.

“To where? We’ve covered every pack territory, every human town, every—”

“I don’t care if we have to search the entire continent.” The words came out harsh. Desperate. “I’m not stopping.”

Silence stretched between us. Outside, the pack was waking up. I could hear children laughing, adults calling morning greetings to each other. Normal life. The kind I hadn’t known in half a year.

“Why?” Cassian asked quietly. “She’s a healer’s apprentice who you spent one night with. The council wants you to move on. Mordric is pushing the Fenwick alliance again. Even I don’t understand why—”

“Because she’s pregnant.”

The words exploded out of me before I could stop them.

Cassian went completely still. “What?”

“Aurora. She’s carrying my child.” I turned back to the window because I couldn’t look at him. Couldn’t see whatever judgment or pity might cross his face. “Ragnar sensed it. That night. The bond… it wasn’t just attraction. It was real. Complete. And when she left the next morning, my wolf knew. He knew she was carrying our heir.”

“Holy shit,” Cassian breathed.

“I’ve been able to feel her sometimes. Through the incomplete bond. Just flashes—fear, loneliness, determination. But lately…” My hand pressed against the glass. “Lately I feel more. She’s further along now. And I can’t reach her. Can’t protect her. Can’t—”

My voice cracked.

Cassian stood, crossed to me, put a hand on my shoulder. The only person who could touch me when Ragnar was this close to the surface.

“Does anyone else know?”

“No. If Mordric found out, he’d use it against her. Against us.” I finally looked at my Beta. My brother in everything but blood. “She’s out there somewhere, alone and pregnant with my child. And I can’t find her.”

“We will,” Cassian said firmly. “I promise you, Kael. We’ll find them both.”

A knock interrupted us.

“What?” I barked.

A young tracker pushed the door open hesitantly. “Alpha. Sorry to interrupt, but… we got something. From the scouts you sent to Ember Hollow.”

Everything inside me went deadly still.

“Talk.”

“A woman matching the description. Lives alone in a cabin on the east side. Works at the apothecary.” The tracker glanced at his notes. “Moved there about six months ago. Keeps to herself mostly. But sir…”

“Spit it out.”

“She’s pregnant. Very pregnant. The locals estimate maybe seven months along.”

The world tilted.

Ragnar roared inside me, pushing so hard against my skin I almost shifted right there. My hands trembled. My vision blurred at the edges.

“Kael.” Cassian’s voice cut through the chaos. “Breathe.”

“It’s her.” I didn’t recognize my own voice. It sounded broken. Raw. “It has to be her.”

“The scout said she goes by a different name—”

“I don’t care what name she’s using.” I was already moving, grabbing my jacket, my keys. “How far is Ember Hollow?”

“Two hours by car. But Kael, you can’t just—”

“Watch me.”

I was out the door before he could finish. My boots thundered down the hallway. Pack members scattered out of my way, their faces blurring as I passed. All I could think about was her.

Aurora.

My mate.

Carrying my child while hiding in some human town because she thought—what? That I didn’t want her? That I’d chosen a political marriage over her?

The memory slammed into me as I burst outside into the cold morning air.


Six months ago.

Dawn light filtered through the windows of my private cabin. I’d woken up to find Aurora asleep beside me, her dark curls spread across my pillow. She looked peaceful. Beautiful. Mine.

Ragnar had been content for the first time in years, curled around her protectively even in sleep.

But then reality crashed in. The council meeting. Mordric’s expectations. The Fenwick alliance that had been negotiated for months.

I’d slipped out of bed carefully, not wanting to wake her. Not ready to face what I felt. Because it terrified me.

One night shouldn’t have changed everything. Shouldn’t have made me want to burn down every political arrangement just to keep her.

Cassian had been waiting outside, looking concerned.

“How’d it go with the council?” he’d asked.

I’d run a hand through my hair, still smelling her on my skin. “Mordric wants an announcement about the Fenwick match by the winter solstice.”

“And you said?”

“I need time.” I’d glanced back at the cabin door. “Last night was… unexpected.”

“The healer’s apprentice?”

“Aurora.” Her name had tasted like prayer on my tongue. “She’s—”

“—not part of the plan,” Cassian had finished gently. “Kael, I know it’s hard. But you can’t afford distractions right now. The pack needs political stability. The Fenwick alliance would—”

“I know what it would do.” My jaw had clenched. “I just need to think.”

I’d meant to go back inside. Meant to talk to her. Meant to tell her that everything had changed.

But then an urgent pack matter pulled me away. Just for an hour. Just to handle a border dispute.

When I’d returned, she was gone.

No note. No goodbye. Just her scent lingering on my sheets and an emptiness in my chest that had been growing ever since.


“Kael, wait!” Cassian caught up to me at my truck. “You can’t go tearing into a human town like this. You look like you’re about to murder someone.”

“I am. If anyone’s hurt her—”

“She left you, remember? She chose to hide.” Cassian blocked my path to the driver’s side. “You need to think about how you’re going to approach this. You can’t just throw her over your shoulder and drag her back to Moonridge.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’ll run again the second you turn your back.” He grabbed my shoulders, forcing me to focus. “Whatever happened that morning, she believed you didn’t want her. You have to fix that. Not with force. With truth.”

I wanted to argue. Wanted to let Ragnar take over and just claim what was ours.

But Cassian was right.

“Fine,” I ground out. “But I’m not waiting another day. We leave now.”

“Agreed.” He released me and circled to the passenger side. “But I’m driving. You’re in no condition.”

Normally I would have fought him on it. But my hands were shaking too badly to grip the steering wheel. So I climbed into the passenger seat and let my Beta take control.

The two-hour drive felt like torture.

Every mile stretched endlessly. Every minute crawled past. Cassian tried to make conversation, tried to distract me, but I couldn’t focus on anything except the pull growing stronger in my chest.

The bond.

I could feel her now. Really feel her. Like we were getting close enough for the connection to strengthen.

She was there. In Ember Hollow. Alive.

And our child was with her.

“What are you going to say to her?” Cassian asked as we finally crossed into human territory.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s comforting.”

“What do you want me to say?” I turned to glare at him. “Sorry I was a coward who didn’t chase after you immediately? Sorry I let you think I didn’t want you when you’re all I’ve thought about for six months? Sorry our child is going to be born believing their father abandoned them?”

Cassian’s expression softened. “Yeah. Actually. That’s exactly what you should say.”

Ember Hollow appeared through the trees. A small logging town. Maybe two thousand people. The kind of place where everyone knew everyone. Where a pregnant newcomer would stand out.

“The apothecary is on Main Street,” Cassian said, checking his phone. “She should be working the morning shift.”

My heart hammered against my ribs.

We parked outside a tiny shop with herbs hanging in the window. Through the glass, I could see movement inside. Someone arranging bottles on a shelf.

“Wait.” Cassian put a hand on my arm before I could bolt from the truck. “Remember. Gentle. Calm. Don’t let Ragnar take control.”

“I make no promises.”

I climbed out before he could respond.

The bell above the door chimed as I pushed it open. The scent hit me immediately—sage, lavender, chamomile. And underneath it all, the smell I’d been searching for in my dreams.

Honey and wildflowers.

Aurora.

She was at the counter with her back to me, reaching up to place a jar on a high shelf. Her movements were careful, measured. And her body—

My breath caught.

She was heavily pregnant. The curve of her belly unmistakable even through the loose dress she wore. My child. Growing inside her. Real and alive and perfect.

Ragnar went absolutely wild inside me.

Mine, he snarled. Mate. Pup. Ours.

Aurora must have sensed something because she turned around.

Time stopped.

Those hazel-gold eyes met mine across the small shop. Wide with shock. With fear. With something that might have been hope before it shuttered away.

She looked tired. Thinner than she should be, even with the pregnancy. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair pulled back in a messy bun. But still the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“Kael,” she whispered.

My name on her lips shattered something inside me.

I took a step forward. She took a step back, her hand going protectively to her belly.

That small gesture—protecting our child from me—hurt worse than any wound I’d ever taken.

“Aurora.” My voice came out rougher than I intended. “We need to talk.”

“How did you find me?”

“Did you really think I’d stop looking?”

Her chin lifted, that stubborn fire I remembered sparking in her eyes. “You weren’t supposed to look at all. You made your choice that morning.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I?” She moved sideways, keeping the counter between us. “I heard you, Kael. Heard you tell Cassian I was a distraction. That you needed to focus on the Fenwick alliance.”

Cassian chose that moment to walk in. Aurora’s eyes flicked to him, then back to me.

“Get out,” she said. “Both of you.”

“Not happening.” I planted my feet. “You’re carrying my child. My heir. And you thought you could just disappear?”

“This isn’t your child.” Her voice shook but her gaze stayed steady. “This baby is mine. I’m raising them alone.”

“The hell you are.”

“You don’t get a say!”

“I get every say!” The words came out as a roar. “That’s my pup you’re carrying. Mine. And I’ve spent six months going out of my mind trying to find you.”

“Well congratulations, you found me.” Tears filled her eyes but she blinked them back. “Now leave.”

“Aurora, please.” Cassian stepped forward, his voice calm. Reasonable. “Just listen to him. There’s been a misunderstanding.”

“There’s no misunderstanding.” She turned her glare on him. “I know exactly what I heard.”

“You heard part of a conversation,” I said through clenched teeth. “If you’d stayed five more minutes—”

“I stayed long enough.”

“I was refusing the marriage!”

Silence crashed between us.

Aurora froze, her hand still pressed against her belly. “What?”

“The Fenwick alliance. I was telling Cassian I needed time because everything changed after our night together.” I took another step closer. She didn’t move back this time. “I was going to come back inside and tell you that. But you were already gone.”

“No.” She shook her head. “No, you said I was a distraction.”

“And I was wrong.” Another step. “You weren’t a distraction. You were everything. And I was terrified because I’d never felt that way after just one night with someone.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I expect you to feel it.” I pressed my hand over my heart. “The bond, Aurora. You feel it too. I know you do.”

Her eyes widened slightly. Betraying her.

“You’ve been blocking me,” I continued. “But I’ve still felt you sometimes. Your fear. Your loneliness. And lately…” My gaze dropped to her belly. “Lately I’ve felt more. The baby’s growing stronger. And so is our connection.”

“Stop.” Her voice broke. “Just stop.”

“I can’t.” I was right in front of her now, only the counter separating us. “I won’t. You can hate me for being a coward that morning. For not chasing after you immediately. For letting you think I didn’t want you. But don’t you dare tell me that baby isn’t mine.”

She stared up at me, tears finally spilling down her cheeks.

“Why now?” she whispered. “Why come looking now?”

“Because I never stopped. Because my wolf has been half-feral since you left. Because I’ve rejected every political match, alienated my entire council, and turned my territory upside down searching for you.” I reached across the counter slowly, giving her time to pull away. “Because you’re my mate, Aurora. And I was an idiot who didn’t tell you that when I had the chance.”

My fingers brushed hers.

The bond exploded between us like lightning. Gold light flickered where our skin touched. Aurora gasped, her eyes going wide.

“You feel that?” I asked roughly. “That’s real. That’s us.”

“I…” She looked down at our hands. “I’ve felt it for months. Thought I was going crazy.”

“Not crazy. Just bonded to an Alpha who’s too stubborn to let you go.”

A laugh bubbled out of her, broken and wet. “This is insane.”

“Probably.”

“You’re really here. This is really happening.”

“I’m here. And I’m not leaving without you.”

Her expression shifted then. The vulnerability disappearing behind walls I recognized because I’d built plenty of my own.

“I need time,” she said. “To think. To process.”

“How much time?”

“I don’t know.” She pulled her hand away, and the loss of contact made Ragnar snarl. “You can’t just show up after six months and expect everything to be fine.”

“I don’t expect fine. I expect you to come home where you belong.”

“I don’t belong anywhere.” The words came out bitter. “I’m just a healer’s apprentice who got pregnant by an Alpha during a one-night—”

“Don’t.” I cut her off sharply. “Don’t diminish what we are.”

“And what are we, Kael?” She spread her hands. “Because I don’t actually know.”

Before I could answer, the door chimed again.

A woman walked in, tall and graceful with locs and the same stubborn set to her jaw that Aurora had.

“Rory, I brought lunch and—” She stopped dead, taking in the scene. Her eyes narrowed. “Who the hell are you?”

“Seraphine,” Aurora said quickly. “It’s okay.”

“It’s definitely not okay.” Seraphine moved to Aurora’s side immediately, protective and fierce. “Some guy shows up and makes you cry, that’s the opposite of okay.”

“I’m Kael Thornhart,” I said. “Aurora’s—”

“The bastard who knocked her up and left?” Seraphine finished. “Yeah, I know who you are.”

“I didn’t leave. She did.”









































































