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  Author’s Note



Dear Reader,

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, but transforms, heals, and sets souls ablaze.

Forever grateful and howling with appreciation,

Aurora Benoit








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







POV: Elara




The silence in the university library archives is the kind that presses against your eardrums. I’ve always loved it—the weight of it, the way it wraps around me like a blanket I can actually trust. Out here, three floors below the main reading rooms, surrounded by boxes of manuscripts that haven’t seen daylight in decades, I’m safe. Nobody expects anything from me. Nobody needs me to be more than I am.

I run my fingers over the spine of another leather-bound journal, checking the catalog number against my list. My shift was supposed to end two hours ago, but Mrs. Chen asked if I could stay late to finish organizing the folklore collection before the semester starts. I said yes. I always say yes when someone asks me to work late. It’s not like I have anywhere else to be.

The pendant at my throat pulses with warmth—a steady heat that’s been there for as long as I can remember. I touch it without thinking, the way I’ve done a thousand times before. The stone feels like frozen blood under my fingertips, deep red with darker swirls that seem to move if you stare too long. My mother gave it to me. At least, that’s what the social worker said when she handed it over along with a trash bag full of my clothes and a death certificate that listed “accident” as cause of death.

I was six. I don’t remember much about my mother except the smell of lavender and the sound of her singing me to sleep. And this necklace, always warm against my skin, even in winter.

I shake off the memory and reach for the next box. My hands are steadier when I’m working. Purpose is good. Tasks are good. Lists and order and things that make sense—these are the things that keep the restlessness at bay.

Except it’s not working tonight.

All week, I’ve felt it—this pull, like something’s tugging at my chest from the inside. It’s worse when I look out the windows at the forest bordering the campus. The trees seem closer than they should be, and sometimes I swear I can hear them whispering. Which is insane. I’m twenty-four years old, not some kid afraid of the dark.

But I am afraid. I just don’t know of what.

I force myself to focus on the task. This box is older than the others, the cardboard soft with age, the tape across the top yellowed and cracking. Someone’s written “DO NOT OPEN UNTIL 2035” in faded red marker across the lid.

Well, it’s 2026, so clearly someone screwed up the filing system.

I break the seal and lift the lid. Inside, wrapped in tissue paper that crumbles at my touch, is a manuscript. The leather cover is cracked and stained, the pages inside brittle with age. I lift it carefully and carry it to the work table under the fluorescent lights.

The moment I open it, my pendant flares hot.

I gasp and pull back, my hand going to my throat. The stone is burning—not enough to hurt, but enough to make my heart race. I stare down at the manuscript. The words are handwritten in a language I don’t recognize, but underneath, someone has added translations in English.

The Lunari, the title reads. Children of the Moon.

My fingers trace the words, and I swear they glow. Just for a second, just a flicker of golden light that dances across the page before fading. I blink hard. The fluorescent lights up here are terrible—they make everything look weird. That’s all this is. Exhaustion and bad lighting and too many late nights reading paranormal romance novels that are rotting my brain.

But my hands are shaking as I turn the page.

The manuscript talks about people who can shift into wolves. Not werewolves—the distinction seems important, though I don’t understand why. These Lunari are something older, something that predates the full moon curse that shows up in every werewolf movie. They can shift whenever they want. They live for hundreds of years. And they’re connected to the moon in ways the text doesn’t quite explain.

I flip through more pages, fascinated despite myself. There are drawings—crude sketches of wolves running through forests, of people with glowing eyes, of a moon that looks wrong somehow. Too red. Too bright.

And then I find the passage that makes my blood run cold.

The Moon’s First Children made a bargain. Power in exchange for protection. The daughters of the bloodline would carry the moon’s gift, passed from mother to daughter, waiting for the night when the blood would wake and the prophecy would be fulfilled.

My mother’s face flashes through my mind—hazy, incomplete, more feeling than image. I don’t remember her death. The social worker said it was better that way. That some things are too terrible for children to carry.

But I’ve always known it wasn’t an accident. Not really. You don’t get a closed casket for a car crash.

The pendant burns hotter. I should put the manuscript away, close the box, forget I ever saw it. But I can’t stop reading. The words pull at me the same way the forest does, the same way this restless feeling has been pulling at me all week.

When the moon drinks the blood of its children, when the light fades and the dark rises, a daughter of the forgotten blood shall come.

I slam the manuscript shut.

My heart is hammering against my ribs. This is crazy. I’m sitting in a basement archive reading some fantasy nonsense that someone probably wrote for a creative writing class fifty years ago. None of this is real. It can’t be real.

I shove the manuscript back in the box and seal it with shaking hands. I need to go home. I need to sleep. Tomorrow this will all seem ridiculous, and I’ll laugh about how spooked I got over some old book.

I gather my things—my bag, my coat, my keys—and head for the stairs. The archives feel different now. The silence isn’t comforting anymore. It’s oppressive, like the air before a storm. I take the stairs two at a time, my footsteps echoing off the concrete walls.

The main floor of the library is dark, the emergency exit signs casting red shadows across empty study carrels. I sign out at the security desk—Marcus gives me a wave without looking up from his phone—and push through the front doors into the night.

The cold air hits me like a slap. It’s early September, but there’s a bite to the wind that promises winter isn’t far off. I pull my coat tighter and head across the quad toward the parking lot. This late, I’m the only one out here. The campus is quiet, the buildings dark except for the occasional lit window where some poor grad student is probably having an existential crisis over their thesis.

I know the feeling.

The parking lot is a five-minute walk through a path that cuts along the edge of the forest. During the day, it’s fine—scenic, even, with the trees providing shade and the sound of birds singing. At night, it’s a different story.

I walk faster.

The forest seems to lean toward me. That’s the only way I can describe it—like the trees are bending, reaching, trying to touch me. My pendant is still warm, but now it’s pulsing. I can feel it against my skin, a rhythm that doesn’t match my heartbeat.

Something moves in the shadows.

I freeze. My keys are clutched so tight in my hand that the metal digs into my palm. Probably just a deer. Or a raccoon. The campus is full of wildlife.

Except I’ve never seen a deer with eyes that glow gold.

My breath comes faster. I’m being ridiculous. I’m letting that stupid manuscript get in my head. I force myself to keep walking, my eyes fixed on the parking lot ahead. My car is right there—a beat-up Honda Civic that’s held together with duct tape and prayer. Twenty more steps and I’m safe.

Fifteen.

Ten.

A wolf steps onto the path.

I stop so fast I almost fall. This isn’t possible. There are no wolves in this part of the state. Haven’t been for a hundred years. And even if there were, they wouldn’t be this big.

This wolf is the size of a small horse. Its fur is black as midnight, and its eyes—those golden eyes I saw in the shadows—fix on me with an intelligence that makes my stomach drop. This isn’t an animal. Or if it is, it’s something far more dangerous than anything I’ve ever encountered.

The wolf’s nostrils flare. It takes a step toward me.

I should run. Every instinct in my body is screaming at me to run. But I can’t move. My legs won’t cooperate. My hand is still pressed to my pendant, and the stone is so hot now it’s almost painful.

Two more wolves emerge from the forest.

One is leaner, its dark fur streaked with silver that catches the parking lot lights. The other is massive, broader than the black wolf, with fur the color of wheat. They move with the precision of a trained unit, spreading out to flank me on either side.

I’m surrounded.

The pendant flares against my skin, and suddenly my body remembers how to move. I bolt.

I don’t think. I just run. My bag falls off my shoulder and I leave it, my keys still clutched in my fist. The parking lot is so close. If I can just reach my car, if I can just get inside and lock the doors—

The largest wolf cuts me off.

I try to change direction, but my foot catches on the curb and I go down hard. Pain explodes through my palms as they hit the pavement. My keys skitter across the asphalt. I scramble backward, my back hitting the side of a parked car.

The black wolf approaches slowly, deliberately. Its massive head lowers, and it sniffs the air around me. I can see its teeth—long and sharp and designed for tearing. I should be screaming. I think I am screaming. But no sound comes out.

Then the wolf does something impossible.

It shifts.

I watch as bones crack and reform, as fur recedes into skin, as the massive animal becomes a man. The sound is horrible—wet and organic and wrong. But the result is even worse because now there’s a naked man crouched in front of me, and he’s looking at me like I’m something precious and fragile and his.

“Don’t run,” he says. His voice is rough, like he hasn’t used it in a while. “Please. We won’t hurt you.”

I can’t breathe. This isn’t real. This can’t be real. Men don’t turn into wolves. That’s not how the world works.

The other two wolves shift. The lean one becomes a man with the same dark hair as the first, the same sharp features—twins, I realize distantly. The massive wheat-colored wolf becomes a mountain of a man with hair so blond it’s almost white and eyes so dark they look black in the parking lot lights.

They’re all naked. I should probably care about that, but my brain has moved past the point where modesty matters. My entire understanding of reality is currently lying in pieces on the asphalt next to my keys.

“What the hell are you?” My voice comes out as a whisper.

The first man—the one who spoke—stays crouched, his hands held out like he’s trying to calm a spooked horse. “We’re Lunari,” he says. “Children of the moon. And you…” He breathes in deep, his chest expanding, his eyes closing like he’s savoring something delicious. When he opens them again, they’re glowing faintly gold. “You’re ours.”

“I’m not yours.” The words come out automatically, a reflex born from twenty-four years of belonging to no one. “I’m not anyone’s.”

The leaner twin—the one with silver in his hair—laughs, but it doesn’t sound amused. “You don’t feel it? The pull?” He taps his chest, right over his heart. “It’s right here. Like a hook in my ribs, dragging me toward you. I’ve felt it for three days now, getting stronger every hour. And judging by the way you’re looking at us, you feel it too.”

I do. God help me, I do. Even now, terrified and confused and pretty sure I’m losing my mind, something in my chest is reaching toward them. It’s the same pull I’ve been fighting all week—the restlessness, the need to run into the forest. I thought I was going crazy. Turns out I was just being hunted.

My pendant flares hot enough that I gasp. I look down and my hands—my hands are glowing. Golden light spirals up from my palms, winding around my fingers like living things. The three men take a step back.

“What’s happening to me?” I gasp. The light is spreading, crawling up my arms, and I can’t make it stop. It doesn’t hurt, but it should. This isn’t normal. This isn’t—

A howl splits the night.

It’s not like the wolves I’ve heard in movies or documentaries. This sound is wrong—twisted, like someone took a wolf’s howl and ran it through broken glass. The three men go rigid, their heads snapping toward the forest in unison.

“Shadow Wolves,” the first man says. His voice has changed, gone hard and cold. “They’ve found her.”

The leaner twin swears viciously. The massive blond man doesn’t make a sound, but his entire body has gone tense, his hands curled into fists.

The first man looks back at me, and there’s something in his eyes that looks like regret. Or maybe resignation. “You can come with us and live,” he says, “or stay here and die. Choose. Now.”

Another howl joins the first, closer this time. Then another. The forest is waking up, and whatever’s coming doesn’t sound like it’s interested in conversation.

The golden light pouring from my hands intensifies, bright enough now that it illuminates the entire parking lot. I can see the three men clearly—the desperation in their eyes, the way they’re positioning themselves between me and the forest without even thinking about it.

They’re going to fight whatever’s coming. For me. For a woman they don’t even know.

And I realize, with the kind of clarity that only comes in moments of absolute terror, that I’m going to have to choose. Stay here and face whatever those twisted howls belong to, or go with three strange men who can turn into wolves and claim I belong to them.

Some choice.

The light from my pendant blazes brighter, and somewhere deep in my chest, something that’s been sleeping my entire life begins to wake.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







POV: Cassian




The woman stares at me like I’ve just asked her to choose her own execution method. Her scent hits me again—old paper and dust from those books she works with, but underneath that, something wild. Something that calls to my wolf so strongly I have to clench my fists to keep from reaching for her.

She doesn’t know what she is. Doesn’t know what she carries in her blood.

And right now, standing in this parking lot with the stench of Shadow Wolves getting stronger by the second, I don’t have time to explain it to her.

“You need to decide,” I tell her, keeping my voice as calm as I can manage. “Come with us, or stay here and die.”

Her blue eyes go even wider. I can see her mind working, trying to find a third option, a way out that doesn’t involve trusting three strange men who just shifted from wolves into humans right in front of her.

But there is no third option.

The wind shifts, and the rot-smell of Shadow Wolves gets so strong it makes my stomach turn. They’re close. Too close. We have seconds, maybe less.

“I—” she starts.

She doesn’t get to finish.

The chain-link fence at the edge of the parking lot explodes inward with a screech of tearing metal. A Shadow Wolf crashes through, bigger than any natural wolf, its fur matted and eyes empty of anything resembling sanity. More pour through behind it.

I don’t think. I just move.

My arms go around her, lifting her off her feet. She weighs almost nothing, this small woman who’s supposed to save us all. I pull her against my chest and run.

“Stop fighting me,” I growl when she starts struggling. Her fists beat against my shoulders, and I tighten my grip. “I’m saving your life.”

Behind us, I hear Kaelen and Theron shift. The sound of bones cracking and reforming is familiar, comforting even. My brothers have my back. They always have.

The woman—our mate—is still fighting me, her whole body rigid with panic. “Let me go! I don’t—”

“Not happening.” I pour on more speed, my wolf lending me strength even though I’m still in human form. The forest at the edge of campus blurs around us as I run faster than any human could dream of moving.

She’s so light in my arms. Fragile. Human. And she smells so damn good it’s making my wolf crazy with the need to stop, to claim, to make her understand that she’s ours.

But I can’t stop. Not with Shadow Wolves on our trail.

I adjust my grip, making sure I’m not holding her too tight. The last thing I need is to bruise her, to hurt her before she even knows what we are to each other. My fingers spread across her back, one hand supporting her legs, and I feel every inch of where our bodies connect.

The mate bond sings in my blood. My wolf recognizes her on a level that goes deeper than scent or sight. She’s ours. The one we’ve been waiting for. The one the prophecy promised would come.

And she has no idea.

Behind us, I hear snarls. The wet sound of teeth finding flesh. Kaelen’s fighting, and Theron’s with him. My brothers are buying us time, and every instinct I have screams at me to turn around and join the fight.

But I can’t. I’m Alpha, and the Alpha’s first duty is to protect the pack’s most valuable asset.

Even if that asset is currently trying to elbow me in the ribs.

“Please,” she gasps against my chest. “Please, I don’t understand. What’s happening?”

I risk glancing down at her. Her face is pressed against my shirt, her hands fisted in the fabric like she’s torn between pushing me away and holding on. Her heart hammers against my ribs—too fast, panicked, terrified.

The fear in her scent makes my wolf snarl.

She shouldn’t be afraid. She should feel safe with us. We’re her mates, her protectors, the ones who would die before letting anything hurt her.

But she doesn’t know that yet.

“I’ll explain everything,” I tell her. “Just trust me for five more minutes.”

“I don’t know you!”

“I know.”

It’s a shit answer, but it’s the only one I have.

I’ve been Alpha of the Nightwood Pack for eight years. Eight years of making hard choices, of doing what needs to be done, of carrying the weight of two hundred lives on my shoulders. I’ve never wanted anything that wasn’t for the good of the pack.

Until now.

Until her.

I want to stop running and kiss her until that fear disappears from her scent. I want to lay her down on the soft forest floor and show her exactly what it means to be our mate. I want to hear her say my name in a way that isn’t panicked or angry.

But I can’t have any of that. Not yet.

So I run.

The trees blur past. I know these woods like I know my own heartbeat—every stream, every clearing, every hidden path that leads deeper into Nightwood territory. The Shadow Wolves are fast, but they don’t know this land the way I do.

We have a chance.

The woman’s stopped struggling. I feel the exact moment she gives up fighting and just holds on. Her fingers uncurl from fists and flatten against my chest, and her breathing starts to match the rhythm of my running.

It shouldn’t feel as good as it does.

The river appears ahead, cutting through the forest like a silver ribbon in the moonlight. The border of my territory. Once we cross it, we’re on Nightwood land, and I’ll have backup.

I don’t slow down.

The icy water hits like a slap, stealing my breath. The woman in my arms gasps and clings tighter, her whole body going rigid. I keep moving, pushing through the current, feeling the river try to slow me down.

“It’s okay,” I mutter. “Almost there.”

She doesn’t answer. Just buries her face against my neck, and the feel of her breath on my skin makes my wolf howl with satisfaction.

Mine, it says. Ours.

I climb out on the opposite bank, water streaming from my clothes. My boots squelch with every step, and I’m definitely going to be freezing my ass off in about two minutes, but I don’t care.

We made it.

Flame and Slade are waiting in wolf form, their eyes glowing in the darkness. They’re two of my best fighters, and seeing them here means Solomon got my message about the woman. About finding her.

The woman I’m holding starts shivering. The river water soaked through her clothes—thin things that were never meant for running through forests in the middle of the night. I set her down carefully, making sure she’s steady on her feet before I let go.

She immediately stumbles away from me.

The distance she puts between us feels wrong. Every instinct I have says to close that gap, to pull her back against me where she belongs.

But I stay where I am.

“Who are you?” Her voice shakes, and she wraps her arms around herself. “What do you want from me?”

I open my mouth to answer, but Kaelen and Theron burst from the forest behind us before I can speak.

They’re both bleeding. Nothing serious—shallow cuts on Kaelen’s shoulder, claw marks across Theron’s ribs—but enough to make the woman’s eyes go even wider.

They shift back to human without hesitation. Naked, unconcerned, both of them focused on scanning the forest for more threats.

The woman makes a strangled sound.

Right. She’s never seen shifters before. And now she’s seen three of us naked in the span of ten minutes.

Kaelen catches her staring and grins despite the blood running down his shoulder. “Well, brother,” he says to me, “she’s seen us all naked now. Might as well introduce ourselves properly.”

“Not helping,” I mutter.

But I turn to face her anyway. She’s shivering harder now, her wet clothes clinging to her body, her arms wrapped tight around her middle. She looks small and lost and absolutely terrified.

And she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

“I’m Cassian,” I tell her. Keep it simple. Don’t overwhelm her. “This is Kaelen—” I nod toward my twin “—and Theron.” Theron inclines his head, his dark eyes watchful.

“We’re Lunari,” I continue. “What humans call werewolves. And you…” I meet her eyes, holding her gaze even though she looks like she wants to run. “You’re our mate. The prophecy said you’d come.”

She laughs.

It’s the most broken sound I’ve ever heard.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her voice cracks. “I’m nobody. I’m just—”

Theron moves suddenly, pointing at her chest.

I look where he’s indicating and see the pendant she’s wearing—a stone that looks like frozen blood, hanging from a silver chain. And there, carved into the stone so faintly I almost missed it, is a name.

“Elara,” Theron signs.

I blink. “What?”

He points again, more insistently this time.

I step closer, and the woman—Elara—tenses like she might bolt. But I just lean in enough to see the inscription properly.

Elara Vane.

“How did you—” she starts, her hand flying to the pendant.

A howl cuts through the night.

Closer than before.

Fuck.

The Shadow Wolves aren’t giving up. They’ve crossed into Nightwood territory, which means this isn’t just a hunting party anymore. This is a declaration of war.

I look at Flame and Slade, who are already moving toward the forest, their hackles raised.

“Get back to the den,” I order. “Tell Solomon we found her. Tell him Riven’s wolves are hunting, and they’ve crossed the border.”

Flame hesitates, his eyes flicking between me and the approaching threat.

“Go,” I say. “We’ll be right behind you.”

They disappear into the trees, moving like shadows.

I turn back to Elara. She’s staring at the forest with wide, terrified eyes. Her whole body is shaking now, and I don’t think it’s just from the cold anymore.

“We need to keep moving,” I tell her. Keep my voice calm, steady, even though my wolf is snarling at the continued threat. “Our territory is another hour’s run, and they won’t stop until they have you.”

She looks at the dark forest. At the river we just crossed. At the three strange men claiming she belongs to us.

“I want to go home,” she whispers.

Kaelen’s grin disappears. He steps forward, and for once, there’s no humor in his voice when he speaks.

“You can’t. Not anymore. The moment you woke, the moment your blood called to the moon, you became a target.” His amber eyes are serious in a way I rarely see them. “Riven will never stop hunting you.”

“Who’s Riven?” She’s crying now, tears streaming down her face, and it’s killing me not to touch her. “What blood? What moon? I’m just—I work in a library. I file books. I’m nobody.”

“You’re not nobody,” I say.

Her legs give out.

I catch her before she hits the ground, my arms going around her again. This time she doesn’t fight. She just collapses against my chest like all the strength has drained out of her.

“Please,” she whispers against my shirt. “I don’t understand any of this.”

I lift her again, cradling her against me. She’s so cold. Her wet clothes are making it worse, and if we don’t get her warm and dry soon, shock is going to set in.

“I know you don’t,” I tell her softly. “But we’re going to protect you. I promise.”

She doesn’t answer. Just closes her eyes and lets me hold her.

The mate bond pulses between us—incomplete, unacknowledged by her, but there. Real. Undeniable.

Kaelen and Theron fall into position on either side of me. Theron signs something I catch in my peripheral vision.

She’s ours now. We keep her safe.

“Always,” I answer.

Kaelen glances at me, then at the woman in my arms. “She’s going to be trouble.”

“I know.”

“She doesn’t believe in the bond.”

“I know.”

“And Riven wants her bad enough to cross our borders.”

“I know,” I say again.

Kaelen shakes his head, but there’s something like respect in his eyes. “Still worth it?”

I look down at Elara. Her face is peaceful now, exhaustion finally pulling her under despite her fear. Her hand rests against my chest, right over my heart, and I can feel the warmth of her palm through my wet shirt.

“Yeah,” I tell my brother. “She’s worth everything.”

We start moving again, heading deeper into the forest. Toward home. Toward the den where we can keep her safe.

Toward whatever future the prophecy has written for us.

Behind us, another howl echoes through the trees. The Shadow Wolves are still coming, still hunting.

But they won’t get her.

I’ll die before I let them touch her.

And as I carry our mate through the darkness, I realize that for the first time in eight years, I have something to fight for that isn’t just duty.

I have her.

And I’m never letting her go.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





POV: Elara


I wake to the rhythm of a heartbeat that isn’t mine.

For a moment, I don’t remember where I am or why strong arms are wrapped around me, carrying me through darkness so thick I can barely see three feet ahead. Then it all comes crashing back—the wolves in the parking lot, the impossible shift from animal to man, the Shadow Wolves with their rotting-meat smell, running through the freezing river.

Cassian. His name surfaces in my mind unbidden. The black-haired one. The one who told me I’m their mate like it’s a fact as simple as gravity.

I must have passed out. The last thing I remember is him lifting me into his arms after I could barely stand, his voice rumbling something about keeping me safe. My cheek is pressed against his bare chest, and I can hear his heart—steady, strong, impossibly calm given that we’re running through a forest in the middle of the night fleeing monsters I didn’t know existed until a few hours ago.

I should be terrified. I am terrified. But underneath the fear is something else, something I don’t have a name for. His arms feel solid around me. Safe. Which is insane because this man kidnapped me, but my traitorous body doesn’t seem to care about that particular detail.

The trees around us are so dense the moonlight barely penetrates the canopy. I catch glimpses of it filtering through gaps in the leaves—silver and cold and beautiful. The pendant at my throat is still warm, pulsing gently like it has its own heartbeat.

“You’re awake,” Cassian says. His voice vibrates through his chest against my ear.

I don’t answer right away. What am I supposed to say? Thanks for the kidnapping, it’s been great?

“How long was I out?”

“Twenty minutes. Maybe less.” He adjusts his grip, pulling me closer. “We’re almost there.”

“Almost where?”

“Home.”

The word shouldn’t hit me as hard as it does. I haven’t had a home since my mother died. The foster houses were just places I slept, places I counted down the days until I could leave. My apartment is four walls and a mattress. But the way he says home—like it means something, like it’s a place that matters—makes something in my chest ache.

We break through the treeline into a clearing, and my breath catches.

The mountain rises in front of us like a sleeping giant, all jagged rock and shadow. But it’s not the mountain that stops my heart. It’s the wolves. Dozens of them, maybe more, scattered throughout the clearing. Some are in wolf form—massive creatures with eyes that glow in the moonlight. Others are human, or human-shaped at least, moving between fires and tents with a grace that seems almost supernatural.

They all stop what they’re doing when we appear. Every single one of them turns to stare.

I tense in Cassian’s arms. My hands fist in his shirt without conscious thought.

His arms tighten around me. “They won’t hurt you.” His voice is low, just for me. “You’re under my protection. Under the Alpha’s protection.”

“What does that mean?” I whisper.

“It means anyone who touches you answers to me.”

The wolves nearest us lower their heads, a gesture that looks almost like respect. Or submission. I don’t know which, and I’m not sure I want to.

Cassian carries me toward the mountain, toward a massive opening in the rock face that looks like the mouth of some ancient creature. The wolves part to let us through, but I feel their eyes on me the whole way. Curious. Assessing. Some look hostile.

I don’t blame them. I’m a stranger here, a human in a place that clearly belongs to something else.

The cave swallows us whole.

I expect darkness, but instead there’s light—soft and ethereal, coming from crystals embedded in the walls. They glow with a pale blue luminescence that reminds me of moonlight trapped in glass. The effect is beautiful and eerie all at once.

The space inside is vast. The main cavern stretches so high I can’t see the ceiling, and tunnels branch off in every direction like a massive warren. Wolves move through the shadows with that same uncanny grace, their footsteps silent on the stone floor.

But it’s not just wolves. There are people too—humans, or at least they look human. A woman tends a fire in the corner, stirring something in a pot that smells like herbs and meat. Two men sharpen weapons near another fire, their movements methodical and precise. A child—an actual child, maybe seven or eight—darts between the adults, laughing as an older boy chases him.

This isn’t just a den. It’s a civilization. A community. A world I never knew existed.

“How many of you are there?” I ask.

“Two hundred in the Nightwood Pack,” Cassian says. “Give or take.”

Two hundred. The number staggers me. Two hundred people—wolves—living hidden in these mountains, completely invisible to the human world I thought I knew.

“Put me down,” I say. My voice comes out steadier than I feel. “Please.”

Cassian hesitates, then slowly lowers me to my feet. My legs are unsteady, but I lock my knees and force myself to stand. I won’t meet whatever’s coming on my back, carried like a child.

The wolves in the cavern are watching us. Watching me. I can feel the weight of their stares like a physical thing.

A ripple of movement near the back of the cavern catches my eye. The wolves there are moving aside, creating a path, and an old man walks through.

No—not just old. Ancient. His hair is pure white, falling past his shoulders, and his face is creased with lines so deep they look carved. But it’s his eyes that make my breath catch. They’re gold. Not brown with gold flecks, but solid gold, molten and glowing like the crystals in the walls.

Every wolf in his path lowers their head as he passes. Even Cassian dips his chin in what looks like respect.

The old man stops in front of me. He’s tall, though age has bent his shoulders slightly, and he moves with the careful deliberation of someone who’s lived too long to rush anything.

“So,” he says. His voice sounds like old trees creaking in wind. “The daughter of the forgotten blood has finally come.”

I want to step back, but I force myself to hold my ground. “I don’t know what that means.”

“Don’t you?” His golden eyes study me with an intensity that makes me feel like he’s reading every thought I’ve ever had. “I am Solomon, Elder of the Nightwood. And you, child, are either our salvation or our doom.”

The words should sound dramatic, over-the-top, like something out of a bad fantasy novel. But the way he says them—with absolute certainty, with the weight of something that cannot be questioned—makes my skin prickle.

“I’m nobody,” I say. The words come out defensive. “I’m just—”

“Cassian.” Solomon doesn’t look away from me. “Set her down properly. She needs to stand on her own for this.”

“She is standing,” Cassian says from beside
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